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THE MASK

DEAN
KOONTZ

This book is dedicated to WIllo and Dave Roberts
and to Carol and Don McQui nn who have no faults—

except that they live too far away from us

A dirge for her, the doubly dead, in that she died so young.

—Edgar Al l an Poe. “Lenore”

And much of Madness, and nore of Sin, And Horror the soul of the plot.

—Edgar Al l an Poe, “The Conqueror Worni

Extrene terror gives us back the gestures of our chil dhood.
—€haza

Pr ol ogue

LAURA was in the cellar, doing some spring cleaning and hating every mnute
of it. She didn't dislike the work itself; she was by nature an industrious
girl who was happi est when she had chores to do. But she was afraid of the
cellar.

For one thing, the place was gl oony. The four narrow w ndows, set high in
the walls, were hardly larger than enbrasures, and the dust-fil ned panes of
glass permitted only weak, chalky light to enter. Even brightened by a pair
of lanps, the big roomheld on tenaciously to its shadows, unwilling to be
conpl etely disrobed. The flickering anber light fromthe | anps reveal ed
danp stone walls and a hul king, coal-fired furnace that was cold and unused
on this fine, warm May afternoon. On a series of |ong shelves, row upon row
of quart jars reflected splinters of light, but their contents—home-canned
fruit and vegetabl es that had been stored here for the past nine

nmont hs—enai ned unill um nated. The corners of the norn were all dark, and
the | ow, open-beaned ceiling was hung with shadows |ike | ong banners of
funeral crepe.

The cellar always had a mildly unpleasant odor, too. It was nusty, rather
like a |linmestone cave. In the spring and sumer, when the hunmidity was

hi gh, a nottled gray-green fungus sonetinmes sprang up in the corners, a

di sgusting scablike growh, fringed with hundreds of tiny white spores that
resenbl ed i nsect eggs; that grotesquery added its own thin but nonethel ess
di spl easing fragrance to the cellar air.

However, neither the gl oomnor the offending odors nor the fungus gave rise
to Laura’s fears; it was the spiders that frightened her. Spiders ruled the
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cellar. Sonme of themwere snall, brown, and quick; others were charcoa
gray, a bit bigger than the brown ones, but just as fast-noving as their
smal | er cousins. There were even a few blue-black giants as |arge as
Laura’ s thunb.

As she w ped dust and a few cobwebs fromthe jars of hone-canned food,

al ways alert for the scuttling novenent of spiders, Laura grew increasingly
angry with her mother. Mama could have |let her clean sonme of the upstairs
roons instead of the cellar Aunt Rachael or Mama herself coul d have cl eaned
down here because neither of themworried about spiders. But Mama knew t hat
Laura was afraid of the cellar, and Mama was in the nood to punish her. It
was a terrible nood, black as thunderclouds. Laura had seen it before. Too
often. It descended over Manma nore frequently with every passing year, and
when she was in its thrall, she was a different person fromthe smling,

al ways singi ng wonan that she was at other tinmes. Although Laura |oved her
mot her, she did not |ove the short-tenpered, nean-spirited worman that her
nmot her sonetimes becane. She did not |ove the hateful woman who had sent
her down into the cellar with the spiders.

Dusting the jars of peaches, pears, tomatoes, beets, beans, and pickled
squash, nervously awaiting the inevitable appearance of a spider, wi shing
she were grown up and narried and on her own, Laura was startled by a
sudden, sharp sound that pierced the dank basenent air. At first it was
like the distant, forlorn wail of an exotic bird, but it quickly becane

| ouder and nore urgent. She stopped dusting, |ooked up at the dark ceiling,
and listened closely to the eerie ululation that cane from overhead. After
a nonment she realized that it was her Aunt Rachael’'s voice and that it was
a cry of alarm

Upstairs, sonmething fell over with a crash. It sounded |ike shattering
porcelain. It nmust have been Mama’'s peacock vase, If it was the vase, Mana
woul d be in an extrenely foul nmood for the rest of the week.

Laura stepped away fromthe shel ves of canned goods and started toward the
cellar stairs, but she stopped abruptly when she heard Mama scream It
wasn’t a scream of rage over the |loss of the vase; there was a note of
terror init.

Foot st eps thunped across the living roomfloor, toward the front door of
the house. The screen door opened with the fanmliar singing of its |ong
spring, then banged shut. Rachael was outside now, shouting, her words
unintelligible but still conveying her fear

Laura snel | ed snoke.

She hurried to the stairs and saw pal e tongues of fire at the top. The
snoke wasn’t heavy, but it had an acrid stench

Heart pounding, Laura clinbed to the uppernost step. Waves of heat forced
her to squint, but she could see into the kitchen. The wall of fire wasn't
solid. There was a narrow route of escape, a corridor of cool safety; the
door to the back porch was at the far end.

She lifted her long skirt and pulled it tight across her hips and thighs,
bunching it in both hands to prevent it fromtrailing in the flames. She
nmoved gingerly onto the fire-ringed | andi ng, which creaked under her, but
bef ore she reached the open door, the kitchen expl oded in yell ow bl ue
flanmes that quickly turned orange. Fromwall to wall, floor to ceiling, the
roomwas an inferno; there was no |longer a path through the blaze. Crazily,
the fire-choked doorway brought to Laura’s nind the inage of a glittering
eye in a jack-o' -lantern.
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In the kitchen, wi ndows exploded, and the fire eddied in the sudden change
of drafts, pushing through the cellar door, lashing at Laura. Startled, she
stunbl ed backwards, off the |anding. She fell. Turning, she grabbed at the
railing, mssed it, and stunbled down the short flight, cracking her head
agai nst the stone floor at the bottom

She held on to consciousness as if it were a raft and she a drowni ng

swi mer . When she was certain she wouldn’'t faint, she got to her feet. Pain
coruscated across the top of her head. She raised one hand to her brow and
found a trickle of blood, a snmall abrasion. She was dizzy and conf used.

During the mnute or less that she had been incapacitated, fire had spread
across the entire landing at the head of the stairs. It was noving down
onto the first step

She coul dn't keep her eyes focused. The rising

stairs and the descending fire repeatedly blurred together in an orange
haze.

Ghosts of snoke drifted down the stairwell. They reached out with |ong,
insubstantial arns, as if to enbrace Laura.

She cupped her hands around her nouth. “Help!”

No one answer ed.

“Sonebody help me! I'min the cellar!”

Si |l ence.

“Aunt Rachael! Mama! For God' s sake, sonebody help ne!”

The only response was the steadily increasing roar of the fire.

Laura had never felt so alone before. In spite of the tides of heat washing
over her, she felt cold inside. She shivered.

Al t hough her head throbbed worse than ever, and al though the abrasion above
her right eye continued to weep bl ood, at |east she was having | ess trouble
keepi ng her eyes focused. The probl emwas that she didn't |ike what she
saw.

She stood statue-still, transfixed by the deadly spectacle of the flanes.
Fire cramed |izardlike down the steps, one by one, and it slithered up the
rail posts, then crept down the rail with a crisp, chuckling sound.

The snoke reached the bottom of the steps and enfol ded her. She coughed,
and t he coughi ng aggravated the pain in her head, making her dizzy again.
She put one hand against the wall to steady herself.

Everyt hi ng was happening too fast. The house was going up like a pile of
wel | - seasoned tinder.

I"mgoing to die here.

That thought jolted her out of her trance. She wasn't ready to die. She was
far too young. There

was so rmuch of |ife ahead of her, so many wonderful things to do, things
she had | ong dreaned about doing. It wasn't fair. She refused to die.

She gagged on the snmoke. Turning away fromthe burning stairs, she put a
hand over her nose and nouth, but that didn't hel p nuch.
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She saw flames at the far end of the cellar, and for an instant she thought
she was already encircled and that all hope of rescue was gone. She cried
out in despair, but then she realized the blaze hadn’'t found its way into
the other end of the roomafter all. The two points of fire that she was
seeing were only the twin oil lanps that had provided her with light. The
flanes in the | anps were harm ess, safely ensconced in tall glass chi meys.

She coughed violently again, and the pain in her head settled down behind
her eyes. She found it difficult to concentrate. Her thoughts were |like
dropl ets of quicksilver, sliding over one another and changi ng shape so
often and so fast that she couldn’t nmake sense of sonme of them

She prayed silently and fervently.

Directly overhead, the ceiling groaned and appeared to shift. For a few
seconds she held her breath, clenched her teeth, and stood with her hands
fisted at her sides, waiting to be buried in rubble. But then she saw t hat
the ceiling wasn’t going to coll apse—not yet.

Trenbling, whinpering softly, she scurried to the nearest of the four

hi gh-set wi ndows, It was rectangul ar, approximately eight inches fromsil
to top and ei ghteen inches fromsash to sash, nuch too small to provide her
with a neans of escape. The other three windows were identical to the
first; there was no use even taking a closer |ook at them

The air was becoming | ess breathable by the second. Laura’'s sinuses ached
and burned. Her mouth was filled with the revulsive, bitter taste of the
snoke.

For too | ong she stood beneath the w ndow, staring up in frustration and
confusion at the neager, nilky light that came through the dirty pane and
through the haze of snoke that pressed tightly against the glass. She had
the feeling she was overl ooki ng an obvi ous and conveni ent escape hatch; in
fact she was sure of it. There was a way out, and it had nothing to do with
the wi ndows, but she couldn’t get her mnd off the wi ndows; she was fixated
on them just as she had been fixated on the sight of the advancing fl anes
a couple of mnutes ago. The pain in her head and behind her eyes throbbed
more powerfully than ever, and with each agonizing pul sation, her thoughts
became nore nuddl ed.

I"mgoing to die here.

A frightening vision flashed through her m nd. She saw herself afire, her
dark hair turned blond by the flames that consumed it and standi ng strai ght
up on her head as if it were not hair but the wick of a candle. In the

vi sion, she saw her face nelting |ike wax, bubbling and steam ng and
Iiquefying, the features flowi ng together until her face no | onger
resenbl ed that of a human being, until it was the hideously twi sted

count enance of a leering denobn with enpty eye sockets.

No!
She shook her head, dispelling the vision

She was dizzy and getting dizzier. She needed a draught of clean air to
rinse out her polluted lungs, but with each breath she drew nore snoke than
she had drawn last tine. Her chest ached.

Near by, a rhythm ¢ poundi ng began; the noi se was

even | ouder than her heartbeat, which drumred t hunderously in her ears.
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She turned in a circle, gagging and. coughi ng, searching for the source of
t he hammering sound, striving to regain control of herself, struggling hard
to think.

The hammreri ng st opped.

‘‘Laura .

Above the incessant roar of the tire, she heard soneone calling her nane.
“Laur a.

“I"’mdown here.. . in the cellar!” she shouted. But the shout canme out as
not hing nore than a whi spered croak. Her throat was constricted and al ready
raw fromthe harsh snoke and the fiercely hot air.

The effort required to stay on her feet becanme too great for her. She sank
to her knees on the stone floor, slunped against the wall, and slid down
until she was |ying on her side.

“Laura..."
The poundi ng began again. A fist beating on a door

Laura di scovered that the air at floor |evel was cleaner than that which
she had been breat hing. She gasped frantically, grateful for this reprieve
from suf focati on.

For a few seconds the throbbing pain behind her eyes abated, and her
thoughts cl eared, and she renmenbered the outside entrance to the cellar, a
pair of doors slant-set against the north wall of the house. They were

| ocked fromthe inside, so that no one could get in to rescue her, in the
pani ¢ and confusi on she had forgotten about those doors. But now, if she
kept her wits about her, she would be able to save herself.

“Laura!” It was Aunt Rachael’s voi ce.

Laura craw ed to the northwest corner of the room where the doors sl oped
down at the top of a short flight of steps. She kept her head | ow,
breathing the tainted but adequate air near the floor. The edges of the
nmortared stones tore her dress and scraped skin off her knees.

To her left, the entire stairwell was burning now, and flanmes were
spreadi ng across the wooden ceiling. Refracted and diffused by the snoky

air, the firelight glowed on all sides of Laura, creating the illusion that
she was crawl i ng through a narrow tunnel of flames. At the rate the bl aze
was spreading, the illusion would soon be fact.

Her eyes were swollen and watery, and she w ped at them as she inched
toward escape. She couldn’'t see very nuch. She used Aunt Rachael’s voice as
a beacon and otherwi se relied on instinct.

“Laural!” The voice was near. Right above her

She felt along the wall until she |ocated the setback in the stone. She
moved into that recess, onto the first step, lifted her head, but could see
not hi ng: the darkness here was seanl ess.

“Laura, answer ne. Baby, are you in there?

Rachael was hysterical, screaning so |oudly and poundi ng on the outside
doors with such persistence that she woul dn’t have heard a response even if
Laura had been capabl e of naking one.
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Where was Mama? Wiy wasn’t Mana poundi ng on the door, too? Didn't Mana
care?

Crouching in that cramped, hot, lightless space, Laura reached up and put
her hand agai nst one of the two slant-set doors above her bead. The sturdy
barrier quivered and rattled under the inpact of Rachael’s

smal |l fists. Laura groped blindly for the latch. She put her hand over the
warm netal fixture—and squarely over sonething else, too. Sonething strange
and unexpected. Sonething that squirmed and was alive. Small but alive. She
jerked convul sively and pulled her hand away. But the thing she touched had
shifted its grip fromthe latch to her flesh, and it canme away fromthe
door when she withdrew her hand. It skittered out of her pal mand over her
thunb and across the back of her hand and al ong her wist and under the

sl eeve of her dress before she could brush it away.

A spi der.

She couldn’t see it, but she knew what it was. A spider. One of the really
big ones, as large as her thumb, a plunp black body that glistened |ike a
fat drop of oil, inky black and ugly. For a nmoment she froze, unable even
to draw a breath.

She felt the spider noving up her arm and its bold advance snapped her
into action. She slapped at it through the sleeve of her dress, but she

m ssed. The spider bit her above the crook of her arm and she w nced at
the tiny nip of pain, and the disgusting creature scurried into her arnpit.
It bit her there, too, and suddenly she felt as though she was |iving

t hrough her worst nightrmare, for she feared spiders nore than she feared
anything el se on earth—ertainly nore than she feared fire, for in her
desperate attenpt to kill the spider, she had forgotten all about the
bur ni ng house that was dissolving into ruin above her—and she flailed in
pani c, |ost her balance, rolled backwards off the steps, into the main room
of the cellar, cracking one hip on the stone floor. The spider tickled its
way al ong the inside of her bodice until it was

bet ween her breasts. She screaned but coul d nake no sound what soever. She
put a hand to her bosom and pressed hard, and even through the fabric she
could feel the spider squirmng angrily against the pal mof her hand, and
she could feel its frenzied struggle even nore directly on her bare breast,
to which it was pressed, but she persisted until at |ast she crushed it,
and she gagged again, but this time not nerely because of the snoke.

For several seconds after killing the spider, she lay on the floor in a
tight fetal position, shuddering violently and uncontrollably. The

repul sive, wet nass of the snashed spider slid very slowy down the curve
of her breast. She wanted to reach inside her bodice and pluck the foul wad
fromhersel f, but she hesitated because, irrationally, she was afraid it
woul d sonehow cone to life again and sting her fingers.

She tasted bl ood. She had bitten her lip.
Mama. . .

Mama had done this to her. Mama had sent her down here, know ng there were
spi ders. Wy was Manma al ways so quick to deal out punishnent, so eager to
assi gn penance?

Overhead, a beam creaked, sagged. The kitchen fl oor cracked open. She felt
as though she were staring up into Hell. Sparks showered down. Her dress
caught fire, and she scorched her hands putting it out.

Mama did this to ne.
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Because her palnms and fingers were blistered and peeling, she couldn’t
crawl on her hands and knees any |l onger, so she got to her feet, although
standing up required nore strength and determination than she had thought
she possessed. She swayed, dizzy and weak.

Manma sent me down here.

Laura could see only pulsing, all-enconpassing orange |um nescence, through
whi ch anor phous snoke ghosts glided and whirled. She shuffled toward the
short flight of steps that |led to the outside cellar doors, but after she
had gone only two yards, she realized she was headed in the wong
direction. She turned back the way she had cone—er back the way she thought
she had cone—but after a few steps she bunped into the furnace, which was
nowhere near the outside doors. She was conpletely disoriented.

Mama did this to ne.

Laura squeezed her ruined hands into raw, bloody fists. In a rage she
pounded on the furnace, and with each bl ow she fervently w shed that she
wer e beating her nother.

The upper reaches of the burning house twi sted and runbled. In the
di stance, beyond an eternity of snobke, Aunt Rachael’s voice echoed
hauntingly: “Laura... Laura. “

Wiy wasn’t Mama out there hel pi ng Rachael break down the cellar doors?
Wiere in God’s nane was she? Throwi ng coal and lanp oil on the fire?

Wheezi ng, gaspi ng, Laura pushed away fromthe furnace and tried to foll ow
Rachael s voice to safety.

A beamtore | oose of its nporings, slamed into her back, and catapulted
her into the shelves of honme canned food. Jars fell, shattered. Laura went
down in a rain of glass. She could snell pickles, peaches.

Bef ore she could deternmine if any bones were broken, before she could even
lift her face out of the spilled food, another beam crashed down, pinning
her | egs.

There was so rmuch pain that her mnd sinply blanked it out altogether. She
was not even sixteen years old, and there was only so much she coul d bear.
She sealed the pain in a dark corner of her mnd; instead of succumbing to
it, she twisted and thrashed hysterically, raged at her fate, and cursed
her not her.

Her hatred for her nother wasn't rational, but it was so passionately felt
that it took the place of the pain she could not allow herself to feel
Hate fl ooded t hrough her, filled her with so nuch denobnic energy that she
was nearly able to toss the heavy beam of f her | egs.

Dam you to Hell, Mana.

The top floor of the house caved in upon the ground floor with a sound like
cannons bl asti ng.

Dam you, Mama! Damm you!

The first two floors of flam ng rubble broke through the already weakened
cellar ceiling.

Mama—
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PART ONE

Sonet hi ng W cked This Way

Cones. ..

By the pricking of my thunbs,
Sonet hing wi cked this way cones.
pen, | ocks,
whoever knocks!

—Shakespeare, Macbeth

1

ACRCSS the sonber gray clouds, lightning followed a jagged course |ike
cracks in a china plate. In the unsheltered courtyard outside Al fred
OBrian’s office, the parked cars glimered briefly with hard-edged
reflections of the stormlight. The wind gusted, whipping the trees. Rain
beat with sudden fury against the three tall office w ndows, then streaned
down the glass, blurring the view beyond.

OBrian sat with his back to the wi ndows. Wile thunder reverberated
through the | ow sky and seenmed to hammer on the roof of the building, he
read the application that Paul and Carol Tracy had just submitted to him

He’'s such a neat little man, Carol thought as she watched O Brian. \Wen he
sits very still like that, you' d al nost think he was a mannequi n.

He was exceedingly well grooned. His carefully conbed hair |ooked as if it
had received the attention of a good barber |ess than an hour ago. His
nmust ache was so expertly trinmed that the halves of it appeared to be
perfectly symmetrical. He was wearing a gray suit with trouser creases as
tight and straight as blades, and his black shoes gleaned. His fingernails
were mani cured, and his pink, well-scrubbed hands | ooked sterile.

When Carol had been introduced to O Brian | ess than a week ago, she had
thought he was prim even prissy, and she had been prepared to dislike him
She was qui ckly won over by his smle, by his gracious manner, and by his
sincere desire to help her and Paul

She gl anced at Paul, who was sitting in the chair next to hers, his own
tensi ons betrayed by the angul ar position of his |ean, usually gracefu
body. He was watching O Brian intently, but when he sensed that Carol was

| ooking at him he turned and snmled. H's smle was even nicer than
OBrian's, and as usual, Carol’s spirits were lifted by the sight of it. He
was neither handsonme nor ugly, this man she | oved; you m ght even say he
was plain, yet his face was enornously appealing because the pleasing, open
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conposition of it contai ned anple evidence of his gentleness and
sensitivity. H s hazel eyes were capabl e of conveying amazingly subtle
degrees and ni xtures of enotions. Six years ago, at a university symposi um
entitled “Abnormal Psychol ogy and Modem Anerican Fiction,” where Carol had
met Paul, the first thing that had drawn her to himhad been those warm
expressive eyes, and in the intervening years they had never ceased to
intrigue her. Now he wi nked, and with that wi nk he seened to be saying:
Don’t worry;,

OBrian is on our side; the application will be accepted; everything will
turn out all right; | |ove you

She wi nked back at him and pretended to be confident, even though she was
sure he could see through her brave front.

She wi shed that she could be certain of winning M. O Brian’s approval. She
knew she ought to be overflowi ng with confidence, for there really was no
reason why O Brian would reject them They were healthy and young. Paul was
thirty-five, and she was thirty-one, and those were excellent ages at which
to set out upon the adventure they were contenplating. Both of themwere
successful in their work. They were financially solvent, even prosperous.
They were respected in their comunity. Their marriage was happy and

troubl e-free, stronger now than at any tinme in the four years since their
weddi ng. In short, their qualifications for adopting a child were pretty
much i npeccabl e, but she worried nonet hel ess.

She | oved chil dren, and she was | ooking forward to raising one or two of
her own. During the past fourteen years—n which she had earned three
degrees at three universities and had established herself in her

pr of essi on—she had postponed many si npl e pl easures and had ski pped others
al together. Getting an education and | aunching her career had al ways cone
first. She had m ssed too many good parties and had foregone an

unr enenber ed nunber of vacations and getaway weekends. Adopting a child was
one pleasure she did not want to postpone any | onger.

She had a strong psychol ogi cal need—al nbst a physical need—+to be a nother,
to guide and shape children, to give theml|ove and understandi ng. She was
intelligent enough and sufficiently self-aware to

realize that this deep-seated need arose, at least in part, from her
inability to conceive a child of her own flesh and bl ood.

The thing we want nost, she thought, is always the thing we cannot have.

She was to blanme for her sterility, which was the result of an unforgivable
act of stupidity commtted a long time ago; and of course her culpability
made her condition harder to bear than it woul d have been if nature—rather
than her own foolishness—had cursed her with a barren wonb. She had been a
severely troubled child, for she had been raised by violent, alcoholic
parents who had frequently beaten her and who had dealt out |arge doses of
psychol ogi cal torture. By the tinme she was fifteen, she was a hellion,
engaged in an angry rebellion against her parents and against the world at

| arge. She hated everyone in those days, especially herself. In the

bl ackest hours of her confused and tornented adol escence, she had gotten
pregnant. Frightened, panicky, with no one to turn to, she tried to concea
her condition by wearing girdles, by binding herself with elastic cloth and
tape, and by eating as lightly as possible to keep her wei ght down.
Eventual | y, however, conplications arose because of her attenpts to hide
her pregnancy, and she nearly died. The baby was born prematurely, but it
was heal thy. She had put it up for adoption and hadn’'t given it nuch
thought for a couple of years, though these days she often wondered about
the child and w shed she could have kept it sonehow. At the tine, the fact
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that her ordeal had left her sterile did not depress her, for she didn't
think she would ever want to be pregnant again. But with a | ot of help and
|l ove froma child psychol ogi st naned Grace Mtowski,

who did charity work among juvenile wards of the court, Carol had turned
her life conmpletely around.

She had learned to |like herself and, years later, had cone to regret the
thoughtl ess actions that had | eft her barren

Fortunately, she regarded adoption as a nore-than-adequate solution to her
probl em She was capable of giving as nmuch |ove to an adopted child as she
woul d have given to her own of fspring. She knew she woul d be a good and
caring nmother, and she |longed to prove it—ot to the world but to herself;
she never needed to prove anything to anyone but herself, for she was

al ways her own toughest critic.

M. OBrian | ooked up fromthe application and smiled. His teeth were
exceedingly white. “This looks really fine,” he said, indicating the form
he had just finished reading. “In fact, it’s splendid. Not everyone that
applies to us has credentials |like these.”

“It’s kind of you to say so,” Paul told him

O Brian shook his head. “Not at all. It's sinply the truth. Very
i mpressive.”

Carol said, “Thank you.”

Leaning back in his chair, folding his hands on his stomach, O Brian said,
“l do have a couple of questions. I'msure they're the same ones the
recomendations comrittee will ask me, so | might as well get your
responses now and save a | ot of back-and-forth later on.”

Carol stiffened again.

O Brian apparently noticed her reaction, for he quickly said, “Ch, it’s
nothing terribly serious. Really, it isn't. Believe ne—+ won't be asking
you half as many questions as | ask nost couples who cone to see us.”

In spite of OBrian's assurances, Carol renained tense.

Qut side, the stormdark afternoon sky grew steadily darker as the
t hunder heads changed color fromgray to blue black, thickened, and pressed
closer to the earth.

OBrian swiveled in his chair to face Paul. “Dr. Tracy, would you say
you' re an overachi ever?”

Paul seenmed surprised by the question. He blinked and said, “lI’mnot sure
what you nean.”

“You are the chairman of the departnent of English at the college, aren’t
you?”

“Yes. |I'’mon sabbatical this semester, and the vice-chairman is handling
most things for the tinme being. therw se, |’'ve been in charge of the
departnent for the past year and a half.”

“Aren’t you rather young to hold such a post?”

“Somewhat young,” Paul adnmitted. “But that’s no credit to ne. You see, it’'s
a thankl ess position, all work and no glory. My senior colleagues in the
departnent craftily maneuvered nme into it so that none of them would be
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stuck with the job.”

“You' re being nbdest.”

“No, I'"'mreally not,” Paul said. “lIt’s nothing nmuch.”

Carol knew that he was being nodest. The departnental chairnmanship was a
prized position, an honor. But she understood why Paul was playing it down;
he had been unsettled by OBrian's use of the word overachi ever. She had
been unsettled by it, too. Until this noment she had never thought that an
unusual ly long list of achievenents m ght count against them

Beyond the tall w ndows, |ightning zigzagged

down the sky. The day flickered and, just for a second or two, so did the
electric lights in OBrian’s office.

Still addressing Paul, O Brian said, “You' re also an author.”
“Yes.”

“You've witten a very successful textbook for use in Arerican literature
courses. You've turned out a dozen nonographs on a variety of subjects, and
you' ve done a local history of the county. And two children’s books, and a
novel

“The novel was about as successful as a horse trying to walk a tightrope,”
Paul said. “The New York Tines critic said it was ‘a perfect exanple of
academ c posturing, stuffed full of themes and synbols, utterly lacking in
substance and narrative drive, infused with ivory-tower naiveté.”

O Brian smled. “Does every witer nenorize his bad revi ens?”

“l suppose not. But | have that one engraved on ny cerebral cortex because
there’s an unconfortable amobunt of truth init.”

“Are you writing another novel? Is that why you ve taken a sabbatical ?”

Paul was not surprised by the question. Cearly he now understood what
O Brian was digging for. “Yes, in fact | amwiting a new novel. This one
actually has a plot.” He laughed with easy sel f-deprecation

“You're also involved in charity work.”
“Not nuch.”

“Quite a lot,” OBrian disagreed. “The Children’'s Hospital Fund, the
Conmuni ty Chest, the student schol arship programat the college—all of that
in addition to your regular job and your witing. Yet you don’t think

you' re an overachi ever?”

“No, | really don’t think | am The charity work

anmounts to just a couple of nmeetings a nonth. It's no big thing. It's the
| east | can do, considering ny own good fortune.” Paul edged forward on his
chair.

“Maybe you're worried that | won't have tinme to give to a child, but if
that's what’'s troubling you, then you can put your mind at rest. |'Il nake
the tine. This adoption is extrenely inportant to us, M. O Brian. W both
want a child very badly, and if we are |ucky enough to get one, we
certainly won't ever neglect it.”

“Ch, I"'msure you won’t,” O Brian said quickly, raising his hands
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placatingly. “That isn’t at all what | neant to inply. Ch, certainly not.
I"mon your side in this matter. | nmean that very sincerely.” He sw vel ed
to face Carol. “Dr. Tracy—the other Dr. Tracy—what about you? Do you
consi der yourself an overachi ever?”

Li ght ni ng sl ashed through the panoply of clouds again, nearer this time
than before; it seened to strike the ground no nore than two bl ocks away.
The ensuing crash of thunder rattled the tall w ndows.

