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The Bad Pl ace
by Dean R Koontz

Every eye sees its own special vision; every ear hears a nost different
song. In each man's troubled heart, an incision would reveal a unique,
shanmeful wrong.

Stranger friends hide here in human guise than reside in the valleys of
Hell. But goodness, kindness and |ove arise in the heart of the poor
beast, as well.

- The Book of Counted Sorrows

THE NI GHT was becal ned and curiously silent. A faint scent of snpke
hung on the notionless air though no snoke was vi si bl e.

Sprawl ed face down on the cold pavenent, Frank Pollard did not nove when
he regai ned consci ousness; he waited in the hope that his confusion
woul d di ssipate. He blinked, trying to focus. Veils seened to flutter
within his eyes. He sucked deep breaths of the cool air, tasting the

i nvisible snoke, grinmacing at the acrid tang of it.

Shadows | oonmed |i ke a convocation of robed figures, crowding around him
Gradual ly his vision cleared, but in the yellowi sh light that canme from
far behind him little was revealed. A large trash dunpster, six or
eight feet fromhim so dimy outlined that for a noment it seemned
strange, as though it were an artifact of an alien civilization. Frank
stared at it for a while before he realized what it was. He did not
know where he was or how he had gotten there. He could not have been
unconsci ous | onger than a few seconds for his heart was pounding as if
he had been running for his life only noments ago.

Fireflies in a windstorm. ..

That phrase took flight through his nmind, but he had no idea what it
meant. When he tried to concentrate on it and nake sense of it, a dul
headache devel oped above his right eye.

Fireflies in a windstorm. ..
He groaned softly.

Bet ween him and t he dunpster, a shadow anpong shadows noved, quick and
sinuous. Small but radiant green eyes regarded himwith icy interest.
Fri ghtened, Frank pushed up onto his knees. A thin, involuntary cry
issued fromhim alnost less |like a human sound than like the nuted wail
of a reed instrunent.

The green-eyed observer scanpered away. A cat. Just an ordinary bl ack
cat.

Frank got to his feet, swayed dizzily, and nearly fell over an object
that had been on the bl acktop beside him G ngerly he bent down and
picked it up: a flight bag made of supple | eather, packed full
surprisingly heavy. He supposed it was his. He could not renenber.
Carrying the bag, he tottered to the dunpster and | eaned against its
rusted fl ank.

Looki ng back, he saw that he was between rows of what seened to be
two-story stucco apartment buildings. Al of the wi ndows were black. On
both sides, the tenants' cars were pulled nose-first into covered
parking stalls. The queer yellow glow, sour and sul furous, alnbst nore
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like the product of a gas flanme than the |um nescence of an incandescent
electric bulb, cane froma street lanp at the end of the block, too far
away to reveal the details of the alleyway in which he stood.

As his rapid breathing slowed and as his heartbeat decel erated, he
abruptly realized that he did not know who he was. He knew his

name- Frank Pol | ard-but that was all. He did not know how ol d he was,
what he did for a living, where he had come from where he was going, or
why. He was so startled by his predicanent that for a noment his breath
caught in his throat; then his heartbeat soared again, and he let his
breath out in a rush.

Fireflies in a windstorm..
What the hell did that nmean?
The headache above his right eye corkscrewed across his forehead.

He | ooked frantically left and right, searching for an object or an
aspect of the scene that he m ght recognize, anything, an anchor in a
worl d that was suddenly too strange. Wen the night offered nothing to
reassure him he turned his quest inward, desperately seeking sonething
famliar in hinself, but his own nenory was even darker than the
passageway around him

Gradual | y he becane aware that the scent of snoke had faded, replaced by
a vague but nauseating snell of rotting garbage in the dunpster. The
stench of deconposition filled himw th thoughts of death, which seened
to trigger a vague recollection that he was on the run from soneone- or
sonmet hing that wanted to kill him Wen he tried to recall why he was
fl eeing, and fromwhom he could not further illum nate any scrap of
menory; in fact, it seened nore an awareness on instinct than a genuine
recol | ection.

A puff of wind swirled around him Then calmreturned as if the dead
night was trying to come back to life but had aged just one shuddering
breath. A single piece of waste paper, swept up by that suffocating air
clicked along the cement and scraped to a stop against his right shoe.

Then anot her puff.
The paper whirl ed away.
Agai n the night was dead calm

Sonet hi ng was happening. Frank sensed that these silent whiffs of w nd
had sone nml evol ent source, or neaning.

Irrationally, he was sure that he was about to be crushed by a great
weight. He |looked up into the clear sky, at the enpty blackness of
space and at the nalignant brilliant of the distant stars. |f sonething
was descendi ng toward Frank he could not see it.

The ni ght exhal ed once nore. Harder this time. |Its breath was sharp
and dank.

He was wearing runni ng shoes, white athletic socks, and a | ong-sl eeved
blue-plaid shirt. He had no jacket, an could have used one. The air
was not frigid, just mldly cooling. But a coldness was in him too, a
staggering fear, and he shivered uncontrollably between the cool caress
of the night and that inner chill.

The gust of w nd di ed.
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Stillness reclaimed the night.

Convinced that he had to get out of there-and fast, he pushed away from
the dunpster. He staggered along the alley retreating fromthe end of
the bl ock where the street |anp glowed, into darker realns, with no
destination in mnd, directed only by the sense that this place was
dangerous and that was if indeed safety could be found, |ay el sewhere.

The wind rose again, and with it, this time, canme a whistling, barely
audi bl e, like the distant nusic of a flute of some strange bone
i nstrument.

Wthin a few steps, as Frank becane surefooted and as his eyes adapted
to the murky night, he arrived at a confluence of passageways.
Wought-iron gates in pale stucco arches lay to his left and right.

He tried the gate on the left. It was unlocked, secured only by a
sinmple gravity latch. The hinges squeaked, eliciting a wince from
Frank, who hoped the sound had not been heard by his pursuer

By now, although no adversary was in sight, Frank had no doubt that he
was the object of a chase. He knew it was surely as a hare knew when a
fox was in the field.

The wi nd shuttered again at his back, and the flowerlike music, though
barely audi bl e and | acki ng a discernible nel ody, was haunting. It
pierced him It sharpened his fear

Beyond the black iron gate, flanked by feathery ferns and bushes, a

wal kway | ed between a pair of two-story apartnent buildings. Frank
followed it into a rectangular courtyard somewhat reveal ed by

| ow-wattage security |lanps at each end. First-floor apartnents opened
onto a covered pronenade; the doors of the second-floor units were under
the tile roof of an iron-railed balcony. Lightless windows faced a
swat h of grass, beds of azal eas and a few pal ns.

A frieze of spiky palmfrond shadows | ay across one palely illuninated
wal |, as motionless as if they were carved on a stone tablet. Then the
mysterious flute warbled softly again, the reborn wi nd huffed harder
than before, and the shadows danced, danced. Frank's own distorted,
dark reflection whirled briefly over the stucco, anong the sil houettes,
as he hurried across the courtyard. He found anot her wal kway, another
gate, and ultinmately the street on which the apartnent conplex faced.

It was a side street w thout |anpposts. There, the reign of the night
was undi sput ed.

The blustery wind |lasted | onger than before, churned harder. Wen the
gust ended abruptly, with an equally abrupt cessation of the unmnel odic
flute, the night seened to have been left in a vacuum as though the
departing turbul ence had taken with it every wi sp of breathable air.
Then Frank's ears popped as if froma sudden altitude change; as he
rushed across the deserted street toward the cars parked along the far
curb, air poured in around hi magain.

He tried four cars before finding one unlocked, a Ford. Slipping behind
the wheel, he left the door open to provide sone |ight.

He | ooked back the way he had cone.

The apartnent conpl ex was dead-of -the-ni ght and Wapped in darkness. An
ordinary building yet inexplicably sinister
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No one was in sight.

Nevert hel ess, Frank knew soneone was closing in on him He reached
under the dashboard, pulled out a tangle of wires, and hastily
junp-started the engine before realizing such a | arcenous skil
suggested a |ife outside of the |aw.

he didn't feel like a thief. He had no sense of guilt and no apathy
for-or fear of-the police. |In fact, at the noment, would have wel coned
a cop to help himdeal wth whoever or whatever was on his tail. He
felt not like a crininal, like a man who had been on the run for an
exhaustingly long time, froman inplacable and rel entl ess eneny.

As he reached for the handl e of the open door, a brief pale blue |ight
washed over him and the driver's-side w ndow of the Ford expl oded.
Tempered gl ass showered into the rear seat, gumy and mnutely
fragmented. Since the front door was not closed, that wi ndow didn't
spray over him instead, nost of it fell out of the frame, onto the
pavenent Yanking the door shut, he glanced through the gap where the
gl ass had been, toward the gl oom enfol ded apartment and saw no one.

Frank threw the Ford in gear, popped the brake, tranped hard on the
accelerator. Swinging away fromthe curb, he clipped the rear bunper of
the car parked in front of him A brief peal of tortured netal rang
sharply across the night.

But he was still under attack: A scintillant blue Iight, at one second
in duration, lit up the car; over its entire interior. The w ndshield
cracked with thousands of jagged |ines, though it had been struck by

not hing he could see. Frank averted his face and squeezed his eyes shut
just in time to avoid being blinded by flying fragments. For a nonent
he coul d not renenber where he was going, but he didn't let up on the
accel erator preferring the danger of collision to the greater risk of
breaki ng and giving his unseen eneny tinme to reach him d ass rained
over him spattered across the top of his bent head; luckily, it was
safety glass, and none of the fragnments cut him

He opened his eyes, squinting into the gale that rushed through the now
enpty wi ndshield frame. He saw that he'd gone half a bl ock and had
reached the intersection. He whipped the wheel to the right, tapping
the brake pedal only lightly, and turned onto a nore brightly lighted

t hor oughf ar e.

Like Saint Elms fire, sapphire-blue light glimered on the chrone, and
when the Ford was hal fway around the corner, one of the rear tires bl ew
He had heard no gunfire. A fraction of a second |later, the other rear
tire blew

The car rocked, slewed to the left, began to fishtail
Frank fought the steering wheel
Both front tires ruptured sinultaneously.

The car rocked again, even as it glided sideways, and the sudden
col l apse of the front tires conpensated for the leftward slide of the
rear end, giving Frank a chance to grapple the spinning steering whee
i nto submi ssi on.

Agai n, he had heard no gunfire. He didn't know why all of,this was
happeni ng-yet he di d.
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That was the truly frightening part: On sonme deep subconscious | evel he
did know what was happeni ng, what strange force was swiftly destroying

the car around him and he al so knew that his chances of escaping were

poor .

A flicker of twilight blue..

The rear wi ndow i npl oded. Gumy yet prickly wads of safety glass flew
past him Some snmacked the back of his head, stuck in his hair.

Frank made the corner and kept going on four flats. The sound of
fl appi ng rubber, already shredded, and the grinding of netal wheel rins
could be heard even above the roar of the wind that buffeted his face.

He gl anced at the rear view mrror. The night was a great black ocean
behind him relieved only by wi dely spaced street |anps that dw ndled
into the gloomlike the lights of a double convoy of ships.

According to the speedoneter, he was doing thirty mles an hour just
after coming out of the turn. He tried to push it up to forty in spite
of the ruined tires, but sonething clanged and clinked under the hood,
rattl ed and whi ned, and the engi ne coughed, and he could not coax any
nore speed out of it.

Wien he was hal fway to the next intersection, the street |anp either
burst or winked out. Frank couldn't tell which one it was because the
street |anps were w dely spaced, he could see enough to drive

The engi ne coughed, then again, and the Ford began to gain speed. He
didn't brake for the stop sign at the next intersection Instead he
punped the accel erator but to no avail.

Finally the steering failed too. The wheel spun uselessly in his sweaty
hands.

Evidently the tires had been conpletely torn apart. The contact of the
steel wheel rins with the pavenent flung up turquoi se sparks.

Fireflies in a windstorm. ..
He still didn't know what that neant.

Now novi ng about twenty miles an hour, the car headed straight toward
the right-hand curb. Frank tranped the brakes, but they no | onger
functi oned.

The car hit the curb, junped it, grazed a | amppost with a sound of sheet
met al ki ssing steel, and thudded agai nst the bark of an i mrense date
palmin front of a white bungal ow. Lights came on in the house even as
the final crash was echoing in the cool night air.

Frank threw the door open, grabbed the leather flight bag fromthe seat
besi de him and got out, shedding fragnents of gummy yet splintery
safety gl ass.

Though only nildly cool, the air chilled his face because sweat trickled
down fromhis forehead. He could taste it when he licked his I|ips.

A man had opened the front door of the bungal ow as he stepped onto the
porch. Lights flicked on at the house door.

Frank | ooked back the way he had cone. A thin cloud of |um nous
sapphire dust seened to bl ow through the street.
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As though shattered by a trenmendous surge of current, the bulbs in
street | anps expl oded al ong the two bl ocks behind him the shards of
glass, glinting like ice, rained on the blacktop. In resultant gloom
he t hought he saw a tall, shadowy figure nore than a bl ock away, com ng
after him but he couldn't be sure.

To Frank's left, the guy fromthe bungal ow was hurryi ng down the wal k
toward the palmtree where the Ford had cone to rest. He was talKking,
but Frank wasn't listening to him

Clutching the |l eather satchel, Frank turned and ran. He was not sure
what he was running from or why he was so afraid, or where he night
hope to find a haven, but he ran nonet hel ess because he knew that if he
stood there only a few seconds | onger, he would be kill ed.

THE W NDOWNLESs rear conpartnent of the Dodge van was illum nated by tiny
red, blue, green, white, and anber indicator bul bs on banks of

el ectronic surveillance equi prent but primarily by the soft green gl ow
fromthe conputer screens, which made that claustrophobic space seem
Iike a chanber in a deep-sea subnersible.

Dressed in a pair of Rockport wal ki ng shoes, beige coat and a maroon

sweat er, Robert Dakota sat on a swivel chair in front of the twin video
display termnals. He tapped his toes against the floorboards, keeping
time, and with his right hand he happily conducted an unseen orchestra.

Bobby was wearing a headset with stereo ear phones and with a snall

m crophone suspended an inch or so in front of his lips. At the nonent
he was listening to Benny Goodrman's "One O d ock Junp,” the prino
versi on of Count Basie's swing conposition, six and a half minutes of
heaven. Just as he took up another piano chorus and as Harry Janes

| aunched into the brilliant trunpet stint that led to the infanpus sw ng
hi story of that era.

Bobby was deep into nmusic. But he was al so acutely aware of the
activity on the display termnals. The one on the right was |inked, via
m crowave with the computer system at the Decodyne Corporation, in front
of which his van was parked. 1t reveal ed what Tom Rasmussen was up to
in those offices at 1:10 Thursday norni ng, no good.

One by one, Rasnussen was accessing and copying the files of the
sof t war e-desi gn teamthat had recently conpl eted Decodyne's new and
revol uti onary word-processing program"W zard."

The Wzard files carried out instructions of electronic draw bridges,
nmoats, and other parts. Tom Rasmussen was an expert in conputer
security, however, and there was no fortress that he could not
penetrate, given enough time. Indeed, if Wzard had not been devel oped
on a secure in-house conputer systemwith no links to the outside world,
Rasmussen woul d have slipped into the files frombeyond the walls of
Decodyne, via a nodern and tel ephone |ine.

Ironically, he had been working as the night security guard at Decodyne
for five weeks, having been hired on the basis of elaborate-and nearly
convi nci ng-fal se papers. Tonight he had breached W=zard's fina
defenses. In a while he woul d wal k out of Decodyne with a packet of

fl oppy diskettes worth a fortune to the conpany's conpetitors.

"One O C ock Jump" ended.

Into the nicrophone Bobby said, "Misic stop."
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That vocal command cued his conputerized conpact-di sc systemto switch
of f, opening the headset for comunication with Julie, his w fe and
busi ness partner

"You there, babe?"

From her surveillance position in a car at the farthest end of the
par ki ng | ot behind Decodyne, she had been listening to the sanme nusic
through her own headset. She sighed. "Did Vernon Brown ever play
better tronbone than the night of the Carnegi e concert?"

"What about Krupa on the druns?"

"Auditory anbrosia. And an aphrodisiac. The nusic nmakes ne want to go
to bed with you."

"Can't. Not sleepy. Besides, we're being private detectives,
remenber ?"

"I like being |overs better."

"W don't earn our daily bread by maeking I ove."

"I'd pay you," she said.

"Yeah? How much?"
"Ch, in daily-bread terns... half a |loaf."
"I"'mworth a whole |oaf."

Julie said, "Actually, you're worth a whole |loaf, two croissants, and a
bran nmuffin."

She had a pleasing, throaty, and altogether sexy voice that he loved to
listen to, especially through headphones, when she sounded |ike an ange
whi spering in his ears.

She woul d have been a marvel ous bi g-band singer if she had been around
in the 1930s and '40s-and if she had been able to carry a tune. She was
a great swi ng dancer, but she couldn't croon worth a dam; when she was
in the nobod to sing along with old recordings by Margaret Witing or the
Andrews Sisters or Rose nary Cl ooney or Marion Hutton, Bobby had to

| eave the room out of respect for the nusic.

She said, "Wat's Rasnussen doi ng?"

Bobby checked the second video display, to his left, which was |inked to
Decodyne's interior security caneras. Rasnussen thought he had
over-ridden the canmeras and was uncertain; but they had been wat ching
himfor the |last few weeks, night after night, and recording his every
treachery on vi deo tape.

"dd Toms still in George Ackroyd's office, at the conputer there."
Ackroyd was project director for Wzard.

Bob gl anced at the other display, which duplicated what Rasnussen was
seei ng on Ackroyd's conputer screen. "He just copied the |ast Wzard
file onto diskette."

Rasnmussen switched of f the computer in Ackroyd's office. Sinultaneously
the linked VDT in front of Bobby went bl ank
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Bobby said, "He's finished. He's got it all now"
Julie said, "The worm He nust be feeling smug."

Bobby turned to the display on his left, |eaned forward, and watched the
bl ack-and-white i mage of Rasnussen at Ackroyd's term nal

"I think he's grinning."
"We'll wipe that grin off his face."

"Let's see what he does next. Want to nake a bet? On whether he'l
stay in there, finish his shift, and waltz out in the norning or |eave
ri ght now?"

"Now, " Julie said.

"Or soon. He won't risk getting caught with the floppies. He'll |eave
while no one else is there."

"No bet. | think you're right."

The transmitted image on the nmonitor flickered, rolled, but Rasnussen
did not get out of Ackroyd's chair. |In fact he slunped back, as if
exhausted. He yawned and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

"He seenms to be resting, gathering his energy," Bobby said
"Let's have another tune while we wait for himto nove."

"Good idea." He gave the CD player the start-up cue "Begin nusic"-and
was rewarded with denn Mller's "In the Mod."

On the nonitor, Rasmussen rose fromthe chair in Ackroyd's dimy |ighted
office. He yawned again, stretched, and crossed the roomto the big

wi ndows that | ooked down on M chael son Drive, the street on which Bobby
was par ked

I f Bobby had slipped forward, out of the rear of the van and into the
driver's conpartnent, he probably woul d have been able to see Rasnussen
standing up there at the second-floor wi ndow, silhouetted by the gl ow of
Ackroyd's desk |lanp, staring out at the night.

He stayed where he was, however, satisfied with the view on the screen

Mller's band was playing the famous "In the Mod" riff, again and
agai n, gradually fading away, al nost disappearing entirely but... now
bl asti ng back at full power to repeat the entire cycle.

In Ackroyd's office, Rasnmussen finally turned fromthe w ndow and | ooked
up at the security canera that was nounted on the wall near the ceiling.
He seened to be staring straight at Bobby, as if aware of being watched.
He noved a few steps closer to the camera, smling.

Bobby said, "Music stop," and the MIler band instantly fell silent.
To Julie, he said, "Sonething strange here
"Troubl e?"

Rasmussen stopped just under the security canera, still grinning up at
it. Fromthe pocket of his uniformshirt, he withdrew a fol ded sheet of
typi ng paper, which he opened and held toward the | ens. A nessage had
been printed in bold black letters: GOODBYE, ASS HOLE
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"Troubl e for sure," Bobby said.
" How bad?"
"l don't know. "

An instant |ater he did know Automatic weapons fire shattered the
ni ght-he could hear the clatter even with his earphones on-and
arnor - pi ercing slugs tore through the walls of the van

Julie evidently picked up the gunfire through her headset.
"Bobby, no!"
"Get the hell out of there, babe! Run!"

Even as he spoke, Bobby tore free of the headset and dived off his
chair, lying as flat against the floorboards as he coul d.

FRANK Pol lard sprinted fromstreet to street fromalley to all ey,
sonmetines cutting across the |lawms of the dark houses. In one back yard
a large black dog with yell ow eyes barked and snapped at himall the way
to the board fence briefly snaring one |l eg of his pants as he cl anbered
over the barrier. H s heart was pounding painfully, and his throat was
hot and raw because he was sucking in great drafts of the cold dry air
through his open nouth. H s |legs ached. The flight bag pulled on his
right arm and with the lunging step that he took, pain throbbed in his
wist and shoul der socket. But he did not pause and did not glance
back, because he felt as if sonething nonstrous was at his heels, a
creature that never required rest and that would turn himinto stone
with its gaze if he dared set eyes upon it.

In time he crossed an avenue, devoid of traffic at that late hour, and
hurried along the entrance wal k to anot her apartnment conplex. He went
through a gate into another court yard this one centered by an enpty
swi M ng pool with a crack and canted apron

The place was |ightless, but Frank's vision had adapted to the night,
and he could see well enough to avoid falling in the drained pool. He
was searching for shelter. Perhaps there was a communal |aundry room
where he could hide

He had di scovered sonething el se about hinself as he fled his unknown
pursuer: He was thirty or forty pounds over weight and out of shape. He
desperately needed to catch his breath-and think

As he was hurrying past the doors of the ground-floor unit he realized
that a couple of them were standi ng open, saggi ng on ruined hinges. Then
he saw that cracks webbed sone wi ndows, hol es pocked a few, and other
panes were missing altogether. The grass was dead, too, as crisp as
anci ent paper, and the shrubbery was withered; a seared palmtree | eaned
at a precarious angle. The apartnent conplex was abandoned, awaiting a
wr ecki ng crew.

He cane to a set of crunbling concrete stairs at the north end of the

courtyard, glanced back. Woever... whatever was foll owi ng hi mwas
still not in sight. Gasping, he clinbed to the second-floor bal cony and
moved from one apartnent to another until he found a door ajar. It was

war ped: the hinges were stiff, but they worked wi thout nuch noise. He
sl i pped inside, pushing the door shut behind him

The apartment was a well of shadows, oil-black and pool ed deep. Faint
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ash-gray light outlined the wi ndows but provided no illumination to the
room

He listened intently.
The silence and darkness were equal in depth.

Cautiously, Frank inched toward the nearest w ndow, which faced the

bal cony and courtyard. Only a few shards of glass renmained in the
frame, but lots of fragments crunched and clinked under his feet. He
trod carefully, both to avoid cutting a foot and to nake as little noise
as possi bl e.

At the wi ndow he halted, |istened again.
Still ness.

As if it was the gelded ectoplasmof a slothful ghost, a sluggish
current of cold air slid inward across the few jagged points of the
gl ass that had not already fallen fromthe frane.

Frank's breath steamed in front of his face, pale ribbons of vapor in
the gl oom

The sil ence remai ned unbroken for ten seconds, twenty, thirty, a ful
m nut e.

Per haps he had escaped.

He was just about to turn away fromthe w ndow when he heard f oot steps
outside. At the far end of the courtyard. On the walkway that led in
fromthe street. Hard-soled shoes rang agai nst the concrete, and each
footfall echoed hollowy off the stucco walls of the surrounding

bui | di ngs.

Frank stood notionless and breathed through his nouth, as if the stal ker
could be counted on to have the hearing of a jungle cat.

When he entered the courtyard fromthe entrance wal kway, the stranger
halted. After a |ong pause he began to nove again though the
over |l appi ng echoes nade sounds deceptive, seened to be heading slowy
north along the apron of the porch toward the sane stairs by which
Frank, himself, had clinb to the second floor of the apartment conpl ex.

Each deliberate, metronomc footfall was |like the heavy thud of a
headsman's cl ock mounted on a guillotine railing, counting off the
seconds until the appointed hour of the bl ade's descent.