Carol used the interruption provided by the thunderclap to consider her
response, and she decided that O Brian would appreciate forthrightness nore

than nodesty. “Yes. |1'd say |'m an overachiever. I'minvolved in tw of the
three charities that Paul has his hand in. And I know I'’ma bit young to
have established a psychiatric practice as successful as mne is. I'malso

a guest lecturer at the college on a fairly regular basis. And |’ m doi ng
post-doctoral research on autistic children. During the sumer | nmanage to
keep a little vegetabl e garden going, and | do sone needl epoint in the
winter nonths, and | even brush

1% teeth three tinmes a day, every day, without fail.” O Brian
| aughed. “Three tines a day, huh? Oh,

you' re nost definitely an overachiever.”

The warnth of his laughter reassured Carol, and with renewed confi dence she
said, “l believe | understand what you're concerned about. You' re wondering
if Paul and | m ght expect too nmuch of our child.”

“Exactly,” OBrian said. He noticed a speck of lint on his coat sleeve and
plucked it off. “Parents who are overachievers tend to push their kids too
hard, too fast, too soon.”

Paul said, “That’'s a problemthat arises only when parents are unaware of
the danger. Even if Carol and | are overachi evers—ahich |I'’m not prepared to
admt just yet—we wouldn’t pressure our kids to do nore than they were
capabl e of doing. Each of us has to find his own pace in life. Carol and
realize that a child should be guided, not hammered into a nold.”

“Cf course,” Carol said.

O Brian appeared to be pleased. “I knew you' d say that—er sonething very
like it.”

Li ghtning fl ashed again. This time it seened to strike even closer than
before, only a block away. Thunder cracked, then cracked again. The
overhead lights dimed, fluttered, reluctantly came back to full power.

“In ny psychiatric practice, | deal with a wide variety of patients who
have all kinds of problens,”

Carol told OBrian, “but |I specialize in the nental disorders and enotiona
di sturbances of children and adol escents. Sixty or seventy percent of ny
patients are seventeen or younger. |’'ve treated several Kkids who've
suffered serious psychol ogi cal danage at the hands of parents who were too
demandi ng, who pushed themtoo hard in their schoolwork, in every aspect of
their intellectual and personal devel opment. |’ve seen the wounded ones,
M. OBrian, and |’ve nursed themas best | could, and because of those
experiences, | couldn't possibly turn around and do to ny chil dren what
|"ve seen sone parents do to theirs. Not that | won't make mistakes. |'m
sure | will. My full share of them But the one that you nmentioned won't be
anong them”

“That’s valid,” OBrian said, nodding. “Valid and very well put. |I’msure
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that when | tell the recommendati ons comittee what you’ve just said,
they' Il be quite satisfied on this point.” He spotted another tiny speck on
his sl eeve and renoved it, frowning as if it were not nerely lint, but
offal. “Another question they' re bound to ask: Suppose the child you adopt

turns out to be not only an underachiever but. . . well... basically less
intelligent than either of you. For parents as oriented toward an
intellectual life as you are, wouldn't you be sonmewhat frustrated with a

child of just average—er possibly slightly bel ow average—intelligence?”

“Well, even if we were capable of having a child of our own,” Paul said,
“there woul dn’t be any guarantee that he’'d be a prodigy or anything of that
sort. But if he was. . . slow. . . we’'d still love him O course we woul d.

And the same goes for any child we night adopt.”

To O Brian, Carol said, “I think you ve got too high an opinion of us.
Neither of us is a genius, for heaven's sake! W' ve gotten as far as we
have primarily through hard work and perseverance, not be-

cause we were exceptionally bright. I wish it had cone that easy, but it
didnt.”

“Besi des,” Paul said, “you don't |ove a person nmerely because he’s
intelligent. It’'s his entire personality that counts, the whol e package,
and a lot of factors contribute to that package, a great many things other
than just intellect.”

“Good,” OBrian said. “I'mglad to hear you feel that way. The committee
will respond well to that answer, too.”

For the past few seconds, Carol had been aware of the distant wail of
sirens. Fire engines. Now they were not as distant as they had been; they
were rapidly growi ng nearer, |ouder.

“l think nmaybe one of those last two bolts of |ightning caused some rea
damage when it touched down,” Paul said.

O Brian swung his chair around toward the center wi ndow, which was directly
behind his desk. “It did sound as if it struck nearby.”

Carol |ooked at each of the three wi ndows, but she couldn’t see any snpke
rising from behind the nearest rooftops. Then again, the view was blurred
and visibility was reduced by the water-spotted panes of glass and by the
curtains of mst and gray rain that wavered and whi pped and bill owed beyond
the gl ass.

The sirens swel |l ed.
“More than one truck,” O Brian said

The fire engines were right outside the office for a nonent—at |east two
trucks, perhaps three—and then they passed, heading into the next bl ock

O Brian pushed up fromhis chair and stepped to the w ndow

As the first sirens dwindled just a little, new ones shrieked in the street
behind t hem

“Must be serious,
are responding.”

Paul said. “Sounds as if at |east two engi ne conpanies

“l see snpoke,” O Brian said.

Paul rose fromhis chair and noved toward the wi ndows to get a better | ook.
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Sonet hi ng’s wong here.

That thought snapped into Carol’s mind, startling her as if a whip had
cracked in front of her face. A powerful, inexplicable current of panic
surged through her, electrified her. She gripped the arnms of her chair so
tightly that one of her fingernails broke.

Something. . . is.. . wong.. . very wong...

Suddenly the air was oppressively heavy—hot, thick, as if it were not air
at all but a bitter and poi sonous gas of sone kind. She tried to breathe,
couldn’t. There was an invisible, crushing weight on her chest.

Get away fromthe w ndows!

She tried to shout that warning, but panic had short-circuited her voice.
Paul and O Brian were at different w ndows, but they both had their backs
to her, so that neither of themcould see she had been gripped by sudden,
i mobi | i zi ng fear.

Fear of what? she demanded of herself. What in the name of God am| so
scared of ?

She struggl ed agai nst the unreasonable terror that had | ocked her rmnuscles
and joints. She started to get up fromthe chair, and that was when it
happened.

A murderous barrage of lightning crashed like a volley of nortar fire,
seven or eight tremendous bolts, perhaps nore than that—-she didn't count
them couldn’'t count themene right after the other, wth-

out a significant pause between them each fierce boom overl appi ng the ones
before and after it, yet each clearly |louder than its predecessors, so |oud
that they made her teeth and bones vibrate, each bolt smashi ng down
discernibly closer to the building than had the bolt before it, closer to
the seven-foot-hi gh wi ndows—+the gl eam ng, flashing, rattling, now black,
now m | Ky, now shining, now bl ank, nowsilvery, now coppery w ndows.

The sharp bursts of purple-white |ight produced a series of jerky,
stroboscopi c inmages that were burned forever into Carol’s nenory: Paul and
O Brian standing there, silhouetted against the natural fireworks, |ooking
smal | and vul nerable; outside, the rain descending in an illusion of
hesitation; wi nd-lashed trees heaving in a strobe-choppy rage; |ightning
blasting into one of those trees, a big maple, and then an om nous dark
shape rising fromthe mdst of the explosion, a torpedo |ike thing,
spinning straight toward the center window (all of this transpiring in only
a second or two, but given a queer, slownotion quality by the flickering
lightning and, after a nonent, by the overhead electric light as well,

whi ch began to flicker, too); OBrian throwing one armup in front of his
face in what appeared to be half a dozen di sconnected novenents; Paul
turning toward O Brian and reaching for him both nen like figures on a
nmotion picture screen when the filmslips and stutters in the projector;

O Brian lurching sideways; Paul seizing himby a coat sleeve, pulling him
back and down toward safety (only a fraction of a second after the
lightning splintered the maple); a huge tree linb bursting through the
center wi ndow even as Paul was pulling O Brian out of the way; one |leafy
branch sweepi ng

across O Brian's head, ripping his glasses |oose, tossing theminto the
air—his face, Carol thought, his eyes!—and then Paul and OBrian falling to
the floor, out of sight; the enornous |linb of the shattered napl e sl anm ng
down on top of OBrian's desk in a spray of water, glass, broken nullions,
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and snoking chips of bark; the |l egs of the desk cracking and col | apsi ng
under the brutal inpact of the ruined tree.

Carol found herself on the floor, beside her overturned chair. She couldn’t
remenber falling.

The fluorescent tubes blinked off, stayed off.

She was |ying on her stomach, one cheek pressed to the floor, staring in
shock at the shards of glass and the torn maple |eaves that littered the
carpet. As lightning continued to stab down fromthe turbul ent sky, w nd
roared through the m ssing wi ndow and stirred sone of the |oose | eaves into
a frantic, dervishlike dance; acconpani ed by the cacophonous nusic of the
storm they whirled and capered across the office, toward a row of green
filing cabinets. A calendar flapped off the wall and swooped around on

wi ngs of January and Decenber, darting and soaring and kiting as if it were
a bat. Two paintings rattled on their wire hangers, trying to tear
thensel ves free. Papers were everywhere-stationery, forns, small sheets
froma note pad, bulletins, a newspaper—all rustling and skipping this way
and that, floating up, diving down, bunching together and slithering al ong
the floor with a snakelike hiss.

Carol had the eerie feeling that all of the nmovenent in the roomwas not
solely the result of the wind, that sone of it was caused by a
presence. Sonething threatening. A bad poltergeist. Denpnic spirits seened

to be at work in the office, flexing their occult nuscles, knocking things
off the walls, briefly taking up residence in a body conposed only of
| eaves and rumpl ed sheets of newsprint.

That was a crazy idea, not at all the sort of thing she would ordinarily
think of. She was surprised and di sconcerted by a thrill of superstitious
fear that coursed through her

Li ghtning flared again. And again.

Wncing at the painfully sharp sound, wondering if lightning could get into
a roomthrough an open wi ndow, she put her arnms over her head, for what
little protection they provided.

Her heart was poundi ng, and her nouth was dry.

She t hought about Paul, and her heartbeat grew even nore frantic. He was
over by the wi ndows, on the far side of the desk, out of sight, under sone
of the maple tree’s branches. She didn't think he was dead. He hadn't been
directly in the path of the tree. O Brian m ght be dead, yes, depending on
how that small branch had struck his head, dependi ng on whether he had been
| ucky or not, because maybe a pointed twig had been driven deep into his
eye and his brain when his gl asses had been knocked of f, but Paul was
surely alive. Surely. Neverthel ess, he could be seriously injured,

bl eedi ng.

Carol started to push herself up onto her hands and knees, anxious to find
Paul and give himany first aid he might need. But another bolt of

bl i nding, ear shattering lightning spent itself just outside the building,
and fear turned her muscles into wet rags. She didn't even have the
strength to crawl, and she was infuriated by her weakness, for she had

al ways

been proud of her strength, determ nation, and unflagging w || power.
Cursing herself, she slunped back to the fl oor

Sonething’s trying to stop us from adopting a baby.
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That incredi ble thought struck her with the sane cold, hard force as had
the forewarning of the wi ndow s inplosion, which had conme to her an instant
before the inpossible barrage of |ightning had blasted into the courtyard.

Sonething’s trying to stop us from adopting a baby.

No. That was ridicul ous. The storm the |ightning—they were nothing nore
than acts of nature. They hadn't been directed against M. O Brian just
because he was going to help them adopt a child.

Absurd.

Oh, yeah? she thought as the deafening thunder and the unholy Iight of the
stormfilled the room Acts of nature, huh? When have you ever seen
lightning Iike this before?

She hugged the floor, shaking, cold, nore afraid than she had been since
she was a little girl. She tried to tell herself that it was only the
lightning that she was afraid of, for that was very nmuch a legitimte,
rational fear, but she knew she was lying. It was not just the |ightning
that terrified her. In fact, that was the |east of it. There was sonething
el se, something she couldn’'t identify, something fornm ess and naneless in
the room and the very presence of it, whatever the hell it was, pushed a
pani ¢ button deep inside her, on a sub-subconscious, primtive level; this
fear was gut-deep, instinctive

A dervish of windblown | eaves and papers whirled across the floor, directly
toward her. It was a big one:

a colum about two feet in dianeter, five or six feet

hi gh, conposed of a hundred or nore pieces of this and that. It stopped
very near her, withing, churning, hissing, changing shape, glinmering
silver-dark in the flashing stormlight, and she felt threatened by it. As
she stared up at the whirlwi nd, she had the nmad notion that it was staring
down at her. After a nmonment it noved off to the left a few feet, then
returned, paused in front of her again, hesitated, then scurried busily to
the right, but came back once nore, |oom ng above her as if it were trying
to make up its mnd whether or not to pounce and tear her to shreds and
sweep her up along with the | eaves, newspaper pages, envel opes, and ot her
flotsam by which it defined itself.

It’s nothing more than a whirlwind of lifeless junk! she told herself
angrily.

The wi nd- shaped phant om noved away from her.

See? she told herself scornfully. Just lifeless junk. What’s wong with ne?
Am | losing nmy mnd?

She recalled the old axiomthat was supposed to provide confort in nonents
like this: If you think you re going nmad, then you nust be conpletely sane,
for a lunatic never has doubts about his sanity. As a psychiatrist, she
knew that hoary bit of wisdomwas an oversinplification of conplex
psychol ogi cal principles, but in essence it was true. So she nust be sane.

Nevert hel ess, that frightening, irrational thought came to her again,
unbi dden, unwanted: Something s trying to stop us from adopti ng a baby.

If the mael stromin which she lay was not an act of nature, then what was
it? Was she to believe that the lightning had been sent with the conscious
intent of transformng M. OBrian into a snoking heap of charred flesh?
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That was a fruitcake notion, for sure.

VWho could use lightning as if it were a pistol? God? God wasn't sitting up
in Heaven, aimng at M. O Brian, popping away at himw th |ightning bolts,
just to screw up the adoption process for Carol and Paul Tracy. The Devil ?
Bl asting away at poor M. O Brian fromthe depths of Hell? That was a

| ooney idea. Jesus!

She wasn’'t even sure she believed in God, but she knew she definitely did
not believe in the Devil

Anot her wi ndow i npl oded, showering gl ass over her
Then the |ightning stopped.

The t hunder decreased froma roar to a runble, fading |ike the noise of a
passing freight train.

There was a stench of ozone.

The wind was still pouring in through the broken wi ndows, but apparently
with less force than it had exerted a nonment ago, for the whirling colums
of | eaves and papers subsided to the floor, where they lay in piles,
fluttering and quivering as if exhausted.

Sonet hi ng. .
Sorret hi ng. .

Sonething’s trying to stop us from—She clanped off that unwanted thought
as t hough

it were a spurting artery. She was an educated wonan, dammit. She prided
hersel f on her | evel headedness and common sense. She couldn't permt
herself to succunb to these disturbing, uncharacteristic, utterly
superstitious fears.

Freaky weather—that was the explanation for the Iightning. Freaky weather
You read about such things in the newspapers every once in a while. A half
an inch of snowin Beverly Hlls. An eighty-degree day in the niddle of an
otherw se frigid Mnnesota wi nter

Rain falling briefly froman apparently cloudl ess blue sky. Although a
lightning strike of this nmagnitude and intensity was undoubtedly a rare
occurrence, it probably had happened before, sonetinme, somewhere, probably
nmore than once. OF course it had. O course.

In fact, if you picked up one of those popul ar books in which the authors
conpiled all kinds of world records, and if you turned to the chapter on
weat her, and if you | ooked for a subsection entitled “Lightning,” you would
nmost likely find an inpressive list of other serial Iightning strikes that
woul d put this one to shane. Freaky weather. That’s what it was. That's al
it was. Nothing stranger than that, nothing worse.

For the tine being, at |east, Carol nanaged to put aside all thoughts of
denmons and ghosts and nalign poltergeists and other such claptrap.

In the relative quiet that followed in the wake of the fast-di m nishing
thunder, she felt her strength returning. She pushed up fromthe floor,
onto her knees. Wth the clinking sound of mildly disturbed w nd chines,

pi eces of glass fell fromher gray skirt and green bl ouse; she wasn’'t cut

or even scratched. She was a bit dazed, however, and for a nmonent the floor
appeared to roll sickeningly fromside to side, as if this were a stateroom
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aboard a shi p.

In the office next door, a woman began to cry hysterically. There were
shouts of alarm and someone began calling for M. O Brian. No one had yet
burst into the office to see what had happened, which neant that only a
second or two had el apsed since the lightning had stopped, although it
seenmed to Carol as if a mnute or two had passed

Over by the wi ndows, soneone groaned softly.
‘Paul ?” she said.

if there was an answer, it was drowned out by a sudden gust of w nd that
briefly stirred the papers and | eaves again.

She recalled the way that branch had whi pped across O Brian’s head, and she

shuddered. But Paul hadn’t been touched. The tree had m ssed him Hadn't
it?

“Paul 1"

Wth renewed fear, she got to her feet and moved qui ckly around the desk,
steppi ng over splintered mapl e branches and an overturned wast ebasket .

2

THAT Wednesday afternoon, followi ng a | unch of Canpbell’s vegetable soup
and a grilled cheese sandwi ch, G ace Mtowski went into her study and
curled up on the sofa to sleep for an hour or so. She never napped in the
bedroom because that formalized it somehow, and though she had been taking
naps three or four days a week for the past year, she still had not
reconcil ed herself to the fact that she needed a nidday rest. To her way of
t hi nki ng, naps were for children and for old, used-up, burnt-out people.
She wasn't in her chil dhood any nore—either the first nor the second,

t hank you—and al t hough she was ol d, she certainly wasn't used up or burnt
out. Being in bed in the niddle of the day nade her feel lazy, and she
couldn’t abide | aziness in anyone, especially not in herself. Therefore,
she took naps on the study sofa, with her back to the shuttered w ndows,
lulled by the nonotonous ticking of the mantel clock

At seventy, Grace was still as mentally agile and energetic as she had ever
been. Her gray matter hadn’t begun to deteriorate at all; it was only her
treacherous body that caused her grief and frustration. She had a touch of
arthritis in her hands, and when the humidity was high-as it was today-she
al so suffered froma dull but unrelenting ache of bursitis in her

shoul ders. Although she did all of the exercises that her doctor
recomrended, and al though she wal ked two niles every norning, she found it
increasingly difficult to maintain her nmuscle tone. Fromthe time she was a
young girl, throughout nost of her life, she had been in |love with books,
and she had been able to read all norning, all afternoon, and nost of the
eveni ng wi thout eyestrain; nowadays, usually after only a couple of hours
of reading, her eyes felt grainy and hot. She regarded each of her
infirmties with extrene indignation, and she struggl ed agai nst them even
t hough she knew this was a war she was destined to |ose.

That Wednesday afternoon she took a break fromthe battle, a brief period
of Rand R Two minutes after she stretched out on the sofa, she was
asl eep.

Grace did not dreamoften, and she was even | ess often plagued by bad
dreans. But Wednesday afternoon, in the book-lined study, her sleep was
continuously disturbed by nightnmares. Several tines she stirred, came half
awake, and heard herself gasping in panic. Once, drifting up from sone
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hi deous and threatening vision, she heard her own voice crying out
wordl essly in terror, and she realized she was thrashing on the couch,
twisting and torturing her

achi ng shoul ders. She tried to cone fully awake, but she could not;
sonmething in the dream sonething dark and nenacing, reached up with icy,
clammy hands and pull ed her down into deep sleep again, down and down, al
the way down into a lightless place where an unnanabl e creature gi bbered
and nuttered and chuckled in a mucous-wet voi ce.

An hour | ater, when she finally woke up and managed to cast off the
clutching dream she was standing in the mddle of the shadow shrouded
room several steps away fromthe sofa, but she had no nmenory of getting to
her feet. She was shaking, sheathed in sweat.

—+"ve got to tell Carol Tracy.
—Fell her what?

—arn her.

—Warn her about what?

—+t’s com ng. Oh, Cod..
—hat’ s com ng?

—Just like in the dream

—hat about the drean?

Al ready her menory of the nightmare had begun to dissolve; only fragnments
of it remained with her, and each of those disassociated i nages was
evaporating as if it were a splinter of dry ice. Al she could remenber was
that Carol had been a part of it, and had been in awful danger. And sonmehow
she knew that the dream had been nore than just an ordinary dream. ..

As the nightmare receded, G ace becane unconfortably aware of how gl oony
the study was. Before taking her nap, she had switched off the | anps. The
shutters were all closed, and only thin blades of |light Wre visible

bet ween the wooden slats. She had the irrational but unshakable feeling
that sonething had foll owed her up fromthe dream sonething vicious and
evil that had undergone a magi cal metanorphosis froma creature of the

i magi nati on into one conposed of solid flesh, sonmething that was now
crouched in a corner, watching, waiting.

—Stop it!
—But the dream was. .
—nly a dream

Al ong the edges of the shutters, the taut threads of |ight abruptly

bri ghtened, then di med, then grew bright again as |ightning flashed
outside. Aroof-rattling crash of thunder quickly followed, and nore
I'ightning, too, an unbelievable anmount of it, one blue-white expl osion
after another, so that for at least half a minute the cracks in the
shutters | ooked like sputtering electrical wires, white-hot w th sparking
current.

Still drugged with sleep and slightly confused, Grace stood in the mddle
of the unlighted room rocking fromside to side, listening to the thunder
and the wind, watching the intense pul se of |lightning. The extrene viol ence
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of the storm seened unreal, and she concluded that she was still under the
i nfluence of the dream misinterpreting what she was seeing. It couldn't
possi bly be as savage outside as it appeared to be.

“Gace..."

She thought she heard sonething call to her fromover by the tallest set of
bookshel ves, directly behind her. Judging fromits slurred, distorted
pronunci ati on of her name, its nouth was severely nal f orned.

There’s not hing behi nd me! Not hi ng.
Nevert hel ess, she did not turn around.

When the lightning finally stopped and the | ong-sustained crescendo of
t hunder subsided, the air seened thicker than it had been a minute ago. She
had difficulty breathing. The roomwas darker, too

‘Grace.

A confining mantl e of claustrophobia settled over her. The dimy visible
wal | s appeared to ripple and nove closer, as if the chanber m ght shrink
around her until it was precisely the size and shape of a coffin.

“ ace.

She stunbled to the nearest w ndow, banging her hip against the desk,
nearly tripping over a lanp cord. She funbled with the lever on the
shutters, her fingers stiff and unresponsive. At |last the slats opened

wi de; gray but wel cone |ight poured into the study; forcing her to squint
but gl addening her as well. She | eaned agai nst the shutters and stared out
at the cloud-plated sky, resisting the insane urge to | ook over her

shoul der to see if there really was sonething nonstrous lurking there with
a hungry grin on its face. She drew deep, gasping breaths, as if the
daylight itself—+ather than the air—sustained her

Grace’s house was atop a small knoll, at the end of a quiet street,
sheltered by several |arge pine trees and by one enornous weeping wll ow,
fromher study wi ndow she could see the rain-swollen Susquehanna a coupl e
of miles away. Harrisburg, the state capital, huddl ed solemly, drearily
along the river’s banks. The clouds hung | ow over the city, trailing
bedraggl ed beards of m st that obscured the upper floors of the tallest
bui | di ngs.

When she’d blinked the |ast grains of sleep out of her eyes, when her
nerves had stopped jangling, she turned around and surveyed the room A
qui ver of relief swept through her, unknotting her nuscles.

She was al one.

Wth the stormtenporarily quiet, she could hear the mantel clock again. It
was the only sound.

Hel |, yes, you're alone, she told herself scornfully. What did you expect?
A green goblin with three eyes and a nouthful of sharp teeth? You better
wat ch yoursel f, Grace Louise Mtowski, or you'll wind up in a rest hone,
sitting all day in a rocking chair, happily chatting with ghosts, while
smling nurses w pe drool off your chin.

Having led an active life of the mind for so many years, she worried nore
about creeping senility than about anything el se. She knew she was as sharp
and alert as she had ever been. But what about tonorrow and the day after?
Because of her nedical training, and because she had kept up with her
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prof essi onal reading even after closing down her psychiatric practice, she
was up to date on all the |latest findings about senility, and she knew t hat
only fifteen percent of all elderly people suffered fromit. She al so knew
that nore than half of those cases were treatable with proper nutrition and
exerci se. She knew her chances of beconing nentally incapacitated were
smal |, only about one in eighteen. Neverthel ess, although she was consci ous
of her excessive sensitivity regarding the subject, she still worried.
Consequently, she was understandably disturbed by this uncharacteristic
notion that something had been in the study with her a few nonents ago,
sonething hostile and. . . supernatural. As a lifelong skeptic with little
or no patience for astrol ogers and psychics and their ilk, she could not
justify even a fleeting belief in such superstitious non-sense; to her way
of thinking, beliefs of that nature were. . . well. . . feebleninded.

But good, sweet God, what a nightmare that had been

She had never before experienced a dream even one-tenth as bad as that one.
Al though the grisly details had conpletely faded away, she could stil
clearly renmenber the nmood of it—the terror, the gut-wenching horror that
had perneated every nasty inmmge, every ticking sound.

She shi vered

The sweat that the dream had squeezed out of her was beginning to feel like
a thin glaze of ice on her skin.

The only other thing she renenbered fromthe nightmare was Carol
Scream ng. Crying for help.

Until now, none of Grace’'s infrequent dreans had included Carol, and there
was a tenptation to view her appearance in this one with alarm to see it
as an omen. But of course it wasn't surprising that Carol should eventually
have a role in one of Grace’'s dreans, for the |oved-one-in-danger thenme was
common in nightmares. Any psychol ogi st would attest to that, and Grace was
a psychol ogi st, a good one, although she was entering her third year of
retirement. She cared deeply about Carol. |If she’d had a child of her own,
she couldn’t have loved it any nore than she | oved Carol

She had first met the girl sixteen years ago, when Carol had been an angry,
obstinate, obstreperous fifteen-year-old delinquent who had recently given
birth to a baby that had nearly killed her, and who, subsequent to that
traumati c epi sode, had been remanded

to a juvenile detention facility for possession of marijuana and for a host
of other offenses. In those days, in addition to a private psychiatric
practice, Gace had performed eight hours a week of free service to assist
the overworked counseling staff at the reformschool in which Carol was
hel d. Carol was incorrigible, determned to kick you in the teeth if you
smled at her, but even then her intelligence and innate goodness were
there, to be seen by anyone who | ooked cl osely enough, beneath the rough
exterior. Grace had taken a very close | ook indeed, and had been intrigued,
i npressed. The girl’'s obsessively foul |anguage, her vicious tenper, and
her anoral pose had been nothing nore than defense nechani snms, shields with
whi ch she protected herself fromthe physical and psychol ogi cal abuse

di shed out by her parents.

As Grace gradual |y unearthed the horrendous story of Carol’s nobnstrous hone
life, she becanme convinced that reform school was the wong place for the
girl. She used her influence with the court to get Carol permanently
renoved fromthe custody of her parents. Later, she arranged to serve as
Carol’'s foster parent. She had watched the girl respond to | ove and

gui dance, had watched her grow from a broodi ng, self centered,
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sel f-destructive teenager into a warm self-assured, adnirable young woman
with hopes and dreans, a woman of character, a sensitive woman. Playing a
part in that exciting transformati on had been perhaps the nost satisfying
thing that Grace had ever done.

The only regret she had about her relationship with Carol was the role she
had played in putting the baby up for adoption. But there had been no
reasonabl e alternative. Carol sinply hadn’'t been financially or enotionally
or mentally capable of providing for the infant. Wth that responsibility
to attend to, she would never have had an opportunity to grow and change.
She woul d have been miserable all her life, and she would have nade her
child mserable, too. Unfortunately, even now, sixteen years |later, Caro
felt guilty about giving her baby away. Her guilt becanme overpowering on
each anniversary of the child s birth. On that black day, Carol sank into a
deep depression and becane uncharacteristically uncommunicative. The
excessi ve angui sh that she suffered on that one day was evi dence of the
deep-seated, abiding guilt that she carried with her, to a | esser degree,
during the rest of the year. Grace wi shed she had foreseen this reaction,

wi shed she had done nore to assuage Carol’s qguilt

I"ma psychol ogist, after all, she thought. |I should have anticipated it.

Per haps when Carol and Paul adopted soneone else’'s child, Carol would feel
that the scales had at |ast been bal anced. The adoption might relieve sone
of her guilt, in tine.

Grace hoped it would. She Ioved Carol |ike a daughter and wanted only the
best for her.

And of course she couldn’t bear the thought of losing Carol. Therefore,
Carol's appearance in a nightmare wasn’'t the least bit nmysterious. It was
certainly not an onen.