As | F alive, the Dodge van shrieked with every bullet that tore through
its sheet-netal walls, and the wounds were inflicted not one at a tinme
but by the score, with such relentless fury, the assault had to invol ve
at | east two machi ne guns. Wile Bobby Dakota lay flat on the floor,
trying to catch God's attention with fervent heaven-directed prayers,
fragnents of netal rained down on him One of the conputer screens

i npl oded, then the other terminal, too, and all the indicator |ights
went out, but the interior of the van was not entirely dark; showers of
anber and green and crinson and silver sparks erupted fromthe danaged
electronic units as one steel jacketed round after another pierced

equi pnent housings and shattered circuit boards. dass fell on him
too, and splinters of plastic, bits of wood, scraps of paper; the air
was filled with a virtual blizzard of debris. But the noise was the
worst of it; in his mnd he saw hinself sealed inside a great iron drum
while half a dozen big bikers, stoned on PCP, pounded on the outside of

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Bad%20Place.txt (10 of 281) [2/9/2004 10:16:53 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%620B ad%20P! ace.txt

his prison with tire irons, really huge bikers with nassive nuscles and
thi ck necks and coarse peltlike beards and wildly col orful Death's-head
tattoos on their arns-hell, tattoos on their faces-guys as big as Thor,
the Viking god, but with blazing, psychotic eyes.

Bobby had a vivid imagi nati on. He had al ways thought that was one of
his best qualities, one of his strengths. But he could not sinply
i magi ne his way out of this ness.

Wth every passing second, as slugs continued to crash into the van, he
grew nore astoni shed that he had not been hit. He was pressed to the
floor, as tight as a carpet, and he tried to inmagine that his body was
only a quarter of an inch thick, a target with an incredibly | ow
profile, but he still expected to get his ass shot off.

He had not anticipated the need for a gun; it wasn't that kind of case.
At least it hadn't seenmed to be that kind of case.

A. 38 revolver was in the van gl ove box, well beyond his reach which did
not cause hima lot of frustration, actually, because a single handgun
against a pair of automatic weapons was not much use.

The gunfire stopped.

After that cacophony of destruction, the silence was so profound, Bobby
felt as if he had gone deaf.

The air reeked of hot netal, overheated el ectronic conponents, scorched
i nsul ati on-and gasoline. Evidently the van's tank had been punct ured.
The engi ne was still chugging, a few sparks spat out of the shattered
equi prrent surroundi ng Bobby, and his chances of escaping a flash fire
were a |l ot worse than his chances of winning fifty mllion bucks in the
state lottery.

He wanted to get the hell out of there, but if he burst out of the van,
they might be waiting with nmachine guns to gun himdown. On the other
hand, if he continued to hug the floor in the darkness, counting on them
to give himup for dead wi thout checking on him the Dodge m ght flare
like a fire prined with starter fluid, toasting himas crisp as a

mar shrral | ow.

He had no difficulty inmagining hinmself stepping out of the van and bei ng
hit inmrediately by a score of bullets, jerking and twitching in a
spasnodi ¢ death dance across the black street, |like a broken narionette
jerked around on tangled strings. But he found it even easier to

i magi ne his skin peel off in the fire, flesh bubbling and snoking, hair
whooshing like a torch, eyes nelting, teeth turning coal -black as flanes
seared his tongue and foll owed his breath down his throat into his

| ungs.

Sonetimes a vivid imagi nati on was definitely a curse

Suddenly the gasoline funes becane so heavy that he had trouble draw ng
breath, so he started to get up

Qutside, a car horn began to blare. He heard a racing engi ne draw ng
rapi dly nearer.

Soneone shouted, and a machi ne gun opened fire again. Bobby hit the
floor, wondering what the hell was going on, but as the car with the

bl aring horn drew nearer, he realized what nust be happening: Julie.
Jul i e was happening. sone tines she was |like a natural force; she
happened the way a storm happened, the way |ightning happened, abruptly
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crackling down a dark sky. He had told her to get out of there, to save
hersel f, but she had not listened to him he wanted to kick her butt for
bei ng so bull headed, but he | oved her for it too.

Sidling AWAY fromthe broken wi ndow, Frank tried to tine his steps to
those of the man in the court yard below, with the hope that any noise
he made, trotting on gravel would be covered by his unseen eneny's
advance. He figured that he was in the living roomof the apartnent,
that it was pretty nmuch enpty except for whatever debris that had been

| eft behind by the last tenants or had bl own through the nissing

wi ndows, and indeed he made it across that chamber and a hallway in
relative silence, without colliding with anything. He hurriedly felt
his way along the hall, which was as dark as a predator's lair. It
snelled of nold and mi | dew and urine. He passed the entrance to a room
kept going, turned right through the next doorway, and shuffled to

anot her broken wi ndow. This one had no splinters of glass left in the
frane, it did not face the courtyard but |ooked onto a lanplit and enpty
street.

Sonet hing rustl ed behind him
He turned, blinking blindly at the gloom and al nost passed out.

But the sound rmust have been made by a rat scurrying over the floor,
close to the wall, across dry |leaves or bits of debris Just a rat.

Frank |istened for footsteps, but if the stalker was still focused on
him the hollow heel clicks of his approach were conpletely nmuffled by
the walls that now intervened.

He | ooked out the w ndow again. The dead |lawn lay as dry as sand and
twice as brown, offering little cushion

He dropped the | eather flight bag, which |anded with a thud. Wncing at
the prospect of the leap, he clinbed onto the wi ndow | edge, crouching in
the broken-out w ndow, hands braced against the frame, where for a
monment he hesitated.

A gust of wind ruffled his hair and coolly caressed his face. But it
was a normal draft, nothing like the natural whiffs of wi nd that,
earlier, had been acconpani ed by the unearthly and unnel odic nusic of a
di stant flute.

Suddenl y, behind Frank, a blue flash pulsed out of the Iiving room down
the hall, and through the doorway. The strange tide of |ight was
trailed closely by an expl osion and a concussi on wave that shook the
wal | s and seened to churn the air into a nore solid substance. The
front door had been blasted to pieces; he heard chunks of it raining
down on the floor of the apartnent a couple of roonms away.

He junped out of the window, |anded on his feet. But his knees gave
way, and he fell flat on the dead | awn.

At that sanme nonent a large truck turned the corner. |Its cargo bed had
sl at sides and a wooden tailgate. The driver snoothly shifted gears and
drove past the apartnment house, apparently unaware of Frank

He scranbled to his feet, plucked the satchel off the barren | awn, and
ran into the street. Having just rounded the corner, the truck was not
movi ng fast, and Frank nanaged to grab the tailgate and pull hinself up,
one- handed, until he was standing on the rear bunper.

As the truck accel erated, Frank | ooked back at the decayi ng apart nent
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conmplex. No nysterious blue light glinmered at any of the w ndows; they
were all as black and enpty as the sockets of a skull

The truck turned right at the next corner, noving away into the sleepy
ni ght .

Exhausted, Frank clung to the tailgate. He would have been able to hold
on better if he had dropped the |eather flight bag, but he held fast to
it because he suspected that its contents mght help himto | earn who he
was and from where he had cone and from what he was running.

CUT AND run! Bobby actually thought she would cut and run when trouble
struck-"Get the hell out of here"

cut and run? just because he told her to! |If she was an obedi ent
little wifey, not a full-fledged partner in the agency, not a damed
good investigator in her own right, just a token backup who coul dn't
take the heat when the nice kicked in. Well, to hell with that.

In her mind she could see his |ovable face-nmerry bl ue eyes pug nose,
smattering of freckles, generous nouth-framed thick honey-gold hair that
was nussed (as was nost often the case) like that of a small boy who had
just gotten up froma nap. She wanted to bop his pug nose just hard
enough to nmake his blue eyes water, so he'd have no doubt how the cut-an
run suggestion annoyed her

She had been on surveillance behi nd Decodyne, at the end of the
corporate parking lot, in the deep shadows under a nassive |ndian
laurel. The nmonent Bobby signaled trouble she started the Toyota's
engine. By the tine she heard gunfire over the earphones, she had
shifted gears, popped the energency brake, sw tched on the headlights,
and jamred the accelerator toward the floor

At first she kept the headset on, calling Bobby's name, trying to get an
answer fromhim hearing only the nost god awful ruckus from his end.
Then the set went dead; she couldn't hear anything at all, so she pulled
it off and threw it into the back seat.

Cut and run! Damm him

When she reached the end of the last rowin the parking |ot she let up
on the accelerator with her right foot, sinmultaneous tapping the brake
pedal with her left foot, finessing the snall car into a slide, which
carried it onto the access road that |ed around the big building. She
turned the steering wheel into the slide, then gave the heap some gas
agai n even before the back end had stopped skidding and shuddering. The
tires barked, and the engine shrieked, and with a rattl e-squeak-twang of
tortured nmetal, the car | eaped forward.

They were shooting at Bobby, and Bobby probably wasn't even able to
shoot back, because he was | ax about carrying a gun on every job; he
went armed only when it seened that the current business was likely to

i nvol ve violence. The Decodyne assignnent had | ooked peaceabl e enough;
sometines industrial espionage could turn nasty, but the bad guy in this
case was Tom Rasmussen, a conmputer nerd and a greedy son of a bitch,
clever as a dog readi ng Shakespeare on a high wire, with a record of
theft via computer but with no blood on his hands. He was the high-tech
equi val ent of a meek, embezzling bank clerk-or so he had seened.

But Julie was arnmed on every job. Bobby was the optimst; she was the
pessim st. Bobby expected people to act in their own best interests and
be reasonable, but Julie half expected every apparently normal person to

file:/lIG|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Dean%20R.%20Koontz%20-%20The%20Bad%20Place.txt (13 of 281) [2/9/2004 10:16:53 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/Dean%20R.%20K oontz%620-%20T he%620B ad%20P! ace.txt
be, in secret, a crazed psychotic.

A Smith & Wesson. 357 Magnum was held by a clip to the back of the glove
box lid, and an Uzi-with two spare, thirty-round nmagazi nes-lay on the
other front seat. Fromwhat she had heard on the earphones before
they' d gone dead, she was going to need that Uzi

The Toyota virtually flew past the side of Decodyne, and she wheel ed
hard | eft, onto M chael son Drive, alnobst rising onto two wheels, al nost
|l osing control, but not quite. Ahead, Bobby's Dodge was parked at the
curb in front of the building, and another van-a dark bl ue Ford-was
stopped in the street, doors open w de.

Two nen, who had evidently been in the Ford, were standing four or five
yards fromthe Dodge, chopping the hell out of it with automatic
weapons, blasting away with such ferocity that they seened not to be
after the man inside but to have some bizarre personal grudge agai nst
the Dodge itself. They stopped firing, turned toward her as she cane
out of the driveway onto M chael son, and hurriedly jamed fresh

magazi nes into their weapons.

I deal |y, she would cl ose the hundred-yard gap between herself and the
men, pull the Toyota sideways in the street, slip out, and use the car
as cover to blow out the tires on their van and pin them down unti
police arrived. But she didn't have time for all of that. They were
al ready raising the nmuzzles of their weapons.

She was unnerved at how lonely the night streets |ooked this hour in the
heart of netropolitan Orange County, bare of traffic, washed by the
urine-yellow | ight of the sodiumstreetlanps. They were in an area of
banks and office buildings no residences, no restaurants or bars within
a couple of blocks. It mght as well have been a city on the noon, or a
vision of the world after it had been swept by an Apocal yptic disaster
that had left only a handful of survivors.

She didn't have tinme to handle the two gunmen by the book and she could
not count on help fromany quarter, so she would have to do what they
| east expected: play kani kaze, use her car as a weapon.

The instant she had the Toyota fully under control, pressing the

accel erator tight to the floorboards and rocketed straight at the two
bastards. They opened fire, but she was already slipping down in the
seat and |l eaning sideways a little trying to keep her head bel ow t he
dashboard and still hold the wheel relatively steady. Bullets snapped
and whined off the car. The windshield burst. A second |later Julie hit
one of the gun men so hard that the inpact snapped her head forward,
agai nst the wheel, cutting her forehead, snapping her teeth together
forcefully enough to nake her jaw ache; even as pain needl ed through her
face, she heard the body bounce off the front bunper and sl amonto the
hood.

Wth blood trickling down her forehead and dripping fromher right
eyebrow, Julie jabbed at the brakes and sat up at the sane tine. She
was confronted by a man's wi de-eyed corpse jamed in the frame of the
enpty windshield. H's face in front of the steering wheel -teeth

chi pped, lips torn, chin slashed, cheek battered, |eft eye m ssing-and
one of his broken legs was inside the car, hooked down over the
dashboard. Julie found the brake pedal and punped it. Wth the sudden
drop in speed, the dead man was dislodged. H's |inmp body rolled across
the hood, and when the car slid to a shaky halt he vani shed over the
front end.
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Heart racing, blinking to keep the stinging blood fromblue ring the
vision in her right eye, Julie snatched the Uzi fromthe seat beside
her, shoved open the door, and rolled out, noving fast and staying | ow

The ot her gunman was already in the blue Ford van. He gave it gas
before renenbering to shift out of park, so the tires screaned and
snmoked.

Julie squeezed of f two short bursts fromthe Uzi, blowi ng out both tires
on her side of the van. But the gunman didn't stop. He shifted gears
at last and tried to drive past her on two ruined tires.

The guy mi ght have killed Bobby; now he was getting away. He would
probably never be found if Julie didn't stop him Reluctantly she swung
the Uzi higher and enptied the magazine into the side w ndow of the van.

The Ford accel erated, then suddenly slowed and swung to the right, at
steadily di mi ni shing speed, in a long arc that carried it to the far
curb, where it cane to a halt with a jolt.

No one got out.

Keeping an eye on the Ford, Julie leaned into her car, plucked a spare
magazi ne fromthe seat, and reloaded the Uzi. She approached the idling
van cautiously and pull ed open the door, but caution was not required
because the man behind the wheel was dead. Feeling a little sick, she
reached in and switched off the engine.

Briefly, as she turned fromthe Ford and hurried toward the
bullet-riddl ed Dodge, the only sounds she could hear were the sounds of
a faint breeze in the lush corporate | andscaping that flanked the
street, punctuated by the gentle hiss and rattle of palmfronds. Then
she al so heard the idling engine of the Dodge, simultaneously snelled
gasol i ne, and shouted, "Bobby!"

Bef ore she reached the white van, the back doors creaked open, and Bobby
canme out, shedding twists of netal, chunks of plastic, bits of glass,
wood chi ps, and scraps of paper. He was gasping, no doubt because the
gasoline funes had driven nost of the breathable air out of the Dodge's
rear quarters

Sirens rose in the distance.

Toget her they quickly wal ked away fromthe van. They had gone only a
few steps when orange light flared and flanes rose in a wooooosh from
the gasol i ne pool ed on the pavenent, envel oping the vehicle in bright
shrouds. They hurried beyond the corner of intense heat that surrounded
the Dodge and stared for a nmonent, blinking at the weckage, then at
each other.

The sirens were draw ng nearer

He said, "You're bleeding."

"Just skinned ny forehead a little."
"You sure?"

"I't's nothing. What about you?"

He sucked in a deep breath. "I'm okay."

"Real | y?"
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"Yeah. "

“You weren't hit?"

"Unmarked. It's a nmiracle.”

" Bobby?"

"Wat ?"

"I couldn't handle it if you'd turned up dead in there.
"I"'mnot dead. |'mfine."

"Thank God," she said.

Then she kicked his right shin.

"OM Vhat the hell?"

She kicked his left shin.

"Julie, danmit!"

"Don't you ever tell me to cut and run."

"Wat ?"

“I''ma full half of this partnership in every way."
"But -"

"I'mas snart as you, as fast as you-"

He gl anced at the dead nman on the street, the other on the Ford van,
hal f visible through the open door, and he said, "That's for sure,
babe. "

"-as tough as you-"
"I know, | know. Don't kick nme again."
She said, "Wat about Rasnmussen?"

Bobby | ooked up at the Decodyne building. "You think he's still in
t here?"

"The only exits fromthe parking |ot are onto M chael son and he hasn't
conme out this way, so unless he fled on foot,"

"I'n there?"

"all right. W've got to nail himbefore he slides out of the trap with
t hose di skettes."

"Not hi ng wort hwhil e on the di skettes anyway," Bobby said.

Decodyne had been on to Rasmussen fromthe tinme he applied for the job,
because Dakota & Dakota | nvestigation which was contracted to handle the
conmpany's security checks-had penetrated the hacker's highly
sophisticated false ID. Decodyne's managenent wanted to play along with
Rasmussen | ong enough to discover to whom he woul d pass the Wzard files
when he got them they intended to prosecute the noney nman who had hired
Rasmussen, for no doubt the hacker's enpl oyer was one of Decodyne's
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primary conpetitors.

They had all owed Tom Rasnmussen to think he had conmprom sed the security
cameras, when in fact he had been under constant observation. They also
had all owed himto break down the file codes and access the information
he want ed, but unknown to himthey had inserted secret instructions in
the files, which insured that any diskettes he acquired would be full of
trash data of no use to anyone.

Fl ames roared and crackl ed, consumi ng the van. Julie watched chineras
of reflected flanmes slither and caper up the glass walls and across the
roof and coal esce there in the form of gargoyl es.

Rai sing her voice slightly to conpete with the fire and with the shriek
of approaching sirens, she said, "Wll, we thought he believed he'd
circunvented the videotape records of the security caneras, but
apparently he knew we were on to him"

"Sure did."

"So he al so mght've been snmart enough to search for an anticopying
directive in the files-and find a way around it."

Bobby frowned. "You're right."
"So he's probably got Wzard, unscranbled, on those diskettes.
"Dam, | don't want to go in there. |[|'ve been shot at enough tonight."

A police cruiser turned the corner two bl ocks away and sped toward them
siren scream ng, energency |ights casting off alternating waves of bl ue
and red |light.

"Here come the professionals,’
over now?"

Julie said. "Wy don't we let themtake

"W were hired to do the job. W have an obligation. honor is a sacred
thing, you know. What would Sam Spade think of us?"

She said, "Sam Spade can go spit up a rope."
"What woul d Philip Marlowe think?"

"Philip Marl owe can go spit up a rope."
"What will our client think?"

"Qur client can go spit up a rope."

"Dear, 'spit' isn't the popul ar expression."
"I know, but I'ma |ady."

"You certainly are.”

As the bl ack-and-white braked in front of them another police car
turned the corner behind it, siren wailing, and entered M chael son Drive
fromthe other direction

Julie put her Uzi on the pavenent and raised her hand to avoid
unfortunate m sunder st andi ngs.

"I'mreally glad you're alive, Bobby."
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"You going to kick me again?"
"Not for a while."

FRANK Pol lard hung on to the tailgate and rode the truck nine or ten
bl ocks, w thout drawing the attention of the driver

Al ong the way he saw a sign welcomng himto the city of Anaheim so he

figured he was in southern California, although he still didn't know if
this was where he lived or whether he was fromout of town. Judging by
the chill inthe air, it was winter-not truly cold but as frigid as it

got in these climtes. He was unnerved to realize that he did not know
the date or even the nonth.

Shivering, he dropped off the truck when it slowed and turned onto a
service way that led through a warehouse district. Huge,

corrugat ed-netal buil di ngs-some newl y painted and some streaked with
rust, some dimy lit by security | anps and sonme not-I| oomed agai nst the
star spattered sky.

Carrying the flight bag, he wal ked away fromthe warehouses. The
streets in that area were lined with shabby bungal ows. The shrubs and
trees were overgrown in nany places: untrimred palns with full skirts of
dead fronds; bushy hibiscus with half-closed pale bl oons glimering
softly in the gl oom jade hedges and plumthorn hedges so old they were
nmore woody than | eafy; bougainvillea draped over roofs and fences,
bristling with thousands of untaned, questing trailers. His soft-soled
shoes made no sound on the sidewal k, and his shadow alternately
stretched ahead of him and then behind, as he approached and then passed
one | anppost after another

Cars, nostly ol der nodels, sonme rusted and battered, were parked at
curbs and in driveways; keys m ght have dangled fromthe ignitions of
some of them and he could have junp started any he chose. However, he
noted that the cinder block walls between the properties-as well as the
wal | s of a decrepit and abandoned house-shimered with the
spray- pai nted, ghostly, sem -phosphorescent graffiti of Latino gangs,
and didn't want to tinker with a set of wheels that might belong to one
of their nenbers. Those guys didn't bother rushing to a phone to cal
the police if they caught you trying to steal one of their cars; they
just bl ew your head off or put a knife in your neck. Frank had enough
trouble already, even with his head intact and his throat unpunctured,
so he kept wal ki ng.

Twel ve bl ocks later, in a neighborhood of well-kept houses and better
cars, he began searching for a set of wheels that would be easy to
boost. The tenth vehicle he tried was a one year-old green Chevy,
parked near a street |anp, the doors unlocked, the keys tucked under the
driver's seat.

Intent on putting a lot of distance between hinself and the deserted
apart nent conpl ex where he had | ast encountered his unknown pursuer,
Frank switched on the Chevy's heater and drove from Anaheimto Santa
Ana, then south on Bristol Avenue toward Costa Mesa, surprised by his
famliarity with the streets. He seened to know the area well. He
recogni zed buil di ngs, shopping centers, parks, and nei ghborhoods past
whi |l e he drove, though the sight of themdid nothing to rekindle his
burnt-out nmenory. He still could not recall who he was, where he lived,
what he did for a living, what he was running fromor how he had cone to
wake up in an alleyway in the mddle of the night.

Even at that dead hour-the car clock indicated it2:48-he figured his
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chances of encountering a traffic cop was greater on a freeway, so he
stayed on the surface street through Costa Mesa and the eastern and
sout hern fringes of Newport Beach. At Corona Del Mar he picked up the
Paci fic Coast Hi ghway and followed it all the way to Laguna Beach
encountering a thin fog that gradually thickened as he progressed

sout hwar d

Laguna, a picturesque resort town and artists' colon shelved down a
series of steep hillsides and canyon walls toward the sea, nobst of it

cl oaked now in the thick fog. Only an occasional car passed him and
the mist rolling in fromthe Pacific became sufficiently dense to force
himto reduce his speed to fifteen mles an hour.

Yawni ng and gritty-eyed, he turned onto a side street east of the

hi ghway and parked at the curb in front of a dark, two story, gabled,

Cape Cod house that | ooked out of place on these Western slopes. He

wanted to get a notel room but before he tried to check in sonewhere,
he needed to know if he had any noney or credit cards. For the first
time all night, he had a chance to look for ID, as well. He searched
the pockets of his jeans, but to no avail

He switched on the overhead light, pulled the |eather flight bag onto
his lap and opened it. The satchel was filled with tightly banded
stacks of twenty- and hundred-dollar bills.

THE THI N soup of gray mist was gradually stirring itself into a thicker
stew. A couple of mles closer to the ocean the night probably was
clotted with fog so dense that it would al nost have | unps.

Coat |l ess, protected fromthe night only by a sweater, but warnmed by the
fact that he had narrowy avoi ded al nost certain death, Bobby | eaned
agai nst one of the patrol cars in front of Decodyne and watched Julie as
she paced back and forth with her hands in the pockets of her brown

| eather jacket. He never got tired of |ooking at her. They had been
marri ed seven years, and during that time they had |lived and worked an
pl ayed together virtually twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

Bobby had never been the kind who |iked to hang out with a bunch of guys
at a bar or ball gane-partly because it was difficult to find other guys
intheir mddle thirties who were interested in the things that he cared
about: big-ban music, the arts and pop culture of the '30s and '40s, and
cl assic Disney conic books.

Julie wasn't a lunch-with-the-girls type either, because not many
thirty-year-old wonmen were into the big-band era, Warner Brothers

cartoons, martial arts, or advanced weapons training. |In spite of
spendi ng so nmuch tine together, they remained fresh to each other, and
she was still the nost interesting and appeali ng woman he had ever
known.

"What's taking themso | ong?" she asked, glancing up at the nowlighted
wi ndows of Decodyne, bright but fuzzy rectangles in the mst.

"Be patient with them dear, Bobby."

"They don't have the dynanm sm of Dakota and Dakota. They're just a
hunmbl e SWAT team "

M chael son Drive was bl ocked off. Eight police vehicle cars and
vans-were scattered along the street. The chill night crackled with the
static and netallic voices sputtering out of police-band radios. An

of fi cer was behind the wheel of one of the cars, and other uniforned nen
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were positioned at both ends of the block, and two nore were visible at
the front doors of Decodyne; the rest were inside, |ooking for

Rasmussen. Meanwhile, nmen fromthe police |ab and coroner's office were
phot ogr aphi ng, neasuring, and renoving the bodies of the two gunnen.