Clamy with stale sweat, G ace turned to the study wi ndow agai n, seeking
warnth and |ight, but the day was ashen, chilly, forbidding. Wnd pressed
on the glass, soughed softly under the eaves one fl oor above.

In the city, near the river, a roiling colum of snoke rose into the rain
and nmist. She had not noticed it a minute ago, but it must have been there;
it was too rmuch snoke to have appeared in only a few seconds. Even from
this distance, she could see a glint of fire at the base of the dark

col um.

She wondered if lightning had done the dirty work. She recalled the storm
flashing and roaring with extraordinary power in those first seconds after
she had awakened. At the tine, groggy and bl eary-eyed, she had thought her
sl eep-dul | ed senses were nisleading her and that the extrene viol ence of
the lightning was largely illusory or even imaginary. Could that
incredi bl e, destructive barrage have been real after all?

She gl anced at her wi stwatch.

Her favorite radio station would carry its hourly newscast in less than ten
m nutes. Maybe there would be a story about the fire and the |ightning.

After she' d straightened the throw pillows on the sofa, she stepped out of
the study and spotted Aristophanes at the far end of the downstairs hall
near the front door. He was sitting up straight and tall, his tail curled
forward and across his front paws, his head held high, as if he were
saying, “A Sianese cat is the very best thing on earth, and | am an

exceedi ngly handsone exanple of the species, and don't you dare forget it.”

G ace held one hand toward him rapidly rubbing her thunb against her
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forefinger. “Kitty-kitty-kitty.”
Ari st ophanes didn't nove.
“Kitty-kitty-kitty. Cone here, Ari. Cone on, baby.”

Ari st ophanes got up and went through the archway on his left, into the dark
living room

“Stubborn damm cat,” she said affectionately.

She went into the downstairs bat hroom and washed her face and conbed her
hai r. The nundane task of groom ng herself took her m nd off the nightnmare.
Gradual |y, she began to relax. Her eyes were watery and bl oodshot. She
rinsed themout with a few drops of Miri ne.

When she cane out of the bathroom Aristophanes was sitting in the hallway
agai n, watchi ng her.

“Kitty-kitty-kitty,” she coaxed
He stared unblinkingly.
“Kitty-kitty-kitty.”

Ari stophanes rose to his feet, cocked his head, and exani ned her with
curious, shining eyes. Wen she took a step toward him he turned and

qui ckly slunk away, casting one backward gl ance, then di sappearing into the
l'iving room agai n.

“Ckay,” (race said. “Okay, buster. Have it your way. Snub me if you want.
But just see if there’s any Meow Mx in your bow tonight.”

In the kitchen she snapped on the lights, then the radio. The station cane
in clearly enough, though there was a continuous crackle of stormgenerated
static.

Wi le she listened to tales of economic crises and breathl ess accounts of

ai rpl ane hijackings and runors of war, Grace put a clean paper filter in
the coffee machine, filled the brewi ng basket with drip-ground Col onbi an,
and added half a spoonful of chicory. The story of the fire came at the end
of the newscast, and it was only a sketchy bulletin. The reporter knew

not hing nore than that |ightning had struck a couple of buildings in the
heart of the city and that one of them a church, was afire. He prom sed
nmore details on the half hour.

When the coffee was ready, G ace poured sone for herself. She took her nug
to the snmall table by the kitchen's only w ndow, pulled out a chair, and
sat down.

In the backyard, the nyriad roses—+ed, pink, orange, white, yell ow+ooked
preternaturally bright, al nost phosphorescent, against the cinereous
backdrop of the rain.

Two psychol ogy journals had arrived in the norning nail. Grace opened one
of themw th pleasant anticipation

Hal fway t hrough an article about new findings in crimnal psychol ogy, as
she finished her first mug of coffee, there was a pause between songs on
the radio, a few seconds of dead air, and in that brief quietude, she heard
furtive novement behind her. She turned in her chair and saw Ari st ophanes

“Cone to apol ogi ze?” she asked.
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Then she realized that he appeared to have been sneaking up on her, and
that now, confronted, he was frozen; every lithe nmuscle in his small body
was spring-taut, and the fur bristled along his arched back

“Ari? What’'s wong, you silly cat?”
He whirled and ran out of the kitchen
3

CARCL sat in a chronme chair with shiny black vinyl cushions, and she slowy
si pped whi skey from a paper cup

Paul slunped in the chair next to hers. He didn’t sip his whiskey; he

gul ped the stuff. It was an excellent bourbon, Jack Daniel’s Black Label,

t houghtfully provided by an attorney named Marvin Kw cker, who had offices
down the hail fromA fred OBrian and Who realized that a restorative was
urgently needed. Pouring bourbon for Carol, Marvin had said, “Kw cker Wth
l'iquor,” which he had probably said ten thousand tines before, but he stil
enj oyed his own joke. “Kwi cker with liquor,” he repeated when di spensing a
doubl e shot to Paul. Although Paul wasn’t rmuch of a drinker, he needed
every drop that the attorney gave him H s hands were still shaking.

The reception | ounge that served OBrian's office was not |arge, but npst
of the people who worked on the same floor had congregated here to talk
about the lightning that had shaken the building, to marvel that the place
hadn’t caught fire, to express surprise that the electric power had been
restored so quickly, and to wait their turns for a peek at the nibble and
ruin in OBrian’s inner sanctum The resultant roar of conversation did
not hing to soot he Paul’s nerves.

Every thirty seconds or so, a bleached blonde with a shrill voice repeated
the same words of amazenent:

“l can’t believe nobody got killed in all that! | can’t believe nobody got
killed.” Each time she spoke, regardl ess of where she was in the room her
voi ce carried over the din and made Paul wince. “lI can't believe nobody got

killed.” She sounded sonewhat disappoi nted.

Alfred OBrian was sitting at the reception desk. H s secretary, a

pri m| ooki ng woman whose hair was drawn back in a tight bun, was trying to
apply Merthiolate to half a dozen scratches on her boss’s face, but O Brian
seemed nore concerned about the condition of his suit than he was about

hi nsel f. He plucked and brushed at the dirt, lint, and small fragnents of
tree bark that clung to his jacket.

Paul finished his whiskey and | ooked at Carol. She was still badly shaken.
Contrasted with her glossy dark hair, her face was very pale.

Apparently, she saw the concern in his eyes, for she took his hand,
squeezed it, and sniled reassuringly. However, the smile didn't set well on
her lips; it was tremul ous.

He | eaned close to her, so that she could hear hi mabove the excited
chatter of the others. “Ready to get out of here?”

She nodded.

Over by the wi ndow, a young executive type raised his voice. “Hey! Hey,
everybody! Better |ook sharp. The TV news people just drove up to the front
door.”
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“I'f we get trapped by reporters,” Carol said, “we’ll be here an hour or
nore.”

They left w thout saying goodbye to OBrian. In the hall, as they headed
toward a side entrance, they slipped into their raincoats. Qutside, Paul
opened his unbrella and put one arm around Carol’s waist. They hurried
across the slippery macadam parking |ot, stepping gingerly around huge
puddl es. The gusting wind was chilly for early Septenber, and it kept
changing direction until it finally got under the unbrella and turned it
inside out. The cold, wind-driven rain was falling so hard that it stung
Paul s face. By the time they reached the car, their hair was plastered to
their heads, and a ot of water had found its way down the backs of their
necks, under the collars of their coats.

Paul hal f expected the Pontiac to be |ightning-damaged, but it was just as
they had left it. The engine turned over w thout protest.

Leaving the parking lot, he started to turn left but put his foot on the

brake pedal when he saw that the street was seal ed off by police cars and
fire trucks just half a bl ock away. The church was still ablaze, in spite
of the pouring rain and in defiance of the big streanms of water that the

firemen directed onto it.

Bl ack snmoke billowed into the gray day, and behind the bl asted w ndows,
fl anmes spurted and chur ned.

Clearly, the church was going to be a total |oss.

He turned right, instead, and drove hone through rai n-choked streets. where
the gutters overfl owed and where every depression in the pavenent had been
transforned into a treacherous | ake that had to be negotiated w th utnost
caution to avoid drowning the engine and stalling out.

Carol slouched in her seat and huddl ed agai nst the passenger-side door,
huggi ng hersel f. Al though the heater was on, she was obviously col d.

Paul realized his teeth were chattering.

The trip home took ten minutes. and during that tine neither of themsaid a
word. The only sounds were the whispery hiss of the tires on the wet
pavenent and the netrononic thunp of the wi ndshield w pers. The silence was
not unconfortable or strained, but there was a peculiar intensity about it,
an aura of trenendous, pent-up energy. Paul had the feeling that if he did
speak, the surprise would send Carol straight through the roof of the car

They lived in a Tudor-style house, which they had pai nstakingly restored,
and as always. the sight of it—the stone wal k, the big oak doors franmed by
carriage | anps, the | eaded-gl ass wi ndows, the gabled roofline—pl eased Paul
and gave himthe warmfeeling that this was where he bel onged. The

aut omati c garage door rolled up, and he pulled the Pontiac inside, next to
Carol’s red Vol kswagen Rabbit.

In the house, they nmintained their silence.

Paul s hair was wet, and the legs of his trousers clung danply to him and
the back of his shirt was still soaked. He figured he was going to cone
down with a nasty cold if he didn't get into some dry clothes right away.
Apparently, Carol had the sanme thought, and they went straight upstairs to
the master bedroom

She opened the cl oset doors, and he switched on a bedside | anp. Shivering,
they stripped out of their wet clothes.
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When they were nearly undressed, they glanced at each other. Their eyes
| ocked.

Still, they didn't speak. They didn’t need to.

He took her in his arns, and they kissed lightly at first, tenderly. Her
mout h was warm and soft and vaguely flavored w th whiskey.

She clutched him pulled himcloser, her fingertips digging into the
nmuscl es of his back. She pushed her mouth hard against his, scraped his lip
with her teeth, thrust her tongue deep, and abruptly their kisses grew hot,
demandi ng.

Sonet hing seemed to snap in him and in her, too, for their desire was
suddenly marked by ani nal urgency. They responded to each other in a
hungry, al nost frenzied fashion, hastily casting off the last of their

cl ot hes, pawi ng at each other, squeezing, stroking. She nipped his shoul der
with her teeth. He gripped her buttocks and kneaded themw th
uncharacteristic crudity, but she didn’t wince or try to pull away; indeed,
she pressed even nore insistently against him rubbing her breasts over his
chest and grinding her hips against his. The soft whinpers that escaped
fromher were not sounds of pain; they clearly expressed her eagerness and
need. In bed, his energy was mani c, and his staying power amazed him He
was insatiable, and so was she. They thrust and thrashed and fl exed and
tensed in perfect harnony, as if they were not only joined but fused, as if
they were a single organism shaken by only one set of stinuli instead of
two. Every vestige of civilization slipped fromthem and for a | ong while
the only noises they nade were ani mal sounds: panting; groaning; throaty
grunts of pleasure; short, sharp cries of excitenent. At last Carol uttered
the first word to pass between them since they had left O Brian’s office:

“Yes.” And again, arching her slender, graceful body, tossing her head from
side to side on the pillow “Yes, yes!” It was not nerely an orgasmto

whi ch she was saying yes, for she'd already had a couple of those and had
announced themw th only ragged breathing and soft mewling. She was saying
yes to life, yes to the fact that she still existed and was not just a
charred and oozing |lunmp of unanimted flesh, yes to the mracul ous fact
that they had both survived the |ightning and the deadly, splintered
branches of the toppling maple tree. Their unrestrained, fiercely
passionate coupling was a slap in Death’s face, a not wholly rational but
neverthel ess satisfying denial of the grimspecter’s very existence. Paul
repeated the word as if chanting an incantati on—=Yes, yes, yes!”-as he
enptied hinself into her a second tine, and it seened as though his fear of
death spurted out of himalong with his seed.

Spent, they stretched out on their backs, side by side on the dishevel ed
bed. For a long time they listened to the rain on the roof and to the
persi stent thunder, which was no | onger |oud enough to rattle the w ndows.

Carol lay with her eyes closed, her face conpletely rel axed. Paul studied
her, and, as he had done on countl ess other occasions during the past four
years, he wondered why she had ever consented to marry him She was
beautiful. He was not. Anyone putting together a dictionary could do worse
than to use a picture of his face as the sole definition of the word plain.
He had once jokingly expressed a simlar opinion of his physica

appearance, and Carol had been angry with him for talking about hinself
that way.

But it was true, and it didn't really matter to himthat he was not Burt
Reynol ds, just so long as Carol didn't notice the difference. It was not
only his plainness of which she seened unaware; she could not conprehend
her own beauty, and she insisted she was actually rather plain, or at |east
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no nore than “a little bit pretty, no, not even pretty, just sort of cute,
but kind of funny-looking cute.” Her dark hair—even now, when it was natted
and curled by rain and sweat —was thick, glossy, lovely. Her skin was

fl awl ess, and her cheekbones were so well sculpted that it was difficult to
believe the clunsy hand of nature could have done the job. Carol was the

ki nd of woman you saw on the armof a tall, bronzed Adonis, not with the

i kes of Paul Tracy. Yet here she was, and he was grateful to have her
beside him He never ceased to be surprised that they were conpatible in
every respect—nentally, enotionally, physically.

Now, as rain began to beat on the roof and w ndows with renewed force,

Carol sensed that he was staring at her, and she opened her eyes. They were
so brown that, froma distance of nore than a few inches, they | ooked

bl ack. She smiled. “I love you.”

“l love you,” he said.
“l thought you were dead.”
13 \Msni t . ”

“After the lightning stopped, | called you, but you didn’t answer for the
| ongest tinme.”

“I was busy with a call to Chicago,” he said, grinning.
“Seriously.”
“Ckay. It was San Francisco."

“l was scared.”

“l couldn’t answer you right away,” he said soothingly. “lIn case you ve
forgotten, OBrian fell on top of ne, Knocked the wind right out. He
doesn’t |l ook so big, but he’s as solid as a rock. | guess he builds a | ot

of muscles by picking lint off his suits and shining his shoes nine hours a
day.”

“That was a pretty brave thing you did.”
“Making 1 ove myou? Think nothing of it.”

Playfully, she slapped his face. “You know what | nean. You save O Brian's
life.”

“Nope.”

“Yes, you did. He thought so, too.

“For God's sake, | didn't step in front of himand shield himfromthe tree
with mne own precious bod! | just pulled himout of the way. Anyone woul d
have done the sane.”

She shook her head. “Wong. Not everyone thinks as fast as you do.”

“A fast thinker, huh? Yeah. That’'s sonmething I'lIl adnit to being. |'ma
fast thinker, but I"'msure no hero. | won't let you pin that |abel on ne
because then you' |l expect me to live up to it. Can you just inagine what a

hell on earth Superman’s life would be if he ever married Lois Lane? Her
expectations woul d be so high!”

“Anyway,” Carol said, “even if you won't adnmit it, O Brian knows you saved
his life, and that’'s the inportant thing.”
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“1t is?”

“Well, | was pretty sure the adoption agency woul d approve us. But now
there’s not the slightest doubt about it.”

“There’'s always a slimchance—=

“No,” she said, interrupting him “OBrian’s not going to fail you after
you saved his life. Not a chance

He’'s going to wap the recommendati ons comittee around his finger.”
Paul blinked, then slowy broke into a smle. “1'1lI

be dammed. | didn't think of that.”

“So you're a hero, Papa.”

“Well.. . maybe | am Manma.”

“I think | prefer ‘Mm”

“And | prefer ‘Dad.”

“What about ‘ Pop’ ?”

“Pop isn't a nanme. It’s a sound a chanpagne cork nakes.”

“Are you suggesting a cel ebration?” she asked.

“l thought we'd put on our robes, npbsey down to the kitchen, and whip up an
early dinner. If you re hungry, that is.”

“Fami shed.”

“You can nake a mushroom sal ad,” he said. “I'Il whip up ny fanous
fettuccine Alfredo. W ve got a bottle or two of Munmis Extra Dry we’ve
been saving for a special occasion. W'll open that, pile our plates high

with fettucci ne Al fredo and rmushroons, conme back up here, and have di nner
in bed.”

“And watch the TV news while we eat.”

“Then pass the evening reading thrillers and sipping chanpagne until we
can’t keep our eyes open.”

“Sounds wonderfully, sinfully |lazy,” she said.

More eveni ngs than not, he spent two hours proofreading and polishing his
novel. And it was an unusual night when Carol didn't have sone paperwork to
catch up on.

As they dressed in robes and bedroom sli ppers,

Paul said, “W ve got to learn to take nost evenings off. W’'Ill have to
spend plenty of time with the kid. We’ll owe it to him”

“O her.”
“O them” he said.
Her eyes shone. “You think they' Il let us adopt nore than one?”

“COfF course they will—ence we’ve proven we can handle the first. After all,”
he said self-nockingly, “am| not the hero who saved good old Al OBrian's
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life?”

On their way to the kitchen, halfway down the stairs, she stopped and
turned and hugged him ‘W’re really going to have a famly.’

“So it seens.”

“Ch, Paul, | don’t remenber when |’ve ever been so happy. Tell ne this
feeling’s going to last forever.”

He held her, and it was very fine to have her in his arnms. \Wen you got
right dowmn to it, affection was even better than sex; being needed and
| oved was better than making | ove.

“Tell me nothing can go wong,” she said.

“Not hi ng can go wong, and that feeling you have will |ast forever, and |I'm
gl ad you're so happy. There.

How s that ?”
She kissed his chin and the corners of his noputh, and he ki ssed her nose.

“Now,” he said, “can we please get sone fettuccine before | start chew ng
my tongue?”

“Such a romantic.”
“Even romantics get hungry.”

As they reached the bottomof the steps, they were startled by a sudden,
| oud hammering sound. It was

steady but arrhythm c: Thwsk, thunk, thunk-thunkthunk, thunk-thunk..
Carol said, “Wat the devil’'s that?”
“It’s coming fromoutside.. . and above us.”

They stood on the |ast step, |ooking up and back toward the second fl oor.

Thunk, thunk-thunk, thunk, thunk..

“Dam,” Paul said. “I'lIl bet one of the shutters cane |oose in the wind.”
They listened for a nonent, and then he sighed. “1’Il have to go out and
fixit,”

“Now? I n the rain?”

“If 1 don’t do anything, the wind mght tear it clean off the house. Wrse
yet, it mght just hang there and clatter all night. W won't get any
sl eep, and neither will half the nei ghborhood.”

She frowned. “But the lightning. . .Paul, after everything that’'s happened,
I don't think you should risk clinbing around on a |adder in the mddle of
a storm”

He didn’t like the idea, either. The thought of being high on a | adder in
the mddl e of a thunderstorm nade his scalp prickle.

She said, “lI don't want you to go out there if-—=
The hammreri ng st opped.

They wai t ed.
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Wnd. The patter of rain. The branches of a tree scraping |lightly against
an outside wall.

At last, Paul said, “Too late. If it was a shutter, it’'s been torn off.”
“I didn't hear it fall.”
“I't wouldn’t make much noise if it dropped in the grass or the shrubbery.”

“So you don’t have to go out in the rain,” she said, crossing the foyer
toward the short hall that led to the kitchen

He foll owed her. “Yeah, but nowit’s a bigger repair job.

As they entered the kitchen, their footsteps echoing hollowy off the
quarry-tile floor, she said, “You don’t have to worry about it unti
tomorrow or the day after. Right now, all you' ve got to worry about is the
sauce for the fettuccine. Don't let it curdle.”

Taki ng a copper saucepan froma rack of gl eam ng utensils that hung over
the center utility island, he pretended to be insulted by her remark. “Have
| ever curdled the sauce for the fettuccine?”

“Seens to ne the last tine you nade it, the stuff
was—
“Never!”

“Yes,” she said teasingly. “Yes, it definitely wasn’'t up to par the |ast
time.” She took a plastic bag of nmushroons fromthe big, stainless-stee
refrigerator. “Although it breaks ny heart to tell you this, the last time
you made fettuccine Al fredo, the sauce was as lunpy as the mattress in a
ten-dol | ar-a-ni ght notel .”

“VWhat a vile accusation! Besides, what makes you such an expert on
ten-dol |l ar-a-ni ght notels? Are you leading a secret life | ought to know
about ?”

Toget her, they prepared dinner, chatting about this and that, bantering a
lot, flying to anuse each other and to elicit a |laugh now and then. For
Paul, the world dw ndled until they were the only two people in it. The
universe was no larger than the warm famliar kitchen

Then lightning flickered, and the cozy nmood was broken. It was soft
i ghtning, nothing as dazzling and destructive as the bolts that had struck
out si de of

OBrian's office a few hours ago. Neverthel ess, Paul stopped talking in

m dsentence, his attention captured by the flash, his eyes drawn to the

| ong, many-paned wi ndow behind the sink. On the rear |lawn, the trees
appeared to withe and shimer and ripple in the fluttering stormlight, so
that it seened he was | ooking not at the trees thenselves but at their
reflections in the surface of a | ake.

Suddenl y, another novenent caught his eye, though he wasn’'t sure what he
was seeing. The afternoon, which had been gray and dark to begin with, was
now gradually giving away to an early night, and thin fog was drifting in.
Shadows | ay everywhere

The neager daylight was deceptive, nuddy; it distorted rather than
illumnated those things it touched. In that penunbral |andscape, sonething
abruptly darted out from behind the thick trunk of an oak tree, crossed a
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stretch of open grass, and quickly disappeared behind a |ilac bush
Carol said, “Paul ? What’s w ong?”

“Someone’ s out on the [awn.”

“I'n this rain? Wo?"

“l don’t know.”

She joined himby the window “I don’t see anybody.”

“Sonmeone ran fromthe oak to the Iilac bush. He was hunched over and novi ng
pretty fast.”

“What’' s he | ook |ike?”

“l can’t say. |I'mnot even sure it was a man. M ght have been a wonan.”
“Maybe it was just a dog.”

“Too big.”

“Coul d’ ve been Jasper.”

Jasper was the Great Dane that belonged to the

Hanrahan fam |y, three doors down the street. He was a | arge,
pi ercing-eyed, friendly animal with an amazing tol erance for small children
and a liking for Oreo cookies.

“They wouldn’t let Jasper out in weather like this,” Paul said. “They
panper that nutt.”

Li ghtni ng pul sed softly again, and a viol ent gust of w nd whipped the trees
back and forth, and rain began to fall harder than before—and in the mddle
of that mmel strom sonething rushed out fromthe Iilac bush

“There!” Paul said.

The intruder crouched | ow, obscured by the rain and the m st, a shadow
anong shadows. It was illumnated so briefly and strangely by the |ightning
that its true appearance remained tantalizingly at the edge of perception
It |oped toward the brick wall that nmarked the perimeter of the property,
vani shed for a nmoment in an especially dense patch of fog, reappeared as an
anor phous bl ack shape, then changed direction, paralleling the wall now,
headi ng toward the gate at the northwest corner of the rear |awn. As the
dar keni ng sky throbbed with Iightning once nore, the intruder fled through
el ectric-blue flashes, through the open gate, into the street, and away.

“Just the dog,” Carol said

Paul frowned. “I thought | saw. ..
“What ?’
“A face. A woman | ooking back. . . just for a second, just as she went

through the gate.”
“No,” Carol said. “It was Jasper.”
“You saw hi n”

“Cearly?”
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“Well, no, not clearly. But | could see enough to tell that it was a dog
the size of a small pony, and Jasper’s the only pooch around who fits that
description.”

“l guess Jasper’'s a lot smarter than he used to be.”
Carol blinked. “Wat do you nean?”

“Well, he had to unlatch the gate to get into the yard. He never used to be
able to do that trick.”

“Ch, of course he didn’t. W nust have left the gate open.”
Paul shook his head. “lI’msure it was closed when we drove up a while ago.”

“Cl osed, maybe—-but not |atched. The wi nd pushed it open, and Jasper
wandered in.”

Paul stared out at the rain-slashed fog, which glowed dully with the |ast
sonber rays of the fading twilight. “I guess you're right,” he said, though
he was not entirely convinced. “l better go latch the gate.”

“No, no,” Carol said quickly. “Not while the storms on.”

“Now | ook here, sugarface, I'mnot going to junp into bed and pull the
bl ankets over ny head every tine there’'s a little thunder—ust because of
what happened this afternoon.”

“l don’t expect you to,” she said. “But before you start dancing in the
rain |ike Gene Kelly, you' ve got to let nme get over what happened today.
It's still too fresh in nmy mind for ne to stand here watching you while you
cavort across the lawn in the lightning.”

“it’lI'l only take a nonment and—>

“Say, are you trying to get out of nmking that fettuccine?” she asked,
cocki ng her head and | ooki ng at hi m suspi ci ously.

"Certainly not. I'Il finish making it as soon as |’ve gone and closed the
gate.”

“l know what you’'re up to, mster,” she said snugly. “You' re hoping you
will be struck by lightning because you know your sauce is going to turn
out lunpy, and you sinply can't take the humliation.”

“That’ s a base canard,” he said, falling easily into their gane again. “I
make the silkiest fettuccine Alfredo this side of Rone. Silkier than Sophia
Loren’s thighs.”

“All I knowis, the last tine you made it, the stuff was as |unpy as a bow
of oatneal .”

“l thought you said it was as lunpy as a mattress in a ten-dollar-a-night
motel .”

She lifted her head proudly. “I’mnot just a one-simle woman, you know. ”
“How wel | | know. ”

“So are you going to make fettuccine—er will you take the coward' s way out
and get killed by |ightning?”

“I1"1'l make you eat your words,” he said.
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Ginning, she said, “That’s easier than eating your |unpy fettuccine.”

He | aughed. “All right, all right. You win. | can latch the gate in the
nor ni ng. ”

He returned to the stove, and she went back to the cutting board where she
was mincing parsley and scallions for the sal ad dressing.

He knew she was probably right about the intruder. Mst likely, it had been
Jasper, chasing a cat or |ooking for an Oreo handout. The thing he'd

t hought he had seen—the slightly twi sted, noon-white face of a woman
lightning reflected in her eyes, her nmouth curled into a snarl of hatred or
rage—had surely been a trick of light and shadow. Still, the incident left
hi m uneasy. He could not entirely regain the warm cozy feeling he’d had
just before he’'d | ooked out the w ndow.

Grace Mtowski filled the yellow plastic bow with Meow Mx and put it in
the corner by the kitchen door.

“Kitty-kitty-kitty.”
Ari st ophanes didn't respond.

The kitchen wasn’t Ari’s favorite place in the house, for it was the only
roomin which he was not pernitted to clinb wherever he wi shed. He wasn't
actually nuch of a clinber anyway. He | acked the spirit of adventure that
many cats had, and he usually stayed on the floor. However, even though he
had no burning desire to scanper up on the kitchen counters, he didn't want
anyone telling himhe couldn't do it.

Li ke nost cats, he resisted discipline and despised all rules.

Nevertheless, as little as he liked the kitchen, he never failed to put in
an appearance at nealtime. In fact, he was often waiting inpatiently by his
bow when Grace cane to fill it.

She raised her voice. “Kitty-kitty-kitty.”

There was no answering nmeow. Aristophanes did not, as expected, cone
running, his tail curled up slightly, eager for his dinner.

“Ari-Ari-Ari! Soup’s on, you silly cat.”
She put away the box of cat food and washed her hands at the sink
Thunk, thunk-thunk!

The hammreri ng sound—ene hard bl ow foll owed by two equally hard bl ows struck
cl ose toget her—was

so sudden and |oud that Grace jerked in surprise and al nost dropped the
smal | towel on which she was drying her hands. The noi se had cone fromthe
front of the house. She waited a nonment, and there was only the sound of
the wind and falling rain, and then—Thunk! Thunk

She hung the towel on the rack and stepped into the downstairs hallway.
Thunk- t hunk- t hunk!

She wal ked hesitantly down the hail to the front door and snapped on the
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porch light. The door had a peephole, and the fish-eye | ens provided a w de
view. She couldn’t see anyone; the porch appeared to be deserted.

THUNK!

That bl ow was delivered with such force that Grace thought the door had
been torn fromits hinges. There was a splintering sound as she junped
back, and she expected to see chunks of wood exploding into the hall. But
the door still hung firmly in place, though it vibrated noisily inits
franme; the deadbolt rattled against the | ock plate.

THUNK!  THUNK!  THUNK!