"VWhat if he gets away with the diskettes?" Julie asked.
"He won't."

She nodded. "Sure, | know what you're thinking-Wzard was devel oped on
a cl osed-system conputer with no |inks beyond Decodyne. But there's
anot her systemin the conpany, with nodens and everything, isn't there?
What if he takes the diskettes to one of those terninals and sends them
out by phone?"

"Can't. The second system the outlinked system is totally different
fromthe one on which Wzard was devel oped. Inconpatible."

"Rasnmussen is clever."

"There's al so a night |ockout that keeps the outlinked system shut
down. "

"Rasnussen is clever," she repeated.

She continued to pace in front of him

The skinned spot on her forehead, where she had nmet the steering wheel
when she'd jamed on the brakes, was no | onger bleeding, though it

| ooked raw and wet. She had w ped her face with tissues, but snmears of
dried bl ood, which | ooked al nost |ike bruises, had renmai ned under her
right eye and along her jaw line. Each tine Bobby focused on those
stains or on the shall ow wound, a pang of anxiety quivered through him
at the realization of what m ght have happened to her, to both of them

Not surprisingly, her injury and the blood on her face only accentuated
her beauty, making her appear nore fragile and therefore nore precious.
Julie was beautiful, although Bobby realized that she appeared nore so
to his eyes than to others, which was all right because, after all, his
eyes were the only ones through which he could | ook at her. Though it
was kinking up a bit now in the noist night air, her chestnut-brown hair
was usually thick and lustrous. She had w de-set eyes as dark as

sem -sweet chocol ate, skin as snmooth and naturally as toffee ice cream
and a generous mouth that always taste sweet to him \Wenever he

wat ched her w thout her being fully aware of the intensity of his
attention, or when he was apart fromher and tried to conjure an inage
of her in his mnd, he always thought of her in terns of food:
chestnuts, chocolate toffee, cream sugar, butter. He found this

anusi ng, but he al ways understood the profundity of his choice of
simles: She rem nded himof food because she, was nmore than food, she
sust ai ned him

Activity at the entrance to Decodyne, about sixty feet away at the end
of a pal mflanked wal kway, drew Julie's attention and then Bobby's.
Soneone fromthe SWAT team had cl osed the doors to report to the guards
stationed there. A nonent |ater one of the officers notioned for Julie
and Bobby to go forward.

Wien they joined him he said, "They found this Rasnmusen. You want to
see him nake sure he has the right diskettes?"

"Yeah," Bobby said.
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"Definitely," Julie said, and her throaty voice didn't sound at all sexy
now, just tough

KEEPI NG A | ookout for any Laguna Beach police who m ght be running
graveyard-shift patrols, Frank Pollard renmoved the bundl es of cash from
the flight bag and piled themon the car seat beside him He counted
fifteen packets of twenty-dollar bills and el even bundl es of hundreds.
He judged the thickness of each wad to be approxi mately one hundred
bills, and when he did the mathematics in his head he cane up with
$140,000. He had no idea where the noney had conme fromor whether it
bel onged to him

The first of two small, zippered side conpartnents in the bag yiel ded
anot her surprise-a wallet that contained no cash and no credit cards but
two inportant pieces of identification: a Social Security card and a
California driver's license. Wth the wallet was a United States
passport. The phot ographs on the passport and |icense were of the sane
man: thirtyish, brown hair, a round face, prominent ears, brown eyes, an
easy smle, and dinples. Realizing he had also forgotten what he | ooked
like, he tilted the rear view mrror and was able to see enough of his
face to match it with the one on the ID. The problemwas... the
|icense and passport bore the name Janes Roman, not Frank Poll ard.

He unzi pped the second of the two snaller conpartments, and found

anot her Social Security card, passport, and California driver's |icense.
These were all in the nane of George Farris, but the photos were of
Frank.

James Roman meant nothing to him

George Farris was al so neani ngl ess. And Frank Pol |l ard, whom he believed
hinself to be, was only a cipher, a man w thout any past that he could
recal |.

"What the hell am | tangled up in?" he said al oud.

He needed to hear his own voice to convince hinself that he was, in
fact, not just a ghost reluctant to leave this world for one to which
death had entitled him

As the fog closed around his parked car, blotting out nost of the night
beyond, a terrible |oneliness overcane him

He could think of no one to whom he could turn, nowhere which he could
retreat and be assured of safety. A man with a past was al so a nan
wi thout a future

WHEN BOBBY and Julie stepped out of the elevator onto the third fl oor,
in the conpany of a police officer named McG ath, Julie saw Tom
Rasmussen sitting on the polished gray vinyl tiles, his back against the
wal | of the corridor, his hands cuffed in front of himand |linked by a

I ength of chain to shackles that bound his ankles together. He was
pouting. He had tried to steal software worth tens of millions of
dollars, if not hundreds of mllions, and fromthe wi ndow of Ackroyd's
of fice he had col d-bloodily given the signal to have Bobby killed, yet
here he was pouting like a child because he had been caught. Hi s weasel
face was puckered, and his lower lip was thrust out, and his

yel | ow brown eyes | ooked watery, as though he might break into tears if
anyone dared to say a cross word. The nmere sight of himinfuriated
Julie. She wanted to kick his teeth down his throat, all the way into
his stomach, so he could re-chew whatever he had | ast eaten
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The cops had found himin a supply closet, behind boxes that he had
rearranged to make a pitifully obvious hiding place. Evidently,
standi ng at Ackroyd's wi ndow to watch the firewirks, he had been
surprised when Julie had appeared in the Toyota. She had driven the
Toyota into the Decodyne parking ot early in the day and had stayed far
back fromthe building, in the shadows beneath the boughs of the laurel,
where no one had spotted her. Instead of fleeing the nonment he saw the
first gunman run down, Rasmussen had hesitated, no doubt wondering who
el se was out there. Then he heard the sirens, and his only option was
to hide out in the hope they would only search the building casually and
conclude that he had escaped. Wth a conputer, he was a genius, but
when it canme to naking cool decisions under fire, Rasnussen was not hal f
as bright as he thought he was.

Two heavily arned cops were watching over him But because he was
huddl ed and shivering and on the verge of tears they were a bit
ludicrous in their bulletproof vests, cradling automatic weapons,
squinting in the fluorescent glare, and |l ooking grim

Julie knew one of the officers, Sanpson Garfeuss, fromher own days with
the sheriffs departnent, where Sanpson had served before joining the
City of Irvine force. Either his parents had been present or he had
striven mightily to live up to his nane, for he was both tall and broad
and rocklike. He held a little box that contained four snmall floppy

di skettes.

He showed it to Julie and said, "Is this what he was after?"
"Coul d be," she said, accepting the box.

Taki ng the diskettes from her, Bobby said, "I'Il have to go down one
floor to Ackroyd's office, switch on the conputer POP these in, and see
what's on them"

"Go ahead," Sanpson said.

"You'll have to acconpany ne," Bobby said to McGrath the officer who had
brought themup on the el evator.

"keep a watch on ne, make sure | don't tanper with the evidence, he

i ndi cated toward Rasnmussen. "W don't want this piece of slinme thinking
they were bl ank disks, saying | framed himcopying the real stuff onto
them nysel f."

As Bobby and McGrath went into one of the elevators and descended to the
second floor, Julie hunkered down in front of Rasnussen.

"You know who | an®"
Rasnmussen | ooked at her but said nothing.

"I'"'m Bobby Dakota's wife. Bobby was in that van your goons shot up. It
was mny Bobby you tried to kill."

He | ooked away fromher, at his cuffed wists.

She said, "Know what |1'd |like to do to you?" She held one of her hands
down in front of his face, and w ggl ed her nanicured nails.

"For starters, I'd like to grab you by the throat hold your head agai nst
the wall, and ramtwo of these nice sharp fingernails straight through
your eyes, all the way deep, real deep in your fevered little brain, and
twi st them around, see if maybe | can unscranble whatever's nessed in
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t here."

"Jesus, lady," Sanpson's partner said. H s name was Burdock. Beside
anyone but Sanpson, he would have been a better nan

"Well," she said, "he's too screwed up to get any help froma prison
psychiatrist."

Sanpson said, "Don't do anything foolish, Julie."”

Rasmussen gl anced at her, neeting her eyes for only a second, but that
was | ong enough for himto understand the depth of her anger and to be
frightened by it. A flush of childish enbarrassnent and tenper had
acconpani ed his pout, but now his face went pale.

To Sanpson, in a voice that was too shrill and querul ous to be as tough
as he intended, Rasnussen said, "Keep this crazy bitch away fromne."

"She's not actually crazy," Sanpson said. "Not clinically speaking, at
|l east. Pretty hard to have anyone decl ared crazy these days, |I'm
afraid. Lots of concern about their civil rights, you know. No, |
woul dn't say she's crazy."

Wt hout | ooking away from Rasnussen, Julie said, "Thank you so nuch,
Sam "

"You'll notice | didn't say anything about the other half of his
accusation," Sanpson sai d good-naturedly.

"Yeah, | got your point."
VWil e she talked to Sampson, she kept her attention on Rasnussen

Everyone harbored a special fear, a private bogeyman built to his own
specifications and crouched in a dark corner of his mnd, and Julie knew
what Tom Rasnussen feared nore than anything in the world. Not heights.
Not confining spaces. Not crowds, cats, flying, insects, dogs, or
darkness. Dakota & Dakota had devel oped a thick file on himin recent
weeks, and had turned up the fact that he suffered froma phobia of
blindness. In prison, every nonth with the regularity of a true
obsessi ve, he had demanded an eye exam clainmng his vision was
deteriorating, and he'd petitioned to be tested periodically for
syphilis, diabetes, and other diseases that, untreated, could result in
bl i ndness. Wen not in prison-and he had been there tw ce-he had a
standi ng, nonthly appoi ntment with an ophthal nol ogi st in Costa Mesa.

Still squatting in front of Rasnmussen, Julie took hold of his chin. He
flinched. She twi sted his head toward her. She thrust two fingers of
her other hand at him raked them down his cheek, naking red welts on
hi s wan skin, but not hard enough to draw bl ood.

He squealed and tried to strike her with his cuffed hands, but he was
i nhibited by both his fear and the chain that tethered his wists to his
ankl es.

"What the hell you think you' doing?"

She spread the sane two fingers with which she'd scratched him and now
she poked themat him stopping just two inches short of his eyes.

He wi nced, made a newling sound, and tried to pull |oose of her, but she
held himfast by the chin, forcing a confrontation
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"Me and Bobby have been together eight years, nore than seven, and
they' ve been the best years of ny life but you cone al ong and think you
can just squash himthe way you'd squash a bug."

She slowly brought her fingertips closer to his eyes. An inch and a
hal f. One inch.

Rasnmussen tried to pull back. H's head was against the wall He had
nowhere to go

The sharp tips of her nmanicured fingernails were | ess than half an inch
fromhis eyes

"This is police brutality," Rasmussen sai d.

"I"'mnot a cop,” Julie said.

"They are," he said, rolling his eyes at Sanpson and Burdock. "Better
get this bitch away fromne, |'Il sue your ass off."

Wth her fingernails she flicked his eyel ashes.

Hi s attention snapped back to her. He was breathing fast and suddenly
he was sweating too

She flicked his |ashes again, and sml ed.
The dark pupils in his yell ow brown eyes were open w de.

"You bastards better hear ne, | swear, |I'Il sue, they'll kick you off
the force-"

She flicked his | ashes again.
He cl osed his eyes tight.

"-they' || take away your god dammed unifornms and badges, they'|l|l throw
you in prison, an you know what happens to ex-cops in prison, they get
the shit kicked out of them broken, killed, raped!" H's voice spiraled
up, cracked on the last word, |ike the voice of an adol escent boy.

d ancing at Sanpson to be sure she had his tacit if not active approva
to carry this just a little further, glancing also at Burdock and seei ng
that he was not as placid as Sanpson but woul d probably stay out of it
for a while yet, Julie pressed her fingernails agai nst Rasmussen's
eyel i ds.

He attenpted to squeeze his eyes even nore tightly shut.
She pressed harder.

"You tried to take Bobby away fromne, so |'Il take your eyes away from
you. "

"You're nuts!”
She pressed still harder
"Make her stop," Rasnussen denmanded of the two cops.

"If you didn't want nme to have my Bobby to | ook at, why should | let you
| ook at anything ever again?"

"What do you want ?"
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Perspiration poured down Rasnussen's face; he |looked like a candle in a
bonfire, nmelting fast.

"Who gave you pernission to kill Bobby?"
"Pernission? Wat do you nean? Nobody. | don't need-"

"You woul dn't have tried to touch himif your enployer hadn't told you
todoit."

"I knew he was on to nme," Rasnussen said frantically, and because she
had not let up the pressure with her nails, thin tears flowed from under
his eyelids.

"I knew he was out there, tunbled to himfive or six days ago, even

t hough he used different vans, trucks, even that orange van with the
county seal onit. So | had to do sonething, didn't I? | couldn't walk
away fromthe job, too nmuch noney at stake. | couldn't just let him
nail me when | finally got Wzard, so | had to do something. Listen,
Jesus, it was as sinple as that."

"You're just a conputer freak, a hired hacker-norally bent, sleazy, but
you're no tough guy. You're soft, squishy-soft. You wouldn't plan a
hit on your own. Your boss told you to do it."

"I don't have a boss. |'mfreelance."

"Sonmebody still pays you." She risked nore pressure, not with the
points of her nails but with the flat surfaces, although Rasmussen was
so swept away by a rapture of fear that he might still inagine he could

feel those filed edges gradually carving through the delicate shields of
his eyelids. He nmust be seeing interior starfields now, bursts and
whorls of color, and maybe he was feeling some pain. He was shaking;
his shackles clinked and rattled. Mrre tears squeezed from beneath his
l'ids.

"Del afield.” The word erupted fromhim as if he had been trying
simultaneously to hold it back and to expel it with all his mght.

"Kevin Delafield."

"Who's he?" Julie asked, still holding Rasnussen's chin with one hand,
her fingernails against his eyes, unrelenting.

"M crocrest Corporation.”
"That's who hired you for this?"

He was rigid, afraid to nove a fraction of an inch, convinced that the
slightest shift in his position would force her fingernails into his
eyes.

"Yeah. Delafield. A nut case. A renegade. They don't understand
about himat Mcrocrest. They know he gets results for them \When this
hits the fan, I won't be surprised by it, blowmn away. So let go of ne.
VWhat do you want ?"

She let go of him

I medi ately he opened his eyes, blinked, testing his vision then broke
down and sobbed with relief.

As Julie stood, the nearby el evator doors opened, and Bobby returned
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with the officer who had acconpani ed hi mdown stairs to Ackroyd's
of fice. Bobby |ooked at Rasnussen, his head at Julie, clucked his
tongue, and said,

"You' ve been naughty, haven't you, dear? Can't | take you anywhere
"I just had a conversation with M. Rasnussen. That's all."
"He seems to have found it stinulating," Bobby said.

Rasmussen sat slunped forward with his hands over his eyes, weeping
uncontrol | ably.

"W di sagreed about sonething," Julie said.

"Movi es, books?"

"Music."

"Ah."

Sanpson Garfeuss said softly, "You're a wild woman Julie."
"He tried to have Bobby killed," was all she said.

Sanpson nodded.

"I"'mnot saying | don't admire will sonetines... a little. But you
sure as hell owe me on this one."

"l do," she agreed.

“You owe nme nore than one," Burdock said.

"This guy's going to file a conplaint. You can bet your ass on it."
"Conpl ai nt about what?" Julie asked. "He's not marked."

Already the faint welts on Rasnmussen's cheek were faint Sweat, tears,
and a case of the shakes were the only evidence of his ordeal

"Listen," Julie told Burdock, "he cracked because | just happened to
know exactly the right weak point where | could give hima little tap,
like cutting a dianond. |t worked because scumlike himthinks everyone
el se is scum too, thinks we're capable of doing what he'd do in the
sane situation. |'d never put out his eyes, but he night've put mne
out if our roles were reversed, so he thought for sure I'd do himlike
he woul d've done ne. Al | did was use his own screwed-up attitudes
agai nst him Psychol ogy. Nobody can file a conplaint about the
application of a little psychol ogy."

She turned to Bobby and said, "Wat was on those diskettes?"

"Wzard. Not trash data. The whole thing. These have to be the files
he duplicated. He only nmade one set while | was watching, and after the
shooting started he didn't have tinme to nake backup copies."

The el evator bell rang, and their floor nunber lit on the board. When
the doors opened, a plain-clothes detective they knew, G| Dainer
stepped into the hallway.

Julie took the package of diskettes from Bobby, handed them to Dai ner.
She said, "This is evidence. The whole case mght rest onit. You
think you can keep track of it?"
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Dai ner gri nned.
"Gosh, ma'am I'IIl try."

FRANK POLLARD- al i as Janes Roman, and George Farris-1ooked in the trunk
of the stolen Chevy found a small bundle of tools wapped in a felt
pouch tucked in the wheel well. He used a screwdriver to take the

pl ates off the car

Hal f an hour later, after cruising sonme of the higher and nore qui et

nei ghbor hoods in fog bound Laguna, he parked on a dark side street and
exchanged the Chevy's plates for those on an O dsmobile. Wth luck, the
owner of the Ods wouldn't notice the new plates for a couple of days,
maybe even a day or longer; until he reported the switch, the Chevy

woul dn't match anything on a police hot sheet and he woul d, therefore be
relatively safe to drive. |In any case, Frank intended to get rid of the
car by tonorrow night and either boost a new one or use sonme of the cash
in the flight bag to buy | egal wheels. Though he was exhausted, he
didn't think it wise to check into a notel. Four-thirty in the norning
was a dammed hour for anyone to be wanting a room Furthernore, he was
unshaven, and his thick hair was matted and oily, and his jeans and
checkered blue flannel shirt were dirty and filthy fromhis recent
adventures. The last thing he wanted to do was call attention to

hi nsel f, so he decided to catch a couple hours of sleep in the car.

He drove farther south, into Laguna N guel, where he parked on a quiet
residential street, under the i nmense bow of a date palm He stretched
out on the back seat, as foully as possible w thout benefit of
sufficient legroomor pillow and cl osed his eyes.

For the nonent he was not afraid of his unknown pursuers because he felt
that the man was no | onger nearby. Tenporarily, at |east, he had given
his eneny the shake, and had no desire to lie awake in fear of a hostile
face suddenly appearing at the window. He was also able to put out of
his mnd all questions about his identity and the noney in the flight
bag; he was so tired-and his thought processes were so fuzzy-that any
attenpt to puzzle out solutions to those mysteries would be fruitless.

He was kept awake, however, by the menory of how strange the events in
Anahei m had been, a few hours ago. The forebodi ng gusts of wind. The
eerie flowerlike nmusic. Inploding wi ndows, exploding tires, failed
brakes, failed steering...

Who had cone into that apartnent behind the blue |ight?

Was "who" the right word... or would it be nore accurate to ask what
had been searching for hin®

During his urgent flight from Anaheimto Laguna, he'd not had the
leisure to reflect upon those bizarre incidents, but now he coul d not
turn his mnd fromthem He sensed that he had survived an encounter

wi th somet hing unnatural. Wbrse, he sensed that he knew what it was-and
that his amesia was self-induced by a deep desire to forget.

After a while, even the nenory of those preternatural events wasn't
enough to keep himawake. The last thing that crossed his waki ng m nd,
as he slipped off on a tide of sleep, was that four-word phrase that had
come to himwhen he had first awakened in the deserted all eyway:

Fireflies in a windstorm. ..

BY THE time they had cooperated with the police at the scene, nade
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arrangenments for their disabled vehicle and talked with the three
corporate officers who showed at Decodyne, Bobby and Julie did not get
hone until shortly before dawn. They were dropped at their door by a
police cruiser, and Bobby was glad to see the place.

They lived on the east side of Orange, in a three-bedroom
sort-of - ersat z- Spani sh tract house, which they had bought new two years

ago, largely for its investnent potential. Even though the relative
yout h of the nei ghborhood was apparent the |andscaping: and None of the
shrubbery had reached full size the trees were still too immture to

| oom hi gher than the gutters on the houses.

Bobby unl ocked the door. Julie went in, and he followed The sound of
their footsteps on the parquet floor of the foyer echoing hollowy off
the bare walls of the adjacent and utter enpty living room was proof
that they were not commtted to the house for the long term To save
money toward the fulfillnment of The Dream they had left the living
room dining room and two bedroons unfurnished. They installed carpet
and cheaper draperies. Not a penny had been spent on ot her

i mprovenents. This was nerely a way station enroute to The Dream so
they saw no point in |avishing funds on dreans.

The Dream That was how t hey thought of it-with a capital d They kept
their expenses as |low as possible in order to fund The Dream They
didn't spend rmuch on clothes or vacations, and they didn't buy fancy
cars. Wth hard work and iron determ nation, they were buil ding Dakota
and Dakota I nvestigations into a major firmthat could be sold for a

| arge capital gain, so they plowed a | ot of earnings back into the
business to nake it grow. For The Dream

At the back of the house, the kitchen and famly roomand the snal
breakfast area that separated themwere furnished. This-and the master
bedr oom upst ai rs-was where they |lived when at horme.

The kitchen had a Spanish-tile floor, beige counters, and dark oak
cabinets. No nobney had been spent on decorative accessories, but the
room had a cozy feeling because sone necessities of a functioning
kitchen were on display: a net bag filled with half a dozen onions,
copper pots dangling froma ceiling rack, cooking utensils, bottles of
spi ces. Three green tonmatoes were ripening on the wi ndowsill

Julie | eaned agai nst the counter, as if she could not stand another
monent wi t hout support, and Bobby said, "You want a drink?"

"Booze at dawn?"

"I was thinking nore of milk or juice."

"No, thanks."

"Hungry?"

She shook her head. "I just want to fall into bed. |[|'mbeat."

He took her in his arns, held her close, cheek to cheek, with his face
buried in her hair. Her arns tightened around him

They stood that way for a while, saying nothing, letting the residua
fear evaporate in the gentle heat they generated between them

Fear and love were indivisible. |If you allowed yourself to care, to
| ove, you made yourself vul nerable, and vulnerability led to fear. He
found neaning in life through his relationship with her, and if she
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di ed, neani ng and purpose woul d di e too.

Wth Julie still in his arms, Bobby |eaned back and studi ed her face

The snmudges of dried blood had been wi ped away. The skinned spot on her
f orehead was begi nning to scab over with a thin yell ow nenbrane.

However, the inmprint of their recent ordeal consisted of nore than the
abrasion on her forehead. Wth her tan conpl exi on, she coul d never be
said to |l ook pale, even in noments of the nost profound anxiety; a

det ect abl e grayness seeped into her face, however, at tines like this,
and at the monment her cinnanon-and-cream skin was underlaid with a shade
of gray that made himthink of headstone marbl e.

"It's over," he assured her, "and we're okay."

"It's not over in ny dreans. Wn't be for weeks."
"A thing like tonight adds to the | egend of Dakota and Dakot a.
"l don't want to be a | egend. Legends are all dead."

"We'll be living legends, and that'|ll bring in business. The nore
busi ness we build, the sooner we can sell out, grab the Dream"

He ki ssed her gently on each corner of her nouth

"I have to call in, |leave a | ong nessage on the agency machine so dint
wi Il know how to handl e everythi ng when he goes to work."

"Yeah. | don't want the phone to start ringing only a couple of hours
after | hit the sheets.

He ki ssed her again and went to the wall phone beside the refrigerator.

As he was dialing the office nunber, Julie walk to the bathroomoff the
short hall that connected the kitchen to the laundry room She cl osed
the bat hroom door just as the answering nmachi ne picked up

"Thank you for calling Dakota and Dakota. No one-"

dint Karaghiosis -whose G eek-Anmerican famly had been fans of dint
Eastwood fromthe earliest days of his first television show, and had
naned their baby after him "Rawhi de"-was Bobby and Julie's right hand
man at the office. He could be trusted to handl e any problem Bobby
left a long nessage for him summarizing the events at Decodyne and
noting specific tasks that had to be done to wap up the case.

When he hung up, he stepped down into the adjoining famly room
switched on the CD player, and put on a Benny Goodman disc. The first
notes of "King Porter Stonp" brought the dead roomto |ife.

In the kitchen again, he got a quart can of eggnog fromthe
refrigerator. They had bought it two weeks ago for their at-honme, New
Year's Eve cel ebration, but had not opened it after all, on the holiday.
He opened it now and half-filled the water glasses.