“Stop that!” she shouted. “Wo are you? Wo's there?”
The poundi ng stopped, and she t hought she heard

adol escent | aughter.

She had been on the verge of either calling the police or going for the

pi stol she kept in her nightstand, but when she heard the |aughter, she
changed her nmind. She could certainly handle a few kids wi thout help. She
wasn’t so old and weak and fragile that she needed to call the cops to dea
with a bunch of ornery little pranksters.

Cautiously, she drew aside the curtain on the |ong, narrow w ndow besi de
the door. Tense, ready to step away quickly if sonmeone nmade a threatening
move toward the gl ass, she | ooked out. There was no one on the porch

She heard the |laughter again. It was high-pitched, nusical, girlish

Letting the curtain fall back into place, she turned to the door, unlocked
it, and stepped onto the threshold.

The night wind was raw and wet. Rain drizzled off the scalloped eaves of
t he porch.

The imedi ate area in front of the house offered at |east a hundred hiding
pl aces for the hoaxers. Bristling shrubbery rustled in the wind, just the
other side of the railing, and the yellow sh glow fromthe insect-repelling
bulb in the porch ceiling illuminated little nore than the center of the
porch. The wal kway that led fromthe bottomof the porch steps to the
street was flanked by hedges that |ooked blue black in the darkness. Anong
the many shades of night, none of the pranksters were visible.

Grace waited, |istened.

Thunder runbled in the distance, but there was no | aughter, no giggling in
t he darkness.

—Maybe it wasn’'t kids.
—Who el se?

—You see themon TV news all the time. The ironeyed ones who shoot and stab
and strangle people for the fun of it. They seemto be everywhere these
days, the misfits, the psychopat hs.

—Fhat was not adult laughter. This is kids' work.
—Still, maybe! better get inside and | ock the door.

—Stop thinking like a frightened old | ady, danmit!

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Mask,%20The.txt (34 of 165) [1/17/03 3:07:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20M ask,%20T he.txt

It was odd that any of the nei ghborhood children woul d harass her, for she
was on excellent terms with all of them O course, nmaybe these weren’t
kids fromthe i nmedi ate nei ghborhood. Just a couple of streets away,
everyone was a stranger to her

She turned and examined the outer face of the front door. She could find no
indication that it had been struck repeatedly and violently only nmonents
ago. The wood was not chipped or cracked; it wasn't even slightly marred.

She was amazed because she was certain she had heard the wood splintering
What woul d ki ds use that would make a | ot of noise while |eaving absolutely
no nmar ks on the door? Bean bags or sonething of that nature? No. A bean bag
woul dn’t have made such a horrendous racket; the inpact of the bag agai nst
the door m ght have been | oud, yes, very loud indeed, if it had been swing
with sufficient force, but the sound woul dn’'t have been so hard, so sharp

Agai n, she slowy scanned the yard. Nothing noved out there except the
wi nd-stirred foliage.

For nearly a minute she watched and |istened. She woul d have waited | onger,
if only to prove to any mischi evous young observers that she was not a
frightened old | ady who could be easily intimdated; but the air was danp
and chilly, and she began to worry about catching a cold.

She went inside and cl osed the door

She waited with her hand on the knob, expecting the kids to return shortly.
The first time they hit the door, she would jerk it open and catch them
red- handed, before they could dart off the porch and hide.

Two nminutes passed. Three mnutes. Five.

No one hammered on the door, which was distinctly strange. To pranksters,
the fun wasn’t in the first assault so nuch as in the second and third and
fourth; their intent was not to startle but to tornent.

Apparently, the defiant stance she had taken in the doorway had di scouraged
them Very likely, they were on their way to another house, seeking a nore
excitable victim

She snapped the |l ock into place.

What kind of parents would allow their children to be out playing in an
electrical stormlike this?

Shaki ng her head in disnay at the irresponsibility of some parents, G ace
headed back the hail, and with each step she half expected the hamering to
start again. But it didn't.

She had planned to have a light, nutritious dinner of steamed vegetabl es
covered with Cheddar cheese, acconpanied by a slice or two of hone-baked
cornbread, but she wasn't hungry yet. She decided to watch the ABC evening
news before preparing dinner—although she knew that, with the world in the
state it was, the news mght put her off her dinner altogether.

In the study, before she had a chance to turn on the tel evision set and
hear the latest atrocity stories, she found a nmess on the seat of her big
arnchair. For a nmonent she could do nothing but stare at the ruin in

di sbelief: hundreds of feathers; shreds of cloth; colorful, unravel ed
threads that had once constituted a needl ework pattern, but which now | ay
in a bright, nmeaningless tangle amdst drifts of goosedown. A couple of
years ago, Carol Tracy had given her a set of three small, exceedingly

| ovel y, handnmade needl ework throw pillows. It was one of those gifts that
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had been clawed to pieces and |left on the arnthair.
Ari st ophanes.

Ari hadn’t ripped up anything inportant since he was a kitten. An act as
destructive as this was quite out of character for him but he was surely
the culprit. There was not really another suspect to be seriously
consi der ed.

“Ari! \Were are you hiding, you sneaky Sianese?”
She went to the kitchen

Ari st ophanes was standing at the yellow bow, eating his Meow M x. He
gl anced up as she entered the room

“You fur-footed nenace,” she said. “What in the world has gotten into you
t oday?”

Ari st ophanes blinked, sneezed, rubbed his nuzzle with one paw, and returned
to his dinner with lofty, catlike indifference to her exasperation and
puzzl ement .

Later that night, in her darkened bedroom Carol Tracy stared at the
adunbral ceiling and listened to her husband s soft, steady breathing. He
had been asleep for only a few m nutes.

The night was quiet. The rain had stopped, and the sky was no | onger shaken
by thunder. GCccasionally, w nd brushed across the shingled roof and si ghed
wearily at the wi ndows, but the fury had gone out of it.

Carol teetered pleasantly on the edge of sleep. She was a bit |ightheaded
fromthe chanpagne she had been sl owy sipping throughout the evening, and
she felt as if she were floating in warmwater, with gentle waves | apping
at her sides.

She thought dreamily about the child they would adopt, tried to envision
its appearance. A gallery of sweet young faces filled her inagination. If
it was an infant, rather than a three- or four-year-old, they would nane it
t hensel ves: Jason, if a boy; Julia, if a girl. Carol rocked herself on the
thin line between wakeful ness and dreans by rolling those two names back
and forth in her nmind: Jason, Julia, Jason, Julia, Jason..

Falling off the edge, dropping into a well of sleep, she had the ugly,
unwel cone t hought she had resisted so strenuously earlier in the day:
Sonething’s trying to stop us from adopting a baby.

Then she was in a strange place where there was not much |ight, where
sonet hing hissed and murnured sullenly just out of sight, where the

pur pl e- anber shadows had substance and crowded cl ose with nenacing intent.
In that unknown place, the nightmare unrolled with the frantic,
nerve-jarring rhythmof player-piano nusic.

At first she was running in utter lightlessness, and then she was suddenly
running fromone roomto another in a | arge house, weaving through a forest
of furniture, knocking over a floor |anp, banging one hip against the sharp
corner of a credenza, stunbling and nearly falling over the | oose edge of
an oriental carpet. She plunged through an archway, into a long hall, and
turned and | ooked back into the room from whi ch she had cone, but the room
wasn't there any | onger. The house existed only in front of her; behind,
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there was perfect, featurel ess bl ackness.

Bl ackness. . . and then a glimer of sonething. Aglint. A splinter of
light. A silvery, nmoving object. The thing swung from side to side,

vani shing into darkness, reappearing with a gleama second | ater, vanishing
agai n, back and forth, back and forth, rather |ike a pendul um never
visible long enough to be identified. Al though she couldn’t quite see what
the silvery thing was, she could tell that it was noving toward her, and
she knew she nmust get away fromit or die. She ran along the hail to the
foot of the stairs, clinmbed quickly to the second fl oor. She gl anced back
and down, but the stairs were not there any nore. Just an inky pit. And
then the brief flash of something sw nging back and forth in that pit.
again. . . again

like a ticking netronome. She rushed into the bedroom slamed the door,
grabbed a chair with the intention of bracing it under the knob—and

di scovered that, while her back was turned, the door had di sappeared, as
had the wail in which it had been set.

Where the wall had been, there was subterranean gloom And a silvery
flicker. Very close now. Closer still. She screaned but nmade no sound, and
the nmysteriously gleam ng object arced over her head and—( Thunk!)

—Fhis is nore than just a dream she thought desperately. Mich nore than
that. This is a nenory, a

prophecy, a warning. This is a—(Thunk!)

—She was running in another house that was altogether different fromthe
first. This place was smaller, the furnishings | ess grand. She did not know
where she was, yet she knew she had been here before. The house was
famliar, just as the first place had been. She hurried through a doorway,
into a kitchen.

Two bl oody, severed heads were on the kitchen table. One of themwas a
man’ s head, and the other was a woman’s. She recogni zed them felt that she
knew t hem wel |, but was unable to think of their nanes.

The four dead eyes were wi de but sightless; the two nout hs gaped, the
swol I en tongues protruding over the purple lips. As Carol stood transfixed
by that grisly sight, the dead eyes rolled in their sockets and focused on
her. The cold lips twisted into icy smles. Carol turned, intending to
flee, but there was only a void behind her and a glint of light off the
hard surface of sonething silvery and then—(Thunk!)

-She was running through a nountain neadow i n reddi sh, |ate-afternoon
light. The grass was knee-high, and the trees | ooned ahead of her. \Wen she
| ooked over her shoul der, the neadow was no | onger back there. Only

bl ackness, as before. And the rhythmi cally sw nging, shimrering, steadily
approaching thing to which she was unable to fix a nane. Gasping, her heart
racing, she ran faster, reached the trees, glanced back once nore, saw that
she had not run nearly fast enough to escape, cried out and—(Thunk!)

For a long tine the nightrmare shifted from one of

those three dreanscapes to the other—fromthe first house to the meadow to
the second house to the neadow to the first house agai n—until at |ast she
woke with an unvoi ced scream caught in her throat.

She sat straight up, shuddering. She was cold and yet slick with sweat; she
slept in just a T-shirt and panties, and both garnments clung to her skin,
unpl easantly sticky. The frightening sound fromthe nightmare continued to
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echo in her mind—thunk, thunk, thunk

t hunk, thunk—and she realized that her subconsci ous had borrowed. that
noi se fromreality, fromthe w nd-|1 oosened shutter that had startled her
and Paul earlier.

Gradual | y, the poundi ng noi se faded and bl ended with the thunping of her
heart .

She drew back the covers and swung her bare | egs out of bed. She sat on the
edge of the mattress, hugging herself.

Dawn had come. Gray light seeped in around the drapes; it was too dimto
reveal the details of the furniture, but it was just bright enough to
deepen the shadows and distort the shapes of everything, so that the room
seened |like an alien place.

The rain had stopped a couple of hours before she’d gone to bed, but the
storm had returned while she’d been sleeping. Rain pattered on the roof and
gurgled through the gutters and the downspouts. Low thunder runbled like a
di stant cannonade.

Paul was still asleep, snoring softly.

Carol knew she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. Like it or not,
rested or not, she was up for the day.

Wthout turning on a light, she went into the master bathroom In the weak
gl ow of dawn, she stripped out of her danp T-shirt and panties. Wile
soapi ng herself in the shower, she thought about the nightmare, which had
been considerably nore vivid than any dream she’ d ever had before.

That strange, jarring sound—thunk, :hunk—had been the nobst frightening
thing in the dream and the nmenory of it still nagged her. It wasn’'t just
an ordinary hanmmrering noise; there was an odd echo to it, a hardness and
sharpness she couldn’'t quite define. She decided it was not only a case of
her subconsci ous mind borrowi ng the noise the shutter had nmade earlier. The
terrifying sound in the dream was caused by sonething considerably nore

di sturbing than the nmere bangi ng of an unmpored shutter. Furthernore, she
was sure she had heard precisely that sound on another occasion, too. Not
in the nightmare. In real life. In another place. . . a long tine ago..

As she let the hot water stream over her, sluicing away the soap, she tried
to recall where and when she had heard exactly that same unsettling sound,
for it suddenly seened inportant for her to identify it. Wthout
under st andi ng why, she felt vaguely threatened as | ong as she coul d not
recall the source of the sound. But renenbrance hung tantalizingly beyond
the limts of her reach, like the title of a hauntingly famliar but
unnanmabl e pi ece of nusic.

4

AT 8:45, after breakfast, Carol left for work, and Paul went upstairs to
the rear bedroomthat he had converted into an office. He had created a
Spartan atnosphere in which to wite without distraction. The off-white
wal | s were bare, unadorned by even a single painting. The room cont ai ned
only an inexpensive desk, a typist’s chair, an electric typewiter, a jar
bristling with pens and pencils, a deep letter tray that now contai ned
nearly two hundred manuscript pages of the novel he had started at the
begi nning of his sabbatical, a telephone, a three-shelf bookcase filled
with reference works, a bottled-water dispenser in one corner, and a snmall
tabl e upon which stood a M. Cof fee machi ne.
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Thi s norning, as usual, he prepared a pot of coffee first thing. Just as he
pressed the switch | abel ed BREWER and poured water into the top of the M.

Cof fee, the tel ephone rang. He sat on the edge of the desk, picked up the
receiver. “Hello.”

“Paul ? Grace M towski.”

“CGood norning, |ove. How are you?”

“Well, these old bones don't like rainy weather, but otherwi se |I’'m coping.”
Paul smled. “Listen, | know you can still run circles around ne any tine.”

“Nonsense. You're a conpul sive worker with a guilt conplex about |eisure.
Not even a nucl ear reactor has your energy.”

He | aughed. “Don’t psychoanal yze nme, Gace. | get enough of that from ny
wife.”

“ Speaki ng of whom

“Sorry, but you just mssed her. You ought to be able to catch her at the
office in half an hour.”

G ace hesitat ed.

Hot coffee began to drizzle into the Pyrex pot, and the aroma of it swiftly
filled the room

Sensing tension in Gace's hesitation, Paul said, “Woat’'s wong?”

“Well. . ." She cleared her throat nervously. “Paul, how is she? She’s not
i1l or anything?”

“Carol ? Oh, no. OF course not.”

“You' re sure? | nmean, you know that girl’s |like a daughter to ne. if
anything was wong, |I'd want to know. "

“She’s fine. Really. In fact she had a physical exam|ast week. The
adoption agency required it. Both of us passed with flying colors.”

Grace was sil ent again.

Frowni ng, Paul said, “Wy are you worried all of a sudden?”

“Well. . . you'll think old Gacie is losing her marbles, but |1’'ve had two
di sturbi ng dreams, one during a nap yesterday, the other |ast night, and
Carol was in both. | seldomdream so when | have two ni ght mares and wake

up both times feeling |I’ve got to warn Carol.
“Warn her about what?”

“lI don’t know. All | renmenber about the dreans is that Carol was in them |
woke up thinking: it’'s coming. |'ve got to warn Carol that it’'s coning. |
know that sounds silly. And don’t ask me what ‘it’ mght be. | can’t
remenber. But | feel Carol’s in danger. Now Lord knows, | don’t believe in
dream propheci es and garbage like that. | think | don't believe in themyet
here | amcalling you about this.”

The cof fee was ready. Paul |eaned over, turned off the brewer. “The strange
thing is—€arol and | were nearly hurt in a freak acci dent yesterday.” He
told her about the damage at O Brian's office.
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“Good God,” she said, “I saw that |ightning when | woke up from ny nap, but
it never occurred to me that you and Carol.. . that the |lightning m ght be
the very thing | was. . . the very thing ny dreamoh, hell! I'mafraid to

say it because | night sound like a superstitious old fool, but here goes
anyway:

Was there actually sonething prophetic about that drean? Did | foresee the
lightning strike a few mnutes before it happened?”

“I'f nothing else,” Paul said uneasily, “it’'s at |east a renmarkable
coi nci dence.”

They were silent for a nmonent, wondering, and then she said, “Listen, Paul,
I don't recall that we’ ve ever discussed this subject much before, but tel
me—do you believe in dream propheci es, clairvoyance, things of that

nat ure?”

“l don’t believe, and | don’t disbelieve. |’ve never really nmade up ny
mnd.”

“1"ve always been so snug about it. Always considered it a pack of Ilies,
del usions, or just plain nonsense. But after this—=>

“You' re reconsidering.”

“Let’s just say a tiny doubt has cropped up. And now |’ m nore worried about
Carol than | was when | called you.”

“Why? | told you she wasn't even scratched.”

“She escaped once,” G ace said, “but I had two dreans, and one of them came
to ne hours after the lightning. So maybe the ‘it’ is something el se. |
mean, if the first dream had some truth in it, then maybe the second does,
too. God, isn't this crazy? If you start believing in just a little bit of
this nonsense, you get carried away with it real fast. But | can't help it.
I"mstill concerned about her.”

“Even if your first dreamwas prophetic,” Paul said, “the second one was
probably just a repeat of it, an echo, not a whole new dream”

“You think so?”

“Sure. This never happened to you before, so why should it happen again?
Most likely, it was just a freak thing.. . like the lightning yesterday.”

“Yeah, | guess you're probably right,” she said, sounding sonewhat
relieved. “Maybe it could happen once. Maybe | can accept that. But |’ m not
Edgar Cayce or Nostradanmus. And | can guarantee you |’ m never going to be
witing a weekly colum of predictions for the National Enquirer.”

Paul | aughed.

“Still,” she said, “I wish I could remenber exactly what happened in both
those ni ghtmares.”

They tal ked a while | onger, and when Paul finally hung up, he stared at the
receiver for a nonent, frowning. Al though he was pretty nuch convi nced that
the timng of Gace’s dream had been nerely a strange coinci dence, he was
nonet hel ess affected by it, nore profoundly affected than seened
reasonabl e.

it's coning.
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The nonent G ace had voiced those two words, Paul had felt a gut-deep,
bone-deep chill.

it’s comng

Coi nci dence, he told hinself. Sheer coincidence and nonsense. Forget about
it.

Gradual | y he becane aware, once again, of the rich aronma of hot coffee. He
rose fromthe edge of the desk and filled a mug with the steam ng brew.

For a minute or two he stood at the wi ndow behind the desk, sipping coffee,
staring out at the dirty, scudding clouds and at the incessant rain.
Eventual ly he | owered his gaze and | ooked down into the rear yard,
instantly recalling the intruder he had seen | ast evening while he and
Carol had been naki ng dinner:

that briefly glinpsed, pale, distorted, lightning-illumnated face; a
worman’ s face; shining eyes; nouth twisted into a snarl of rage or hatred
O perhaps it had just been Jasper, the Great Dane, and a trick of |ight.

THUNK!

The sound was so | oud and unexpected that Paul junped in surprise. If his
mug hadn’t been half enpty, he would have spilled coffee all over the
car pet .

THUNK!  THUNK
It couldn’t be the sane shutter they' d heard | ast

evening, for it would have continued banging all night. Wich nmeant there
were now two of themto repair.

Jeez, he thought, the old honestead is falling down around ny ears.
THUNKI!

The source of the sound was nearby; in fact it was so close that it seened
to originate within the room Paul pressed his forehead agai nst the coo

wi ndow gl ass, peered out to the left, then to the right, trying to see if
that pair of shutters was in place. As far as he could see, they were both
properly anchored. Thwzk, thunk-thunk, thunk, thunk..

The noi se grew softer but settled into a steady, arhythm cal beat that was
nmore irritating than the | ouder bl ows had been. And now it seened to be
com ng from another part of the house.

Al t hough he didn’'t want to get up on a ladder and fix a shutter in the
rain, that was exactly what had to be done, for he couldn’t get any witing
acconplished with that constant clattering to distract him At |least there
hadn’t been any |ightning this norning.

He put his mug on the desk and started out of the room Before he reached
the door, the tel ephone rang.

So it’s going to be one of those days, he thought wearily.

Then he realized that the shutter had stopped bangi ng the nonent the phone
had rung. Maybe the wi nd had wenched it | oose of the house, in which case
repairs could wait until the weather inproved.

He returned to his desk and answered the tel ephone. It was Alfred O Bri an,
fromthe adoption agency. Initially, the conversation was awkward, and Paul
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was enbarrassed by it. O Brian insisted on ex

pressing his gratitude: “You saved ny life; you really did!” He was equally
i nsi stent about repeatedly and quite unnecessarily apol ogizing for his
failure to express that gratitude yesterday, imediately follow ng the
incident in his office: “But | was so shaken, stunned, | just wasn't

thi nking clearly enough to thank you, which was unforgivable of me.” Each
time Paul protested at the nmention of words like “heroic,” and “brave,”

O Brian became even nore vociferous than before. At last, Paul stifled his
obj ections and allowed the man to get it out of his system O Brian was
determned to cl eanse his conscience in nuch the sane way that he fussed
with the m nute specks of lint on his suit jacket. Finally, however, he
seenmed to feel he had atoned for his (largely inmaginary) thoughtl essness,
and Paul was relieved when the conversati on changed directions.

O Brian had a second reason for calling, and he got straight to it now, as
if he, too, was suddenly enbarrassed. He could not (he explained with nore
apol ogi es) locate the application formthat the Tracys had brought to his
office the previous day. “Of course, when that tree crashed through the

wi ndow, it scattered a |ot of papers all over the floor. A terrible ness.
Sone of themwere runpled and dirty when we gathered them up, and a great
many of themwere danp fromthe rain. In spite of that, Margie. ny
secretary, was able to put themin order—except, of course, for your
application. W can’t find it anywhere. | suppose it m ght have bl own out
t hrough one of the broken windows. | don't know why your papers should be
the only ones we’ve lost, and of course we nust have a conpl eted, signed
application before we can present your names to the reconmendati ons

conmmittee. I'mextrenmely sorry about this inconvenience, M. Tracy, | truly
am "

“I't wasn’t your fault,” Paul said. “I'Il just stop in

| ater today and pick up another form Carol and | can fill it out and sign
it tonight.”

“Good,” OBrian said. “I'mglad to hear that. It has to be back in nmy hands

early tonmorrow norning if we're going to nmake the next neeting of the
conmittee. Margie needs three full business days to run the required
verifications on the information in your application, and that’s just about
how much time we have before next Wednesday's committee neeting.

If we mss that session, there's not another one for two weeks.”

“I"l'l be in to pick up the form before noon,” Paul assured him “And 1’|
have it back to you first thing Friday norning.”

They exchanged goodbyes, and Paul put down the phone.
THUNK!
When he heard that sound, he sagged, dispirited.

He was going to have to fix a shutter after all. And then drive into the
city to pick up the new application. And then drive home. And by the tine
he did all of that, half the day would be shot, and he woul dn’'t have
witten a single word.

THUNK! TRUNK
“Dammi t,” he sai d.

Thunk, thunk-thunk, thunk-thunk..
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It definitely was going to be one of those days.

He went downstairs to the hail cl oset where he kept his raincoat and
gal oshes.

* k *

The wi ndshield wi pers flogged back and forth, back and forth, with a short,
shrill squeak that nmade Carol grit her teeth. She hunched forward a bit,
over the steering wheel, squinting through the streamng rain.

The streets glistened; the macadam was slick, greasy looking. Dirty water
raced along the gutters and formed filthy pools around cl ogged drai nage
grids.

At ten minutes past nine, the norning rush hour was just over. Al though the
streets were still moderately busy, traffic was noving snoothly and
swiftly. In fact everyone was driving too fast to suit Carol, and she hung
back a little, watchful and cautious.

Two bl ocks from her office, her caution proved justified, but it stil
wasn’'t enough to avert disaster altogether. Wthout bothering to | ook for
onconming traffic, a young bl ond worman stepped out from between two vans,
directly into the path of the VW Rabbit.

“Christ!” Carol said, ramm ng her foot down on the brake pedal so hard that
she lifted herself up off the seat.

The bl onde gl anced up and froze, w de-eyed.

Al t hough the VWwas noving at only twenty mles an hour, there was no hope
of stopping it in time. The brakes shrieked. The tires bit—but also
ski dded—en the wet pavenent.

God, no! Carol thought with a sick, sinking feeling.

The car hit the blonde and |ifted her off the ground, tossed her backwards
onto the hood, and then the rear end of the VWbegan to slide around to the
left, into the path of an oncom ng Cadillac, and the Caddy swerved, brakes
squeal ing, and the other driver hit his horn as if he thought a sufficient
vol une of sound

m ght magically push Carol safely out of his way, and for an instant she
was certain they would collide, but the Caddy slid past wthout scraping,
m ssing her by only an inch or two—all of this in tw or three or four
seconds—and at the sane tine the blonde rolled off the hood, toward the
right side, the curb side, and the VWcanme to a full stop, sitting aslant
the street, rocking on its springs as if it were a child s hobby horse.

* k *

None of the shutters was missing. Not one. None of them was | oose and
flapping in the wind, as Paul had thought.

Weari ng gal oshes and a raincoat with a hood, he wal ked all the way around
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the house, studying each set of shutters on the first and second floors,
but he couldn’'t see anything am ss. The place showed no sign of storm
damage.

Per pl exed, he circled the house again, each step resulting in a squishing
noi se as the rain-saturated | awn gave |li ke a sodden sponge beneath him
This time around, he | ooked for broken tree |linbs that m ght be sw nging
agai nst the walls when the wind gusted. The trees were all intact.

Shivering in the unseasonably chilly autumm air, he just stood on the | awn
for a mnute or two, cocking his head to the right and then to the left,
listening for the pounding that had filled the house nonents ago. He
couldn’t hear it now The only sounds were the soughing wind, the rustling
trees, and the rain driving into the grass with a soft, steady hiss.

At last, his face nunbed by the cold wi nd and by

the heat-leaching rain, he decided to halt his search until the pounding
started again and gave himsonmething to get a fix on. Meanwhile, he could
drive downtown and pick up the application format the adoption agency. He
put one hand to his face, felt his beard stubble, remenbered Alfred

O Brian’s conpul si ve neatness, and figured he ought to shave before he
went .

He reentered the house by way of the screened-in rear porch, leaving his
dri pping coat on a vinyl-uphol stered glider and sheddi ng his gal oshes
before going into the kitchen. Inside, he closed the door behind himand
basked for a nonent in the warmair.

THUNK!  THUNK!  THUNK

The house shuddered as if it had received three extrenely hard, rapid bl ows
fromthe enornous fist of a giant. Above the kitchen’s central utility

i sl and, where a utensil rack was suspended fromthe ceiling, copper pots
and pans swung on their hooks and cl attered agai nst one anot her.

THUNK!

The wall clock rattled on its hook; if it had been any less firmy attached
than it was, it would have flung itself off the wall, onto the fl oor

Paul noved toward the middle of the room trying to ascertain the direction
from whi ch the poundi ng was comi ng.

THUNK!  THUNK
The oven door fell open.

The two dozen small jars nestled in the spice rack began to clink against
one anot her.

What the hell is happening here? he wondered uneasily.
THUNK!
He turned slowy, |istening, seeking.

The pots and pans clattered again, and a large ladle slipped fromits hook
and fell with a clang to the butcher-block work surface that lay under it.

Paul | ooked up at the ceiling, tracking the sound.

THUNK!
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He expected to see the plaster crack, but it didn't.
Nevert hel ess, the source of the sound was definitely overhead.
Thwzk, thunk-thunk, thunk..

The poundi ng suddenly grew quieter than it had been, but it didn't fade
away altogether. At |east the house stopped quivering, and the cooking
utensils stopped bangi ng together

Paul headed for the stairs, determned to track down the cause of the
di st ur bance.

The blonde was in the gutter, flat on her back, one armout at her side
with the pal mup and the hand slack, the other arm draped across her belly.
Her gol den hair was nuddy. A three-inch-deep stream of water surged

around her, carrying |leaves and grit and scraps of paper litter toward the
nearest stormdrain, and her |ong hair fanned out around her head and
rippled silkily in those filthy currents.

Carol knelt beside the wonman and was shocked to

see that the victimwasn't actually a woran at all. She was a girl, no
ol der than fourteen or fifteen. She was exceptionally pretty, with delicate
features, and at the nonent she was frighteningly pale.

She was al so i nadequately dressed for inclenment weather. She wore white
tenni s shoes, jeans, and a blue and white checkered bl ouse. She had neither
a raincoat nor an unbrella.

Wth trenbling hands, Carol lifted the girl’s right armand felt the wi st
for a pulse. She found the beat at once; it was strong and steady.