From t he bat hroom he heard Julie make a tortured sound she was finally
throw ng up. It was nostly just dry heaves because they had not eaten
in eight or ten hours, but the spasm sounded violent. Throughout the

ni ght, Bobby had expected her to succunb to nausea, and he was surprised
that she had retained control of herself this |ong.

He retrieved a bottle of white rumfromthe bar cabinet in the famly
room and spi ked each serving of eggnog with a double shot. He was
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gently stirring the drinks with a spoon to blend in the rum when Julie
returned, |ooking even grayer than before.

When she saw what he was doing, she said, "I don't need that.

"I know what you need. |'mpsychic. | knew you'd toss your cookies
after what happened tonight. Now | know you need this.

" He stepped to the sink and rinsed off the spoon
"No, Bobby, really, | can't drink that."
The Goodman nusic didn't seemto be energizing her

"I't'Il settle your stonmach. And if you don't drink it, you're not going
to sleep.”

Taki ng her by the arm crossing the breakfast area, and stepping down

into the famly room he said, "You'll lie awake worrying about ne,
about Thonmas" Thomas was her brother-"about the world and everyone in
it." They sat on the sofa, and he did not turn on any |lanps. The only

I'ight was what reached them fromthe kitchen

She drew her | egs under her and turned slightly to face him Her eyes
shone with a soft, reflected light. She sipped the eggnog.

The roomwas now filled with the strains of "One Sweet Letter From You,"
one of Goodman's nost beautiful thematic statenents, with a vocal by
Loui se Tobi n.

They sat and listened for a while.

Then Julie said, "I'mtough, Bobby, | really am"
"I know you are."

"I don't want you thinking I'mlame."

"Never."

"I't wasn't just the shooting that made nme sick, or using the Toyota to,
run that guy down, or even the thought of al nost |osing you-

"I know. It was what you had to do to Rasnussen."

"He's a sliny little weasel -faced bastard, but even he doesn't deserve
to be broken like that. Wat | did to himstank."

"It was the only way to crack the case, because it wasn't nearly cracked
till we'd found out who hired him"

She drank nore eggnog. She frowned down at the milky contents of her
glass, as if the answer to sonme nystery could be found there.

Fol | owi ng Tobin's vocal, Ziggy Elman cane in with a trunpet sol o,
foll owed by Goodnman's clarinet. The sounds made that boxy, tract-house
room seem|like the nost romantic place in the world.

"What | did... | did for The Dream G ving Decodyne's Rasmussen's
enpl oyer will please them But breaking himsomehow. .. It was worse
than wasting a man in a fair gunfight."

Bobby put one hand on her knee. It was a nice knee. All these years,
he was still sonetimes surprised by her slenderness and the delicacy of
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her bone structure, for he always thought of her as being strong for her
size, solid, formdable.

"If you hadn't put Rasnussen in that vise and squeezed | woul d' ve done
it."

"No, you wouldn't have. You're scrappy, Bobby, and you're smart and
you're tough, but there're certain things you never do. This was one of
them Don't jive nme just to nake ne feel good."

"You're right," he said.
"I couldn't have done it. But glad you did. Decodyne's very big tine,
and this could ve put us back years if we'd flubbed it."

"I's there anything we won't do for The Drean?"

Bobby said, "Sure. W wouldn't torture small children with red-hot

kni ves, and we woul dn't shove innocent ol d people down long flights of
stairs, and we wouldn't club a basket of newborn puppies to death with
an iron bar-at |east wthout good reason."

Her |aughter |acked a full measure of hunor.

"Listen," he said, "you're a good person. You've got a good heart, and
not hing you did to Rasnussen bl ackens it at all

"I hope you're right. It's a hard world sonetines."
"Anot her drink will soften it alittle.”
"You know the calories in these? [|'Il be fat as a hippo

"Hi ppos are cute," he said, taking her glass and headi ng back toward the
kitchen to pour another drink. "I love PCS. "

"You won't want to make | ove to one."

"Sure. Mre to hold, nore to |ove."

"You'll be crushed."
"Well, of course, I'll always insist on taking the top."
CANDY WAS going to kill. He stood in the dark Iiving roomof a

stranger's house, shaking with need. Blood. He needed bl ood.

Candy was going to kill, and there was nothing he could do to stop
hi msel f. Not even thinking of his nmother could shame himinto
controlling his hunger.

Hi s given name was Janes, but his nother-an unselfish soul, exceedingly
kind, brimming with |ove, a saint-always said he was her little candy
boy. Never James. Never Jimor Jimy. She'd said he was sweeter than
anything on earth, and "little candy boy" eventually had becone "candy
boy," and by the time he was six the sobriquet had been shortened and
capitalized, and he had become Candy for good. Now, at twenty-nine,
that was the only name to which he woul d answer.

Many peopl e thought nmurder was a sin. He knew otherwi se. Sone were
born with a taste for blood. God had nade them what they were and
expected themto kill chosen victins. It was all part of H's nmysterious
pl an.
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The only sin was to kill when God and your nother did not approve of the
victim which was exactly what he was about to do. He was ashaned. But
he was al so in need.

He listened to the house. Silence. Like unearthly and dusky beasts,
the shadowy forms of the living-roomfurniture huddl ed around him

Breat hing hard, trenbling, Candy noved into the dining room kitchen,
famly room then slowy along the hallway that led to the front of the
house. He made no sound that woul d have al erted anyone asl eep upstairs.
He seened to glide rather than walk, as if he were a specter instead of
a real man.

He paused at the foot of the stairs and nmade one | ast feeble attenpt to
overcone his rmurderous conpul sion. Failing he shuddered and |l et out his
pent-up breath. He began to clinb toward the second floor, where the
fam |y was probably sl eeping.

Hi s not her woul d understand and forgive him

She had taught himthat killing was good and noral only when necessary,
only when it benefited the famly.

She had been terribly angry with hi mon those occasi ons when he had
killed out of sheer conpulsion, with no good reason. She had no need to
puni sh hi m physically for his errant ways, because her displeasure gave
hi m nore agony than any puni shnent she coul d have devised. For days at
a tine she refused to speak to him and that silent treatment caused his
cheeks to swell with pain, so it seenmed as if his heart would spasm
cease to beat. She |ooked straight through him too, as if he no | onger
exi st ed.

VWhen the ot her children spoke of him she said, "Ch, you nean your late
brot her, Candy, your poor brother. WelIl, renmenber himif you want, but
only to yourselves, not to ne, never to ne, because | don't want to
remenber him not that bad seed. He was no good, that no good at all
wouldn't listen to his nother, not him he thought he knew better. Just
the sound of his nanme makes ne feel sick, revolts me, so don't nention
himin nmy hearing.”

Candy had been tenporarily banished to the world of the dead for having
m sbehaved, no place was set for himat the table, and he had to stand
in a corner, watching the others eat, as if he was a visiting spirit.
She woul d not favor himwith either a frowmm or a snile, and she would
not stroke his hair or touch his face with her warm soft hands, and she
woul d not |et himcuddl e agai nst her or put his weary head upon her
breast, and at night he had to find his way into a troubl ed sl eep

wi t hout being guided there by either her bedtine stories or sweet
lullabies. In that total bani shment he | earned moor Hell than he ever
hoped to know.

But she woul d understand why Candy coul d not help hinself tonight, and
she'd forgive him Sooner or |ater she always forgave hi m because her
love for himwas |like the |ove of God for all H's children: perfect,
rich with forbearance nercy. Wen she deened that Candy had suffered
enough, she always had | ooked at himagain, smiled for him opened arns
wide. |In her new acceptance of him he had experienced as nuch of
Heaven as he needed to know.

She was in Heaven now, herself. Seven |ong years! God, how he m ssed
her. But she was watching himeven now. She would know he had | ost
control tonight, and she woul d be di sappointed in him
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He clinmbed the stairs, rushing up two risers at a tine, staying close to
the wall, where the steps were less likely to squeak. He was a big nan
but graceful and light on his feet, and if some of the stair treads were
| oose or tired with age, they did not creak under him

In the upstairs hall he paused, |istening.
Not hi ng.

A dimnight-1ight was part of the overhead snmoke alarm The gl ow was
just bright enough for Candy to see two doors on the right of the hall
two on the left, and one at the far end.

He crept to the first door on the right, eased it open, and slipped into
the room beyond. He closed the door again and stood with his back to
it.

Al t hough his need was great, he forced hinself to wait for his eyes to
adjust to the gl oom

Ashen light, froma street |anp at |east half a bl ock away, glinmered
faintly at the two windows. He noticed the mrror, first, a frosty
rectangl e in which the neager radiance was nurkily reflected; then he
began to make out the shape of the dresser beneath it. A noment |ater
he was also able to see the bed and, dimy, the huddl ed form of sonmeone
lying under a light-col ored bl anket that was vaguely phosphorescent.

Candy stepped cautiously to the bed, took hold of the blanket and sheets
and hesitated, listening to the soft rhythm c breathing of the sleeper.
He detected a trace of perfune mngled with a pleasant scent of warm
skin and recently shanmpooed hair. A girl. He could always tel
girl-snell fromboy snell. He also sensed that this one was young,
perhaps a teenager. |If his need had not been so intense, he would have
hesitated much | onger than he did, for the nonments preceding a kill were
exciting, alnost better than the act itself.

Wth a dramatic flick of his arm as if he were a magician throw ng back
the cloth that had covered an enpty cage to reveal a captive dove of
sorcerous origins, he uncovered the sleeper. He fell upon her, crushing
her into the nmattress with his body.

She woke instantly and tried to scream even though he surely knocked
the wind out of her. Fortunately, he had unhumanly | arge and powerf ul
hands, and he had found her face as she began to raise her voice, so he
was able to thrust pal munder her chin and hook his fingers in her
cheeks clanmp her nouth shut.

"Be quiet, or I'lIl kill you," he whispered, his |ips brushing agai nst
her delicate ear.

Maki ng a nmuffl ed, panicky sound, she squirned under himto no avail
Judgi ng by the feel of her, she was not yet a woman, perhaps no younger
than twel ve, certainly not older than fifteen

She was no match for him

"l don't want to hurt you. | just want you, and when i'm done with you,
I"lI'l leave." That was a lie, for he had no desire to rape her. Sex was
no interest to him |Indeed, sex disgusted him involving unnmentionable
fluids, depending upon the shanel ess usel ess organs associated with
urination, sex was an unspeakabl e repul sive act. Oher people's
fascination with it only proved to Candy that nen and wonmen were nenbers
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of a fallen humanity and that the world was a cesspool of sin and
madness Eit her because she believed his pledge not to kill her cause she
was now hal f-paral yzed with fear, she stopped resisting. Maybe she just
needed all of her energy to breath with Candy's full weight-two hundred
and twenty pounds pressing on her chest, restricting her lungs. Against
his hand with which he clanped her nouth shut, he could feel her

i nhal ati ons as her nostrils flared, followed by short, hot exhal ations.

Hi s vision had continued to adapt to the poor |ight.

though he still could not nake out the details of her face, he could see
her eyes shining darkly in the gloom glistening terror. He could also
see that she was a bl onde; her pale caught even the dull gray glow from
the wi ndows and wi th burni shed-silver highlights.

Wth his free hand, he gently pushed her hair back fromthe right side
of her neck. He shifted his position slightly, noved down on her in
order to bring his lips to her throat. He kissed the tender flesh, felt
the strong throb of her pulse against his lips, then bit deep and found
t he bl ood.

She bucked and thrashed beneath him but he held her down and hel d her
fast, and she could not dislodge his greedy mouth fromthe wound he had
made. He swallowed rapidly but could not consunme the thick, sweet fluid
as fast as it was offered. Soon, however, the flow dimnished. The
girl's convul sions became less violent, as well, then faded altogether,
until she was as still beneath himas if she had been nothing nore than
a tangl ed mound of bedcl ot hes.

He rose from her and sw tched on the bedside | anp just |ong enough to
see her face. He always wanted to see their faces, after their
sacrifices if not before. He also |liked to look into their eyes, which
seened not sightless but gifted with a vision of the far place to which
their souls had gone. He did not entirely understand his curiosity.
After all, when he ate a steak, he did not wonder what the cow had

| ooked like. This girl and each of the others on whom he'd fed-shoul d
have been nothing nore than one of the cattle to him Once, in a dream
when he had finished drinking froma ravaged throat, his victim

al t hough dead, had spoken to him asking himwhy he wanted to | ook upon
her in death. Wen he had said that he didn't know the answer to her
question, she had suggested that perhaps, on those occasi ons when he had
killed in the dark, he later needed to see his victins' faces because,
in some unlit corner of his heart, he half expected to find his own face
| ooking up at him ice-white and dead-eyed.

"Deep down," the dreamvictimhad said, "you know that you're already
dead yoursel f, burnt out inside. You realize that you have far nore in
common with your victins after you' ve killed themthan before."

Those words, though spoken only in a dream and though anpbunting to the
purest nonsense, had neverthel ess brought himawake with a sharp cry. He
was alive, not dead, powerful and vital, a man with appetites as strong
as they were unusual. The dreamvictims words stayed with himover the
years, and when they echoed through his nmenory at tinmes like this, they
made hi m anxi ous. Now, as always, he refused to dwell on them He
turned his attention, instead, to the girl on the bed.

She appeared to be about fourteen, quite pretty. Captivated by her

fl awl ess conpl exi on, he wondered if her skin would feel as perfect as it
| ooked, as snooth as porcelain, if he dared to stroke it with his
fingertips. Her lips were slightly parted, as if they had been gently
prised open by her spirit was it departed wonderfully blue, clear eyes
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seemed enornmous, big for her face-and as wide as a w nter sky.

He woul d have liked to gaze upon her for hours. Letting a sigh of
regret escape him he switched off the lanp. He stood for a while in
t he dar kness, envel oped by the gent aroma of bl ood.

When his eyes had readjusted to the gloom he returned to the hall, not
bothering to close the girl's door behind him

He entered the room across fromhers and found it unoccupied But in the
roomnext to that one, Candy snelled stale sweat, and heard snoring.
This one was a boy, seven or eighteen, not a big kid but not small
either, and he put up nore of a struggle than his sister. However, he
was sl eeping on his stomach, and when Candy threw back the covers fel
upon him the boy's face was jamred hard into the pit of the mattress,
snot hering himand nmaking it difficult for himto shout a warning. The
fight was violent but brief. The boy passed out fromlack of oxygen,
and Candy fl opped hi m over When he went for the throat, Candy let out a
| ow eager cry that was | ouder than any sound the boy had nade. Later,
when he opened the door to the fourth bedroom first pewter |ight of
dawn had pierced the wi ndows. shadows still huddled in the corners, but
t he deeper darkness had been chased off. The early light was too thin
to elicit color fromobjects, and everything in the room seened to be
one shadow of gray or another

An attractive blonde in her late thirties was asleep on her side of a

ki ng-size bed. The sheets and bl anket on the other half of the bed were
hardly disturbed, so he figured the woman's husband and had either noved
out or was away on business. He noted a half-full glass of water and a
pl astic bottle of prescription drugs on the night stand. He picked up
the pharmacy bottle and saw that it was two-thirds full of small pills.
A sedative, according to the label. Fromthe |abel, he |earned her

nanme: Roseanne Lofton

Candy stood for a while, staring down at her face, an old |onging for
mat ernal sol ace stirred in him Need continued to drive him but he did
not want to take her violently, not want to rip her open and drain her
in a few mnutes.

He wanted this one to | ast.

He had the urge to suckle on this wonman as he had suckl ed on his

mot her' s bl ood when she would permit himthat grace. GOccasionally, when
he was in her favor, his nmother would make a shallow cut in the pal m of
her hand or puncture one of her fingers, then allow himto curl up

agai nst her and be nursed on her blood for an hour or |onger. During
that time a great peace stole over him a bliss so profound that the
world and all its pain ceased to be real to him because his nmother's

bl ood was |ike no other, untainted, pure as the tears of a saint.

Thr ough such small wounds, of course, he was able to drink no nore than
an ounce or two of her, but that meager dribble was nore precious and
more nourishing to himthan the gallons he m ght have drained froma
score of other people. The wonan before hi mwoul d not have such
anbrosia within her veins, but if he closed his eyes while he suckl ed on
her, and if he let his mnd reel backward to nenories of the days before
his nother's death, he m ght recapture at |east sonme of the exquisite
serenity he had known then... and experience a faint echo of that old
thrill.

At last, without casting the covers aside, Candy gently | owered hinself

to the bed and stretched out beside the woman, watching as her
heavy-1idded eyes fluttered and then opened. She blinked at himas he
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cuddl ed next to her, and for a nonent she seened to think that she was

still dreaming, for no expression tightened the nuscles of her slack
face.
"All I want is your blood," he said softly.

Abruptly she cast off the lingering effects of the sedative, and her
eyes filled with alarm

Bef ore she coul d spoil the beauty of the nonment by screaning or
resisting, thereby shattering the illusion that she was his nother and
was giving voluntarily of herself, he struck the side of her neck with
his heavy fist. Then he struck her again. Then he hamrered the side of
her face twi ce. She slunped unconsci ous agai nst the pill ow

He squirnmed under the covers to be close against her, w thdrew her hand,
and ni pped her palmwith his teeth. He put his head on the pillow,
lying face to face with her, holding her hand between them drinking the
slow trickle fromher palm He closed his eyes after a while and tried
to imagi ne that she was his nother, and eventually a gratifying peace
stole over him However, though he was happier at that nonent than he
had been in a long tine, it was not a deep happi ness, nere a veneer of
joy that brightened the surface of his heart but the inner chanbers dark
and col d.

the residue on his hands troubled himas deeply as if it been fresh
bl ood.

"Who the hell am 1, what's happening to ne?" he wondered al oud.
He knew t hat he needed help. But he didn't know to whom he could turn

AFTER ONLY a few hours of sleep, Frank Pollard woke in the back seat of
the stolen Chevy. The norning sun, stream ng through the w ndows, was
bri ght enough to nmake hi m w nce.

He was stiff, achy, and unrested. Hi s throat was dry, and his eyes
burned as if he had not slept for days.

Groani ng, Frank swung his legs off the seat, sat up, and cleared his
throat. He realized that both of his hands were nunb; they felt cold
and dead, and he saw that he had curled theminto fists. He had
evidently been sleeping that way for sonme time, because at first he
could not unclench. Wth considerable effort, he opened his right
fist-and a handful of sonething black and grainy poured through his
tingling fingers.

He stared, perplexed, at the fine grains that had spilled down the |eg
of his jeans and onto his right shoe. He raised his hand to take a
closer ook at the residue that had stuck to his palm It |ooked and
smel led |i ke sand.

Bl ack sand? Where had he gotten it?
When he opened his left hand, nmore sand spilled out.

Confused, he | ooked through the car wi ndows at the residential

nei ghbor hood around him He saw green | awns, dark topsoil show ng

t hrough where the grass was sparse, mulch-filled planting beds, redwood
chi ps nounded around sone shrubs, but nothing |ike what he had held in
his tightly clenched fists.

He was in Laguna Ni guel, so the Pacific CQcean was nearby, rinmed by
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broad beaches. But those beaches were white, not black

As full circulation returned to his cranped fingers, he | eaned back in
the seat, raised his hands in front of his face, and stared at the bl ack
grains that speckled his sweat-danp skin. Sand, even black sand, was a
hunbl e and i nnocent substance.

BOBBY WAs awakened by a Santa Ana wi nd bl owing through the trees
outside. It whistled under the eaves, and forced a chorus of ticks and
creaks fromthe cedar-shingle roof and the attic rafters.

He blinked sl eep-matted eyes and squinted at the nunbers on the bedroom
ceiling: 12:07. Because they sonetinmes worked odd hours and sl ept
during the day, they had installed exterior Roll-up security shutters,

| eaving the room coal -m ne dark except for the projection clock's pale
green nunerals, which floated on the ceiling like some portentous spirit
message from Beyond

Because he had gone to bed near dawn, and instantly to sleep, he knew
the nunbers on the ceiling neant that it was shortly past noon, not

m dni ght. He had sl ept perhaps six hours. He lay unmoving for a
monent, wondering if Julie was awake.

She said, "I am™"

"You' re spooky," he said.

"You knew what | was thinking."

"That's not spooky," she said. "That's married."

He reached for her, and she cane into his arns.

For a while they just held each other, satisfied to be close. But by
mut ual and unspoken desire, they began to make | ove.

The projection clock's glowi ng green nunerals were too pale to relieve
the absol ute darkness, so Bobby could see nothing of Julie as they clung
together. However, he "saw' her through his hands. As he reveled in
the snoot hness and warnth of her skin, the elegant curves of her
breasts, the discovery of angularity precisely where angularity was
desirabl e, the tautness of muscle, and the fluid novenent of nuscle and
bone, he mi ght have been a blind nman using his hands to describe an

i nner vision of ideal beauty.

The wi nd shook the world outside, in synpathy with the clinaxes that
shook Julie. And when Bobby could w thhold himself no | onger, when he
cried out and enptied hinself into her the skirting wind cried, too, and
a bird that had taken shelter in a nearby eave was blown fromits perch
with a rustle of wings and a spiraling shriek.

For a while they lay side by side in the bl ackness, their breath
m ngl i ng, touching each other alnost reverently. They did not want or
need to speak; talk would have di m ni shed the nonent.

The alum num sl at shutters vibrated softly in the huffing w nd.

Gradual ly the aftergl ow of | ovenaki ng gave way to a curi ous uneasi ness,
the source of which Bobby could not identify. The envel opi ng bl ackness
began to seem oppressive, as if a continued absence of |ight was sonehow
contributing to a thickening of the air, until it would becone as vivid
and unbreat habl e as syrup
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Though he had just nade |love to her, he was stricken by the crazy notion
that Julie was not actually there with him that what he had coupl ed
with was a dream or the congealing darkness itself, and that she had
been stolen fromhimin the night, whisked away by sonme power he coul d
not fathom and that she was forever beyond his reach

H s childish fear nade himfeel foolish, but he rose onto one el bow and
turned on one of the wall-nmunted bedsi de | anps.

When he saw Julie lying beside him smling, her head raised on a
pillow, the level of his inexplicable anxiety abruptly dropped. He |et
out a rush of breath, surprised to discover that he'd pent it up in the
first place. But a peculiar tension remained in him and the sight of
Julie, safe and undamaged but for the scabbing spot on her forehead, was
insufficient to conpletely relax him

"What's wong?" she asked, as perceptive as ever
"Not hi ng," he li ed.
"Bit of a headache fromall that rumin the eggnog?"

What troubl ed himwas not a hangover, but the queer, unshakable feeling
that he was going to lose Julie, that sonething out there in a hostile
worl d was coming to take her away. As the optimist in the fanily, he
wasn't usually given to grimforebodi ngs of doom accordingly, this
strange August chill frightened himnore than it would have if he had
been regul arly subject to such disturbances

"Bobby?" she said, frowning
"Headache, " he assured her

He | eaned down and gently ki ssed her eyes, then again, forcing her to
cl ose them so she could not see his face and read the anxiety that he
was unabl e to conceal

LATER, AFTER showering and dressing, they ate a hasty breakfast while
standing at the kitchen counter: English nmuffins and raspberry jam half
a banana each, and bl ack coffee. By nutual agreement, they were not
going to the office. A brief call to dint Karaghiosis confirmed that
the wrap-up on the Decodyne case was nearly conpl eted, and that no other
busi ness needed their urgent personal attention.

Their Suzuki Samurai waited in the garage, and Bobby's spirits rose at
the sight of it. The Sanurai was a small sports truck with four-whee
drive. He had justified its purchase by pitching its dua
nature-utilitarian and recreational-to Julie, especially noting its
conparatively reasonable price tag, but in fact he had wanted it because
it was fun to drive. She had not been deceived, and she had gone for it
because she, too, thought it was fun to drive. This tine, she was
willing to I et himhave the wheel when he suggested she drive.

"I did enough driving last night," she said as she buckled herself into

her shoul der har ness.

Dead | eaves, twigs, a few scraps of paper, and less identifiable debris
whirl ed and tunbl ed al ong the wi ndswept streets. Dust devils spun out
of the east, as the Santa Anas-naned for the nountains out of which they
ar ose- poured down through the canyons and across the arid,
scrub-stubbled hills that Orange County's industrious devel opers had not
yet graded and covered with thousands of nearly identical wood

and- stucco pieces of the California dream Trees bent to the surging
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oceans of air that noved in powerful and erratic tides toward the rea
sea in the west. The previous night's fog was gone, and the day was so
clear that, fromthe hills, Catalina Island could be seen twenty-six
nmles off the Pacific's distant coast.

Julie popped an Artie Shaw CD into the player, and the smooth nel ody and
softly bouncing rhythnms of "Begin the Be guine" filled the car. The

mel | ow saxophones of Les Robi nson Hank Freeman, Tony Pastor, and Ronnie
Perry provided strange counterpoint to the chaos and di ssonance of the
Santa Ana wi nds.

From Orange, Bobby drove south and west toward the beach cities-Newport,
Corona Del Mar, Laguna, and Dana Point. He traveled as nmuch as possible
on those few of the urbanize county's bl acktop byways that could stil

be call ed back roads They even passed a couple of orange groves, wth
whi ch the county had once been carpeted, but which had nostly fallen to
the rel entl ess advance of the tracts and nalls.

Julie became nore tal kative and bubbly as the nmiles rolled up on the
odoneter, but Bobby knew that her spirited nbod was not genuine. Each
time they set out to visit her brother Thonas, she worked hard to
inflate her spirits. Although she |oved Thomas, every tinme that she was
with him her fear broke anew, so she had to fortify herself in advance
wi t h manuf actured good hunor.

"Not a cloud in the sky," she said, as they passed the Irvine Ranch
fruit-packing plant.

"Isn't it a beautiful day Bobby?"

"A wonderful day," he agreed.

"The wi nd rmust've pushed the clouds all the way to Japan piled them up
m | es high over Tokyo."

"Yeah. Right now California litter is falling on the G nza."

Hundr eds of red bougainvillea bl ossons, stripped fromtheir vines by the
wi nd, blew across the road, and for a nmonent the Samurai seened to be
caught in a crinmson snowstorm Maybe it was because they had just
spoken of Japan, but there was sonething oriental about the whirl of
petals. He would not have been surprised to glinpse a kinbno-clad woran
at the side of the road, dappled in sunshine and shadow.

"Even a windstormis beautiful here," Julie said.

"Aren't we |ucky, Bobby? Aren't we lucky to be living in this specia
pl ace?"

Shaw s "Frenzies" struck up, string-rich swing. Every tine he heard the
song, Bobby was al nost able to inagine that he was in a novie fromthe
1930s or '40s, that he would turn a corner and encounter his old friend
Jimy Stewart or maybe Bing Crosby, and they'd go off to have lunch with
Cary Grant and Jean Arthur and Katharine Hepburn, while all kinds of
screwy things would happen

"VWhat novie are you in?" Julie asked. She knew himtoo well.
"Haven't figured it yet. Maybe The Phil adel phia Story.

By the time they pulled into the parking lot of Celo Vista Care Hone,
Julie had whi pped herself into a state of high good hunor. She got out
of the Sanurai, faced west, and grinned at the horizon, which was
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delineated by the marriage of sea and sky, as if she had never before
encountered a sight to match it. In truth it was a stunning panorang,
because Cielo Vista stood on a bluff half a nile fromthe Pacific,
overl ooking a long stretch of southern California's Gold Coast. Bobby
admired it, too, shoulders hunched slightly and head tucked down in
deference to the cool and blustery w nd.

When Julie was ready, she took Bobby's hand and squeezed it hard, and
they went inside.

Cielo Vista Care Home was a private facility, operated w thout
governnent funds, and its architecture eschewed all of the standard
institutional looks. |Its two-story Spanish facade of pale peach stucco
was accented by white marbl e corner pieces, door franes, and w ndow
lintels; white-painted French wi ndows and doors were recessed in
graceful arches, with deep sills. The sidewal ks were shaded by lattice
arbors draped with a mx of purple- and yell ow bl oom ng bougai nvil |l ea,
fromwhich the wind drew a chorus of urgent whispers. Inside, the
floors were gray vinyl tile, speckled with peach and turquoise, and the
wal | s were peach with white base and crown nol ding, which Ient the place
a warm and ai ry anbi ence.

They paused in the foyer, just inside the front door, while Julie

wi thdrew a conb fromher purse and pulled the wind tangles from her
hair. After stopping at the front desk in the cozy visitors' |obby,
they followed the north hall to Thomas's first floor room

H s was the second of the two beds, nearest the wi ndows, but he was
neither there nor in his arnchair. Wen they stopped in his open
doorway, he was sitting at the worktable that bel onged to both him and
his roommate, Derek. Bent over the table, using a pair of scissors to
clip a photograph from a magazi ne, Thomas appeared curiously both
hul ki ng and fragile, thickset yet delicate; physically, he was solid but
mentally and enotionally he was frail, and that inner weakness shone
through to belie the outer image of strength. Wth thick neck, heavy
rounded shoul ders, broad back, proportionally short arns, and stocky

| egs, Thomas had a gnom sh | ook but when he becane aware of them and
turned his head to see who was there, his face was not graced by the
cute and beguiling features of a fairy-tale creature; it was instead a
face of cruel genetic destiny and biol ogical tragedy.

"Jules!" he said, dropping the scissors and magazi ne, nearly knocki ng
over his chair in his haste to get up. He was wearing baggy jeans and a
green-plaid flannel shirt. He seened years younger than his true age.

"Jul es, Jules!"

Julie let go of Bobby's hand and stepped into the room openi ng her arns
to her brother.

"H, honey." Thonmas hurried to her in that shuffling walk of his, as if
his shoes were heel ed and soled with enough iron to preclude lifting
them Although he was twenty years old, ten years younger than Julie,
he was four inches shorter than she, just barely five feet. He had been
born with Down's syndrone, a diagnosis that even a layman could read in
his face: his brow was sl oppy and heavy; inner epicanthic folds gave his
eyes an oriental cant the bridge of his nose was flat; his ears were

| ow-set on a head that was slightly too snall to be in proportion to his
body; the rest of his features had those soft, heavy contours often
associated with nental retardation. Though it was a commbn shaped nore
for expressions of sadness and loneliness, it no less defied its
natural ly downcast lines and forned itself into a wondrous smle, a warm
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grin of pure delight.
Julie always had that effect on Thomas.
Hel |, she has that effect on nme, Bobby thought.

Stooping only slightly, Julie threw her arnms around her brother when he
cane to her, and for a while they hugged each other

"How re you doi ng?" she asked.
"Good, " Thomas said.

"I'"'mgood." His speech was thick but not at all difficult to
understand, for his tongue was as deformed as those of sone victins of
DS; it was a little larger than it should have been but not fissured or
pr ot r udi ng.

"I'" real good."
"Where's Derek?"

"Visiting. Down the hall. He'll be back. |'mreal good. Are you
good?"

"I'"'mfine, honey. Just great."

"I"'mjust great too. | love you, Jules," Thomas said happily, for with
Julie he was always free of the shyness that colored his relations with
everyone el se

"I love you so much."

"l love you, too, Thomas."

"I was afraid... nmaybe you wouldn't cone."
"Don't | always conme?"

"Always," he said. At last he relaxed his grip on his sister and peeked
around her. "H, Bobby."

"H, Thomas. You're |ooking' good."

"Am | ?"

“I'f I'mlyin", I'mdyin."

Thomas | aughed. To Julie, he said, "He's funny."
"Do | get a hug too?" Bobby asked.

"Or do | have to stand here with my arns out until soneone m stakes ne
for a hatrack?"

Hesitantly, Thomas |let go of his sister. He and Bobby enbraced. After
all these years, Thomas was still not entirely confortable w th Bobby,
not because they had bad chenistry between them or any bad feelings, but
because Thomas didn't |ike change very much and adapted to it slowy.
Even after nore than seven years, his sister being married was a change,
sonmet hing that still felt newto him

But he likes ne, Bobby thought, maybe even as nmuch as | like him

Li king DS victins was not difficult, once you got past the pity that
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initially distanced you fromthem because nopst of them had an innocence
and guil el essness that was charning and refreshing. Except when

i nhi bited by shyness or enbarrassnent about their differences, they were
usual ly forthright, nore truthful than other people, and incapabl e of
the petty social ganes and scheming that marred so many rel ati onshi ps
anong "ordi nary" people.

The previous sumrer, at Cielo Vista's Fourth of July picnic, a nother of
one of the other patients had said to Bobby,

"Sonetimes, watching them | think there's sonething in thema
gentl eness, a special kindness that's closer to God than anything in
us."

Bobby felt the truth of that observation now, as he hugged Thomas and
| ooked down into his sweet, |unpish face.

"Did we interrupt a poen?" Julie asked.

Thomas | et go of Bobby and hurried to the work table, where Julie was
| ooki ng at the nagazine from which he had been clipping a picture when
they'd arrived. He opened his current scrapbook-fourteen others were
filled with his creations and shelved in a corner bookcase near his
bed-and pointed at a two-page spread of pasted-in clippings that were
arranged |ines and quatrains, |ike poetry.

"This was yesterday. Finished yesterday," Thomas said.

"Took ne a | ooooong tine, and it was hard, but nowit... is... right.”
Four or five years ago, Thomas had deci ded that he wanted to be a poet
Ii ke soneone he had seen and admired on television. The degree of
mental retardation anong victins of Down's syndrone varied widely, from
mld to severe; Thomas was somewhere just above the nmiddle of the
spectrum but did not possess the intellectual capacity to learn to
wite nore than his name. That didn't stop him He had asked for paper
gl ue, a scrapbook, and piles of old magazines. Since he rarely asked
for anything, and since Julie would have noved a nmountain on her back to
get hi mwhatever he wanted, the itens, his list, were soon in his
possessi on.

"Al'l kinds of nmagazine he'd said, "with different pretty pictures... but
ugly too. all kinds." FromTi nme, Newsweek, Life, Hot Rod, Omi,

Sevent een, and dozens of other publications, he snipped whol e pictures
and parts of pictures, arranging themas if they were words, in a series
of inmages that nmade a statenent that was inportant to him Some of his
"poens” were only five lines |long, and sonme invol ved hundreds of
clippings arranged in dearly stanzas or, nore often, in |oosely
structured lines that resenbled free verse.

Julie took the scrapbook fromhimand went to the arnthair by the
wi ndow, where she could concentrate on his newest conposition. Thonas
remai ned at the worktable, watching her anxiously.

Hi s picture poens did not tell stories or have recogni zable thematic
narratives, but neither were they merely random junbles of inmages. A
church spire, a nmouse, a beautiful worn in an eneral d-green ball gown, a
field of daisies, a can of Do pineapple rings, a crescent noon, pancakes
in a stack with syrup drizzling down, rubies gleam ng on a bl ack-vel vet
drape play cloth, a fish with nouth agape, a child | aughing, a nun

prayi ng, a woman crying over the blasted body of a | oved one in sone
Codf or saken war zone, a pack of Lifesavers, a puppy with floppy ears,

bl ack-cl ad nuns with starched white w nples-fromthose and t housands of
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other pictures in his treasured boxes of clippings, Thomas sel ected the
el ements of his conpositions.

From t he begi nni ng Bobby recogni zed an uncanny ri ghtness to nany of the
poens, a symmetry too fundamental to be defined, juxtapositions that
were both naive and profound, rhythms as real as they were elusive, a
personal vision plain to see but too nysterious to conprehend to any
significant degree. Over the years, Bobby had seen the poens becone
better, nmore satisfying, though he understood themso little that he
coul d not explain how he could discern the inprovenent; he just knew
that it was there.

Julie | ooked up fromthe two-page spread in the scrapbook and said,

"This is wonderful, Thomas. It rmakes ne want to... run outside in the
grass... and stand under the sky and maybe even dance, just throw ny
head back and laugh. It nmakes ne glad to be alive."

"Yes!" Thomas said, slurring the word, clapping his hands.

She passed the book to Bobby, and he sat on the edge of the bed to read
it.

The nost intriguing thing about Thonmas's poens was the enotiona

response they invariably evoked. None |eft a reader untouched, as an
array of randomly assenbl ed i mages mi ght have done. Sonetines, when

| ooki ng at Thomas's work, Bobby |aughed out |oud, and soneti nes he was
so noved that he had to blink back tears, and sonetinmes he felt fear or
sadness or regret or wonder. He did not know why he responded to any
particul ar piece as he did; the effect always defied analysis. Thonas's
conpositions functioned on sonme prinmal level, eliciting reaction froma
region of the mind far deeper than the subconsci ous.

The | atest poem was no exception. Bobby felt what Julie had felt: that
life was good; that the world was beautiful; elation in the very fact of
exi st ence.

He | ooked up fromthe scrapbook and saw that Thomas was awaiting his
reaction as eagerly as he had awaited Julie's, perhaps a sign that
Bobby' s opi ni on was cheri shed as nmuch as hers, even if he still didn't
rate as long or as ardent a hug as Julie did.

"Ww, " he said softly. "Thomms, this one gives such a warm tingly
feeling that... | think nmy toes are curling." Thomas gri nned.

Soneti mes Bobby | ooked at his brother-in-law and felt two Thomases
shared that sadly defornmed skull. Thonas and one was the noron, sweet
but feebl eninded. Thomas and two was just as smart as anyone, but he
occupi ed one snall part of the damaged brain that he shared with nunber
one, a chanber in the center, fromwhich he had direct conmmunication
with the outside world. Although nunmber two's thoughts had to be
filtered through nunber one's part of the brain, so they ended up
soundi ng different from Thomas nunber one's thoughts; therefore the
world could not know that nunber two was in there, thin and feeling and
fully alive-except through the evidence of picture poenms, the essence of
whi ch survived even after being filtered through Thomas nunber one.

"You've got such a talent," Bobby said, and he neant it al nost envied
it.

Thomas bl ushed and | owered his eyes. He rose and quickly shuffled to
the softly humm ng refrigerator that stood by the door to the bathroom
Meal s were served in the communal dining room where snacks and drinks
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were provi ded on request, but patients with sufficient nental capacity
to keep their roons neat were allowed to have their own refrigerators
stocked with their favorite snacks and drinks, to encourage as much

i ndependence as possible. He withdrew three cans of Coke. He gave one
to Bobby, one to Julie. Wth the third he returned to the chair at the
wor kt abl e, sat down, and asked, "You been catchin' bad guys?"

"Yeah, we're keeping the jails full," Bobby said.

"Tel |l ne.

Julie leaned forward in the arncthair, and Thonas scooted his
strai ght -backed chair closer to her, until their knees touched, and she
recounted the highlights of the events at Decodyne |ast night. She made
Bobby nore heroic than he'd really been, and she played down her own
involvenent a little not only out of nodesty but in order not to
frighten Thomas with too clear a picture of the danger in which she had
gotten herself. Thomas was tough in his own way; if he hadn't been he
woul d have curled up on his bed I ong ago, facing into the corner, and
never gotten up again. But he was not tough enough to endure the |oss
of Julie. He would be devastated even to inagi ne that she was

vul nerable. So she nmade her daredevil driving and the shoot-out sound
funny, exciting but not really dangerous. Her revised version of events
entertai ned Bobby nearly as much as it did Thonas.

After a while, as usual, Thomas becane overwhel ned by what Julie was
telling him and the tale grew nore confusing than entertaining.

"I"'mfull up," he said, which neant he was still trying to process
everything he had been told, and didn't have room for any nore just now.
He was fascinated by the world outside Cielo Vista, and he often | onged
to be a part of it, but at the sane tinme he found it too |oud and bri ght
and colorful to be handled in nore than snall doses.

Bobby got one of the ol der scrapbooks fromthe shelves and sat on the
bed, reading picture poens.

Thomas and Julie sat in their chairs, Cokes put aside, knees to knees,

| eaning forward and hol di ng hands, somnetines |ooking at each other,
sometines not, just being together, close. Julie needed that as much as
Thomas di d.

Julie's nother had been killed when Julie was twelve. Her father had
di ed eight years later, two years before Bobby and Julie had been
married. She'd been only twenty at the tinme, working as a waitress to
put herself through college and to pay her half of the rent on a studio
apart nent she shared with another student. Her parents had never been
rich, and though they had kept Thomas at hone, the expense of |ooking
after himhad depleted what little savings they'd ever had. Wen her
dad died, Julie had been unable to afford an apartnment for her and
Thomas, to say nothing of the tine required to help himcope in a
civilian environment, so she'd been forced to commit himto a state
institution for nentally disabled children. Though Thonmas never held it
agai nst her, she viewed the conmtnent as a betrayal of him

She had intended to get a degree in crininology, but she dropped out of
school during her third year and applied to the sheriffs' acadeny. She
had worked as a deputy for fourteen nonths by the tine Bobby net and
married her; she had been living on peanuts, her life-style hardly
better than that of a bag |ady, saving nost of her salary in hope of
putting together a nest egg that would allow her to buy a snall house
soneday take Thomas in with her. Shortly after they were marri ed when
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Dakota | nvestigations becane Dakota & and Dakota, they brought Thomas to
live with them But they worked irregular hours, and although sone
victims of Down's syndrone were capable of living to a degree on their
own, Thonmas needed soneone nearby at all times. The cost of three daily
shift qualified conpanions was even nore than the cost of his care at a
private institution |ike Celo Vista; but they would have borne it if
they coul d have found enough reliable help.

When it became inpossible to conduct their business, have a life of
their own, and take care of Thomas, too, they brought himto Celo
Vista. It was as confortable a care institution that ever existed, but
Julie viewed it was her second betrayal of her brother. That he was
happy at Cielo Vista, even thrived it did not |ighten her burden of
guilt.

One part of The Dream an inportant part, was to have tine and financia
resources to bring Thomas hone agai n.

Bobby | ooked up fromthe scrapbook just as Julie asked, "Thonmas, think
you'd like to go out with us for a while?

Thomas and Julie were still holdi ng hands, and Bobby his
brother-in-law s grip tighten at the suggestion of an excursion

"We could just go for a drive," Julie said.

"Down to the WAlk on the shore. Get an ice creamcone. Wat do you
say?"

Thomas | ooked nervously at the nearest w ndow, who framed a portion of
cl ear blue sky, where white sea gulls oddly swooped and caper ed.

“It's bad out."

"Just a little wi ndy, honey."
"Don't nmean the wind."

"We'll have fun."

"It's bad out," he repeated. He chewed on his lower lip. At tines he
was eager to venture out into the world, but other tinmes he withdrew
fromthe prospect as if the air outside Cielo Vista was purest poison
Thomas coul d never be argued or cajol ed out of that agoraphobic nood,
and Julie knew better than to push the issue.

"Maybe next tine," she said.
"Maybe, " Thomas said, |ooking at the floor

"But feel really bad. 1... sort of feel it... the badness... cold
over ny skin."

For a while Bobby and Julie tried various subjects, but Thomas was
tal ked out. He said nothing, did not make eye contact, and gave no
i ndi cation that he even heard them

They sat together in silence, then, until after a few m nutes Thonas
said, "Don't go yet."

"We're not going," Bobby assured him

"Just 'cause | can't talk... don't mean | want you gone."
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"W know that, kiddo," Julie said.

"I... need you."

"I need you too," Julie said. She lifted one of her brother's
t hi ck-fingered hands and ki ssed his knuckl es.

AFter BUYING an el ectric razor at a drug store Frank Pol |l ard shaved and
washed as best he could in a service station restroom He stopped at a
shoppi ng nall and bought a suitcase, underwear, socks, a couple of
shirts, another pair of jeans, and incidentals. In the mall parking
lot, with the stolen Chevy rocking slightly in the gusting w nd, he
packed the other purchases in the suitcase. Then he drove to a notel in
I rvine, where he checked in under the name of Ceorge Ferris, using one
of the sets of I D he possessed, naking a cash deposit because he | acked
a credit card. He had cash in advance.

He coul d have stayed in the Laguna area; but he sensed that he should
not remain in one place too long. Maybe his wariness was based on hard
experience. O mybe he had been on the run for so long that he had
becone a creature of motion could never again be truly confortable at
rest.

The notel roomwas |arge, clean, and tastefully decorated The desi gner
had been swept up in the southwest craze: white washed wood, rattan side
chairs with cushi ons uphol stered peach and pal e- bl ue patterns,
seaf oam green drapes. Only nottl ed-brown carpet, evidently chosen for
its ability to conceal stains and wear, spoiled the effect; by contrast,
the light hued furnishings seemed not nerely to stand on the dark carpet
but to float above it, creating spatial illusions that were

di sconcerting, even slightly eerie.

For nost of the afternoon Frank sat on the bed, using a pile of pillows
as a back rest. The television was on, but he didn't watch it. |nstead,
he probed at the black hole of his past. Hard as he tried, he could
still not recall anything of his life prior to waking in the alleyway
the previous night. Sonme strange a exceedingly mal evol ent shape | ooned
at the edge of recollection, however, and he wondered uneasily if
forgetful ness actually m ght be a bl essing.

He needed help. G ven the cash in the flight bag and his two sets of

I D, he suspected that he would be unwi se to seek assistance fromthe
authorities. He withdrew the Yell ow Pages fromone of the night stands
and studied the listings for private investigators. But a Pl called to
m nd ol d Hunphrey Bogart novies and seened |ike an anachronismin this
modern age. How could a guy in a trench coat and a snap-bri med fedora
hel p hi m recover his nenory?

Eventually, with the wind singing nelodies at the wi ndow, Frank
stretched out to get sone of the sleep he had missed | ast night.

A few hours later, just an hour before dusk, he woke suddenly,
whi npering, gasping for breath. H's heart pounded furiously.

When he sat up and swung his | egs over the side of the bed, he saw that
hi s hands were wet and scarlet. H s shirt and jeans were smeared with
bl ood. Sone, though surely not all of it, was his own blood, for both
of his hands bore deep, oozing scratches. His face stung, and in the
bat hroom the mrror revealed two | ong scratches on his right cheek, one
on his left cheek, and a fourth on his chin.

He coul d not understand how this could have happened in his sleep. |If
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he had torn at himself in sone bizarre dream frenzy-and he coul d recal
no dreamor if sonmeone el se had clawed himwhile he slept, he would have
awakened at once. Which nmeant that he had been awake when it had
happened, then had stretched out on the bed again and gone back to

sl eep-and had forgotten the incident, just as he had forgotten his life
prior to that alleyway |ast night.

He returned in panic to the bedroom and | ooked on the other side of the
bed, then in the closet. He was not sure what he was | ooking for. Maybe
a dead body. He found not hing.

The very thought of killing anyone nade himsick. He knew he did not
have the capacity to kill, except perhaps in self defense. So who had
scratched his face and hands? Wose bl ood was on hin®?

In the bathroom again, he stripped out of his stained clothes and rolled
theminto a tight bundle. He washed his face and hands. He had a
styptic pencil along with other shaving gear; he used that to stop the
scratches from bl eedi ng.

When he net his own eyes in the nmirror, they were haunted that he had to
| ook away.

Frank dressed in fresh clothes and snatched the car keys fromthe
dresser. He was afraid of what he might find in the Chevy parked At the
door, as he disengaged the dead bolt, he realized that neither the frane
nor the door itself was sneared with blood. |If he had left during the
afternoon and returned, bleeding fromhis hands, he would not have had
the presence of mind to wi pe the door clean before clinbing into bed.
Anyway, he had seen no bl oody washcloth or tissues with which a cl eanup
m ght have been acconpli shed.

Qut side, the sky was clear; the westerly sun was bright. the notel's
pal mtrees shivered in a cool wi nd.

The concrete wal kway outside his roomwas not spotted with blood. The
interior of the car was free of blood. No blood marked the dirty rubber
mat in the trunk, either.

He stood by the open trunk, blinking at the sun-wash notel and parking
|l ot around him Three doors down, a man and wonman in their twenties
wer e unl oadi ng |l uggage fromtheir black Pontiac. Another couple and
their grade-school -a daughter were hurrying along the covered wal kway,
apparently heading toward the notel restaurant. Frank realized that he
coul d not have gone out and conmitted nurder and turned, bl ood-soaked
and in broad daylight, w thout being seen

In his roomagain, he went to the bed and studied the runpl ed sheets.
They were crinmson-spotted, but not a fraction saturated as they woul d
have been if the attack-whatever nature-had happened there. O course,
with all the blood, it mght have spilled npostly on the front of his
shirt and jeans. But he still couldn't believe that he had cl awed
hinself in his sleep-one hand ripping at the other, both hands tearing
at his face-w t hout waking.

Besi des, he had been scratched by soneone with sharp fingernails. His
own nails were blunt, bitten down to the quick

SQUTH OF Cielo Vista Care Hone, between Corona Del Mar and Laguna, Bobby
tucked the Sanurai into a corner of a parking lot at a public beach. He
and Julie wal ked down to the shore.

The sea was marbl ed blue and green, with thin veins of gray. The water
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was dark in the troughs, lighter and nore col orful where the waves rose

and were half pierced by the rays of the fat, low sun. In serried ranks
the breakers noved toward the strand, big but not huge, wearing caps of

foamthat the wind snatched fromthem

Surfers in black wet suits paddl ed their boards out toward where the
swel |l rose, seeking a last ride before twilight. Qhers, also in wet
suits, sat around a couple of big coolers, drinking hot beverages from
thernos bottles or Coors fromthe can. The day was too cool for
sunbat hi ng, and except for the surfers, the beach was deserted.