“Thank God,” Carol said shakily. “Thank God, thank God.”

She began to examine the girl for bleeding. There did not seemto be any
serious injuries, no major blood loss, just a few shallow cuts and
abrasions. Unless, of course, the bleeding was internal

The driver of the Cadillac, a tall nman with a goatee, stepped around the
end of the VWRabbit and | ooked down at the injured girl. “Is she dead?”

“No,” Carol said. She gently thunbed back one of the girl’'s eyelids, then
the other. “Just unconsci ous.

Probably a m|d concussion. Is anyone calling an anbul ance?”

“l don’t know,” he said.

“Then you call one. Quickly.”

He hurried away, splashing through a puddl e that was deeper than the tops
of his shoes.

Carol pressed down on the girl’s chin; the jaw was sl ack, and the nouth
fell open easily. There was no visible obstruction, no blood, nothing that
m ght choke her, and her tongue was in a safe position.

A gray-haired wonan in a transparent plastic raincoat, carrying a red and
orange unbrella, ‘appeared out of the rain. “It wasn't your fault,” she
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tol d Carol

“I saw it happen. | saw it all. The child darted out in front of you
wi t hout | ooki ng. There wasn't a thing you could have done to prevent it.”

“I sawit, too,” said a portly man who didn't quite fit under his black
umbrella. “l1 saw the kid wal ki ng

down the street like she was in a trance or sonet hing.

No coat, no unbrella. Eyes kind of blank. She stepped off the curb, between
those two vans, and just stood there for a few seconds, |ike she was just
wai ting for sonmeone to conme along so she could step out and get herself
killed. And by God, that’s what happened.”

“She’s not dead,” Carol said, unable to keep a trenmor out of her voice.
“There’s a first-aid kit on the back seat of ny car. WIIl one of you get it
for me?”

“Sure,” the portly man said, turning toward the vw.

The first-aid kit contai ned, anbng other things, a packet of tongue
depressors, and Carol wanted to have those handy. Al though the unconsci ous
girl didn’t appear to be headed for inm nent convul sions, Carol intended to
be prepared for the worst.

A crowd had begun to gather.

A siren sounded a coupl e of blocks away, approaching fast. It was probably
the police; the anbul ance couldn’t have nmade it so fast.

“Such a pretty child,” the gray-haired woman said, staring down at the
stricken girl.

O her onl ookers murrmured in agreenent.
Carol stood up and stripped out of her raincoat.

There was no point in covering the girl, for she was already as wet as she
could get. Instead, Carol folded the coat, knelt down again, and carefully
slipped the nmakeshift pillow under the victim elevating her head just a
bit above the gushing water

The girl didn't open her eyes or stir in any way whatsoever. A tangled
strand of golden hair had fallen across her face, and Carol carefully
pushed it aside for her. The girl’s skin was hot to the touch, fevered, in
spite of the cold rain that bathed it.

Suddenly, while her fingers were still touching the

girl’'s cheek, Carol felt dizzy and was unable to get her breath. For a
monent she thought she was going to pass out and col |l apse on top of the
unconsci ous teenager. A black wave rose behind her eyes, and then in that
darkness there was a brief flash of silver, a glint of Iight off a noving
obj ect, the nysterious thing from her nightmare.

She gritted her teeth, shook her head, and refused to be swept away in that
dark wave. She pulled her hand away fromthe girl’s cheek, put it to her
own face; the dizzy spell passed as abruptly as it had conme. Until the
anbul ance arrived, she was responsible for the injured girl, and she was
determined not to fail in that responsibility.

Huf fing slightly, the portly man hurried back with the first-aid kit. Carol
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took one of the tongue depressors out of its crisp cell ophane w apper— ust
in case.

A police car rounded the corner and stopped behind the Vol kswagen. Its
revol ving energency beacons splashed red |ight across the wet pavenent and
appeared to transformthe puddles of rainwater into pools of blood.

As the squad car’s siren died with a grow, another, nore distant siren
becane audible. To Carol, that warbling, high-pitched wail was the sweetest
sound in the world.

The horror is alnost over, she thought.

But then she | ooked at the girl’'s chal k-white face, and her relief was
cl ouded with doubt. Perhaps the horror wasn't over after all; perhaps it
had only just begun.

Upstairs, Paul wal ked slowly fromroomto room listening to the hamering
sound.

Thunk. . . thunk..
The source was still overhead. In the attic. O on the roof.

The attic stairs were behind a panel ed door at the end of the second-fl oor
hal | way. They were narrow, unpainted, and they creaked as Paul clinbed
t hem

Al 'though the attic had full flooring, it was not otherw se a finished room
The construction of the walls was open for inspection; the pink fiber glass
i nsul ati on, which sonewhat resenbl ed raw neat, and the regularly spaced
supporting studs, like ribs of bone, were visible. Two naked, hundred-watt
bul bs furnished light, and shadows coil ed everywhere, especially toward the
eaves. For all of its length and for half of its width, the attic was high
enough to allow Paul to walk through it w thout stooping.

The patter of rain on the roof was nore than just a patter up here. It was
a steady hissing, a soft, all-enconpassing roar.

Nevert hel ess, the other sound was audi bl e above the drunmm ng of the rain:
Thunk.. . thunk-thunk. .

Paul noved slowy past stacks of cardboard cartons and other itens that had
been consigned to storage: a pair of large touring trunks; an old

si x-pronged coat rack; a tarnished brass floor |anp; two busted-out,
cane-bottoned chairs that he intended to restore some day. A thin film of
whi ti sh dust draped shroudlike over all the contents of the room

Thunk. . . thunk..

He wal ked the length of the attic, then slowy returned to the center of it
and stopped. The source of the sound seened to be directly in front of his
face, only inches away. But there was nothing here that could possibly be
the cause of the disturbance; nothing noved.

Thunk.. . thunk. . thunk. . . thunk..

Al t hough the hamering was softer now than it had been a few m nutes ago,
it was still solid and forceful; it reverberated through the frame of the
house. The poundi ng had acquired a nonotonously sinple rhythm too; each

bl ow was separated fromthe ones before and after it by equal neasures of
time, resulting in a pattern not unlike the beating of a heart.
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Paul stood in the attic, in the dust, snelling the nmusty odor conmon to al
unused places, trying to get a fix on the sound, trying to understand how
it could be coming out of thin air, and gradually his attitude toward the
di sturbance changed. He had been thinking of it as nothing nore than the
audi bl e evi dence of storm damage to the house, as nothing nore than tedious
and perhaps expensive repairs that m ght have to be nmade, an interruption
in his witing schedul e, an inconveni ence, nothing nore. But as he turned
his head fromside to side and squinted into every shadow, as he |istened
to the relentless thudding, he suddenly perceived that there was sonething
om nous about the sound.

Thunk. . . thunk.. . thunk..

For reasons he could not define, the noise now seened threatening,
mal evol ent .

He felt colder in this sheltered place than he had felt outside in the w nd
and rain.

* k%

Carol wanted to ride to the hospital in the anbul ance with the injured
girl, but she knew she would only be in the way. Besides, the first police
of ficer on the scene, a curly-headed young nman nanmed Tom Weat her by, needed
to get a statenment from her

They sat in the front seat of the patrol car, which snelled like the
pepperm nt | ozenges on whi ch Weat herby was sucki ng. The wi ndows were made
opaque by shimering streans of rain. The police radio sputtered and
crackl ed.

Weat herby frowned. “You' re soaked to the skin. I've got a blanket in the
trunk. 1’1l get it for you.”
“No, no,” she said. “I'll be fine.” Her green knit suit had becone

saturated. Her rain-drenched hair was pasted to her head and hung sl ackly
to her shoul ders.

At the noment, however, she didn't care about her appearance or about the
goosebunps that prickled her skin. “Let’s just get this over with.”

“Well. . . if you re sure you re okay.”
“I"msure.”

As he turned up the thernostat on the car heater, Watherby said, “By any
chance, do you know the kid who stepped in front of your car?”

“Know her? No. OF course not.”

“She didn’t have any ID on her. Did you notice if she was carrying a purse
when she wal ked into the street?”

“l can’t say for sure.”
“Try to renenber.”
“l don’t think she was.”

“Probably not,” he said. “After all, if she goes walking in a stormlike
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this without a raincoat or an unbrella, why would she bother to take a
purse? W'l search the street anyway. Maybe she dropped it sonewhere.”

“What happens if you can’t find out who she is?

How wi Il you get in touch with her parents? | nean, she shouldn’'t be al one
at atime like this.”

“No problem” Watherby said. “She’ll tell us her name when she regains
consci ousness.’

“1f she does.”

“Hey, she will. There’s no need to be concerned about that. She didn't seem
seriously injured.”

Carol worried about it nonethel ess.

For the next ten mnutes, Watherby asked questions, and she answered them
When he finished filling out the accident report, she quickly read over it,
then signed at the bottom

“You're in the clear,” Weatherby said. “You were driving under the speed
limt, and three witnesses say the girl stepped out of a blind spot right
in front of you, without bothering to look for traffic. It wasn't your
fault.”

“l shoul d have been nore careful.”

“l don’t see what el se you could have done.”
“Something. Surely |I could have done sonething,”
she said miserably.

He shook his head. “No. Listen, Dr. Tracy, |’ve seen this sort of thing
happen before. There’s an accident, and somebody’s hurt, and nobody’s
really to bl ame—yet one of the people involved has a misplaced sense of
responsibility and insists on feeling guilty. And in this case, if there is
anybody to blane, it’'s the kid herself, not you. According to the

wi t nesses, she was behaving strangely just before you turned the corner,

al most as if she intended to get herself run down.”

“But why would such a pretty girl want to throw herself in front of a car?”

Weat her by shrugged. “You told nme you were a psychiatrist. You specialize in
children and teenagers, right?”

“So you rmust know all the answers better than | do. Wiy would she want to

kill herself? Could be trouble at home—a father who drinks too nuch and
makes heavy passes at his own little girl, a nother who doesn’t want to
hear about it. O nmaybe the kid was just jilted by her boyfriend and thinks

the world is coming to an end. O just discovered she was pregnant and
deci ded she couldn’t face her folks with the news. There nust be hundreds
of reasons, and |'’m sure you' ve heard nost of themin your line of work.”

What he said was true, but it didn't nake Carol feel better

If only 1'd been driving slower, she thought. If only I'd been quicker to
react, nmaybe that poor girl wouldn't be in the hospital now.

“She m ght have been on drugs, too,” Watherby said. “Too damed many ki ds
fool around with dope these days. | swear, sone of they'll swallow any pil
they’'re given. If it isn’'t sonething that can be swallowed, they' Il sniff
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it or stick it in a vein. This kid you hit m ght have been so high she
didn't even know where she was when she stepped in front of your car

Now, if that’s the case, are you going to tell nme it’'s still somehow your
faul t?”

Carol |eaned back in the seat, closed her eyes, and |l et her breath out with
a shudder. “God, | don’t know what to tell you. Al | knowis. . .| feel
wrung out.”

“That’s perfectly natural, after what you' ve just been through. But it
isn't natural to feel guilty about this. It wasn't your fault, so don't
dwell on it. Put it behind you and get on with your life.”

She opened her eyes, |ooked at him and smled. “You know, Oficer
Weat her by, | have a hunch you’'d nake a pretty good psychot herapi st.

He grinned. “Or a terrific bartender.”

Carol | aughed.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

“Alittle bit.”

“Pronise ne you won't |ose any sleep over this.”

“I"l'l try not to,” she said. “But I'"mstill concerned about the girl. Do
you know whi ch hospital they’ ve taken her to?”

“l can find out,” he said.

“Wuld you do that for me? I'd like to go talk to the doctor who's handling
her case. If he tells nme she’s going to be all right, I'lIl find it a whole
| ot easier to take your advice about getting on with nmy life.”

Weat her by pi cked up the m crophone and asked the police dispatcher to find
out where the injured girl had been taken

The tel evision antennal

Standing in the attic, staring up at the roof above his head, Paul |aughed
out | oud when he realized what was causi ng the poundi ng noi se. The sound
wasn’t com ng out of the enpty air in front of his face, which was what he
had t hought for one unsettling nonment. It was coming fromthe roof, where
the tel evision antenna was anchored. They had subscribed to cable TV a year
ago, but they hadn’'t rempoved the old antenna. It was a |large, directional,
renote-control nodel affixed to a heavy brace-plate; the plate was bolted
through the shingles and attached directly to a roof beam Apparently, a
nut or sone other fastener

had | oosened slightly, and the wi nd was tuggi ng at the antenna, rocking the
brace-plate up and down on one of its bolts, slamming it repeatedly against
the roof. The solution to the big nystery was anusingly nundane.

O was it?
Thunk. . . thunk. . . thunk..

The sound was softer now than ever before, barely
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audi bl e above the roar of the rain on the roof, and it was easy to believe
that the antenna could be the cause of it. Gadually, however, as Paul
considered this answer to the puzzle, he began to doubt if it was the
correct answer. He thought about how | oud and viol ent the poundi ng had been
a few m nutes ago when he had been in the kitchen: the entire house

qui vering, the oven door falling open, bottles rattling in the spice rack
Could a | oose antenna really generate so nuch noi se and vibration?

Thunk. . . thunk..

As he stared up at the ceiling, he tried to make hinself believe

unequi vocally in the antenna theory. If it was striking a roof beamin
precisely the right way, at a very special angle, so that the inpact was
transmtted through the entire frane of the house, perhaps a | oose antenna
coul d cause the pots and pans to clatter against one another in the kitchen
and could make it seemas if the ceilings were about to crack. After all

if you set up exactly the right vibrations in a steel suspension bridge,
you could bring it to ruin in less than a mnute, regardl ess of the nunber
of bolts and wel ds and cables holding it together. And although Paul didn't
believe there was even a renote danger of a | oose antenna causing that kind
of apocal yptic destruction to a wood-frane house, he knew

that noderate force, applied with cal culation and pinpoint accuracy, could
have an effect quite out of proportion to the anount of energy expended.
Besi des, the TV antenna had to be the root of the disturbance, for it was
the only explanati on he had left.

The hamreri ng noi se becane even softer and then faded altogether. He waited
for a mnute or two, but the only sound was the rain on the shingles
over head.

The wi nd nmust have changed direction. In time it woul d change back again,
and the antenna would begin to rock on its brace-plate, and the pounding
woul d start once nore

As soon as the stormwas over, he would have to get the extension |adder
out of the garage, go up onto the roof, and dismantle the antenna. He
shoul d have taken care of that chore shortly after they had subscribed to
the cable tel evision service. Now, because he had del ayed, he was going to
| ose precious witing time—and at one of the nost difficult and crucia
points in his manuscript. That prospect frustrated himand nade him
nervous.

He deci ded to shave, drive downtown, and pick up the new set of application
papers at the adoption agency. The storm night pass by the tine he got hone
again. If it did, if he could be on the roof by eleven-thirty, he ought to
be able to tear down the antenna, then have a bite of |unch, and work on
his book all afternoon, barring further interruptions. But he suspected
there woul d be further interruptions. He had already resigned hinself to
the fact that it was one of those days.

As he left the attic and turned out the lights, the house quivered under
anot her bl ow.

THUNK’
Just one this tine.

Then all was qui et again.
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* k%

The visitors’ |lounge at the hospital |ooked like an explosion in a clown’s
war drobe. The walls were canary yellow, the chairs were bright red; the
carpet was orange; the nmmgazi ne racks and end tabl es were made of heavy
purple plastic; and the two | arge abstract paintings were done primarily in
shades of blue and green.

The | ounge—ebvi ously the work of a designer who had read too nuch about the
various psychol ogi cal nmood theories of col or—was supposed to be positive,
life-affirmng. It was supposed to lift the spirits of visitors and take
their nminds off sick friends and dying relatives. In Carol, however, the
determnedly cheery decor elicited the opposite reaction fromthat which
the designer had intended, It was a frenetic room it abraded the nerves as
effectively as coarse sandpaper woul d abrade a stick of butter

She sat on one of the red chairs, waiting for the doctor who had treated
the injured girl. When he came, his stark white I ab coat contrasted so
boldly with the flashy decor that he appeared to radiate a saintlike aura.

Carol rose to neet him and he asked if she was Ms. Tracy, and he said his
nane was Sam Hannaport. He was tall, very husky, square-faced, florid, in
his early fifties. He |l ooked as if he would be |oud and gruff, perhaps even
obnoxi ous, but in fact he was soft-spoken and seenmed genui nely concer ned
about how the accident had affected Carol both physically and enotionally.
It took her a couple of mnutes to assure himthat she was all right on
bot h counts, and then they sat down on facing red chairs.

Hannaport rai sed his bushy eyebrows and said,

“You |l ook as if you could use a hot bath and a big glassful of warm
brandy.”

“l was soaked to the skin,” she said, “but I"'mpretty well dried out now.
What about the girl?”

“Cuts, contusions, abrasions,” he said.
“Internal bl eeding?”

“Not hi ng showed up on the tests.”
“Fractures?”

“Not a broken bone in her body. She cane through it amazingly well. You
couldn’t have been driving very fast when you hit her.”

“l wasn’t. But considering the way she slipped up onto the hood and then
rolled off into the gutter, | thought maybe. . .“ Carol shuddered,
unwilling to put words to what she had thought.

“Well, the kid s in good condition now She regained consciousness in the
anbul ance, and she was alert by the tine | saw her.”

“Thank God.”

“There’s no indication that she's even nmildly con-cussed. | don't foresee
any lasting effects.”

Rel i eved, Carol sagged back in the red chair. “I'd like to see her, talk to
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her.

“She’s resting now,” Dr. Hannaport said. “lI don’'t want her disturbed at the
monent. But if you' d like to come back this evening, during visiting hours,
she’ll be able to see you then.”

“I"l'l do that. 1'Il definitely do that.” She blinked.
“CGood heavens, | haven’'t even asked you what her name is.”
H s bushy eyebrows rose again. “Well, we’ve got a small probl em about

that.”

“Probl en?” Carol tensed up again. “Wat do you nean? Can’t she renenber her
name?”

“She hasn’t renenbered it yet, but—=
“Ch, God.”

“—she will.”

“You sai d no concussi on—=

“l swear to you, it isn't serious,” Hannaport said. He took her |eft hand
in his big hard hands and held it as if it mght crack and crunbl e at any
noment .

“Pl ease don’t excite yourself about this. The girl is going to be fine. Her
inability to renenber her nane isn’'t a synptom of severe concussion or any
serious brain injury; not in her case, anyway. She isn't confused or
disoriented. Her field of vision is nornmal, and she has excellent depth
perception. W tested her thought processes with sone math

probl ems—addi ti on, subtraction, multiplication—and she got them al

correct. She can spell any word you throw at her; she’s a damm good
speller, that one. So she’'s not severely concussed. She's sinply suffering
frommld ammesia. It’'s selective amesia, you understand, just a | oss of
personal nenories, not a |oss of skills and education and whol e bl ocks of
soci al concepts. She hasn't forgotten howto read and wite, thank God;
she’s only forgotten who she is, where she cane from and how she got to
this place. Wich sounds nore serious than it really is. O course, she's
di sconcerted and apprehensive. But selective anmmesia is the easiest kind to
recover from”

“l know,” Carol said. “But sonmehow that doesn’'t nmake ne feel a whol e hel
of a lot better.”

Hannaport squeezed her hand firmly and gently.

“This kind of ammesia is only very, very rarely pernanent or even
|l ong-lasting. She’'ll nost |likely remenber who she is before dinnertine.”

“1f she doesn't?”

"Then the police will find out who she is, and the minute she hears her
name, the mists will clear.”

“She wasn’t carrying any ID.”
“I know,” he said. “l’ve talked to the police.”
“So what happens if they can’'t find out who she is?”

“They will.” He patted her hand one last tine, then let go.
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“l don’t see how you can be so sure.”

“Her parents will file a m ssing-persons report. They’'|ll have a photograph
of her. Wen the police see the photograph, they’' Il nmake a connection
It'Il be as sinple as that.”

She frowned. “What if her parents don't report her m ssing?”
“Why woul dn’t they?”

“Wel |, what if she’'s a runaway fromout of state? Even if her folks did
file a m ssing-persons report back in her honmetown, the police here
woul dn’t necessarily be aware of it.”

“The last time | |ooked, runaway kids favored New York City, California,
Fl ori da—fust about any place besides Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.”

“There’s always an exception to any rule.”

Hannaport | aughed softly and shook his head. “If pessimsmwere a
conpetitive sport, you'd win the world series.”

She blinked in surprise, then smled. “I"msorry. | guess | am being
excessively gl oony.”

G ancing at his watch, getting up fromhis chair, he said, “Yes, | think
you are. Especially considering how well the girl came through it all. It
coul d have been a | ot worse.”

Carol got to her feet, too. In a rush, the words falling over one another,

she said, “lI guess maybe the reason it bothers nme so nmuch is because | dea
with disturbed children every day, and it’s nmy job to help themget well
again, and that's all | ever wanted to do since | was in high school —ork

with sick kids, be a healer—but now |’ mresponsible for all the pain this
poor girl is going through.”

“You nmustn't feel that way. You didn't intend to harm her.”

Carol nodded. “1 know I'’mnot being entirely rational about the situation,
but I can’t help feeling the way | feel.”

“l have sone patients to see,” Hannaport said, glancing at his watch again.
“But let ne | eave you with one thought that might help you handle this.”

“I"d like to hear it.”

“The girl suffered only mnor physical injuries. I won't say they were
negligible injuries, but they were dammed close to it. So you’ ve got
nothing to feel guilty about on that score. As for her amesia.. . well,

maybe the accident had nothing to do with it.”

“Nothing to do with it? But | assuned that when she hit her head on the car
or on the pavenent =

“I"msure you know a blow on the head isn't the only cause of amesia,” Dr.
Hannaport said. “lIt’s not even the nobst conmon factor in such cases.
Stress, enotional shock—they can result in loss of nenory. In fact we don't
yet understand the human nmind well enough to say for sure exactly what
causes nost cases of ammesia. As far as this girl is concerned, everything
points to the conclusion that she was in her current state even before she
stepped in front of your car.”

He enphasi zed each argunent in favor of his theory by raising fingers on
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his right hand. “One: She wasn’t carrying any | D, Two: She was wanderi ng
around in the pouring rain without a coat or an unbrella, as if she was in
a daze. Three: Fromwhat | understand, the w tnesses say she was acting
very strange before you ever canme on the scene.” He waggled his three

rai sed fingers. "Three very good reasons why you shouldn’t be so eager to
bl ame yourself for the kid' s condition.”

“Maybe you're right, but | still-—=

“I amright,’
Dr. Tracy.”

he said. “There’'s no maybe about it. G ve yourself a break,

A woman with a sharp, nasal voice paged Dr. Hannaport on the hospital’s
tinny public address system

“Thank you for your tine,” Carol said. “You' ve been nore than kind.”

“Conme back this evening and talk to the girl if you want. |I'msure you’'l
find she doesn’'t blanme you one bit.”

He turned and hurried across the gaudy |ounge, in answer to the page’'s
call; the tails of his white lab coat fluttered behind him

Carol went to the pay phones and called her office. She expl ained the
situation to her secretary, Thelm, and arranged for the rescheduling of
the patients she had intended to see today. Then she dial ed horme, and Paul
answered on the third ring.

“You just caught ne as | was going out the door,” he said. “lI’ve got to
drive down to OBrian's office and pick up a new set of application papers.
Qurs

were lost in the nmess yesterday. So far, this has been a day | should have
sl ept through.”

“Ditto on this end,” she said.
“What's wrong?”

She told himabout the accident and briefly sumrari zed her conversation
with Dr. Hannaport.

“lt could have been worse,” Paul said. “At | east we can be thankful no one

was killed or crippled.”

“That’s what everyone keeps telling ne: ‘It could have been worse, Carol.’
But it seens plenty bad enough to ne.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah. | told you. I wasn't even scratched.”
“l don’t nean physically. | mean, are you together enotionally? You sound
shaky.”

“l am Just alittle.”

“I"l'l come to the hospital,” he said.
“No, no. That’'s not necessary.”
“Are you sure you should drive?”

“l drove here after the accident without trouble, and I'mfeeling better
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now than | did then. 1'Il be okay. What |'mgoing to do is, |I’'mgoing over
to Grace’s house. She's only a nile fromhere; it’'s easier than goi ng hone.
I have to sponge off ny clothes, dry themout, and press them | need a

shower, too. |'Il probably have an early dinner with Gace, if that's al
right by her, and then 1'Il conme back here during visiting hours this
evening.”

“VWhen will you be home?”

“Probably not until eight or eight-thirty.”
“1"1l mss you.”

“M ss you, too.

“Gve ny best to Grace,” he said. “And tell her | think she is the next
Nost r adanus.”

“What' s that supposed to nean?”

“Grace called a while ago. Said she had two nightmares recently, and you
figured in both. She was afraid sonething was going to happen to you.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. She was enbarrassed about it. Afraid |I'd think she was getting
senile or something.”

“You told her about the |ightning yesterday?”

“Yeah. But she felt sonething el se woul d happen, sonething bad.”
“And it did.”

“Creepy, huh?”

“Decidedly,” Carol said. She renenbered her own nightmare: the black void;
the flashing, silvery object draw ng nearer, nearer

“I"'msure Grace’'ll tell you all about it,” Paul said. “And 1'l| see you
this evening.”

“l love you,” Carol said.

“Love you, too.
She put down the phone and went outside to the parking |ot.

Gray- bl ack thunderheads churned across the sky, but only a thin rain was
falling now The wind was still cold and sharp; it sang in the power lines
over head, sounding |like a swarm of angry wasps.

* % %

The sem private room had two beds, but the second one was not currently in
use. At the noment, no nurse was present either. The girl was al one.

She lay under a crisp white sheet and a creantol ored bl anket, staring at
the acoustic-tile ceiling. She had a headache, and she could feel each
dul ly throbbing, burning cut and abrasion on her battered body, but she
knew she was not seriously hurt.
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Fear, not pain, was her worst eneny. She was frightened by her inability to
remenber who she was. On the other hand, she was plagued by the

i nexplicable yet unshakable feeling that it would be foolish and

exceedi ngly dangerous to renenber her past. Wthout know ng why, she
suspected that full renenbrance woul d be the death of her—an odd notion
that she found nore frightening than anything el se.

She knew her amesia wasn’'t the result of the accident. She had a mi sty
recol |l ection of wal king along the street in the rain a mnute or two before
she had blundered in front of the Vol kswagen. Even then, she had been
disoriented, afraid, unable to renenber her nane, utterly unfamliar with
the strange city in which she found herself and unable to recall how she
had gotten there. The thread of her nenory definitely had begun unraveling
prior to the accident.

She wondered if it was possible that her amesia was |ike a shield,
protecting her from sonething horrible in the past. Did forgetful ness
sonehow equal safety?

Why? Safety from what?
What could- | be running fron? she asked hersel f.

She sensed that recovery of her identity was possible. In fact her nenories
seemed al nost within her grasp. She felt as though the past lay at the
bottom of a dark hole, close enough to touch; all she had to do was sunmon
sufficient strength and courage to poke her hand into that |ightless place
and grope for the truth, without fear of what mght bite her.

However, when she tried hard to renenber, when she probed into that hole,
her fear grew and grew until it was no |onger just ordinary fear; it becane
incapacitating terror. Her stomach knotted, and her throat swelled tight,
and she broke out in a greasy sweat, and she becanme so dizzy that she
nearly fainted.

On the edge of unconsci ousness, she saw and heard sonet hi ng di sturbing,
al arm ng—a fuzzy fragment of a dream a vision—which she couldn’t quite
identify but which frightened her nonethel ess. The vision was conposed of a
single sound and a single, nysterious inmage. The i mage was hypnotic but

si npl e:

a quick flash of light, a silvery glimrer froma not-quite-visible object
that was swi nging back and forth in deep shadows; a gl eani ng pendul um

per haps. The sound was hard-edged and threatening but not identifiable, a
| oud hanmering noi se, yet nore than that.

Thunk! Thunk! Thunk

She jerked, quivered, as if sonething had struck her
Thunk!

She wanted to scream couldn’t.

She realized that her hands were fisted and that they were full of tw sted,
sweat - soaked sheets.

Thunk!
She stopped trying to remenber who she was.

Maybe it’'s better that | don’t know, she thought.
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Her heartbeat gradually slowed to normal, and she was able to draw her
breath wi t hout wheezing. Her stomach unknotted.

The hamreri ng sound faded.

After a while she | ooked at the window. A flock of large, black birds
reel ed across the turbul ent sky.

What’' s going to happen to ne? she wondered.

Even when the nurse cane in to see how she was doi ng, and even when the
doctor joined the nurse a nonent later, the girl felt utterly,
di shearteni ngly al one.

5

GRACE' S kitchen snell ed of coffee and warm spice cake. Rain washed down the
wi ndow, obscuring the view of the rose garden that |ay behind the house.

“I"ve never believed in clairvoyance or prenonitions.”

“Nei ther have |,” Gace said. “But now | wonder. After all, | have two
ni ght mares about you getting hurt, and the next thing | hear is that you ve
had two close calls, just as if you were acting out a script or sonething.”

They sat at the small table by the kitchen wi ndow Carol was wearing one of
Grace’s robes and a pair of Grace’'s slippers while her own clothes finished
dryi ng out.

“Only one close call,” she told Grace. “The lightning. That was a
gut-wrencher, all right. But | wasn't really in any danger this norning.
That poor girl was the one who nearly got killed.”

Grace shook her head. “No. It was a close call for you, too. Didn't you
tell me you slid toward the onconing traffic when you braked to avoid the
girl? And didn't you say the Cadillac missed you by an inch or |ess? Wl
what if it hadn't missed? If that Caddy had rammed your little VW you
certainly wouldn’t have wal ked away w thout a scratch.”

Frowni ng, Carol said, “I hadn't | ooked at it that way.”

“You' ve been so busy worrying about the girl that you haven’'t had a chance
to think about yourself.”

Carol ate a bite of spice cake and washed it down with coffee. “You re not
the only one having nightmares.” She summarized her own dream the severed
heads, the houses that dissolved behind her as she passed through them the
flickering, silvery object.

Grace cl asped her hands around her coffee cup and hunched over the table.
There was worry in her blue eyes. “That’s one nasty dream What do you make
of it?”

“Ch, | don't think it’s prophetic.”
“Wiy couldn’t it be? Mne appear to have been.”

“Yes, but—t doesn’'t follow that both of us are turning into soothsayers.
Besi des, ny dreamdidn’'t make a whole |l ot of sense. It was just too wild to
be taken seriously. | nean, severed heads that suddenly come to |ife—that
sort of thing isn't really going to happen.”

“I't could be prophetic without being literally prophetic. | nmean, it nght
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be a synbolic warning.”
“Of what ?”

“l don’t see any easy interpretation of it. But |

really think you ought to be extra careful for a while. God, | know |I'm
starting to sound like a phony gypsy fortune-teller, |ike Mria Quspenskya
in all those old nonster novies fromthe thirties, but | still don’t think

you should disnmiss it as just an ordinary dream Especially not after
what ' s al ready happened.”

* k%

Later, after lunch, as Grace squirted sone liquid soap into the sinkful of
dirty dishes, she said, “How s the situation with the adopti on agency? Does
it look like they'Il give you and Paul a child soon?”

Carol hesitated.
Grace gl anced at her. “Sonething wong?”

Taking the dish towel fromthe rack and unfolding it, Carol said, “No. Not
really. OBrian says we'll be approved. It's a sure thing, he says.”

“But you're still worried about it.”

“Alittle,” Carol adnmitted

“ Ny 2"

“I"’'mnot sure. It's just that.. I've had this feeling...”
“WWhat feeling?”

“That it won’t work out.”

“Why shouldn't it?”

“l can’t shake the idea that somebody’s trying to stop us from adopting.”
“Who?”

Carol shrugged

“O Brian?” G ace asked.

“No, no. He's on our side.”

“Sonmeone on the reconmmendati ons committee?”

“l don’t know. | don't actually have any evidence of ill wll toward Paul
and ne. | can’'t point ny finger at anyone.”

Grace washed sone silverware, put it in the drai nage rack, and said,
“You've wanted to adopt for so long that you can't believe it’'s finally
happeni ng, so you're |ooking for boogeynen where there aren’t any.”

“Maybe.”
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“You' re just spooked because of the lightning yesterday and the acci dent
thi s norning.”

“ '\bybe. ”

“That’'s understandable. It spooks nme, too. But the adoption will go through
as snooth as can be.”

“l hope so,” Carol said. But she thought about the |ost set of application
forns, and she wonder ed.

* k%

By the tinme Paul got back fromthe adopti on agency, the rain had stopped,
though the wind was still cold and danp.

He got the | adder out of the garage and clinbed onto the | east slanted
portion of the many-angled roof. The wet shingles squeaked under his feet
as be noved cautiously across the slope toward the tel evision antenna,
whi ch was anchored near a brick chi mey.

H's |l egs were rubbery. He suffered froma ml|d case of acrophobia, a fear
that had never becone incapacitating because he occasionally forced hinself
to chall enge and overcone it, as he was doi ng now.

When he reached the chimey, he put a hand against it for support and
| ooked out across the roofs of the neighboring homes. The stormdark
Sept enber sky had settled | ower, lower, until it appeared to be

only six or eight feet above the tallest houses. He felt as if he could
raise his armand rap his knuckles on the bellies of the clouds, eliciting
a hard, ironlike clank.

He crouched with his back to the chimey and i nspected the TV antenna. The
brace-plate was held down by four bolts that went through the shingles,
either directly into a roof beamor into a stud |inking two beans. None of
the bolts was mssing. None of themwas |oose. The plate was firnmy
attached to the house, and the antenna was anchored securely to the plate.
The antenna coul d not possibly have been responsible for the hamering
sound that had shaken the house.

* k%

After washing the dishes, G ace and Carol went into the study. The room
reeked of cat urine and feces. Aristophanes had made his toilet on the seat
of the big easy chair.

Stunned, Grace said, “lI don't believe it. Ari always uses the litter box
|ike he's supposed to do. He's never done anything like this before.”

“He’ s al ways been a fussy cat, hasn’t he? Fastidious.”

“Exactly. But now | ook what he's done. That chair’ll have to be
reuphol stered. | guess 1'd better find the silly beast, put his nose to
this nmess, and give hima good scolding. | don't want this to becone a

habit, for God s sake.”
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They | ooked in every room but they couldn’t find Aristophanes. Apparently,
he had slipped out of the house by way of the pet door in the kitchen

Returning to the study with Grace, Carol said, “Earlier, you nmentioned
sonet hing about Ari tearing up a few things.”

Grace winced. “Yes. | didn't want to have to tell you—but he shredded two
of those lovely little needl epoint pillows you made for ne. | was sick
about it. After all the work you put into those, and then he Just—’

“Don’t worry about it,” Carol said. “I'lIl make you a couple of new pillows.
I enjoy doing it. Needlepoint relaxes me. | only asked because | thought
maybe, if Ari’s been doing a lot of things that’'re out of character, it

m ght be a sign that he isn't well.”

Grace frowned. “He | ooks healthy. H's coat’s glossy, and he’'s certainly as
spry as ever.”

“Animal s are like people in sone ways. And when a person suddenly starts
behavi ng strangely, that can

be an indication of a physical malady, anything froma brain tunmor to an
i nbal anced diet.”

“l suppose | ought to take himto the vet.”

Carol said, “Wile there's a break in the rain, why don’'t we go outside and
see if we can find hinP”

“Wasted effort. Wien a cat doesn’'t want to be found, it won't be found.

Besi des, he’'ll come back by dinnertine: 1'Il keep himin all night, and
take himto the vet’s in the norning.” Grace | ooked at the mess on the easy
chair, grimaced, and shook her head. “This isn't like nmy Ari,” she said
worriedly. “lIt’s just not like himat all.”

* % %

The nunber on the open door was 316.

Hesitantly, Carol stepped into the white and bl ue hospital room and stopped
just past the threshold. The place snelled vaguely of Lysol

The girl was sitting up in the bed nearest the w ndow, her face averted
fromthe door, staring out at the twilight-shrouded hospital grounds. She
turned her head when she realized she was no | onger al one, and when she

| ooked at Carol there was no recognition in her blue-gray eyes.

“May | cone in?” Carol asked.
“Sure.”
Carol went to the foot of the bed. “How are you feeling?”

“ G(ay. ”

“Wth all the scrapes and cuts and bruises, it nust be hard to get
confortable.”

“Cee, |I'"'mnot banged up all that bad. I"'mjust a little sore. It’'s nothing
that's going to kill ne. Everyone's so nice; you're all nmaking too nmuch of
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a fuss about ne.”

“How s your head feel ?”

“l had a headache when | first came to, but it’s been gone for hours.”
“Doubl e vi si on?”

“Nothing like that,” the girl said. A strand of golden hair slipped from
behi nd her ear and fell across her cheek; she tucked it back in place. “Are
you a doctor?”

“Yes,” Carol said. “My nanme’s Carol Tracy.”

“You can call ne Jane. That’'s the nane on ny chart. Jane Doe. | guess it’'s
as good as any. It mght even turn out to be a lot nicer than ny real nane.
Maybe |1’ m actually Zelda or Myrtle or sonething like that.” She had a
lovely smle. “You re the unpteenth doctor who's been in to see ne. How
many do | have, anyway?”

“I"mnot one of yours,” Carol said. “I’mhere because ... well. . . it was
my car you stepped in front of.”

“Ch. Hey, gee, I'mawfully sorry. 1 hope there wasn’'t a |ot of danage.”

Surprised by the girl's statenent and by the genuine | ook of concern on her
face, Carol |aughed. “For heaven's sake, honey, don't worry about ny car
it’s your health that's inportant, not the VW And |I'mthe one who should

be apologizing. | feel terrible about this.”
“You shouldn't,” the girl said. “I still have all ny teeth, and none of ny
bones are broken, and Dr. Hannaport says the boys will still be interested

in me.” She grinned self-consciously.

“He’s certainly right about the boys,” Carol said.
“You're a very pretty girl.”

The grin becanme a shy snmile, and the girl |ooked down at the covers on her
I ap, bl ushi ng.

Carol said, “lI was hoping I’'d find you here with your folks.”

The girl tried to maintain a cheerful facade, but when she | ooked up, fear
and doubt showed through the mask. “l guess they haven't filed a
m ssi ng-persons report yet. But it’s only a matter of tine.”

“Have you renenbered anything at all about your past?”

“Not yet. But | will.” She straightened the collar of her hospital gown and
snoot hed the covers over her lap as she tal ked. “Dr. Hannaport says
everything' |l probably cone back to me if | just don’t push too hard at
remenbering. He says I'’mlucky | don’'t have gl obal amesia. That’s when you
even forget howto read and wite. |I'’mnot that bad off! Heck, no. Boy,

woul dn’t that be sonething? What if | had to learn to read, wite, add,
subtract, multiply, divide, and spell all over again? Wat a bore!” She
fini shed smoot hi ng her covers and | ooked up again. “Anyway, |’'Ill nost

i kely have ny nenory back in a day or two.,,

“I"'msure you will,” Carol said, though she wasn't sure at all. “ls there
anyt hi ng you need?”

“No. They supply everything. Even tiny tubes of toothpaste.”
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“What about books, nmgazi nes?”

The girl sighed. “1I was bored out of my skull this afternoon. You think
they m ght keep a pile of old magazines for the patients?”

“Probably. What do you like to read?”

“Everything. | love to read; | renenmber that nuch. But | can’'t renenber the
titles of any books or magazines. This ammesia sure is funny, isn't it?”

“Hlarious,” Carol said. “Sit tight. I'll be right back.”

At the nurses’ station at the end of the hail, she explained who she was
and arranged to rent a small television set for Jane Doe’s room An orderly
prom sed to hook it up right away.

The chief RN on duty—a stocky, gray-haired wonman who wore her gl asses on a
chai n around her neck-said, “She’'s such a sweet girl. She's charned
everyone. Hasn't conplained or uttered a cross word to a soul. There aren’t
many teenagers with her conposure.”

Carol took the elevator down to the ground-floor |obby and went to the
newsst and. She bought a Hershey bar, an Al nond Joy, and siXx mmgazi nes that

| ooked as if they would appeal to a young girl. By the time she got back to
room 316, the orderly had just finished installing the TV.

“You shoul dn’t have done all this,” the girl said.

“When ny parents show up, |I'Il mnmake sure they pay you back.”
“lI won’t accept a dime,” Carol said.

“But -

“No buts.”

“l don’t need to be panpered. I'mfine. Really. If you-=

“I"m not panpering you, honey. Just think of the nmagazi nes and the
television as forns of therapy. In fact, they mght be precisely the tools
you need to break through this ammesia.”

“What do you nean?”

“Wll, if you watch enough tel evision, you nmight see a show you renenber
seei ng before. That m ght spark a sort of chain reaction of menories.”

“You think so?”

“It’s better than just sitting and staring at the walls or out the w ndow.
Nothing in this place is going to spark a nmenory because none of it is
related to your past. But there's a chance the TV will do the trick.”

The girl picked up the renpote-control device that the orderly had given
her, and she switched on the tel evision set. A popular situation comedy was
on.

“Fam | iar?” Carol asked.
The girl shook her head: no. Tears glistened in the corners of her eyes.

“Hey, don’t get upset,” Carol said. “It would be amazing if you renenbered
the first thing you saw. It’'s bound to take tinme.”
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She nodded and bit her lip, trying not to cry.
Carol noved close, took the girl’s hand; it was cool
“WIIl you conme back tonorrow?” Jane asked shakily.
“Of course | will.”

“I mean, if it’s not out of your way.”

“It’s no trouble at all.” “Sonetines..

“What ?”
The girl shuddered. “Sometines |I'’mso afraid.”

“Don’t be afraid, honey. Please don't. It'Il all work out. You'll see
You're going to be back on the track in no tine,” Carol said, w shing she
could think of sonething nore reassuring than those few holl ow pl atitudes
But she knew her inadequate response was occasi oned by her own naggi ng
doubt s.

The girl pulled a tissue out of the Kl eenex dispenser that was built into
the side of the tall netal nightstand. She bl ew her nose, used anot her
tissue to daub at her eyes. She had slunped down in the bed; now she sat up
straight, lifted her chin, squared her slender shoul ders, and readjusted
her covers. \Wen she | ooked up at Carol, she was smling again. “Sorry,”
she said. “I don’t know what got into ne. Being a crybaby isn't going to
sol ve anything. Anyway, you're right. My folks will probably show up
tomorrow, and everything’ Il work out for the best. Look, Dr. Tracy, if you
come to see ne tonorrow—=

“I v\n'll 13

“If you do, prom se not to bring me any nore candy or nmgazi nes or

anyt hing. Ckay? There's no reason for you to spend your noney |ike that.
You’ ve al ready done too nuch for nme. Besides, the best thing you could do

is just conme. | nean, it’'s nice to know soneone outside the hospital cares
about ne. It's nice to know | haven't been lost or forgotten in here. On,
sure, the nurses and the doctors are swell. They really are, and I'm

grateful. They care about ne, but it’'s

sort of their job to care. You know? So that’s not exactly the sane thing,
is it?” She | aughed nervously. “Am | neking sense?”

“l know exactly what you're feeling,” Carol assured her. She was achingly
aware of the girl’'s profound |oneliness, for she had been | onely and
frightened when she was the same age, before G ace Mtowski had taken
custody of her and had given her |arge nmeasures of guidance and | ove.

She stayed with Jane until visiting hours were over. Before she left, she
planted a notherly kiss on the girl’s forehead, and it seened |ike a
perfectly natural thing to do. A bond had fornmed between themin a
surprisingly short tine.

Qutside, in the hospital parking l|ot, the sodiumvapor |ights | eached the
true colors fromthe cars and made themall | ook yellow sh.

The night was chilly. No rain had fallen during the afternoon or evening,
but the air was heavy, danp. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and a new
storm appeared to be on the way.

She sat for a nmonent behind the wheel of the VW staring up at the
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third-floor wi ndow of the girl’'s room
‘“What a terrific kid,” she said al oud.

She felt that soneone quite special had cone unexpectedly into her life.

* % %

Near m dnight, a river-cold wind cane out of the west and nmade the trees
dance. The starless, noonless, utterly lightless night pressed close around
the house and seened to Grace to be a living thing; it snuffled at the
doors and wi ndows.

Rai n began to fall.

She went to bed as the hail clock was striking twelve, and twenty m nutes

| ater she began to drift over the edge of sleep as if she were a | eaf borne
by cool currents toward a great waterfall. On the brink, with only darkness
churni ng under her, she heard novenent in the bedroomand instantly cane
awake agai n.

A series of stealthy sounds. A soft scrape. Arattle that died even as it
began. A silken rustle.

She sat up, heart quickening, and opened the nightstand drawer. Wth one
hand she felt blindly for the .22 pistol she kept in the drawer, and with
the ot her hand she groped silently for the I anp switch. She touched the gun
and lanp at the sanme nonent.

Wth light, the source of the noise was clearly visible. Ari was crouched
atop the hi ghboy, staring down at her, as if he had been about to spring
onto the bed.

“What are you doing in here? You know the rules.”

He blinked but didn’t nove. H's nmuscles were bunched and taut; his fur was
standi ng up on the back of his neck.

For sanitary reasons, she would allow himto clinb neither onto the kitchen
counters nor into her bed; generally, she kept the master bedroom door
firmy shut, day and night, rather than tenpt him Al ready, housecl eaning
required extra hours each week because of him for she was determ ned that
the air should not contain even the slightest trace of cat odor; |ikew se,
she was not about to subject her visitors to furniture covered with | oose
animal hairs. She loved Ari, and she thought himfine conpany, and for the
nost part she gave himthe run of the house in spite of the extra work he
caused her. But she was not prepared to live with cat hairs in her food or
in her sheets.

She got out of bed, stepped into her slippers.
Ari wat ched.

“Conme down fromthere this instant,’
st er nest expression.

Grace said, looking up at himwi th her

H s shining eyes were gas-flame bl ue.
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Grace went to the bedroom door, opened it, stepped out of the way, and
sai d, “Shoo.”

The cat’s muscles relaxed. He slunped in a furry puddl e atop the hi ghboy,
as if his bones had nelted. He yawned and began to |ick one of his black
paws.

“Hey!” she said.
Ari stophanes rai sed his head | anguidly, peered down at her

“Qut,” she said gruffly. “Now.”

When he still didn't nove, she started toward the hi ghboy, and he was at
| ast encouraged to obey. He junped down and darted past her so fast she
didn't have tine to swat him He went into the hall, and she closed the
door.

In bed again, with the lights out, she renenbered the way he had | ooked as
he perched atop the highboy:

facing her, ainmed at her, shoul ders drawn up, head held | ow, haunches
tense, his fur electrified, his eyes bright and slightly demented. He had
intended to junmp onto the bed and scare the bejesus out of her; there was
no doubt about that. But such schemes were a kitten's ganes; Ari had not
been playful in that fashion for the past three or four years, ever since
he had

attained a rather indolent maturity. What on earth had gotten into hin®

That settles it, she told herself. W'll pay a visit to the veterinarian
first thing in the norning. Good Lord, | mght have a schizophrenic cat on
nmy hands!

Seeking rest, she let the night enbrace her again. She allowed herself to
be carried along by the riverlike sound of the soughing wind. Wthin a few
m nutes she was once nmore being borne toward the waterfall of sleep. She
trenbled on the edge of it, and a quiver of uneasi ness passed through her,
a chill that nearly broke the spell, but then she dropped down into

dar kness.

She dreaned that she was trekking across a vast underwater | andscape of
brilliantly colored coral and seaweed and strange, undul ating plants. A cat
| urked anong the plants, a big one, nmuch bigger than a tiger, but with the
coloring of a Sianese. It was stal king her. She could see its saucer eyes
peering at her through the nmurky sea, from anong wavering stal ks of marine
vegetation. She could hear and feel its low purr transmtted by the water.
She paused repeatedly during her suboceanic trek so that she could fill a
series of yellow bow s with generous portions of Meow Mx in the hope of
paci fying the cat, but she knew in her heart that the beast woul d not be
content until it had sunk its claws into her. She noved steadily past
towers of coral, past grottoes, across wi de aquatic plains of shifting
sand, waiting for the cat to snarl and lunge from conceal nent, waiting for
it torip open her face and gouge out her eyes.

Once, she woke and thought she heard Aristophanes scratching insistently on
the other side of the

cl osed bedroom door. But she was groggy and couldn't trust her senses; she
wasn't able to wench herself fully awake, and in a few seconds she sank
down into the dream once nore.
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At one o'clock in the morning, the third floor of the hospital was so quiet
that Harriet G lbey. the head nurse on the graveyard shift, felt as though
she was deep underground, in some kind of mlitary conplex, tucked into the
stony roots of a nountain, far fromthe real world and the background

noi ses of real life. The only sounds were the whi sper of the heating system
and t he occasi onal squeak of the nurses’ rubber-soled shoes on the highly
polished tile floors.

Harriet—a small, pretty, neatly uniformed bl ack woman—was at the nurses
station, around the corner fromthe bank of elevators, entering data on
patients’ charts, when the tranquility of the third floor was abruptly
shattered by a piercing scream She noved out from behind the reception
desk and hurried along the hall, following the shrill cry. It cane from
room 316. When Harriet pushed open the door, stepped into the room and
snapped on the overhead |lights, the scream ng stopped as suddenly as it had
begun.

The girl they called Jane Doe was in bed, flat on her back, one armraised
and angl ed across her face as if she were warding off a blow, the other
hand hooked on to one of the safety rails. She had kicked the sheets and
the blanket into a tangled wad at the foot of the bed, and her hospita
gown was nicked up over her hips. She tossed her head violently from side
to side, gasping, pleading with an inagi nary assail ant:

“No. . . no. . . no. Dbon't! Please don't kill me! No!” Wth gentle hands, a
gentle voice, and patient insistence, Harriet tried to quiet the girl. At
first Jane resisted all mnistrations. She had been given a sedative
earlier. Now she was having troubl e waki ng up. G adually, however, she
shook off the nightmare and cal med down.

Anot her nurse, Kay Ham | ton, appeared at Harriet’'s side. “Wat happened?
Must’ ve woke up half the floor.”

“Just a bad dream” Harriet said

Jane blinked sleepily at them “She was trying to kill ne.”
“Hush now,” Harriet said. “It was only a dream
No one here will hurt you.”

“A drean?” Jane asked, her voice slurred. “Oh. Yeah. Just a dream Wew
What a dream”

The girl’s thin white gown and the tangl ed sheets were danp with
perspiration. Harriet and Kay replaced themw th fresh |linens.

As soon as the bed had been changed, Jane succunbed to the lingering tug of
the sedative. She turned onto her side and nurmured happily in her sleep;
she even sm | ed.

“Looks li ke she switched to a better channel,” Harriet said.

“Poor kid. After what she’'s been through, the | east she deserves is a good
night’s sleep.”

They watched her for a minute, then left the room turning off the lights
and cl osing the door.

Al one, deep in sleep, transported into a different dreamfromthe one that
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had elicited her screans, Jane sighed, sniled, giggled quietly.
“The ax,” she whispered in her sleep. “The ax. Ch, the ax. Yes. Yes.”

Her hands curled slightly, as if she were clutching a solid but invisible
obj ect.

“The ax,” she whi spered, and the second of those two words reverberated
softly through the dark room

Thunk!

Carol ran through the huge living room across the oriental carpet, banging
her hip agai nst the edge of the credenza.

Thank! Thunk

She dashed through the archway, into a long hall, headed toward the stairs
that led to the second fl oor

When she gl anced behind her, she saw that the house had vani shed in her
wake and had been replaced by a pitch-black void in which sonmething silvery
flickered back and forth, back and forth.

Thunk!

Understanding came with a flash; she knew what the glimering object was.
An ax. The blade of an ax. dinting as it swng fromside to side.

Thunk. . . thunk-thunk..
VWi npering, she clinbed the stairs toward the second fl oor.
Thunk. . thank. .

At times the blade seenmed to be biting into wood; the sound of it was dry,
splintery. But at other tinmes the sound had a subtly different quality, as
if the blade were slicing brutally into a substance nmuch softer than wood,
into sonething wet and tender

Into flesh?
Thank!
Carol groaned in her sleep, turned restlessly, flinging off the sheets.
Then she was running across the hi gh neadow.
The trees ahead. The void behind. And the ax. The ax.
6

FRI DAY norni ng, there was another break in the rain, but the day was
dressed in fog. The light com ng through the hospital w ndow was wintry,
bl eak.

Jane had only a hazy recollection of the nurses changi ng her sheets and her
sweat - soaked bed gown during the night. She vaguely recalled having a
frightening dream too, but she couldn’'t bring to mnd a single detail of
it.
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She was still unable to renmenmber her nane or anything el se about herself.
She coul d cast her mind back as far as the accident yesterday norning,
perhaps even to a point a mnute or so on the other side of the accident,
but beyond that there was only a blank wall where her past should have
been.

During breakfast, she read an article in one of the nagazines that Caro
Tracy had bought for her. Al though there were no visiting hours until this
aft ernoon, Jane was already | ooking forward to seeing the woman again. Dr.
Hannaport and the nurses were nice, every one of them but none of them
affected her as positively as Carol Tracy did. For reasons she coul d not
under stand, she felt nmore secure, nore at ease, |less frightened by her
ammesi a when she was with Dr. Tracy than when she was with the others.
Maybe that was what peopl e nmeant when they said a doctor had a good bedside
manner .

Shortly after nine o' clock, when Paul was on the freeway, headed downt own
to deliver the new set of application papers to Alfred OBrian's office,
the Pontiac's engine cut out. It didn't sputter or cough; the pistons
sinmply stopped firing while the car was hurtling along at nearly fifty
mles an hour. As the Pontiac's speed plunmeted, its power steering began
to freeze up. Traffic whizzed past on both sides at sixty and sixty-five,
faster than the speed Iinmt, too fast for the nisty weather. Paul
maneuvered the car across two | anes, toward the right-hand shoul der of the
road. Second by second, he expected to hear a short squeal of brakes and
feel the sickening inmpact of another car against his, but amazingly, he was
able to avoid a collision. Westling with the stiffening steering wheel, he
brought the Pontiac to a full stop on the berm

He | eaned back in his seat and cl osed his eyes until he had regained his
composure. When at |ast he | eaned forward and tw sted the key in the
ignition, the starter didn't make the slightest response; the battery had
no juice to offer. He tried a few nore tines, then gave up

A freeway exit was just ahead, and there was a service station less than a
bl ock fromthe off-ranp. Paul walked to it in ten m nutes.

The station was busy, and the owner couldn’t spare his young assi stant-—a
bi g, redheaded, open-faced kid nanmed Corky—sntil the stream of customers
subsided to a trickle shortly before ten o' clock. Then Paul and Corky rode
back to the crippled Pontiac in a tow truck.

They tried junp-starting the car, but the battery wouldn’t hold a charge.
The Pontiac had to be towed back to the station

Corky intended to replace the battery and have the car running in half an
hour. But it wasn't the battery after all, and the estimated time for
conpl etion of the repairs was extended again and again. Finally, Corky
found a problemw th the electrical systemand fixed it.

Paul was stranded for three hours, always sure he would be on his way in
just another twenty or thirty mnutes. But it was one-thirty when he
finally parked the revitalized Pontiac in front of the adoption agency’'s
of fi ces.

Alfred OBrian came out to the reception |lounge to greet Paul. He was
wearing a well-tailored brown suit, a neatly pressed, creamcolored shirt,
a neatly arranged, beige display handkerchief in the breast pocket of his
suit jacket, and a pair of neatly shined, brown wing-tip shoes. He accepted
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the application, but he wasn't optimnistic about the possibility of making
all the required verifications prior to the reconmendati ons conmittee’s
nmeeti ng next Wednesday nor ni ng.

“W’ll try to do a rush job on your papers,” he told Paul. “I owe you that
much at least! But in getting these verifications, we have to deal with
peopl e outside this office, and some of themwon't get back to us right
away or won’t like being hurried. It always takes a mninum of three ful
busi ness days to run a conplete verification, sonetimes four or five days,
sometinmes even |longer, so | very nmuch doubt that we'll be ready for this
session of the recomrendati ons comrmittee, even though | want to be. W'l
probably have to submt your application at the second Septenber neeting,
at the end of the nonth. | feel terrible about that, M. Tracy. |I'mnore
sorry than | can say.