Bobby and Julie wal ked south until they found a | ow knoll, far enough
back fromthe water to escape the spray. They sat on the stiff grass
that flourished in patches in the sandy soil

When at | ast she spoke, Julie said,
"A place like this, with a viewlike this. Not a big place."

"Doesn't have to be. A living room one bedroomfor us and one for
Thomas, maybe a cozy little den lined with books."

"W don't even need a dining room but I'd Iike a big kitchen."
"Yeah. A kitchen you can really live in." She sighed.

"Music, books, real hone-cooked neals instead of junk food grabbed on
the fly, lots of tine to sit on the porch and enjoy the view and the
three of us together.”

That was the rest of The Dream a place by the sea and by ot herw se
living sinply-enough financial security to retire twenty years early.

One of the things that had drawn Bobby to Julie-and Julie to himwas
their shared awareness of the shortness of life. Everyone knew that
life was too short, of course, but nost people pushed that thought out
of mind, living as if there were endless tonorrows. |f nobst people
weren't able to deceive thensel ves about death, they could not have
cared so passionately about the outcone of a ball ganme, the plot of a
soap opera, the blatherings of politicians, or a thousand ot her things
that actually nmeant nothing when consi dered agai nst the inevitable fal

of the endless night that finally came to everyone. They could not have
endured to waste a mnute standing in a supermarket |ine and woul d not
have suffered hours in the conpany of bores or fools. Maybe a world |ay
beyond this on naybe even Heaven, but you couldn't count on it; you
could count only on darkness. Self-deception in this case was a

bl essing. Neither Bobby nor Julie was a gl oom nonger. She knew how to
enjoy life as well as anyone, and so did he, even if neither of them
could buy the fragile illusion of immortality than served nost people as
a defense agai nst the unthinkable. This awareness expressed itself not
in anxiety or depression, but in a strong resolve not to spend their
lives in a hurly-burly neaningless activity, to find a way to finance

|l ong stretches tine together in their own serene little tide pool

As her chestnut hair streamed in the wind, Julie squinted at the far
hori zon, which was filling up with honey-gold |ight as the sinking sun
drizzled toward it.

"What frightens Thomas about being out in the world is people, too many
people. But he'd be happy in a little house by the sea, a quiet stretch
of coast, few people.

"I"msure he would."
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"I't'I'l happen," Bobby assured her
"By the time we build the agency big enough to sell, the southern coast
will be too expensive. But north of Santa Barbara is pretty."

"It's a long coast," Bobby said, putting an arm around her

"We'll still be able to find a place in the south. And we'll have tine
to enjoy it. W're not going to live forever, but we're young. Cur
nunbers aren't going to conme up for years an years yet." But he

remenbered the prenonition that had shivered through himin bed that
nmorning, after they had nade | ove, the feeling that sonething nmal evol ent
was out there in the wi ndswept world, coning to take Julie away from
hi m

The sun had touched the horizon and begun to nelt into it. The gol den
Iight deepened swiftly to orange and then to bloody red. The grass and
tall weeds behind themrustled in the wind, and Bobby | ooked over his
shoul der at the spirals of airborne sand that swirled across the sl ope
bet ween the beach and the parking lot, like pale spirits that had fled a
graveyard with the coming of twilight. Fromthe east a wall of night
was toppling over the world. The air had grown downri ght col d.

CANDY SLEPT all day in the front bedroomthat had once been his

nmot her's, breathing her special scent. Two or three tines a week, he
carefully shook a few drops of her favorite perfune-Channel Nunber
Five-onto a white, lace-tri med handkerchi ef, which he kept on the
dresser beside her silver conb-and-brush set, so each breath he took in
the roomrenm nded himof her. Cccasionally he half woke from slunber to
readjust the pillows or pull the covers nore tightly around him and the
trace of perfume always lulled himas if it were a tranquilizer; each
time he happily drifted back into his dreans.

He slept in sweatpants and a T-shirt, because he had a hard tine finding
paj anas | arge enough and because he was too nodest to sleep in the nude
or even in his underwear. Being unclothed enbarrassed Candy, even when
no one was around to see him

Al of that |ong Thursday afternoon, hard wi nter sun reeled the world
outside, but little got past the flower-patterned shades and

rose-col ored drapes that guarded the two wi ndow The few times he woke
and blinked at the shadows, Candy saw only the pearl-gray glinmrer of the
dresser mirror and glint fromthe silver-framed photographs on the night
stand Drugged by sleep and by the freshly applied perfume on the
handker chi ef, he could easily inmagine that his bel oved nother was in her
rocking chair, watching over him and he felt safe. He canme fully awake
shortly before sunset and lay for a while with his hands fol ded behi nd
his head, staring up at the underside of the canopy that arched over the
four-poster; he could not see it, but he knew it was there, and in his
m nd could conjure up a vivid image of the fabric's rosebud patter. For
a while he thought about his nother, about the best time of his life,
now all gone, and then he thought about the girl, the boy, and the woman
he had killed last night. He tried to recall the taste of their bl ood,
but that nmenory was not as intense as those involving his nother.

After a while he switched on a bedside |anp and | ooked around at the
confortably fam liar room rosebud wall paper; rosebud bedspread; rosebud
blinds; rose-colored drapes and carpets; dark mahogany bed, dresser, and
hi ghboy. Two af ghans-one green |ike the | eaves of a rose, one the shade
of the petal s-were draped over the arns of the rocking chair.
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He went into the adjoining bathroom |ocked and tested the door. The
only light came fromthe fluorescent panels in the soffit, over the
sink, for he had long ago | athered bl ack paint on the small high w ndow.

He studied his face in the mrror for a noment because he |iked the way
he | ooked. He could see his mother in his face. He had her blond hair,
so pale it was al nbst white, and her sea-blue eyes. H s face was al
hard pl anes and strong features, with none of her beauty or gentleness,
though his full nouth was as generous as hers.

As he undressed, he avoided | ooking down at hinself. He was proud of
his powerful shoulders and arns, his broad chest, and his nuscul ar | egs,
but even catching a glinpse of the sex thing made himfeel dirty and
mldly ill. He sat on the toilet to nake water, so he wouldn't have to
touch hinself. During his shower, when he soaped his crotch, he first
pulled on a mtten that he had sewn froma pair of washcloths, so the
flesh of his hand would not have to touch the w cked fl esh bel ow.

Wien he had dried off and dressed-athletic socks, running shoes, dark
gray cords, black shirt-he hesitantly left the reliable shelter of his
mother's old room Night had fallen, and the upstairs hall was poorly
lit by two lowwattage bulbs in a ceiling fixture that was coated with
gray dust and missing half its pendant crystals. To his left was the
head of the staircase. To his right were his sisters' room his old
room and the other bath, the doors to which stood open; no lights were
on back there. The oak floor creaked, and the threadbare runner did
little to soften his footsteps. He sonetines thought he should give the
rest of the house a thorough cl eani ng, nmaybe even spring for some new
carpeting and fresh paint; however, though he kept his nother's room
spotl ess and in good repair, he was not notivated to spend tine or nobney
on the rest of the house, and his sisters had little interest in-or

tal ent for honenaking.

A flurry of soft footfalls alerted himto the approach of the cats, and
he stopped short of the stairs, afraid of treading on one of their paws
or tails as they poured into the upstairs hallway. A nonent |ater they
streamed over the top step and swarned around him twenty-six of them

if his nost recent count was not out of date. Eleven were bl ack,

several nore were chocol at e-brown or tobacco-brown or charcoal -gray, two
were deep gold, and only one was white. Violet and Verbina, his
sisters, preferred dark cats, the darker the better.

The animals mlled around him wal king over his shoes, rubbing agai nst
his legs, curling their tails around his cal ve Anong them were two

Angor as, an Abyssinian, a tall Manx, a Maltese, and a tortoise shell,

but nost were nongrel cats of no easily distinguished |ineage. Sone had
green sone yellow, some silver-gray, sone blue, and they all regarded
himwith great interest. Not one of thempurred or nowed; their

i nspection was conducted in absol ute silence.

Candy did not particularly like cats, but he tolerated themnot only
because they belonged to his sisters but because, in a way, they were
virtually an extension of Violet and Verbina To have hurt them to have
spoken harshly to them would have been the sane as striking out at his
sisters, which he could never do because his nother, on her death bed,
had adnmoni shed himto provide for the girls and protect them

In less than a mnute the cats had fulfilled their m ssion and al nost as
one, turned fromhim Wth much swishing of tail and flexing of feline
muscl es and rippling of fur, they flowed |ike a single beast to the head
of the stairs and down.
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By the tinme he reached the first step, they were at the dining room
turning, slipping out of sight. He descended to the |low hall, and the
cats were gone. He passed the lightless and nust snelling parlor. The
odor of mildew drifted out of the stud where shelves were filled with
the nol dering romance novels that his nother had |iked so nuch, and when
he pass through the dimy lit dining room litter crunched under his
shoes.

Violet and Verbina were in the kitchen. They were identical tw ns. They
were equally blond, with the same fair and flaw ess skin, with the same
chi na- bl ue eyes, snooth brows, high cheekbones, straight noses with
delicately carved nostrils, lips that were naturally red w thout
lipstick, and small even teeth as bone-white as those of their cats.

Candy tried to like his sisters, and failed. For his nother's sake he
could not dislike them so he remained neutral, sharing the house with
thembut not as a real famly mght share it. They were too thin, he
thought, fragile-looking, alnmost frail, and too pale, like creatures
that infrequently saw the sun which in fact sel domwarned them since
they rarely went outside. Their slimhands were well nmanicured, for
they groonmed thenselves as constantly as if they, too, were cats; but,
to Candy, their fingers seened excessively long, unnaturally flexible
and ninble. Their nother had been robust, with strong features and good
col or, and Candy often wondered how such a vital wonman coul d have
spawned this pallid pair.

The twins had piled up cotton bl ankets, six thick, in one corner of the
big kitchen, to nmake a large area where the cats could lie confortably,

t hough the padding was actually for Violet and Verbina, so they could
sit on the floor anong the cats for hours at a tinme. Wen Candy entered
the room they were on the blankets, with cats all around themand in
their laps. Violet was filing Verbina's fingernails with an emery
board. Neither of them | ooked up, though of course they had al ready
greeted himthrough the cats. Verbina had never spoken a word within
Candy's hearing, not in her entire twenty-five years-the twins were four
years younger than he was, -but he was not sure whether she was unable to
talk, merely unwilling to talk, or shy of talking only when around him
Violet was nearly as silent as her sister, but she did speak when
necessary; apparently, at the noment, she had nothing that needed to be
sai d.

He stood by the refrigerator, watching themas they huddl ed over
Verbina's pale right hand, grooming it, and he supposed that he was
unfair in his judgnment of them Oher nmen mght find themattractive in
a strange way. Though, to him their linbs seemed too thin, other nen

m ght see them as supple and erotic, like the | egs of dancers and the
arns of acrobats. Their skin was clear as mlk, and their breasts were
full. Because he was blessedly free of any interest in sex, he was not

qualified to judge their appeal

They habitually wore as little as possible, as little as he would
tolerate before ordering themto put on nore clothes. They kept the
house excessively warmin winter, and nore often dressed-as nowin
T-shirts and short shorts or panties barefoot and bare-linbed. Only his
nmot her's room which was now his, was kept cool er, because he had cl osed
the vents there. Wthout his presence to demand a degree of nbdesty
they woul d have roaned the house in the nude.

Lazily, lazily, Violet filed Verbina' s thunbnail, and they both stared
at it was intently as if the nmeaning of life was to read in the curve of
the hal f-moon or the arc of the nail itself. Candy raided the
refrigerator, removing a chunk of canned ham a package of Swi ss cheese,
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nmustard, pickles, and a quart of mlk. He got bread fromone of the
cupboards and sat on a rail back chair at the age-yellowed table.

The tabl e, chairs, cabinets, and woodwork had once been gl ossy white,
but they had not been painted since before his nother died. They were
yel l ow-white now, gray-white in the seans and corners, crackle-finished
by time. The dais patterned wall paper was soiled and, in a couple of

pl aces, peeling along the seans, and the chintz curtains hung |inp
covered with grease and dust.

Candy made and consuned two thick ham and-cheese sandw ches. He gul ped
the mlk straight fromthe carton

Suddenly all twenty-six cats, which had been sprawling | anguidly around
the twins, sprang up simultaneously, proceeded to the pet door in the
bottom of the larger kitchen door, and went outside in orderly fashion

Time to make their toilet, evidently.
Violet and Verbina didn't want the house snelling of litter boxes.
Candy cl osed his eyes and took a | ong swall ow of mlKk.

He woul d have preferred it at roomtenperature or even slightly warm It
tasted vaguely like blood, though not as pleasant pungent; it would have
been nore like blood if it had not been chill ed.

Wthin a couple of mnutes the cats returned. Now Verbina was |ying on
her back, with her head propped on a pillow, eyes closed, |ips noving as
if talking to herself, though no sound issued fromher. She extended
her other slender hand so his sister could nmeticulously file those nails
too. Her long |legs were spread, and Candy coul d see between her snpoth
thighs. She was wearing only a T-shirt and flinsy peach-col ored panties
that defined rather than concealed the cleft of her womanhood. The
silent cats swarmed to her, draped thensel ves over her, nore concerned
about propriety than she was, and they regarded Candy accusatory, as if
they knew that he'd been staring.

He | owered his eyes and studied the crunbs on the table.
Viol et said, "Frankie was here."

At first he was nore surprised by the fact that she had spoken than by
what she had said. Then the neaning of those three words reverberated
through himas if he were a brass gong struck by a mallet. He stood up
so abruptly that he knocked over his chair.

"He was here? |In the house?"

Nei t her the cats nor Verbina twitched at the crash of the chair or the
sharpness of his voice. They lay somolent, indifferent.

"Qutside," Violet said, still sitting on the floor beside her reclining
sister, working on the other twin's nails. She had a | ow, al nost
whi spery voice

"Wat ching the house fromthe Eugeni a hedge."
Candy gl anced at the night beyond the w ndows.
"When?"

"Around four o'clock."”
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"Why didn't you wake me?"

"He wasn't here long. He's never here long. A minute or two, then he
goes. He's afraid.”

"You saw hi n®"

"I knew he was there."

"You didn't try to stop himfrom /| eavi ng?"
"How coul d | ?"

She sounded irritable now, but her voice was no | ess seductive than it
had been.

"The cats went after him though."

"Did they hurt hinP"

"Alittle. Not bad. But he killed Samantha."
"Who?"

"Qur poor little pussy. Sanantha."

Candy did not know the cats' nanmes. They had al ways seenmed to be not
just a pack of cats but a single creature, nost often noving as one,
apparently thinking as one.

"He killed Samantha. Snmashed her head agai nst one of the stone
pilasters at the end of the walk." At last Violet |ooked up from her
sister's hand. Her eyes seened to be a paler blue than before, icy.

"I want you to hurt him Candy. | want you to hurt himreal bad, the
way he hurt our cat. | don't care if he is our brother-"

"He isn't our brother any nore, not after what he did Candy said
furiously.

"I want you to do to himwhat he did to our poor Samantha | want you to

smash him Candy, | want you to crush his head crack his skull open
until his brains ooze out." She continued to speak softly, but he was
riveted by her words. Sonetines, |ike now, when her voice was even nore
sensuous than us it seened not nerely to play upon his ears but to
slither inside his head, where it lay gently on his brain, like a mst,
a

"I want you to pound him hit himand tear himuntil he's just
splintered bones and ruptured guts, and | want you to rip his eyes.
want himto be sorry he hurt Samantha." Candy shook hinself.

"If I get my hands on him I'Il kill him all right, but not because of
what he did to your cat.

cause of what he did to our nother. Don't you renenber what he did to
her? How can you worry about getting revenge on a cat when we stil
haven't made himpay for our nother, after seven |ong years?" She

| ooked stricken, turned her face fromhim and fell silent.

The cats flowed off Verbina' s recunbent form

Violet stretched out half atop her sister, half beside her.
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and put her head on Verbina's breasts. Their bare | egs were tw ned.

Ri sing part of the way out of her trance |like state, Verbina stroked her
sister's silken hair.

The cats returned and cuddl ed agai nst both twi ns where there was a warm
hol I ow to wel cone them

"Frank was here," Candy said aloud but largely to hinmself and his hands
curled into tight fists

A fury grewin him like a small turning wheel of wind out on the sea
but soon to whirl itself into a hurricane. However, rage was an enotion
he dared not indulge; he nmust control hinself. A stormof rage would
wat er the seeds of his need. H's nother would approve of killing Frank,
for Frank had betrayed the famly; his death would benefit the famly.
But if Candy let his anger at his brother swell into a rage, then was
unable to find Frank, he woul d have to kill soneone el se because the
need woul d be too great to deny. H's nother, in Heaven, would be
ashanmed of him and for a while she would turn her face from him and
deny that she had ever given birth to him Looking up at the ceiling,
toward the unseen sky and the place at God's court where his nother
dwel | ed, Candy said,

“I''l'l be okay. | won't lose control. | won't." He turned fromhis
sisters and the cats, and he went outside to see if any trace of Frank
remai ned near the Eugenia hedge or at the pilaster where he'd killed
Samant ha.

BOBBY AND Julie ate dinner at Ozzie's, in Orange then shifted to the
adj oi ning bar. The nusic was provided Eddi e Day, who had a snooth,
suppl e voi ce; he played contenporary stuff but also tunes fromthe
fifties and early sixties.

It wasn't Big Band, but sone early rock-and-roll had a swing beat. They
could swing to nunbers |ike "Dream Love, runba to "La Banba," and
cha-cha to any disco that was put into Eddie's repertoire, so they had a
good time.

Whenever possible, Julie liked to go dancing after she visited Thonas at
Celo Vista. In the thrall of the nusic, keeping tinme to the beat,
focused on the patterns of the dance, she was able to put everything

el se out of her mind-even guilt, even grief. Nothing else freed her so
conpletely. Bobby |liked to dance too, especially swing. Tuck in, throw
out, change places, pull push, do a tight whip, tuck in again, throw
out, trade places with both hands |inked, back to basic position..

Musi ¢ soot hed, but dance had the power to fill the heart with joy a to
nunb those parts of it that were bruised.

During the musicians' break, Bobby and Julie sipped beer at a table near
the edge of the parquet dance floor. They tal ked about everything
except Thomas, and eventually they got around to The Dream specifically,
how to furni sh the seaside bungal ow if they ever bought it. Though they
woul d not spend a fortune on furniture, they agreed that they could

i ndul ge thenselves with two pieces fromthe swing era: maybe a bronze
and marble Art Deco cabinet by Em | e-Jacques Ruhl man and definitely a
Wirlitzer jukebox.

"The nodel 950," Julie said.

"It was gorgeous. Bubble tub Leaping gazelles on the front panels."
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"Fewer than four thousand were nade. Hitler's fault. Wirlitzer
retooled for war production. The nodel 500 is pretty too -or the 700."

"Ni ce, but they're not the 950."

"Not as expensive as the 950, either."

"You' re counting pennies when we're talking ultimate beauty?" He said,
"Utimate beauty is the Wirlitzer 9507?"

"That's right. \What el se?"

"To ne, you're the ultinmate beauty."

"Sweet, " she said.

"But | still want the 950."

"To you, aren't | the ultinmate beauty?"
He batted his eyel ashes.

"To ne, you're just a difficult man who won't | et ne have ny Wirlitzer
950, " she said, enjoying the gane.

"What about a Seeburg? A Packard Pl ayer-nmoor? GCkay. A Rock-ola?"

"Rock-ol a made sone beautiful boxes," she agreed.
"We' Il buy one of those and the Wirlitzer 950."
"You'll spend our noney |like a drunken sailor."

"I was born to be rich. Stork got confused. Didn't deliver ne to the
Rockefel l ers. ™

"Wul dn't you like to get your hands on that stork now?"

"Got himyears ago. Cooked him ate himfor Christnas dinner. He was
delicious, but 1'd still rather be a Rockefeller."

"Happy?" Bobby asked.

"Delirious. And it's not just the beer. | don't know why, but tonight
| feel better than I've felt in ages. | think we're going to get where
we want to go, Bobby. | think we're going to retire early and live a

| ong happy life by the sea.”

H's smle faded as she tal ked. Now he was frowning. She said, "Wuat's
wong with you, Sourpuss?"

"Not hi ng. "

"Don't kid ne. You've been a little strange all day. You've tried to
hide it, but sonething's on your mnd."

He sipped his beer. Then: "Well, you've got this good feeling that
everything's going to be fine, but |I've got a bad feeling."

"You? M. Blue Skies?" He was still frowning.

"Maybe you shoul d confine yourself to office work for a while, stay off
the firing line."
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"\Mhy "
"My bad feeling.”
"Which is?" "That I'mgoing to | ose you."
"Just try."

WTH I TS invisible baton, the wind conducted a chorus of whispery voices
in the hedgerow. The dense Eugenias formed a seven-foot-high wall
around three sides of the two-acre property, and they woul d have been

hi gher than the house itself if Candy had not used power trinmers to
chop off the tops of thema couple of tines each year.

He opened the wai st-high, wought-iron gate between the two stone

pil asters, and stepped out onto the gravel ed shoul der of the county
road. To his left, the two-lane blacktop wound up into the hills for
anot her couple of mles. To his right, it dropped down toward the

di stant coast, past houses on lots that were nore parsinoniously

proportioned the nearer they were to the shore, until in town they were
only a tenth as big as the Pollard place. As the |and descended
westward, lights were clustered in ever greater concentration-then
stopped abruptly, several mles away, as if crowdi ng agai nst a bl ack
wal | ; that wall was the night sky and the |ightless expanse of the deep,
cold sea

Candy noved al ong the high hedge, until he sensed that he had reached
the place where Frank had stood. He held up both big hands, letting the
wind-fluttered | eaves trenbl e against his palns, as if the foliage m ght
inmpart to himsonme psychic residue of his brother's brief visit.

Not hi ng.

Parting the branches, he peered through the gap at the house, which

| ooked | arger at night than it really was, as if it had eighteen or
twenty roons instead of ten. The front wi ndows were dark; along the
side, toward the back, where the light was filtered through greasy
chintz curtains, a kitchen window was filled with a yellow glow. But
for that one light, the house m ght have appeared abandoned. Sone of
the Victorian gingerbread had war ped and broken away fromthe eaves. The
porch roof was sagging, and a few railing balusters were ken, and the
front steps were swaybacked. Even by the nere light of the | ow crescent
nmoon, he could see the house needed painting; bare wood, |ike glinpses
of dark bone, showed many places, and the renmining paint was either
peeling translucent as an al bino's skin.

Candy tried to put hinself in Frank's mind, to imagine Frank kept
returning. Frank was afraid of Candy, and he had reason to be. He was
afraid of his sisters, too, and of all menories that the house held for
him so he should have stayed away. But he crept back with frequency,
in search of sonething-perhaps sonething that even he did not understand
Frustrated, Candy |let the branches fall together, retraced his steps

al ong the hedge, and stopped at one gate post, then other, searching for
the spot where Frank had fended off cats and smashed Sanmant ha's skul |
Though far milder than it had been earlier, the wi nd neverthel ess had
dried blood that had stained the stones, and darkness hid the residue
Still, Candy was sure he could find the killing place. He gently
touched the pilaster high and low, on all four faces, if he expected a
portion of it to be hot enough to sear his hand. But though he
patiently traced the outlines of the rough stones and the nortar seans,
too nmuch tinme had passed; even his exceptional talents could not extract
his brother's lingering and He hurried along the cracked and canted
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wal kway, out the chilly night and into the stiflingly warm house agai n,
i the kitchen, where his sisters were sitting on the blankets the cats'
corner. Verbina was behind Violet, a conb in hand and a brush in the
ot her, groom ng her sister's flat hair.

Candy said, "Wuere's Samant ha?"

Tilting her head, |ooking up at himperplexedly, Violet said, "I told
you. Dead."

"Where's the body?"

"Here," Violet said, making a sweeping gesture with hands to indicate
the quiescent felines sprawl ed and curl ed around her.

"Whi ch one?" Candy asked. Half of the creatures were still that any of
them m ght have been the dead one.

"All," Violet said.

"They're all Samantha now." Candy had been afraid of that. Each tinme
one of themdied, the twins drewthe rest of the pack into a circle,

pl aced the corpse at the center, and w thout speaki ng commanded the
living to partake of the dead.