I truly am If we hadn’'t |ost those papers in the turnmoil yesterday—>

“Don’t worry about it,” Paul said. “The |ightning wasn't your doing, and
neither was the problemwth nmy car. Carol and | have waited a long, |ong
time to adopt a child. Another two weeks isn’t nuch in the schene of

t hi ngs.”

“When your papers are presented to the committee, you'll be approved
quickly,” OBrian said. “l’ve never been nmore sure about a couple than I am
about you. That’'s what 1’mgoing to tell them”

“l appreciate that,” Paul said

“I'f we can't nmake Wednesday’'s neeting—and | assure you we'll try our
best—+then it’'s only a minor, tenporary setback. Nothing to be concerned
about. Just a bit of bad luck.”

* k%

Dr. Brad Tenmpleton was a fine veterinarian. However, to Grace, he always

| ooked out of place when he was ministering to a cat or dog. He was a big
man who woul d have | ooked nmore at hone treating horses and farmaninmals in
a country practice, where his nassive shoul ders and muscul ar arnms woul d be
of nmore use. He stood six-five, weighed about two hundred and twenty
pounds, and had a ruddy, rugged, but pleasing face. Wen be pl ucked

Ari st ophanes out of the padded travel basket, the cat |ooked like a toy in
hi s enor nbus hands.

“He looks fit,” Brad said, putting Ari on the stainless-steel table that
stood in the mddle of the sparkling clean surgery.

“He’ s never been one to tear up the furniture, not since he was just a
kitten,” Grace said. “He's never been a clinber, either. But now, every
time | turn around, he's perched on top of sonething, peering down at ne.”

Brad exanmined Ari, feeling for swollen glands and enl arged joints. The cat
cooperated docilely, even when Brad used a rectal thermoneter on him
"Tenperature’s normal .”

“Something’s wong,” Gace insisted.

Ari st ophanes purred, tolled onto his back, asking for his belly to be
r ubbed.

Brad rubbed himand was rewarded with an even |ouder purr. “Is he off his
f ood?”
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“No,” Grace said. “He stills eats well.”
“Vomi ting?”

“No. "

“Di arr hea?”

“No. He hasn’t shown any synptons |ike those.

It’s just that he's.. . different. He's not at all l|ike he was. Every
synmptom | can point to is a synptomof a personality change, not an

i ndi cation of physical deterioration. Like destroying the pillows. Leaving
the mess on the arnchair. The sudden interest he’s taken in clinbing. And
he’'s gotten very sneaky |l ately, always creeping around, hiding from ne,
wat chi ng me when be thinks | don't see him”

“All cats are a bit sneaky,” Brad said, frowning. “That’s the nature of the
beast.”

“Ari didn't used to sneak,” Grace said. “Not |ike he's been doing the |ast
coupl e of days. And he’s not as friendly as he used to be. The last two
days, he hasn’'t wanted to be petted or cuddled.”

Still frowning, Brad lifted his gaze fromthe cat and net Grace's eyes.
“But dear, look at him”

Ari was still on his back, getting his belly rubbed, and clearly relishing
all the attention being directed at him H's tail sw shed back and forth
across the steel table. He rai sed one paw and batted playfully at the
doctor’s large, |eathery hand.

Si ghing, Grace said, “I know what you're thinking. |"'man old wormran. O d
worren get funny ideas.”

“No, no, no. | wasn't thinking any such thing.”

“d d women become obsessively attached to their pets because sonetines
their pets are the only conpany they have, their only real friends.”

“I amperfectly aware that doesn’t apply to you, Grace. Not with all the

friends you've got in this town. | nerely—=>

She sniled and patted his cheek. “Don’t protest too strongly, Brad. | know
what ' s goi ng through your mnd. Sone old wonen are so afraid of |osing
their pets that they think they see signs of illness where there are none.

Your reaction is understandable. It doesn't offend ne. It does frustrate ne
because | know sonmething is wong with Ari.”

Brad | ooked down at the cat again, continued stroking its belly, and said,
“Have you changed his diet in any way?”

“No. He gets the sane brand of cat food, at the sanme tinmes of day, in the
sanme quantities he's always gotten it.”

“Has the conpany changed t he product recently?”
“How do you nean?”
“Wel |, does the package say ‘new, inproved,’ or

‘richer flavor,’ or anything like that?”
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She thought about it for a nmonment, then shook her head. “I don't think so.”

“Someti mes, when they change a formula, they add a new preservative or a
new artificial flavoring or coloring agent, and sonme pets have an allergic
reaction to it.”

“But wouldn’t that be a physical reaction? Like | said, this seens to be
strictly a personality change.”

Brad nodded. “I’'m sure you know food additives can cause behavi ora

problenms in sonme children. A lot of hyperactive kids cal m dowmn when they're
put on a diet free of the major additives. Aninals can be affected by these
things, too. Fromwhat you' ve told me, it sounds |ike Aristophanes is
intermttently hyperactive and may be responding to a subtle change in the
fornmul ation of his cat food. Switch himto another brand, wait a week for
his systemto purge itself of whatever additives have offended it, and
he' Il probably be the old Ari again.”

“If he isn t?”

“Then bring himin, leave himwith ne for a couple of days, and I'll give
hima really thorough going over. But | strongly recomrend that we try
changing his diet first, before we go to all that trouble and expense.”

You are hunoring ne, Gace thought. Just coddling an ol d | ady.

“Very well,” she said. “I’'Il try changing his food. But if he's still not
hinself a week fromnow, 1’1l want you to give hima conplete battery of
tests.”

“Of course.”

“1"1l want an answer.”

On the stainless-steel table, Aristophanes purred, happily twitched his
long tail, and | ooked infuriatingly normnal

* % %

Later, at hone, just inside the front door, when Gace slipped the latch on
the padded travel basket and opened the lid, Aristophanes expl oded out of
confinement with a hiss and a snarl, his fun bristling, his ears laid back
agai nst his head, eyes wild. He clawed her hand and squeal ed as she thrust
hi maway from her. He sprinted down the hall, disappeared into the kitchen,
where the pet door gave himaccess to the rear yard.

Shocked, Grace stared at her hand. Ari’s claws had made three short furrows
in the neaty edge of her palm Blood welled up and began to trickle down
her wi st.

Carol’'s last appointnent on Friday was at one o' clock: a fifty-minute
session with Kathy Lombino, a fifteen-year-old girl who was gradually
recovering from anorexi a nervosa. Five nonths ago, when she had first been
brought to Carol, Kathy had wei ghed only seventy-five pounds, at |east
thirty pounds bel ow her ideal weight. She had been teetering on the edge of
starvation, repelled by the sight and even the thought of food, stubbornly
refusing to eat nore than an occasi onal soda cracker or slice of bread,

of ten gaggi ng on even those bland norsels. When she was put in front of a
mrror and forced to confront the pathetic sight of her emaciated body, she
still berated herself for being fat and could not be convinced that she
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was, in fact, frighteningly thin. Her prospects for survival had seened
slight. Now she wei ghed ninety pounds, up fifteen, still well below a

heal thy weight for a girl of her height and bone structure, but at |east
she was no |longer in danger of dying. A loss of self-respect and

sel f-confidence was nearly always the seed from whi ch anorexi a nervosa
grew, and Kathy was beginning to |ike herself again, a sure sign that she
was on her way back fromthe brink. She hadn’t yet regained a nornal
appetite; she still experienced mld revulsion at the sight and taste of
food; but her attitude was far better than it had been, for now she
recogni zed the need for food, even though she didn't have any desire for
it. The girl had a long way to go before she would be fully recovered, but
the worst was past for her; in tinme she would learn to enjoy food again,
and she would gain weight nore rapidly than she had done thus far,
stabilizing around a hundred and five or a hundred and ten pounds. Kathy's
progress had been i mensely satisfying to Carol, and today' s session only
added to that satisfaction. As had becone customary, she and the girl
hugged each other at the end of the session, and Kathy held on tighter and
| onger than usual. Wien the girl left the office, she was sniling.

A few minutes later, at two o' clock, Carol went to the hospital. In the
gift shop off the | obby, she bought a deck of playing cards and a miniature
checkerboard with nickle-sized checkers that all fit neatly into a vinyl
carryi ng case.

Upstairs, in 316, the tel evision was on, and Jane was readi ng a nmagazi ne.
She | ooked up when Carol entered, and she said, “You really cane.”

“Said | would, didn't |?”

“What’ ve you got ?”

“Cards, checkers. | thought maybe they’'d help you pass the tine.”
“You prom sed you wouldn’t buy ne anything else.”

“Hey, did | say | was giving these to you? No way. You think I'ma soft
touch or sonething? |I'mlending them kid. | expect them back. And whenever
you return them they'd better be in as good condition as they are now, or
1"l take you all the way to the Suprenme Court to get conpensated for the
damage.”

Jane grinned. “Boy, you' re tough.”

“l eat nails for breakfast.”

“Don’t they get stuck in your teeth?”

“I pluck “emout with pliers.”

“Ever eat barbed wre?”

“Never for breakfast. | have it for lunch now and then.”
They both | aughed, and Carol said, “So do you play checkers?”
“l don’t know. | don’t renenber.”

The girl shrugged.

“Not hing’s come back yet?” Carol asked.

“Not a thing.”

“Don’t worry. It will.”
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“My folks haven't shown up, either.”

“Well, you ve only been missing for one day. Gve themtime to find you
It’s too soon to start worrying about that.”

They pl ayed three games of checkers. Jane renenbered all of the rules, but
she couldn't recall where or with whom she had pl ayed before.

The afternoon passed quickly, and Carol enjoyed every mnute of it. Jane

was charm ng, bright, and blessed with a good sense of hunor. Whether the
gane was checkers, hearts, or five-hundred rumy, she played to win, but

she never pouted when she |ost. She was very good conpany.

The girl’s charm and pl easing personality made it highly unlikely that she
woul d go unclaimed for |ong. Some teenagers are so self-centered, spaced
out on drugs, bull headed, and destructive that when one of them decides to
run away from home, his decision often elicits only a sigh of relief from
his nmother and father. But when a good kid |like Jane Doe disappears, a |ot
of people start sounding al armns.

There nust be a famly that | oves her, Carol

thought. They’'re probably crazy with worry right now. Sooner or |ater
they' Il turn up, crying and laughing with relief that their girl has been
found alive. So why not sooner? \Were are they?

The doorbell rang at precisely three-thirty. Paul answered it and found a
pallid, gray-eyed man of about

fifty. He wore gray slacks, a pale gray shirt, and a dark gray sweater.
“M. Tracy?”
“Yes. Are you from Safe Hones?”

“That’s right,” the gray man said. “Nane’s Bill Al sgood. | am Safe Hones.
Started the conpany two years ago.”

They shook hands, and Al sgood entered the foyer, |looking with interest at
the interior of the house. “Lovely place. You' re lucky to get same-day
service. Usually, |I'm schedul ed three days in advance. But when you call ed
this nmorning and said it was an energency, |’d just had a cancellation.”

“You're a building inspector?” Paul asked, closing the door

“Structural engineer, to be precise. What our conpany does is inspect the
house before it’s sold, usually on behalf of the buyer, at his expense. W
tell himif he's buying into a heartache of any sort-a | eaky roof, a cellar
that floods, a crumbling foundation, faulty wiring, bad plunbing, that kind
of thing. We're fully bonded, so even if we overl ook sonething, our client
is protected. Are you the buyer or the seller?”

“Neither,” Paul said. “My wife and | own the place, but we aren’t ready to
sell it. We’re having a problemw th the house, and | can't pinpoint the
cause of it. | thought you m ght be able to help.”

Al sgood rai sed one gray eyebrow. “May | suggest that what you need is a
good handyman. He’d be consi derably cheaper, and once he’'d found the
trouble, he could fix it, too. W don’t do any repair work, you know. W
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only inspect.”

“I"'maware of that. I'"mpretty handy nyself, but | haven't figured out
what’s wong or howto fix it.

I think I need the kind of expert advice that no handyman can give ne.’
“You do know we charge two hundred and fifty dollars for an inspection?”

“I know,” Paul said. “But this is an extrenely annoying problem and it
m ght be causing serious structural damage.”

“What is it?”

Paul told himabout the hamering sounds that occasionally shook the house.

“That’s peculiar as hell,” Al sgood said. “l’'ve never heard a conplaint like
it before.” He thought for a monent, then said, “Wuere’'s your furnace?”

“In the cellar.”

“Maybe it’s a heating duct problem Unlikely. But we can start down there
and work our way up to the roof until we’ve found the cause.”

For the next two hours, Al sgood | ooked into every cranny of the house,
poked and probed and rapped and visually inspected every inch of the
interior, then every inch of the roof, while Paul tagged al ong, assisting
wherever he could. Alight rain began to fall when they were still on the
roof, and they were both soaked by the tine they finished the job and
climbed down. Al sgood s left foot slipped off the last rung of the | adder,
just as he was about to step onto the waterlogged | awn, and he tw sted his
ankl e painfully. Al that risk and inconveni ence was for nothing because
Al sgood didn't find anything out of the ordinary.

At five-thirty, in the kitchen, they warned up with coffee while Al sgood
filled out his report. Wt and bedraggl ed, he | ooked even nore pallid than
when Paul had first seen him The rain had transforned his gray

cl othes—ence a variety of shades —into a single, dull hue, so that he
appeared to be wearing a drab uniform “It’s basically a solid house, M.
Tracy. The condition is really topnotch.”

“Then where the devil did that sound conme fron? And why was the whol e house
shaken by it?”

“I wish |I'd heard it.”
“I was sure it'd start up at |east once while you were here.”

Al sgood si pped his coffee, but the warm brew added no color to his cheeks.
“Structurally, there’'s not a thing wong with this house. That's what ny
report will say, and |1’'d stake ny reputation on it.”

“VWich puts ne right back at square one,
around his coffee cup.

Paul said, folding his hands

“I"'msorry you spent all this nbney w thout getting an answer,” Al sgood
said. “I really feel bad about that.”

“I't isn't your fault. I'mconvinced you did a thorough job. In fact, if |
ever buy another house, |I'Il definitely want you to inspect it first. At

| east | now know the trouble isn’t structural, which rules out
possibilities and narrows the field of inquiry.”

“Maybe you won't even hear it again. It mght stop just as suddenly as it
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started.”

“Somehow, | suspect you' re wong about that,” Paul said.

Later, at the front door, as Alsgood was |eaving, he said, “One thought has
occurred to nme, but | hesitate to nention it.”

" \My?)!
“You might think it’s off the wall.”

“M. Alsgood, |I'ma desperate nan. I'mw lling to consider anything, no
matter how farfetched it m ght be.”

Al sgood | ooked at the ceiling, then at the floor, then back al ong the hai
that |ay behind Paul, then down at his own feet. “A ghost,” he said
quietly.

Paul stared at him surprised.

Al sgood cl eared his throat nervously, shifted his eyes to the floor again,
then finally raised themand net Paul’s gaze. “Maybe you don’t believe in
ghosts.”

“DO you?” Paul asked.

“Yes. |’ve been interested in the subject nost of nmy life. | have a |l arge
collection of publications dealing with spiritualismof all sorts. |’ve had
some personal experiences in haunted houses, too.”

“You' ve seen a ghost”

“l believe | have, yes, on four occasions. Ectoplasmnm c apparitions.
I nsubstantial, manlike shapes drifting in the air. |'ve also tw ce
wi t nessed poltergei st phenonena. As far as this house is concerned.

Hi s voice trailed away, and he licked his lips nervously. “If you find this
boring or preposterous, | don't want to waste your tinme.”

“Quite frankly,” Paul said, “lI can’t picture nyself calling an exorcist in
to deal with this. But I’'mnot entirely close-m nded where ghosts are
concerned. | find it hard to accept, but I'mcertainly willing to listen.”

“Reasonabl e enough,” Al sgood said. For the first time since he had rung the
doorbell more than two hours ago, color rose into his m|ky conplexion, and
his watery eyes brightened with a spark of enthusiasm “All right. Here's
sonet hing to consider. Fromwhat you' ve told ne, |1'd say there mght be a
pol tergei st at work here. O course, no objects have been hurled around by
an unseen presence; there's been no breakage, and poltergeists dearly |ove
to break things. But the shaking of the house, the clattering pots and
pans, the little bottles clinking agai nst one another in the spice
rack—those are all indications of a poltergeist at work, one that’'s just
beginning to test its powers. If it is a poltergeist, then you can expect
worse to cone. Oh, yes. Definitely. Furniture noving across the floor al

by itself. Pictures flung off the walls, |anps knocked down and broken

Di shes flying around the roomas if they were birds.” H s wan countenance
flushed with excitenent as he considered the supernatural destruction
“Levitations of heavy objects |ike sofas and beds and refrigerators. Now

m nd you, there are sone recorded cases of people being plagued by benign
poltergeists that don't break nuch of anything, but the overwhel m ng nunber

of themare malign, and that’'s what you' |l nobst |ikely have to deal wth—f
i ndeed you’ ve got one here at all.’, Having warned to his subject, he
finished in an al nost breathless rush of words: “In its npost active form
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even a benign poltergeist can conpletely disrupt a household, interfere
wi th your sleep, and keep you so on edge that you don’t know whether you're
com ng or going.”

Startled by Al sgood s passionately delivered speech

and by the odd new light in the man’s eyes, Paul said, “Wll.. . uh. . .
it’s really not that bad. Not nearly that bad. Just a hamrering sound and—=>

“I't’s not that bad yet,” Al sgood said sonberly.

“But if you have a poltergeist here, the situation could deteriorate
rapidly. If you' ve never seen one in action, M. Tracy, you sinply can't
understand what it’s like.”

Paul was disconcerted by the change in the man. He felt as if he had opened
the door to one of those

whol esone- | ooki ng types who turned out to be pushing crackpot religious
panphl ets and who procl ai ned the inmm nence of Judgnent Day in the same
bubbl y, upbeat tone of voice that Donny OGsnond might use to introduce his
cute little sister, Marie, to a panting audi ence of Gsnond fans. There was
a disquieting zeal in Al sgood s manner.

“If it does turn out to be a poltergeist,” Alsgood said, “if things do get
a lot worse, will you call ne right away? |’'ve been fortunate enough to

observe two poltergeists, as | said. I'd like nothing better than to see a
third going through its tricks. The opportunity doesn't arise very often.”

“l guess not,” Paul said.
“So you'll call nme?”

“l very much doubt there’s a poltergeist involved here, M. Al sgood. If |

keep | ooki ng | ong enough and hard enough, 1'Il find a perfectly |ogica
expl anation for what’'s been happening. But on the off-chance that it is a
malign spirit, rest assured I'll give you a call the nmoment the first

refrigerator or chiffonier levitates.”

Al sgood wasn't able to see anything anusing about their conversation. He
frowned when he detected levity in Paul’s voice, and he said, “I didn't
really expect you to take ne seriously.”

“Ch, please don't think I’mnot grateful for—=
“No, no,” Al sgood said, waving himto silence.

“l understand. No of fense taken.” The excitenent had gone out of his watery
eyes. “You' ve been raised to believe strictly in science. You ve been
taught to put your faith only in things that can be seen and touched and
measured. That’s the nodemway.” H's shoul ders sl unped. The color in his
face faded, and his skin becane pale, grayish, and slack, as it had been a
few m nutes ago. “Asking you to be open-m nded about ghosts is as pointless
as trying to convince a deep-sea creature that there are such things as
birds. It’s sad but true, and | have no reason to be angry about it.”

He opened the front door, and the sound of the rain grew | ouder. “Anyway,
for your sake, | hope it isn't a poltergeist you' ve got here. | hope you
find that |ogical explanation you' re |ooking for. |I really do, M. Tracy.”

Bef ore Paul could respond, Al sgood turned and wal ked out into the rain. He
no |l onger seemed |like a zealot; there was no trace of passion in him He
was just a thin, gray man, shuffling through the gray mist, head slightly
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bowed against the gray rain, illum nated by the gray light of the storm he
al nost seened |ike a ghost hinself;

Paul cl osed the door, put his back against it, and | ooked around the hall,
through the nearest archway, which opened onto the Iiving room
Pol tergei st? Not very dammed |ikely.

He preferred Al sgood’ s other suggestion: that the hanmering mght sinply
stop as suddenly and inexplicably as it had started, wi thout the cause ever
bei ng known.

He gl anced at his watch. 6:06.

Carol had said she would remain at the hospital until eight o' clock and
woul d then cone home for a late neal. That gave himan hour or so to work
on his novel before he had to start cooking di nner—broiled chicken
breasts, steamed vegetables, and rice with bits of green pepper.

He went upstairs to his office and sat down at the typewiter. He picked up
the |l ast page he had witten, intending to reread it a few times and get
back into the nmood and tone of the story he was telling.

THUNK!  THUNK!

The house shook. The wi ndows rattl ed.
He bolted up fromhis chair.

THUNK!

On his desk, the jar full of pens and pencils toppled over, cracked into
several pieces, and spilled its contents onto the floor.

Si | ence.
He waited. One minute. Two m nutes.
Not hi ng.

There was no sound except the snapping of the rain against the wi ndows and
the drumm ng of it on the roof.

Only three hamrer blows this time. Harder than any that had conme before.
But only three. Alnost as if soneone were playing ganes with him taunting
hi m

* k%

Shortly before mdnight, in room 316, the girl |aughed softly in her sleep

Qut si de her wi ndow, |ightning pulsed, and the night flickered, and the
darkness seened to gallop for a nonent, as if it were a huge and eager
beast .

The girl turned onto her stomach wi thout waking, murrmured into her pillows.
“The ax,” she said with a wistful sigh. “The ax. "

On the stroke of mdnight, just forty mnutes after she had fallen asl eep,
Carol bolted up fromher pillows, trenbling violently. As she struggl ed out
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of the grip of her nightmare, she heard soneone say, “It’'s coming! It's
com ng!” She stared wildly, blindly into the lightless roomuntil she
realized the panic-stricken voice had been her own.

Suddenly she could not tolerate the darkness one second | onger. She funbl ed
desperately for the switch on the bedside |lamp, found it, and sagged with
relief.

The light didn't disturb Paul. He munbled in his sleep but didn't wake.

Carol | eaned back agai nst the headboard and |istened to her racing heart as
it gradually slowed to a normal beat.

Her hands were icy. She put themunder the covers and curled theminto
warm ng fists.

The ni ght nares have got to stop, she told herself. | can’t go through this
every night. | need ny sleep

Per haps a vacation was called for. She had been working too hard for too

| ong. The accurul at ed weari ness was probably partly to blanme for her bad
dreans. She had al so been under a great deal of unusual stress lately: the
pendi ng adoption, the near-tragic events in OBrian's office on Wdnesday,
the accident just yesterday norning, the girl’s amesia for which she felt
responsible. .. . Living with too nuch tension could cause exceptionally
vivid nightnares of the sort she was experiencing. A week in the nountains,
away from everyday probl ens, seened |like the perfect nedicine.

In addition to all the other sources of stress, that day was approaching,
the birthday of the child she had put up for adoption. A week from
tomorrow, the

Saturday after next, would mark sixteen years since she had relinquished
the baby. Already, eight days in advance of that anniversary, she was
burdened by a heavy nmantle of guilt. By the tine next Saturday rolled
around, she woul d nost likely be thoroughly depressed, as usual. A week in
the nountains, away from everyday probl ens, mght be the perfect nedicine
for that ailnment, too.

Last year, she and Paul had purchased a vacation cabin on an acre of
tinmbered land in the nountains. It was a cozy place—+two bedroons, one bath,
aliving roomwith a big stone fireplace, and a conplete kitchen—a retreat
that conbined all the conforts of civilization with the clean air,

marvel ous scenery, and tranquility that could not be found in the city.

They had planned to get away to the cabin at |east two weekends every nonth
during the sumer, but they had nade the trip only three times in the past
four months, less than half as often as they had hoped.

Paul had | abored hard to neet a series of self-inposed deadlines on his
novel , and she had taken on nore patients—a couple of really troubled kids
who sinply could not be turned away—and for both herself and Paul, work had
expanded to fill every spare nonent. Perhaps they were the overachievers
that AlIfred O Brian had thought they m ght be.

But we’ll change when we have a child, Carol told herself. W1l make lots
of time for leisure and for fanmily outings because creating the best
environment for our child is the job we're looking forward to nore than any
ot her.

Now, sitting up in bed, the grisly nightmare still chillingly fresh in her
m nd, she decided to start changing her life fromthis nmonent on. They
woul d take off a few days, maybe a whol e week, and go to the nountains
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before the reconmendati ons committee's neeting at the end of the nonth, so
they woul d be rested and conposed when at |ast they nmet the child who woul d
be theirs. They couldn’t take off this com ng week, of course. She would
need tine to reschedul e her appointnents. Besides, she didn't want to | eave
town until Jane Doe’'s parents showed up and properly identified the girl;
that might take a few nore days. But they ought to be able to carve a large
chunk of tine out of the week after next, and she made up her nmind to start
nudgi ng Paul about it first thing in the norning.

Havi ng reached that decision, she felt better. The mere prospect of a
vacation, even a brief one, relieved nuch of her tension

She | ooked at Paul and said, “I |ove you.”
He continued to snore softly.

Smiling, she clicked off the light and settled under the covers again. For
a couple of mnutes she listened to the rain and to her husband’s rhythmc
breathing; then she drifted into a sound, satisfying sleep

* k *

Rain fell throughout Saturday, rounding out a nonotonously watery, sunless
week. The day was cool, too, and the wi nd had teeth.

Carol visited Jane in the hospital on Saturday afternoon. They pl ayed cards
and tal ked about sone of the articles the girl had read in the rmagazi nes
Carol had bought for her. Through every conversation, regardl ess of the
subj ect, Carol probed continuously but subtly at the girl’s amesi a,
prodded her nenory without letting her see that she was bei ng prodded.

But it was all wasted effort, for Jane's past renmi ned beyond her grasp

At the end of the afternoon visiting hours, as Carol was heading toward the
el evators on the third floor, she encountered Dr. Sam Hannaport in the
corridor.

“Haven’t the police cone up with any |leads at all?” she asked.
He shrugged his burly shoul ders. “Not yet.”

“I't’s been over two days since the accident.”

“VWhich isn't all that long.”

“I't seens like an eternity to that poor kid in there,” Carol said,
gesturing toward the door of 316.

“l know,” Hannaport said. “And | feel just as bad about it as you do. But

it's still too soon to be pessinistic.”
“I'f 1 had a girl like her, and if nmy kid turned up nissing for even one
day, |1’'d be pushing the police hard, and 1’'d nmake damed sure the story was

in all the papers, and |I’'d be poundi ng on doors and maki ng a nui sance of
myself all over the city.”

Hannaport nodded. “lI know you would. |’ve seen how you operate, and
admre your style. And listen, | think your visits with the girl have an
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awful lot to do with keeping her spirits up. It’s good of you to take all
this time with her.”

“Well, I"mnot angling for a testinonial dinner,”

Carol said. “I don't think I’mdoing any nore than | have to do. | nean
I"ve got a responsibility here.”

A nurse cane along, pushing a patient in a wheelchair. Carol and Hannaport
st epped out of the way.

“At | east Jane seens to be in good physical shape,” Carol said.
“Like I told you on Wednesday—there were no

serious injuries. In fact, because she is in such good condition, she
presents us with a problem She doesn't really belong in a hospital. | just
hope her parents show up before |I'’mforced to discharge her.”

“Di scharge her? But you can’t do that if she has nowhere to go. She can’'t
cope outside. For God s sake, she doesn’t even know who she is!”

“Naturally, 1'lIl keep her here as long as | possibly can. But by late
tonight or tonorrow norning, all of our beds are probably going to be full.
Then, if the nunber of energency adnissions is greater than the nunber of
di scharges al ready scheduled, we'll have to | ook around for a few other
pati ents who can be safely rel eased. Jane’'s bound to be one of them If
some guy’'s brought in here with a cracked skull froman auto accident, or

i f an anbul ance delivers a woman who's been stabbed by a jeal ous boyfriend,
I can’t justify turning away seriously injured people while |I'm keeping a
perfectly healthy girl whose worst physical problemis a contusion on her

| eft shoul der.”

“But her ammesia—
“Is sonething we can’'t treat anyway.”

“But she has nowhere to go,” Carol said. “What woul d happen to her?”

In his calm soft, reassuring voice, Hannaport said, “She’'ll be okay.
Really. W're not going to just abandon her. W'Ill petition to have her
declared a ward of the court until her parents show up. In the neantine,
she’ll do just as well at some mininal-care facility as she would do here.”