"Dam, " Candy sai d.

"Samantha still lives, she's still a part of us," Violet said. Her
voi ce was as | ow and whi spery as before, but dream er than usual

"None of our pussies ever really leaves us. Part of him.. or her..
stays in each of us... and we're all stronger because of that, stronger
and purer, and al ways together, always and forever."

Candy did not ask if his sisters had shared in the feast, for he already
knew the answer. Violet licked the corner of her nouth, as if
renenbering the taste, and her noist lips glistened; a nonent |ater
Verbina's tongue slid across her lips too.

Sonmetimes Candy felt as if the twins were nenbers of an entirely
different species fromhim for he could seldomfathomtheir attitudes
and behavior. And when they |ooked at him Verbina, in perpetua
silence-their faces and eyes reveal ed nothing of their thoughts or
feelings; they were as inscrutable as the cats.

He only dimy grasped the twins' bond with the cats. It was their

bl essed mother's gift to themjust as his many talents were his nother's
generous bequest to him so he did not question the rightness or

whol esoneness of it.

Still, he wanted to hit Violet because she hadn't saved the body for
him She had known Frank had touched it, that it could be of use to
Candy, but she had not saved it until he'd awakened, had not cone to
wake himearly. He wanted to smash her, but she was his sister, and he
couldn't hurt his sisters; he had to provide for them protect them His
nmot her was wat chi ng.

"The parts that couldn't be eaten?" he asked.
Viol et gestured toward the kitchen door.

He switched on the outside |light and stepped onto the back porch. Snall
knobs of bone and vertebrae were scattered |ike queerly shaped dice on
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the unpainted floorboards. Only two sides of the porch were open; the
house angl ed around the other two flanks of it, and in the niche where
the house walls net, Candy found a piece of Samantha's tail and scraps
of fur, jammed there by the night wind. The half-crushed skull was on
the top step. He snatched it up and noved down on to unnmown | awn.

The wi nd, which had been declining since | ate afternoon suddenly stopped
altogether. The cold air would have carried the faintest sound a great
di stance; but the night was hushed. Usually Candy could touch an object
and see who had handled it before him Sonetines he could even see
where sone of those people had gone after putting the object down, and
when he went |ooking for them they were always to be found where his
clairvoyance had led him Frank had killed the cat, and Candy hoped
that contact with the remains would spark an inner vision that would put
himon his brother's trail again.

Every speck of flesh had been stripped from Samant ha' s broken pate, and

its contents had been enptied as well. Pick clean, |icked snooth, dried
by the wind, it might have been a portion of a fossil froma distant
age. Candy's mind was fill not with inages of Frank but of the other

cats and Verbina and Violet, and finally he threw down the damaged skul
i n disgust.

His frustration sharpened his anger. He felt the need rising in him He
dared not let the need bloom.. but resisting was infinitely harder
than resisting the charms of wonen and other sins. He hated Frank. He
hated him so much, so deep he had hated him so constantly for seven
years, that he couldn't even bear the thought that he had sl ept through
an opportunity to destroy him

Need. . .

He dropped to his knees on the weedy lawn. He fisted his hands and
hunched his shoul ders and cl enched his teeth, trying to make a rock of
hi nsel f, an unnovabl e mass that woul d not be swayed one inch by the nobst
urgent need, not one hair width by even the nbst dire necessity, the
nost denmandi ng hunger, the nost passionate craving. He prayed to his
nmot her to give himstrength. The wind began to pick up again, an he
believed it was a devil wind that would blow himtoward tenptation, so
he fell forward on the ground and dug his fingers into the yielding
earth, and he repeated his nother's nane- Rosel | e-whi spered her nane
furiously into the grass and dirt, again and again, desperate to quel
the nmention of his dark need. Then he wept. Then he got up. And went
hunt i ng.

FRANK VENT to a theater and sat through a novie but was unable to
concentrate on the story. He ate dinner at El Torito, though he didn't
really taste the food; he just pushed down the enchiladas and rice as if
feeding fuel to a furnace. For a couple of hours he drove ainlessly
back and forth across the mddl e and southern reaches of Orange County,
stayi ng on the nove only because, for the tinme being, he felt safer when
innotion. Finally he returned to the notel.

He kept probing at the dark wall in his mnd, behind which his entire
life was concealed. Diligently, he sought the tiniest chink through

whi ch he mght glinpse a nmenory. |If he could find one crack, he was

sure that the entire facade of ammesia would come tunbling down. But
the barrier was snooth and fl aw ess.

When he switched off the lights, he could not sleep

The Santa Anas had abated. He could not blanme his insomia on the noisy
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wi nds.

Al t hough the amount of blood on the sheets had been m nimal and t hough
it had dried since he'd awakened fromhis nap earlier in the day, he
deci ded that the thought of Ilying in bloodstained bedcl ot hes was
preventing him from nodding off. He snapped on a |amp, stripped the
bed, turned up the heat, stretched out in the darkness again, and tried
to sl eep wthout covers.

No good.

He told hinself that his ammesia-and the resultant |oneliness and sense
of isolation-was keeping himawake. Although there was sone truth in
that, he knew that he was kiddi ng hinself.

The real reason he could not sleep was fear. Fear of where he m ght go
whi |l e sl eepwal ki ng. Fear of what he nmight do. Fear of what he m ght
find in his hands when he woke up

DEREK SLEPT. In the other bed. Snoring so Thonas couldn't sleep. He
got up and stood by the wi ndow | ooking out. The nobon was gone. The
dark was very big.

He didn't like the night. It scared him He liked sunshine and flowers
all bright, and grass |ooking green, and blue all over so you felt |ike
there was a lid on the world to keep everything down here on the ground
and in place. At night the colors were gone, and the world was enpty,

i ke sonebody took the lid off and let in a | ot of nothingness, and

| ooked up at all that nothingness and you felt you might just float away
like the colors, float up and away and out of the world, and then in the
nmor ni ng when they put the lid back on, you wouldn't be here, you'd be
out there sonmewhere, and you could never get back in again. Never

He put his fingertips against the window The glass was cold. He
wi shed he could sleep away the night. Usually he slept okay. Not
t oni ght .

He was worried about Julie. He always worried about her a little. A
brot her was supposed to worry. But this wasn't little worry. This was
a lot.

It started just that morning. A funny feeling. Not funny ha. Funny
strange. Funny scary. Sonething real bad's going to happen to Julie,
the feeling said. Thomas got so upset, tried to warn her. He nade a
warning to her. They said the pictures and voices and nusic on the TV
were sent through the air, which he first thought was a lie, that they
were making fun of his being dunb, expecting himto believe anything,

but then Julie said it was true, so sonetines he tried to turn his
thoughts to her, because if you could send pictures and voi ces through
the air, thoughts ought to be easy. Be careful, Julie, he thought. Look
out, be careful sonething bad's going to happen

Usual | y, when he felt things about soneone, that sonmeone was Julie. He
knew when she was happy. O sad. When she was sick, he sonetines
curled up on his bed and put his hands on his own belly. He always knew
when she was coming to visit.

He felt things about Bobby too. Not at first. Wen Julie first brought
Bobby around, Thomas felt nothing. But slowy he felt nore. Until now
he felt alnost as nmuch about Bobby as about Julie.

He felt things about sone other people too. Like Derek. Like G na,
anot her Down's kid at The Home. And like a couple of the aides, one of
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the visiting nurses. But he didn't feel half as nuch about them as he
did about Bobby and Julie. He figured that maybe the nore he | oved
sonebody, the bigger he felt things-knew things-about them

Sonetimes when Julie was worried about him Thomas wanted real bad to
tell her that he knew how she felt, and that he was all right. Because
just knowi ng he -understood woul d nake her happier. But he didn't have
the words. He couldn't explain how or why he sonetines felt other
people's feelings. And he didn't want to try to tell them about it
because he was afraid of |ooking dunb.

He was dunb. He knew that. He wasn't as dunb as Derek, who was very
nice, good to roomwth, but who was real slow. They sonetimes said

"sl ow' instead of "dumb" when they talked in front of you. Julie never
did. Bobby never did. But sone people said "slow' and thought you
didn't get it. He got it. They had bigger words, too, and he really
didn't understand those, but he sure understood "slow. " He didn't want
to be dunb, nobody gave hima choice, and sonetinmes he thought a nessage
to God, asking God to make himnot dunb any nore, but either God wanted
himto stay dumb al ways and forever but why? or God just didn't get the
nmessages.

Julie didn't get the nmessages either. Thomas al ways knew when he got
through to soneone with a thought. He never got to Julie.

But he could sonetinmes get through to Bobby, which was funny. Not ha-ha
funny. Strange funny. Interesting funny. Wen Thomas sent a thought
to Julie, Bobby sonetimes got it instead. Like this norning. Wen he'd
sent a warning to Julie -Sonething bad is going to happen, Julie,

sonmet hing real bad is coming -Bobby had picked it up. Maybe because
Thomas and Bobby both loved Julie. Thomas didn't know He couldn't

feel sure- But it sure happened. Bobby tuned in.

Now Thomas stood at the window, in his pajamas, and | ooked out at the
scary night, and he felt the Bad Thing over there, felt it like a ripple
in his blood, like a tingle in his body The Bad Thing was far away, not
anywhere near Julie, but com ng.

Today, during Julie's visit, Thomas wanted to tell her about the Bad
Thing coming. But he couldn't find a way to say and nake sense, and he
was scared of sounding dunb. Julie and Bobby knew he was dunb, sure,
but he hated to sound dunmb in front of them to remind them how dunb he
was. Every tinme he alnobst started to tell her about the Bad Thing he
just forgot how to use words. He had the words in his mnd, all lined
up in arow, ready to say, but then suddenly they were m xed up, and he
couldn't nake them get back in the right order, so he couldn't say the
wor ds because they'd be just words w thout neaning anything, and he'd

| ook really, real dunb.

Besi des, he didn't know what to tell her the Bad Thing was He thought
maybe it was a person, a real terrible person over there, going to do

sonething to Julie, but it didn't exactly feel like a person. Partly a
person, but sonething else. Sonething that nade Thomas feel cold not
just on his outside but on his inside, too, like standing in a wi nter

wi nd and eating ice creamat the same tine.
He shi vered.

He didn't want to get these ugly feelings about whatever out there, but
he couldn't just go back to bed and tune out either, because the nore he
felt about the far-away Bad Thing the better he could warn Julie and
Bobby when the thing wasn't so far away any nore.
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Behind him Derek nmurnmured in a dream

The Honme was real quiet. Al the dunb people were deep asl eep. Except
Thomas. Sonetinmes he |iked to be awake when everyone el se wasn't.
Sonetinmes that nade himfeel smarter than all of them put together
seeing things they couldn't see and know ng things they couldn't know
because they were asleep and he wasn't.

He stared at the nothingness of night.
He put his forehead against the gl ass.

For Julie's sake, he reached. |Into the nothingness. Toward the
far-away.

He opened hinself. To the feelings. To the ripple-tingle.

A big ugly-nasty hit him Like a wave. It canme out of the night and
hit him and he stunbl ed back fromthe wi ndow and fell on his butt

besi de the bed, and then he couldn't feel the Bad Thing at all, it was
gone, but what he had felt was so big and so ugly that his heart was
poundi ng and he could hardly breathe, and right away he thought to
Bobby: Run, go, get away, save Julie, the Bad Thing' s com ng, the Bad
Thi ng, run, run.

THE DREAM was filled with the nusic of Aenn MIller's "Moonlight
Serenade, " though |ike everything in dreans, the song was indefinably
different fromthe real tune. Bobby was in a house that was at once
famliar yet total strange, and sonehow he knew it was the seaside
bungal ow to which he and Julie were going to retire young. He drifted
into the living room over a dark Persian carpet, confortable-Ilooking
uphol stered chairs, a huge old chesterfield with rounded back and thick
cushions, a rusty |ooking carpet with bronze panels, an Art Deco | anp,
and overfl owi ng bookshel ves. The nmusic was com ng from outside, so he
was out there. He enjoyed the easy transitions of the dream noving
through a door without opening it, crossing a wide porch a descending
wooden stairs without ever quite lifting a foot. The sea runbled to one
side, and the phosphorescent foam of breakers glowed faintly in the
night. Under a palmtree, in the sand, with a scattering of shells
around it, stood a Wirlitzer 950, ablaze with gold and red Iight, bubble
tubes percol ating gazelles perpetually |eaping, figures of Pan

per petual | y pi pin record-changi ng nechani smgleamng like real silver
and | arge black platter spinning on the turntable. Bobby felt as
"Moonl i ght Serenade" would go on forever, which would have been fine
with him because he had never been nore nellow nore at peace, and he
sensed that Julie had conme out of the house behind him that she was

wai ting on the danp sand near the water's edge, and that she wanted to
dance with him as he turned, and there she was, exotically illum nated
by the Wirlitzer, and he took a step toward her "Run, go, get away, save
Julie, the Bad Thing's coning, Bad Thing, run, run!

The indi go ocean suddenly leapt as if under the lash of a storm and
spune exploded into the night air.

Hurricane wi nds shook the pal ns.
The Bad Thing! Run! Run!

The world tilted. Bobby stunmbled toward Julie. The sea surged up
around her. It wanted her; it was going to seize her; it was water with
a will, athinking sea with a nal evol ent consci ousness gl eani ng darkly
in its depths.
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The Bad Thi ng!
The A enn MIler tune speeded up, whirling at double tine.
The Bad Thi ng!

The soft, romantic light fromthe Wirlitzer flamed brighter, stung his
eyes, yet did not drive back the night. It was radiating light as if
the door to Hell had opened, but the darkness around themonly
intensified, yielding nothing to that supernatural blaze.

THE BAD THING THE BAD THI NG
The world tilted again. Heaved and roll ed.

Bobby staggered across the carnival-ride beach, toward Julie, who seened
unabl e to nove. She was being swallowed by the churning oil-black sea

THE BAD THI NG THE BAD THI NG THE BAD THI NG

Wth the hard crack of riven stone, the sky split above them but no
i ghtning stabbed out of that crunbling vault.

Geysers of sand erupted around Bobby. 1nky water exploded out of sudden
gapi ng holes in the beach.

He | ooked back. The bungal ow was gone. The sea rose on all sides. The
beach was dissol ving under his feet.

Scream ng, Julie disappeared under the water.
BADTHI NGBADTHI NGBADTHI NGBADTHI NG

A twenty-foot wave | oomed over Bobby. It broke. He was swept away. He
tried to swm The flesh on his arnms and hands bubbl ed and blistered
and began to peel off, revealing glints of ice-white bone. The m dnight
seawater was an acid. H s head went under. He gasped, broke the
surface, but the corrosive sea had already kissed away his |lips, and he
felt his guns receding fromhis teeth, and his tongue turned to rancid
mush in the salty rush of caustic brine that he had swall owed. Even the
spray-filled air was erosive, eating away his lungs in an instant, so
when he tried to breathe he could not. He went down, flailing at the
waves with arnms and hands that were only bone, caught in an undertow,
sucked into everlasting darkness, dissolution, oblivion

BAD THI NG
Bobby sat straight up in bed.

He was screamng, but no cry issued fromhim \Wen he realized he had
been dream ng, he stopped trying to screamand finally a | ow and
m serabl e sound escaped him

He had thrown off the sheets. He sat on the edge of the bed feet on the
floor, both hands on the mattress, steadying hinself as if he was stil
on that heaving beach or struggling to swmin those roiling tides.

The green nunbers of the projection clock glowed fain on the ceiling:
2:43.

For a while the drum!loud thud of his own heart filled himw th sound

fromw thin, and he was deaf to the outer warnth But after a few seconds
he heard Julie breathing rhythmcally, and he was surprised that he had
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not awaken her. Evidently he had not been thrashing in his sleep

The panic that infused the dream had not entirely left himH s anxiety
began to swell again, partly because the roomwas |ightless as that
devouring sea. Afraid of waking Julie did not switch on the bedside

I anp.

As soon as he was able to stand, he got up and circled the bed in the
perfect blackness. The bathroomwas on her side but a clear path was
provi ded, and he found his way as he had on countl ess other nights,

wi thout difficulty, guided by both experience and instinct.

He eased the door shut behind himand switched on the lights. For a
moment the fluorescent brilliance prevented himfromlooking into the
glary surface of the mirror above the double sinks. Wen at |ast he
regarded his reflection, and that his flesh had not been eaten away. The
dream had been frighteningly vivid, unlike anything he'd known before;
and in sone strange way it had been even nore real than waking like with
i ntense colors and sounds that pul sed through his slunbering mnd with
the full glare dazzle of light along the filanent of an incandescent
bul b. Though aware that it had been a dream he had half feared that
the nightmare ocean had | its corrosive mark on him even after he woke.

Shuddering, he | eaned against the counter. He turned on the cold water,
bent forward, and splashed his face. Dripping, he | ooked at his
reflection again and met his eyes. He whispered to hinself.

"What the hell was that?" CANDY PROALED.

The eastern end of the Pollard famly's two-acre property dropped into a
canyon. The walls were steep, conposed nostly of dry crunbling soi
veined in places by pink and gray shale Only the expansive root systens
of the hardy, desert vegetation-chapparal, thick clunps of bunchgrass,
panpas grass scattered nesquite-kept the sl opes from erodi ng extensively
in every heavy rain. A few eucal yptuses, laurels, and nel al eucas grew
on the walls of the canyon, and where the floor was broad enough,

nmel al eucas and California |live oaks sank roots deep into the earth al ong
the runoff channel. That channel only a dry stream bed now, but during
a heavy rain it over flowed.

Fleet and silent in spite of his size, Candy foll owed the canyon
eastward, moving upslope, until he cane to a junction wit another
declivity that was too narrow to be called a canyon There, he turned
north. The land continued to clinb, though not as steeply as before.
Sheer walls soared on both sides of him and in places the passage was
nearly pinched off, narrowing to only a couple of feet. Brittle

tunmbl eweeds, blown into the ravine by the wi nd, had collected in nmounds
at sonme those choke points, and they scratched Candy as he pushed

t hrough t hem

Wthout even a fragnent noon, the night was unusually dark at the bottom
of that fissure in the land, but he sel dom stunbl ed and never hesitated.
Hs gifts did not include super human vision; he was as blinded by

| i ghtl essness as anyone However, even in the bl ackest night, he knew
when an obstacle |ay before him sensed the contours of the land so well
that he could proceed with surefooted confidence. He did not know how
this sixth sense served him and he did nothing to encourage it; he
sinmply had an uncanny awareness of his relationship with his
surroundi ngs, knew his place at all times, nuch as the best high-wire
wal kers, though blindfol ded, could proceed with self-assurance along a
taut |line above the upturned faces of a circus crowd.
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This was another gift from his nother.

Al of her children were gifted. But Candy's talents exceeded those of
Vi ol et, Verbina, and Frank.

The narrow passage opened into another canyon, and Candy turned east
agai n, along a rocky runoff channel, hurrying now as his need grew.
Though ever nore widely separated, houses were still perched hi gh above,
on the canyon rim their bright wi ndows were too far away to illum nate
the ground before him but now and then he gl anced up |ongingly because
within those honmes was the bl ood he needed.

CGod had given Candy a taste for blood, nmade hima predator, and
therefore God was responsible for whatever Candy did; his nother had
expl ained all of that |ong ago. God wanted himto be selective in his
killing; but when Candy was unable to restrain hinself, the ultimte
bl ane was God's, for He had instilled the blood lust in Candy but had
not provided himwith the strength to control it.

Li ke that of all predators, Candy's mssion was to kill the sick and the
weak fromthe herd. In his case, norally degenerate nenbers of the
human herd were the intended prey: thieves, liars, cheats, adulterers.
Unfortunately he did not always recognize sinners when he met them
Fulfilling his m ssion had been far easier when his nother had been
alive, for she had no trouble spotting the blighted souls for him

Toni ght he would try as best he could to confine his killing to wild
animals. Slaughtering peopl e-especially close to hone-was chancy; it
m ght bring himunder the eye of the police. He could risk killing

| ocal s only when they had crossed the family in sonme way and sinply
could not be allowed to live.

If he was unable to satisfy his need with animals, he would go

somewhere, anywhere, and kill people. H's nother, up there in Heaven,
woul d be angry with him and di sappointed by his lack of control, but God
woul d not be able to blame him After all, he was only what God had
made him

Wth the lights of the last house well behind him he stopped in a grove
of mel ai eucas. The day's strong wi nds had bl own out of the high hills,
down t hrough the canyons, and out sea; currently the air seenmed utterly
still. Drooping fromthe branches of the nel al eucas, and every |

bl ade- sl eek | eaf was notionl ess.

Hi s eyes had adapted to the darkness. The trees were silent in the dim
starlight, and their cascading trailers contributed to an illusion that
he was surrounded by a silent waterfall frozen in a paperwei ght
blizzard. He could even nmake out ragged scrolls of bark that curled
away fromthe trunks linbs in the perpetual peeling process that lent a
uni que be to the speci es.

He coul d not see any prey.

He coul d hear no furtive novenment of wildlife in the brush However, he
knew that many small creatures, filled warm bl ood, were huddl ed nearby
in burrows, in secreting drifts of old | eaves, and in the sheltered

ni ches of rocks.

The very thought of them nade himhalf nmad wi th hunger

He held his arns out in front of him palnms facing away from him
fingers spread. Blue light, the shade of pale sapphire, as the gl ow of
a quarter-noon, perhaps a second in duration pulsed fromhis hands. The
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| eaves trenbl ed, and the sparse bunchgrass stirred, then all was stil
as darkness recl ai nred canyon fl oor

Again, blue light shone forth fromhis hands, as if they were hooded

| anterns fromwhich the shutters had been brightly lifted. This tine
the light was twice as bright as before, a deep blue, and it |asted
perhaps two seconds. The |eaves rustled, a few of the drooping trailers
swayed, and the grass shivered for thirty or forty feet in front of him

Di sturbed by those queer vibrations, sonething scurried toward Candy,
started past him Wth that special sense of surroundings that did not
rely on sight or sound or snell, reached to his left and snatched at the
unseen darting creature His refl exes were as uncanny as anything el se
about him he seized his prey. A field nouse. For an instant it froze
in horror. Then it squirned in his grasp, but he held fast to it.

Hi s power had no effect on living things. He could not use it on prey
with the telekinetic energy that radiated fromhis 0 palns. He could
not draw themforth or call themto him frighten themout of hiding. He
coul d have shattered on the nel ai eucas or sent geysers of dirt and
stones into the air, but no matter how hard he strained, he coul d not
have stirred one hair on the nouse by using just his mnd. He didn't
know why he was hanpered by that limtation. Violet and Verbina, whose
gifts were not half as inpressive as his, seened to have power only over
living things, smaller animals Iike the cats. Plants bent to Candy's
will, of course, and sonetinmes insects, but nothing with a mnd, not
even sonmething with a mind as weak as that of a nobuse.

Kneel i ng under the silvery trees, he was swaddl ed in gl oom so deep that
he coul d see nothing of the nouse except its dinmy glean ng eyes. He
brought the fist-wapped creature to his nouth.

It made a thing, terrified sound, nore of a peep than a squeal

He bit off its head, spat it out, and fastened his |lips upon the torn
neck. The bl ood was sweet, but there was too little of it.

He cast the dead rodent aside and raised his arns again, pal ns out,
fingers spread. This tine the splash of spectral |ight was an intense,
electric, sapphire blue. Al though it was of no | onger duration than
before, its effect was startlingly greater. A half dozen waves of

vi brations, each a fraction of a second apart, slanmed up the inclined
floor of the canyon. The tall trees shook, and the hundreds of drooping
trailers lashed the air, and the |eaves thrashed with a sound |ike
swarnms of bees. Pebbles and snaller stones were flung up fromthe
ground, and | oose rocks rattled agai nst one another. Every bl ade of
bunchgrass stood up stiff and straight, like hair on a frightened man's
nape, and a few clunps tore out of the soil and tunbled away into the
ni ght, along with showers of dead |eaves, as if a wind had captured
them But no wind disturbed the night-only the brief burst of sapphire
light and the powerful vibrations that acconpanied it.

Wldlife erupted fromconceal nent, and sone of the animals streaned
toward him heading down the canyon. He had | earned | ong ago that they
never recogni zed his scent as that of a human being. They were as
likely to flee toward himas away fromhim Either he had no scent that
they could detect... or they snelled sonmething wild in him sonething
more |ike themselves than |ike a human being, and in their panic they
did not realize that he was a predator.

They were visible, at best, as shapel ess dark forns, stream ng past him
|i ke shadows flung off by a spinning lanp. But also sensed themwth
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his psychic gift. Coyotes |oped by, a panicked raccoon brushed agai nst
his leg; he did not reach out for those, because he wanted to avoid
being badly clawed or bitten. At |east a double score of mice streamed
wit reach, as well, but he wanted sonething nore full of life, he

wi t h- bl ood.

He snatched at what he thought was a squirrel, nissed, a noment |ater
seized a rabbit by its hind legs. It shrieked thrashed with its |ess
form dabl e forepaws, but he got hold of those, too, not only

i mmobi i zing the creature but paralyzed it with fear.

He held it up to his face.

Its fur had a dusty, musky snell
Its red eyes glistened with terror.
He coul d hear its thunderous heart.

He bit into its throat. The fur, hide, and nuscle resisted teeth, but
bl ood fl owed.

The rabbit twitched, not in an attenpt to escape but a to express its
resignation to its fate; they were slow spas strangely sensuous, as if
the creature al nost wel comed death. Over the years Candy had seen this
behavior in countless aninmals, especially in rabbits, and he al ways
thrilled to it, it gave hima heady sense of power, made him feel as one
the fox and the wolf.

The spasnms ceased, and the rabbit went linp in his hand Though it was
still alive, it had acknow edged the i nmanence of death and had entered
a trance like state in which it felt no pain. This seened to be a grace
that God bestowed small prey.

Candy bit into its throat again, harder this tine, deeper,bit again,

deeper still, and the |life of the rabbit spurted bubbled into his greedy
nmout h.
Far away in another canyon, a coyote howled. It was answered by others

inits pack. A chorus of eerie voices rose fell and rose again, as if
the coyotes were aware that they were not the only hunters in the night,
as if they snelled the kill.

When he had supped, Candy cast the drai ned corpse aside. Hi s need was
still great. He would have to break open blood reservoirs within nore
rabbits or squirrels before his thirst was sl aked.

He got to his feet and headed farther up into the canyon, where the
wildlife had not been disturbed by his first use of the power, where
creatures of many kinds waited in their burrows and hidey-holes to be
harvested. The night was deep and bounti ful

MAYBE | T was just Monday nmorning blues. My it was the bruised sky and
the promise of rain that formed her mood. O maybe she was tense and
sour because the violent events at Decodyne were only four days in the
past and the fore still too fresh. But for sone reason, Julie did not
want take on this Frank Pollard's case. O any other new case, that
matter. They had a few ongoing security contracts with firns they had
served for years, and she wanted to stick to the confortable, famliar
busi ness. Mst of the work they did was about as risky as going to the
supermarket for a quart of mlk but danger was a potential of the job,
and the degree of danger in each new case was unknown. If a frail

el derly lady had cone to themthat Mnday norning, seeking help in
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finding a lost cat, Julie probably woul d have regarded her as a nenace a
par with an ax-w el ding psychopath. She was edgy. After a if luck had
not been with them|ast week, Bobby would no be four days dead Sitting
forward in her chair, |eaning over her sturdy nmet and-Formica desk, arns
crossed on the green-felt blotter, Julie studied Pollard. He could not
meet her eyes, and that evasiveness aroused her suspicion in spite of
his harm ess -even hi s appearance.

He | ooked as if he ought to have a Vegas conedi an's nam Shecky, Buddy,
something like that. He was about thirty yea old, Jive ten, nmaybe a
hundred and ei ghty pounds, which himwas thirty pounds too mnuch;
however, it was his face that was npst suited for a career in conedy.
Except for a coup of curious scratches that were nostly healed, it was a
pl easant mug: open, kind, round enough to be jolly, deeply dinple A
permanent flush tinted his cheeks, as if he had been standing in an
arctic wind for nost of his life. H's nose was reddi sh too, apparently
not fromtoo great a fondness for booze, but from having been broken a
fewtines; it was |unpish enough to be anusing, but not sufficiently
squashed to nmake him 1l ook |ike a thug.

Shoul ders sl unped, he sat in one of the two | eather-armchronme chairs in
front of Julie's desk. His voice was soft and pl easant, al nbost nusi cal

"I need help. | don't know where else to go for it." |In spite of his
conedi ¢ | ooks, his manner was bl eak. Though it was nellifluous, his
voi ce was heavy with despair and weariness. Wth one hand he
periodically wi ped his face, as if pulling off cobwebs, then peered at
his hand with puzzl enment each time it came away enpty.

The backs of his hands were marked wi th scabbed-over scratches, too, a
coupl e of which were slightly swollen and infl aned.

"But frankly," he said,

"seeking help fromprivate detectives seens ridiculous, as if this isn't
real life but a TV show. "

"I've got heartburn, soit's real life, all right," Bobby said. He was
standing at one of the big sixth-floor w ndows that faced out toward the
m st - obscured sea and down on the nearby buil dings of Fashion Island,
the Newport Beach shopping center adjacent to the office tower in which
Dakota & Dakota | eased a seven-roomsuite. He turned fromthe view,

| eaned against the sill, and extracted a roll of Rolaids fromthe pocket
of his jacket.

"TV detectives never suffer heartburn, dandruff, or the heartbreak of
psoriasis."

"M. Pollard," Julie said,

"I"'msure M. Karaghiosis has explained to you that strictly speaking we
aren't private detectives."

"Yes."

"We're security consultants. W primarily work with corporations and
private institutions. W have el even enpl oyees with sophisticated
skills and years of security experience, which is a lot different from
the one-man Pl fantasies on TV. W don't shadow nmen's wives to see if
they' re being unfaithful, and we don't do divorce work or any of the
other things that people usually cone to private detectives for."

"M . Karaghiosis explained that to ne," Pollard said, |ooking down at
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hi s hands, which were clenched on his thighs.
Fromthe sofa to the left of the desk, Cdint Karaghiosis said,

"Frank told nme his story, and | really think you ought to h why he needs
us." Julie noted that dint had used the would-be client's first name,
whi ch he had never done before during six years with Dakota & Dakot a.
Clint was solidly built-five foot eight, hundred and sixty pounds. He

| ooked as though he had on been an inani mate assenbl age of chunks of
granite and stone nmarble, flint and field stone, slate and iron and

| odest o which sone al chemi st had transmuted into living flesh

broad count enance, though handsone enough, also looked if it had been
chiseled fromrock. |In a search for a sign of weariness in his face,
one could say only that, though strong, so features were not as strong
as others. He had a rocklike personality too: steady, reliable,

i nperturbable. Few people i pressed dint, and fewer still pierced his
reserve and elicit nore than a polite, businesslike response from him
H nt of the client's first nane seened to be a subtle expression of
synpathy for Pollard and a vote of confidence in the truthful ness of
what ever tale the man had to tell.

"If dint thinks this is sonething for us, that's good enough for ne,
Bobby sai d.

"What's your problem Frank?" Julie was not inpressed that Bobby had
used the client's first name so imedi ately, casually. Bobby Iiked
everyone he nmet at |east until they enphatically proved thensel ves
unworthy of being liked. 1In fact, you had to stab himin the back
repeatedly, virtually giggling with nalice, before he would finally a
regretfully consider the possibility that maybe he shouldn't like you
Sonetimes she thought she had married a big puppy that was pretending to
be human.

Before Pollard could begin, Julie said,
"One thing, first.
we decide to accept your case-and | stress the if-we are cheap."”

"That's no problem" Pollard said. He lifted a | eather flight bag from
the floor at his feet. It was one of two he'd brought with him He put
it on his lap and unzippered it. He withdrew a couple of packs of
currency and put themon the desk. Twenties and hundreds.

As Julie took the noney to inspect it, Bobby pushed away fromthe
wi ndowsi |l and went to Pollard's side. He | ook down into the flight bag
and sai d,

"It's cramed full."

"One hundred and forty thousand dollars," Pollard said Upon quick
i nspection, the noney on the desk did not appear to be counterfeit.
Julie pushed it aside and said,

"M. Pollard, are you in the habit of carrying so much cash?"

"l don't know," Pollard said.
"You don't know?"

"I don't know," he repeated m serably.
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"He literally doesn't know,"
dint said.

"Hear himout." 1In a voice at once subdued yet heavy with enotion,
Pol | ard said,

"You' ve got to help me find out where | go at night. What in God' s nane
am | doi ng when | should be sl eeping?"

"Hey, this sounds interesting," Bobby said, sitting down on one corner
of Julie's desk.

Bobby' s boyi sh ent husi asm nade Julie nervous. He might commit themto
Pol | ard before they knew enough to be sure that it was wise to take the
case. She also didn't like himsitting on her desk. It just didn't
seem busi nesslike. She felt that it gave the prospective client an

i mpression of anateurism

Fromthe sofa, Cdint said,
"Should | start the tape?"
"Definitely,"

Bobby sai d.

dint was holding a conpact, battery-powered tape recorder. He flicked
the switch and set the recorder on the coffee table in front of the
sofa, with the built-in m crophone ainmed at Pollard, Julie, and Bobby.

The slightly chubby, round-faced man | ooked up at them The rings of

bl ui sh skin around his eyes, the watery redness of the eyes thensel ves,
and the pal eness of his lips belied any i mage of robust health to which
his ruddy cheeks m ght have |l ent credence. A hesitant snmile flickered
across his nmouth. He net Julie's eyes for no nore than a second, | ooked
down at his hands again. He seened frightened, beaten, altogether
pitiable. In spite of herself she felt a pang of synpathy for him

As Pol I ard began to speak, Julie sighed and sl unped back in her chair.
Two nminutes later, she was |eaning forward again, listening intently to
Pollard's soft voice. She did not want to be fascinated, but she was.
Even phlegmatic dint Karaghiosis, hearing the story for the second
time, was obviously captivated by it.

If Pollard was not a liar or a raving lunatic-and nost |ikely he was
bot h-t hen he was caught up in events of an al nost supernatural nature.
Julie did not believe in the SUPERNATURAL.

She tried to remain skeptical, but Pollard s denmeanor and dent
convi ction persuaded her against her wll.

Bobby began maki ng hol y-j eez- gosh-wow sounds and sl urping the desk in
astoni shment at the revelation of each twist in the tale. Wen the
client- No. Pollard. Not

"the client." He wasn't their client yet. Pollard. Wen Pollard told
t hem about waking in a notel room Thursday afternoon, blood on his
hands, Bobby bl urted,

"We'll take the case!”

"Bobby, wait," Julie said.
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"W haven't heard everything M. Pollard cane here to tell us. W
shoul dn' t-"

"Yeah, Frank," Bobby said,

"what the hell happened the Julie said, "What | nean is, we have to hear
his whol e story before we can possibly know whet her or not we can help
hi m

"Ch, we can help him all right," Bobby said.
AL "
"Bobby," she said firmy,

"could | see you alone for a nmonent?" She got up, crossed the office,
opened the door to adjoining bathroom and turned on the light in there.

Bobby sai d,

"Be right back, Frank." He followed Julie i the bathroom closing the
door behind them

She switched on the ceiling exhaust fan to help nmuffle the voices, and
spoke in a whisper.

"What's wong with you?

"Well, | have flat feet, no arches at all, and |'ve got that nole in the
m ddl e of ny back."

"You're inpossible."

"Flat feet and a nole are too many faults for you to hand You're a hard
worman. " The roomwas small. They were standi ng between the sink and
the toilet, alnost nose to nose. He kissed her forehead

"Bobby, for God's sake, you just told Pollard we'll take case. Maybe we
won't."

"Way wouldn't we? It's fascinating."
"For one thing, he sounds like a nut."
“No, he doesn't."

"He says sone strange power caused that car to disintegrate bl ew out
streetlights. Strange flute nusic, nysterious blue lights... This
guy's been reading the National Enquirer too |ong."

"But that's just it. A true nut would already be able to plain what
happened to him He'd claimhe'd net God or Magicians. This guy is
baffl ed, |ooking for answers. That strikes as a sane response."”

"Besides, we're in business, Bobby. Business. Not for fun
For noney. We're not a couple of damed hobbyists."

"He's got noney. You sawit."

"What if it's hot noney?"

"Frank's no thi ef.

"You know him |l ess than an hour and you're sure he's no thief'? You're
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so trusting, Bobby."
"Thank you."

"I't wasn't a conplinent. How can you do the kind of work you do, and be
so trusting?" He grinned.

"I trusted you, and that turned out okay." She refused to be charned.

"He says he doesn't know where he got the noney, and just for the sake
of the argunent, let's say we buy that part of the story. And let's

al so say you're right about himnot being a thief. So maybe he's a drug
dealer. O sonething else. There's a thousand ways it could be hot
money without being stolen. And if we find out that it's hot, we can't
keep what he pays us. W'Il have to turn it over to the cops. W'l
have wasted our tine and energy. Besides... it's going to be nessy."

"Wy do you say that?" he asked

"Why do | say that? He just told you about waking up in a notel room
with blood all over his hands!"

"Keep your voice down. You mght hurt his feelings."

"God forbid!"

"Remenber, there was no body. It nust've been his own bl ood."
Frustrated, she said, "How do we know there was no body?

Because he says there wasn't? He might be such a nut case that he
woul dn't even notice the body if he stepped in its steam ng bowels and
stunbl ed over its decapitated head."

"What a vivid image." "Bobby, he says maybe he clawed at hinsel f, but
that's not very damed likely. Probably some poor wonan, sone innocent
girl, maybe even a child, a hel pless schoolgirl, was attacked by that
man, dragged into his car, raped and beaten and raped again, forced to
performevery hunmiliating act a perverse mnd could inmagine, then driven
to sone |onely desert canyon, maybe tortured with needl es and kni ves and
God knows what, then clubbed to death, and pitched naked into a dry
wash, where coyotes are even now chewi ng on the softer parts of with
flies crawming in and out of her open nouth.”

"Julie, you're forgetting something."
"What ?"

"I"'mthe one with the overactive inmagination." She |aughed. She
couldn't help it. She wanted to thunp skull hard enough to knock sone
sense into him but |aughed instead and shook her head.

He ki ssed her cheek, then reached for the doorknob
She put her hand on his.

"Pronise we won't take the case until we've heard his whole story and
have tinme to think about it."

"Al'l right." They returned to the office.

Beyond the w ndows, the sky resenbled a sheet of steel that had been
scorched black in places, with a few scattered incrustations of
nmust ard-yel l ow corrosion. Rain had not begun to fall, but the air
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seened tense in expectation of it.

The only lights in the roomwere two brass | anps on tables that flanked
the sofa, and a sil k-shaded brass floorlanp in the corner. The overhead
fl uorescence were not on, because both hated the glare and believed that
an office should be as cozy lighted as a den in a private home. Julie
thought it should |l ook and feel like an office. But she hunored Bobby
and usually left the fluorescence off. Now as the oncom ng storm
darkened the day, she wanted to switch on the overhead and chase away
the shadows that had begun to gather in the corners untouched by the
anber gl ow of the |anps.

Frank Pollard was still in his chair, staring at the framed posters of
Donal d Duck, M ckey Muse, and Uncle Scrooge that adorned the walls.
They were anot her burden under who Julie | abored. She was a fan of
Warner Brothers cartoons, because they had a harder edge than Disney's
creations, and owned vi deotape collections of them plus a couple of
additional cells of Daffy Duck, but she kept that stuff at hone. Bobby
brought the Disney cartoon characters into the office because (he said)
they relaxed him made him feel good, and helped himthink. No clients
ever questioned their professionalismnerely because of the
unconventional artwork on the walls, but she still worried about what
they m ght think.

She went behi nd her desk agai n, and again Bobby perched on it.

After winking at Julie, Bobby said, "Frank, | was premature in accepting
the case. W really can't make that decision until we've heard your
whol e story."

"Sure," Frank said, |ooking quickly at Bobby, at Julie, then down at his
scrat ched hands, which were now clutching the open flight bag.

"That's perfectly understandable."
"Of course it is," Julie said.
Clint switched on the tape recorder again.

Exchanging the flight bag on his lap for the one on the floor, Pollard
said, "l should give you these."

He unzi ppered the second satchel and withdrew a plastic bag that
contained a small portion of the handsful of black sand he'd been
clutching when he had awakened after his brief sleep Thursday norning.
He al so withdrew the bl oody shirt he had been weari ng when he had arisen
fromhis even shorter nap later that same day.

"l saved them because... well, they seened |like evidence. Cues. Mybe
they'll help you figure out what's going on, what |'ve done."

Bobby accepted the shirt and the sand, exanined thembriefly, then put
them on the desk beside him

Julie noted that the shirt had been thoroughly saturated with bl ood, not
merely spotted. Now the dry browni sh stains made the material stiffer.

"So you were in the nmotel Thursday afternoon," Bobby pronpted.
Pol | ard nodded.

"Not hi ng nuch happened that night. | went to a novie, couldn't get
interested init. Drove around a while. | was tired, real tired, in
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spite of the nap, but | couldn't sleep at all. | was afraid to sleep
Next norning | noved to another notel."

"When did you finally sleep again?" Julie asked.
"The next evening."
"Friday evening that was?"

"Yeah. | tried to stay awake with lots of coffee. Sat at the counter
inthe little restaurant attached to the notel, and drank coffee until |
started to float off the stool. Stomach got so acidic, | had to stop
Went back to ny room Every tinme | started nodding off, I went out for
a wal k. But it was pointless. | couldn't stay awake forever. | was
com ng apart at the seans.

| Had to get sone rest. So | went to bed shortly past eight in the
evening, fell asleep instantly, and didn't wake up until half past five
in the norning."

" Sat urday norning."

"Yeah."

"And everything was okay?" Bobby asked.

"At | east there was no blood. But there was sonething el se They waited.

Pollard licked his lips, nodded as if confirm ng to hinself his
wi | lingness to conti nue.

"See, I'd gone to bed in ny boxer shorts... but when | woke up | was
fully clothed."

"So you were sl eepwal king, and you dressed in your sleep. Julie said.
"But the clothes | was wearing weren't any |1'd ever seen before."
Julie blinked.

"Excuse nme?"

"They weren't the clothes | was wearing when | came to that all eyway two
ni ghts before, and they weren't the clothes | bought at the mall on
Thur sday norning."

"Whose cl othes were they?" Bobby asked.

"Ch, they nust be nmine," Pollard said, "because they fit too well to
bel ong to anyone else. They fit perfectly. Even the shoes fit
perfectly. | couldn't have lifted that outfit from sone one el se and
been | ucky enough to have it all fit so well."

Bobby slipped of f the desk and began to pace.

"So what are you saying? That you left that notel in your underwear,
went out to some store, bought clothes, and nobody objected to your
nodesty or even questioned you about it?"

Shaki ng his head, Pollard said, "I don't know "

Cdint Karaghiosis said, "He could ve dressed in his roomwhile
sl eepwal ki ng, then went out, bought other clothes changed into them"
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"But why would he do that?" Julie asked.
dint shrugged.
"I"'mjust offering a possible explanation

"M. Pollard," Bobby said, "why would you have done sonething |ike
t hat ?"

"l don't know. "

Pol | ard had used those three words so oft that he was wearing them out;
each time he repeated them his voice seened softer and fuzzier than
bef or e.

"I don't think I did. It doesn't feel right-as an explanation, | nean.
besides | didn't fall asleep in the motel until after eight o' clock. |
probably coul dn't have gotten up again, gone out, and bought the clothes
before the stores closed."

"Some places are open until ten o' clock,” dint said.
"There was a narrow wi ndow of opportunity,” Bobby agreed.

"l don't think |I would ve broken into a store after hours," Pollard
said. "O stolen the clothes. | don't think |"'ma thief."

"W know you're not a thief," Bobby said.

"W don't know any such thing," Julie said sharply.

Bobby and Cint |ooked at her, but Pollard continued to stare at his
hands, too shy or confused to defend hinself.

She felt like a bully for having questioned his honesty. Which was
nuts. They knew nothing about him Hell, if he was telling the truth,
he knew not hi ng about hinsel f.

Julie said, "Listen, whether he bought or stole the clothes is not the
point here. | can't accept it either. At least not with our current
scenario. |It's just too outrageous-the man going to a mall or K-Mart or
sonmepl ace in his underwear, outfitting hinself, while he's sleepwal ki ng.
Could he do all that and not wake up-and appear to be awake to other

people? | don't think so. | don't know anything about sl eepwal ki ng,
but if we research it, | don't think we'll find such a thing is
possi ble."

"COF course, it wasn't just the clothes,” dint said.

"No, not just the clothes,"” Pollard said.

"When | woke up, there was a | arge paper bag on the bed beside ne, |ike
one of those you get at a supermarket if you don't want plastic. |
| ooked inside, and it was full of... noney. Mre cash.”

"How nmuch?" Bobby asked.
"l don't know. A lot."

"You didn't count it?"

"It's back at the notel where |I'm staying now, the new place. | keep
moving. | feel safer that way. Anyway, you can count it later if you
want. | tried to count it, but I've lost ny ability to do even sinple
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arithnmetic. Yeah, that sounds screwy, but it's what happened. Couldn't
add the nunbers. | keep trying but... nunbers just don't nmean nuch to
me any nore." He lowered his head, put his face in his hands.

"First I lost ny nenory. Now |I'mlosing essential skills, like math. |
feel as if... as if I'"'mconmng apart... dissolving... until there's
going to be none of me left, just a body, no mind at all... gone.”

"That won't happen, Frank," Bobby sai d.

"W won't quit. We'Il find out who you are and what all this neans."
"Bobby, " Julie said warningly.

"Hrmm®?" He smled obtusely.

She got up from her desk and went into the bathroom

"Ah, Jeez." Bobby followed her, closed the door, and turned on the fan
"Julie, we have to help the poor guy."

"The man is obviously experiencing psychotic fugues.

doing these things in a blacked-out condition. He gets themin the
m ddl e of the night, yeah, but he's not sl eepwal ki ng.

awake, alert, but in a fugue state. He could steal, kill-and remenber
any of it."
"Julie, I'll bet you that was his own bl ood on his hands.

maybe havi ng bl ackouts, fugues, whatever you want to call them but he's
not a killer. How rmuch you want to bet?

"And you still say he's not a thief.? On a regular basis he wakes up
with a bagful of npbney, doesn't know where he got it, but he's not a
thief.? You think naybe he counterfeits during these amesi ac spells?
No, I'msure you think he's nice to be a counterfeiter."

"Listen," he said,

"we've got to go with gut feelings sometines, and nmy gut feeling is that
Frank is a good guy. dint thinks he's a good guy."

"Greeks are notoriously gregarious. They like every one

"You telling me dint is your typical Geek social animal? Are we

tal king about the same dint? Last name-Karaghiosis ? @y who | ooks as
if he was cast fromconcrete, and about as stoic as a cigar store

I ndi an?"

The light in the bathroomwas too bright. 1t bounced off the mrror,
white sink, white walls, and white ceramic tile. Thanks to the glare
and Bobby's good-natured if not iron-willed did nothing to help Pollard,
Julie was getting a headache.

She cl osed her eyes.

"Pollard's pathetic," she admitted.
"WAnt to go back in there and hear hi m out?"

"Al right. But, dammt, don't tell himwe'll help himuntil we've
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heard everything. Al right?"
They returned to the office.

The sky no longer |ooked Iike cold, scorched netal. It was darker than
before, and churning, nmolten. Though only a mldest breeze stirred at
ground | evel, stronger winds were at work in the higher altitudes, for
dense bl ack t hunderheads were being hurled inland fromthe sea.

Li ke netal filings drawmn to magnets, shadows had piled up in sone
corners. Julie reached for the switch to snap on the overhead
fluorescence. Then she saw Bobby | ooki ng around wi th obvi ous pl easure
at the softly lustrous, burnished brass surfaces of the lanps, at the
way the polished oak end tables and coffee table glimered in the fal
of warmbuttery light, and she left the switch unflicked.

She sat behind her desk again. Bobby perched on the edge of it, |egs
dangl i ng.

Clint clicked on the tape recorder, and Julie said,

"Frank. ..
M. Pollard, before you continue your story, |1'd |like you to answer a
few i nportant questions for me. |In spite of the bl oody hands, and the

scrat ches, you believe you' re incapable of hurting anyone?”
"Yeah. Except maybe in self-defense.”

"And you don't think you're a thief'?"

"No. | can't..., | don't see nyself as a thief, no
"Then why haven't you gone to the police for hel p?"

He was silent. He clutched the open flight bag on his |ap and peered
intoit, as if Julie was speaking to himfromits interior

She said, "Because if you really feel certain you' re an innocent man in
all regards, the police are best equipped to help you find out who you
are and who's pursuing you. You know what | think? | think you' re not
as certain of your 