“VWhat facility are you tal ki ng about ?”

“Just three blocks fromhere, there’'s a borne for runaway and pregnant
teenage girls, and it's far

cl eaner and better nanaged than the average state institution.”
“The Pol mar Hone,” Carol said. “lI knowit.”
“Then you know it’s not a dungeon or a dunp.”

“I still don’t like noving her out of here,” Carol said. “She’s going to
feel as if she's being shunted aside, forgotten, and left to rot. She's on
very shaky ground already. This'Il scare her half to death.”

Frowni ng, Hannaport said, “l don't like it rmuch nyself, but! truly don’t
have an option. If we’'re short on bed space, the | aw says we’ve got to
consi der degrees of need and take in those patients who have the nost to
| ose by being denied care or by having treatnment delayed. |’'min a bind.”

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Mask,%20The.txt (81 of 165) [1/17/03 3:07:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20M ask,%20T he.txt

“l understand. |I'’mnot blamng you. Dammit, if someone would just cone
forward to claimher!”

“Someone might, any mnute.”

Carol shook her head. “No. |’ve got a feeling it’s not going to be that
easy. Have you told Jane yet?”

“No. W won’t nake the petition to the court sooner than Monday norning, so
I mght as well wait until tonorrow to explain it to her. Maybe

sonmet hing' Il happen between now and then to nmake it unnecessary. No use
worrying her until we have to.”

Carol was depressed, renenbering her own days in a state-run institution,
before Grace had conme along to rescue her. She had been a tough kid,
street-smart, but the experience had neverthel ess scarred her. Jane was

bri ght and spunky and strong and sweet, but she wasn’'t rough, not like
Carol had been at her age. What would institutional living do to her if she
had to endure it for nore than a day or two? If she was sinply dropped in
anong ki ds who were street-smart, anong kids who had drug and behaviora
probl ems, she would nost |ikely be victimzed, perhaps even violently. Wat
she needed was a real hone, |ove, guidance—"“COF course!” Carol said. She
gri nned.

Hannaport | ooked at her questioningly.
“Why can’t she cone with nme?” Carol asked
“What ?”

“Look, Dr. Hannaport, if it's all right with Paul, ny husband, why coul dn't
you recomend to the court that | be awarded tenporary custody of Jane
until someone shows up who can identify her?”

“You really better think twi ce about that,’
di srupting your lives—=

Hannaport said. “Taking her in,

“I't won't be a disruption,” Carol said. “It'Il be a pleasure. She's a
delightful kid.”

Hannaport stared at her a |ong nonent, searching her face and her eyes.

“After all,” Carol argued as persuasively as she could, “the only kind of
doctor who might be able to cure Jane’s ammesia is a psychiatrist. And in
case you' ve forgotten, that's what | am |1’'d not only be able to provide a

decent honme for her; I'd also be able to treat her rather intensively.”
Final ly, Hannaport smiled. “I think it’s a grand and generous offer, Dr.
Tracy.”

“Then you’' Il make the recommendation to the court?”

“Yes. OF course, you never can be sure what a judge will do. But | think
there’'s a pretty good chance he’'ll see where the best interests of the girl
lie.”

A few minutes later, in the hospital |obby, Carol used

a pay phone to call Paul. She recounted the conversation she’'d had with Dr.
Hannaport, but before she

got to the big question, Paul interrupted her. “You want to nmake a pl ace
for Jane,” he said.
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Surprised, Carol said, “How d you guess?”

He | aughed. “1 know you, sugarface. Wen it comes to kids, you ve got a
heart the consistency of vanilla pudding.”

“She won’t be in your way,” Carol said quickly. “She won’t distract you
fromyour witing. And now that O Brian won't be able to present our
application for the adoption until the end of the nmonth, there’'s no chance
we' |l have two kids to take care of. In fact naybe the delay at the agency
was neant to be-—so we’'d have a place for Jane until her folks show up. It’s
only tenmporary, Paul. Really. And we—2

“Ckay, okay,” he said. “You don't have to sell nme onit. | approve of the
plan.”

“If youd like to come here and neet Jane first, that’'s—=

“No, no. I'msure she’s everything you' ve said she is. Don’ t
forget, though, you were planning to go to the nountains in a week or so.”

“We night not even have Jane that long. And if we do, we can probably take
her with us, so long as we let the court know where we're going.”

“When do we have to appear in court?”

“l don’t know. Probably Monday or Tuesday.”

“I"l'l be on mny best behavior,” Paul said.

“Scrub behind your ears?”

“Ckay. And I'Il also wear shoes.”

Ginning, Carol said, “Don't pick your nose in front of the judge.”
“Not unless he picks his first.”

She said, “lI |love you, Dr. Tracy.”

“l love you, Dr. Tracy.”

When she put down the receiver and turned away fromthe pay phone, she felt
wonderful . Not even the gaudy decor of the visitors’ |ounge could get on
her nerves now.

* % %

That night, there was no hamrering sound in the Tracy house, no evi dence of
the poltergeist that M.

Al sgood had warned Paul about. There was no disturbance the follow ng day,
either, and none the day after that. The strange noi se and the vibrations
had ceased as inexplicably as they had begun

Carol stopped having nightmares, too. She slept deeply, peacefully, wthout
interruption. She quickly forgot about the flickering, silvery blade of the
ax swi nging back and forth in the strange void.

The weat her inproved, too. The clouds dissipated on Sunday. Monday was
sunmery, bl ue.
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Tuesday afternoon, while Paul and Carol were in court trying to obtain
tenporary custody of Jane Doe, Grace Mtowski was cleaning her kitchen. She
had just finished dusting the top of the refrigerator when the tel ephone
rang.

“Hell o0.”

No one answered her. “Hello,” she said again.
A thin, whispery, male voice said, “Gace.
“Yes?”

H s words were muffled, and there was an echo on the line, as if he were
talking into a tin can.

“l can’t understand you,” she said. “Can you speak up?”

He tried, but again the words were lost. They seened to be coming from an
enornous di stance, across an uni magi nably vast chasm

“W have a terrible connection,” she said. “You |l have to speak up.”

“Grace,” he said, his voice only slightly louder. “Gracie it’'s al nost too
late. You ve got to . . . nove fast. You' ve got to stop it... from
happening .. again.”

It was a dry, brittle voice; it cracked repeatedly, with a sound |ike dead
autumm | eaves underfoot. “It’'s alnmpbst. . . too late. . . too late

She recogni zed the voice, and she froze. Her hand tightened on the
recei ver, and she couldn’'t get her breath.

“Gracie.. . it can't go on forever. You ve got to put an end to it. Protect
her, Gracie. Protect her

The voi ce faded away.

There was only silence. But not the silence of an open phone |ine. There
was no hissing. No el ectronic beeping in the background. This was perfect
silence, utterly unmarred by even the slightest click or whistle of
electronic circuitry. Vast silence. Endless.

She put the phone down.
She started to shake.

She went to the cupboard and got down the bottle of Scotch she kept for
visitors. She poured herself a double shot and sat down at the kitchen
tabl e.

The liquor didn't warmher. Chills still shook her.

The voi ce on the phone had bel onged to Leonard. Her husband. He had been
dead for eighteen years.
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PART TWO

Evil wWal ks Anmong Us. ..

Evil is no faceless stranger, living in a distant nei ghborhood.
Evil has a whol esone, honmetown face, with nany eyes and an open smle.
Evil wal ks anong us, wearing a mask which |ooks like all our faces.

—The Book of Counted Sorrows

7

TUESDAY, after wi nning tenporary custody of Jane Doe, Paul went hone to
work on his novel, and Carol took the girl shopping. Because Jane had no

cl ot hes except those she’d been wearing when she’'d stepped in front of the
Vol kswagen | ast Thursday norning, she needed a | ot of things, even for just
a few days. She was enbarrassed about spending Carol’s noney, and at first
she was reluctant to admt that she |liked anything she saw or that anything
fit her well enough to buy it.

At |ast Carol said, “Honey, you need this stuff, so please just relax and
let nme buy it for you. Ckay? the long run, it won't be coning out of ny
pocket anyway. |'ll nost likely be reinbursed either by your parents, by
the foster children program or by sone other county agency.”

That argunent worked. They quickly purchased a couple of pairs of jeans, a
few bl ouses, underwear, a good pair of sneakers, socks, a sweater, and a
wi ndbr eaker .

When they got hone, Jane was inpressed by the Tudor house with its

| eaded- gl ass wi ndows, gabl ed roof, and stonework. She fell in love with the
guest roomin which she was to stay. It had a cove ceiling, a | ong w ndow
seat inset in a bay window, and a wall of mrrored closet doors. It was
done in deep blue and pale beige, with Queen Anne furniture of |ustrous

cherrywood. “It’'s really just a guest roon?” Jane asked, incredul ous. “You
don’t use it regularly? Boy, if this were ny house, 1'd cone in here al
the tinme! I'd just sit and read for a little while every day—read and sit

there in the wi ndow and soak up the atnosphere.”

Carol had always |iked the room but through Jane’s eyes she achi eved a new
perception and appreciation of it. As she watched the girl inspecting

t hi ngs—sl i di ng open the closet doors, checking the view fromeach angle of
the bay wi ndow, testing the firmess of the mattress on the queen-sized
bed—Carol realized that one advantage of having children was that their

i nnocent, fresh reactions to everything could keep their parents young and
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open-m nded, too.

That evening, Carol, Paul, and Jane prepared di nner together. The girl fit
in confortably and immediately, in spite of the fact that she was sonmewhat
shy. There was a lot of laughter in the kitchen and at the dinner table.

After dinner, Jane started washing dishes while Carol and Paul cleared the
table. When they were separated fromthe girl for a nonment, alone in the

dining room Paul said quietly, “She’'s a terrific kid.”
“Didn"t | tell you so?”

“Funny thing, though.”

“What ?”

“Ever since | saw her this afternoon, outside the courtroom” Paul said,
“I"ve had the feeling that |I've seen her sonewhere before.”

“Wher e?”

He shook his head. “I’'Il be damed if | know. But there’'s sonething
fam liar about her face.”

Thr oughout Tuesday afternoon, G ace expected the phone to ring again.
She dreaded having to answer it.

She tried to work of f her nervous energy by cl eaning the house. She
scrubbed the kitchen floor, dusted the furniture in every room and swept
all the carpets.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about the call: the paper-dry,

echo-di storted voice that had sounded |ike Leonard; the odd things he had
said; the eerie silence when he had finished speaki ng; the disquieting
sense of vast distances, an unimagi nable gulf of space and tine.

It had to be a hoax. But who could be responsible for it? And why tornent
her with an inmtation of Leonard s voice, eighteen years after the man had
di ed? What was the point of playing ganes like this now, after so nuch tine
had passed?

She tried to get her nind off the call by baking appl e dunplings. Thick,
crusty dunplings—served with cinnanon, nmilk, and just a bit of sugar—were a
suppertime favorite of hers, for she had been born and raised in Lancaster,
the heart of the Pennsylvania Dutch country, where that dish was considered
a neal initself. But Tuesday evening, she had no appetite, not even for
dunmplings. She ate a few bites, but she couldn’'t even finish half of one
dunpl i ng, though she usually ate two whole ones in a single neal.

She was still picking disinterestedly at her food when the tel ephone rang.

Her head jerked up. She stared at the wall phone that was above the small,
built-in desk beside the refrigerator

It rang again. And again.

Trenbl i ng, she got up, went to the phone, and lifted the receiver.
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“Gracie.
The voice was faint but intelligible.
“GGacie. . . it's alnost too late.”

It was him Leonard. O soneone who sounded exactly |ike Leonard had
sounded.

She couldn’t respond to him Her throat clutched tight.
“Gracie.. .“

Her | egs seened to be nelting under her. She

pul l ed out the chair that was tucked into the kneehol e

of the desk, and she sat down quickly.

“Gracie. . . stop it from happening again. It nustn't. . . go on forever.
time after tine. . . the blood. . . the nurder. "

She cl osed her eyes, forced herself to speak. Her voice was weak, quavery.
She didn't even recognize it as her owmn. It was the voice of a stranger—a
weary, frightened, frail old woman. “Who is this?”

The whi spery, vibrative voice on the tel ephone said, “Protect her, Oacle.”
“What do you want from nme?”

“Protect her.”

“Why are you doing this?”
“Protect her.”

“Protect who?” she denmmnded.

“Wlla. Protect Wlla.”

She was still frightened and confused, but she was beginning to be angry,
too. “l don’t know anyone nanmed Wlla, dammit! Wo is this?”
“Leonard.”

“No! Do you think I'm a doddering, senile old fool? Leonard s dead.
Ei ghteen years! You' re not Leonard. What kind of gane are you pl ayi ng?”

She wanted to hang up on him and she knew that was the best thing to do
with a crank like this, but she couldn’'t nmake herself put down the

recei ver. He sounded so nmuch like Leonard that she was nesnerized by his
Voi ce.

He spoke again, much softer than before, but she could still hear him
“Protect Wlla.”

“I tell you, | don't know her. And if you keep calling me with this
nonsense, |I'mgoing to tell the police that sone sick practical joker is—=
“Carol. . . Carol,” the man said, his voice fading syllable by syllable.
“Wlla. . . but you call her. . . Carol.”

“VWhat the hell is going on here?”

“Beware.. .the. . .cat.”
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“What ?”

The voice was so distant now that she had to strain to hear it. “The ..
cat "

“Aristophanes? What about hinf? Have you done sonething to hin? Have you
poi soned hin? Is that what’s been wong with himlately”

No response.

“Are you there”

Not hi ng.

“What about the cat?” she demanded.
No answer.

She listened to the pure, pure silence, and she began to trenble so
violently that she had trouble hol ding the phone. “Wo are you? Wy do you
want to tornent ne like this? Wiy do you want to hurt Aristophanes?”

Far, far away, the achingly famliar voice of her |ong-dead husband uttered
a few final, barely audible words. “Wsh. . .1 was there.. . for the.

appl e dunplings.”

* k *

They had forgotten to buy pajanas for Jane. She went to bed in knee socks,
panties, and one of Carol’s T-shirts, which was a bit |arge for her

“What happens tonmorrow?” she asked when she was tucked in, her head raised
on a plump pill ow.

Carol sat on the edge of the bed. “I thought we mght start a program of
treatnment designed to pry open your nenory.”

“What kind of treatnent?”
“Do you know what hypnotic regression therapy is?”

Jane was suddenly frightened. Several tines since the accident, she had
made a conscious, concerted effort to remenber who she was, but on each
occasion, as she felt herself coming close to a disturbing revel ation, she
had becone di zzy, disoriented, and pani cky. Wen she pressed her m nd back,
back, back toward the truth, a psychol ogi cal defense nechani smcut off her
curiosity as abruptly as a strangler’s garrote mght have cut off her air
supply. And every time, on the edge of unconsciousness, she saw a strange,
silvery object swi nging back and forth through bl ackness, an utterly

i ndeci pherabl e yet blood-chilling vision. She sensed there was sonethi ng

hi deous in her past, sonething so terrible that she would be better off no:
renenbering. She had just about made up her mnd not to seek what had been
| ost, to accept her new life as a nanel ess orphan, even though it m ght be
filled with hardshi ps. But through hypnotic regression therapy, she could
be forced to confront the specter in her past, whether she wanted to or
not. That prospect filled her with dread.

“Are you all right?" Carol asked.
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The girl blinked, licked her lips. “Yeah. | was just thinking about what
you sai d. Hypnotic regression. Does that nmean you're going to put ne in a
trance and nake ne renenber everything?”

“Wll, it isn't that easy, honey. There's no guarantee it’'ll work. 1’11l
hypnoti ze you and ask you to think back to the accident on Thursday
morning; then 1’1l nudge you further and further into the past. If you're a

good subject, you m ght remenber who you are and where you cone from
Hypnotic regression is a tool that conmes in handy sonetinmes when |I'mtrying
to get a patient to relive a deeply hidden, severely regressed trauma. |’ve
never used the technique on an amesia victim but | know it’'s applicable
to a case like yours. OF course, it only works about half the time. And
when it does work, it takes nore than one or two sessions. It can be a
tedious, frustrating process. W’'re not going to get nuch of anywhere
tomorrow, and in fact your parents will probably show up before I’ ve been
able to help you renenber. But we might as well nake a start. That is, if
it’s all right with you.”

She didn’t want Carol to know that she was afraid to renenber, so she said,
“Ch, sure! It sounds fascinating.”

“I"ve got four patients scheduled for tonorrow, but | can work you in at

el even o’ clock. You'll have to spend a lot of time in the waiting room
before and after your session, so first thing in the norning, we'll find a
book for you to take along. Do you like to read nystery stories?”

“l guess so.”
“Agat ha Christie?”

“The name’s fam liar, but | don't know whether |’ve ever read any of her
books. "

“You can try one tonorrow. If you were a big fan of nysteries, maybe Agat ha
Christie will open your nmemory for you. Any stimulus, any connection

what soever with your past can act |like a doorway.” She | eaned down, Kkissed
Jane’s forehead. “But don't worry about it now Just get a good night’s

sl eep, kiddo.”

After Carol left the room closing the door behind her, Jane didn't
imediately switch off the light. She | et her gaze travel slowy around the
room and then slowy back again, her eyes resting on each point of beauty.

Pl ease, God, she thought, let nme stay here. Sonehow, sone way, |let nme stay
in this house forever and ever. Don’t nake ne go back where | cane from
wherever that might be. This is where | want to live. This is where | want
to die, it’s so pretty.

Finally, she reached out and snapped off the bedside |anp.

Dar kness folded in |ike bat wi ngs.

Using a piece of Masonite and four nails, Gace Mtowski fixed a tenporary
seal over the inside of the pet door.

Ari stophanes stood in the center of the kitchen, his head cocked to one
side, watching her with bright-eyed interest. Every, few seconds, he neowed
in what seened to be an inquisitive tone.
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When the last nail was in place, Grace said, “Ckay, cat. For the time

bei ng, your license to roam has been suspended. There night be a man out
there who' s been feeding you small anmounts of drugs or poison of some sort,
and maybe that’'s been the cause of your bad behavior. We'll just have to
wait and see if you inprove. Have you been flying high on drugs, you silly
cat ?”

Ari st ophanes neowed questi oni ngly.

“Yes,” Grace said. “I know it sounds bizarre. But if it’s not sone kook
|I"ve got to deal with, then it really nmust’'ve been Leonard on the phone.
And that’'s even nore bizarre, don't you think?”

The cat turned his head fromone side to the other, as if he really were
flying to make sense of what she was sayi ng.

Grace stopped, held out her hand, and rubbed her thunmb and forefinger
together. “Here, kitty. Here, kitty-kitty-kitty.”

Ari st ophanes hi ssed, spat, turned, and ran
For a change, they made love with the lights off.

Carol’s breath was hot against his neck. She pressed cl ose, rocked and
tensed and twi sted and flexed in perfect harmony with him her exquisite,
pneumati c novenents were as fluid as currents in a warmriver. She arched
her el egant back, l|ifted and subsided in tenpo with his neasured strokes.
She was as pliant, as silken, and eventually as all-enconpassing as the
dar kness.

Afterwards, they held hands and tal ked about inconsequential things,
steadily growing drowsy. Carol fell asleep while Paul was talking. Wen she
failed to respond to one of his questions, he gently disentangled his hand
from hers.

He was tired, but he couldn’'t find sleep as quickly as she had found it. He
kept thinking about the girl. He was certain he had seen her prior to their
meeting outside the courtroomthis nmorning. During dinner, her face had
grown nore and nmore famliar. It continued to haunt him But no matter how
hard he tried, he couldn’t recall where else he had seen her.

As he lay in the dark bedroom paging through his nenory, he gradually
becane uneasy. He began to feel dtterly without reason—that his previous
encounter with Jane had been strange, perhaps even unpl easant. Then he
wondered if the girt mght actually pose sonme sort of threat to Carol and
hi msel f.

But that's absurd, he thought. Doesn’t nake any sense at all. | nust be
even nore tired than | thought.

Logi c seens to be slipping out of ny grasp. Wat possible threat could Jane
pose? She’s such a nice kid. An exceptionally nice Kkid.

He sighed, rolled over, and thought about the plot of his first novel (the
failed one), and that quickly put himto sl eep

At one o’'clock in the nmorning, Grace Mtowski was sitting up in bed,
wat ching a | ate novie on the Sony portable. She was vaguely aware that
Hunphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall were engaged in witty repartee, but she
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didn't really hear anything they said. She had lost track of the filnmis
plot only nminutes after she had turned it on

She was thinki ng about Leonard, the husband she had | ost to cancer eighteen
years ago. He had been a good man, hard-working, generous, |oving, a grand
conversationalist. She had | oved himvery nuch.

But not everyone had | oved Leonard. He had had his faults, of course. The
wor st thing about himhad been his inpatience—and the sharp tongue that his
i npati ence had encouraged. He couldn’'t tolerate people who were |azy or
apathetic or ignorant or foolish. “Wich includes two-thirds of the human
race,” he had often said when he was feeling especially curnudgeonly.
Because he was an honest man with precious little diplomacy in his bones,
he had told people exactly what he thought of them As a result, he had |ed
alife remarkably free of deception but rich in enenies.

She wondered if it had been one of those enem es who had call ed her,
pretending to be Leonard. A sick nman might get as nmuch pl easure from
tormenting

Leonard’ s wi dow as he woul d have gotten fromtornmenting Leonard hinmself. He
m ght get a thrill from poisoning her cat and from harassing her with weird
phone call s.

But after eighteen years? Wio woul d have renenbered Leonard s voice so well
as to be able to imtate it perfectly such a long tine later? Surely she
was the only person in the world who could still recognize that voice upon
hearing it speak only a word or two. And why bring Carol into it? Leonard
had died three years before Carol had entered Grace's life; he had never
known the girl. H's enem es couldn't possibly have anythi ng agai nst Carol
What had the caller neant when he'd referred to Carol as “WIlla”? And, nost
di sturbing of all, how did the caller know she had just nade apple
dunpl i ngs?

There was anot her expl anation, though she was |oath to consider it. Perhaps
the caller hadn’t been an old eneny of Leonard s. Maybe the call actually
had come from Leonard hinsel f. From a dead nan.

—No. I npossi bl e.
—A | ot of people believe in ghosts.
—Not ne.

She thought about the strange dreams she’ d had | ast week. She hadn’'t
bel i eved i n dream propheci es then. Now she did. So why not ghosts, too?

No. She was a | evel -headed woman who had lived a stable, rational life, who
had been trained in the sciences, who had al ways believed that science held
all the answers. Now, at seventy years of age, if she nmade room for the

exi stence of ghosts within her otherw se rational philosophy, she m ght be
openi ng the floodgates on nmadness. If you truly believed in ghosts, what
canme next? Vanpires? Did you have to

start carrying a sharp wooden stake and a crucifix everywhere you went?
Werewol ves? Better buy a box of silver bullets! Evil elves who lived in the
center of the earth and caused quakes and vol canoes? Sure! Wy not?

Grace |laughed bitterly.

She coul dn’t suddenly beconme a believer in ghosts, because acceptance of
that superstition might require the acceptance of countless others. She was
too old, too confortable with herself, too accustoned to her fanmliar ways
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to reconsider her entire viewof life. And she certainly wasn't going to
contenpl ate such a sweepi ng reeval uation nerely because she had received
two bi zarre phone calls.

That left only one thing to be decided: whether or not she should tel

Carol that someone was harassing her and had used Carol’s name. She tried
to hear how she woul d sound when she expl ai ned the tel ephone calls and when
she outlined her theory about Aristophanes bei ng drugged or poi soned. She
couldn’t hope to sound like the G ace Mtowski that everyone knew. She’'d
come off like an hysterical old woman who was seei ng nonexi st ent
conspirators behind every door and under every bed.

They m ght even think she was going senile.
Am | ? she wondered. Did | inmagine the tel ephone calls? No. Surely not.

She wasn’t inmagining Aristophanes’s changed personality, either. She | ooked
at the claw marks on the pal mof her hand; although they were healing, they
were still red and puffy. Proof. Those marks were proof that sonething was
wr ong.

I"mnot senile, she told herself. Not even a little bit. But | sure don’t
want to have to convince Carol or Paul that |'ve got all ny nmarbles, once
I"ve told themthat |'mgetting phone calls fromLeonard. Better go easy
for the time being. Wait. See what happens next. Anyway, | can figure this
out on my own. | can handle it.

On the Sony, Bogart and Bacall grinned at each ot her

When Jane woke up in the middle of the night, she discovered she had been
sl eepwal ki ng. She was in the kitchen, but she couldn’'t recall getting out
of bed and com ng downstairs.

The kitchen was silent. The only sound was fromthe softly purring
refrigerator. The only light was fromthe noon, but because the moon was
full and because the kitchen had quite a few wi ndows, there was enough
light to see bhy.

Jane was standing at a counter near the sink. She had opened one of the
drawers and had taken a butcher knife out of it.

She stared down at the knife, startled to find it in her hand.
Pal e noonlight glinted on the cold bl ade.

She returned the knife to the drawer.

Cl osed the drawer.

She had been gripping the knife so tightly that her hand ached.
Why did! want a knife?

A chill skittered like a centipede al ong her spine.

Her bare arms and | egs broke out in gooseflesh, and she was suddenly very
aware that she was wearing only a T-shirt, panties, and knee socks.

The refrigerator notor shut off with a dry rattle that made her junp and
turn.
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Now t he house was preternaturally silent. She could al nost believe that she
had gone deaf.

What was | doing with the knife?
She hugged herself to ward off the chills that kept wriggling through her

Maybe she had dreaned about food and had come down here in her sleep to
make a sandw ch. Yes. That was probably what had happened. In fact she was
a bit hungry. So she had gotten the knife out of the drawer in order to
slice sonme roast beef for a sandwi ch. There was a butt end of a roast in
the refrigerator. She had seen it earlier, when she had been hel ping Caro
and Paul nake dinner.

But now she didn't think she could eat a sandw ch or anything el se. Her
bare | egs were getting colder by the noment, and she felt immodestly
exposed in just flinsy panties and a thin T-shirt. Al she wanted now was
to get back to bed, under the covers.

Clinmbing the steps in the darkness, she stayed close to the wall, where the
treads were less likely to creak. She returned to her room w t hout waki ng
anyone.

Qut side, a dog how ed in the distance.
Jane burrowed deeper in her blankets.

For a while she had trouble getting to sl eep because she felt guilty about
prow i ng through the house while the Tracys slept. She felt sneaky. She
felt as if she had been taking advantage of their hospitality.

O course, that was silly. She hadn’t been nosing around on purpose. She
had been sl eepwal ki ng, and there was no way a person could contro
somet hing like that.

Just sl eepwal ki ng.
8

THE focal point of Carol Tracy's office was M ckey Muse. One |ong wall of
the roomwas fitted with shelves on which were displayed M ckey Muse

menor abilia. There were M ckey Muse buttons, M ckey Muse pins, a
wistwatch, belt buckles, a Mckey Muse phone, drinking glasses bearing
the fanmpbus nouse’s countenance, a beer nug on which there was a |ikeness of
M ckey dressed in | ederhosen and a Tyrol ean hat. But npostly there were
statuettes of the cartoon star: M ckey standing beside a little red car;

M ckey curled up in striped pajamas. sleeping; Mckey dancing a jig; M ckey
with Mnnie; Mckey with Goofy; M ckey holding barbells; Mckey with Pluto;
M ckey and Donald Duck with their arns around each other’s shoul ders,

| ooking like the best of friends; Mckey riding a horse, with a cowboy hat

rai sed in one white-gloved, four-fingered hand; M ckey dressed |like a
soldier, a sailor, a doctor; Mckey in swiming trunks, clutching a
surfboard. There were wooden, netal, chalk, porcelain, plastic, glass, and
clay statuettes of M ckey; sonme of themwere a foot high, and sone were no
nore than one inch tall, though nost were in between. The only thing those
hundreds of M ckeys had in common was the fact that every one of them was
smling broadly.

The coll ection was an icebreaker with patients of all ages. No one could
resist M ckey Muse.
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Jane responded as scores of patients had done before her. She said “oooh”
and “aaah” a lot, and she |l aughed happily. By the tinme she had finished
admring the collection and had sat down in one of the big |eather
arnchairs, she was ready for the therapy session; her tension and

appr ehensi on had di sappeared. M ckey had worked his usual magic.

Carol didn't have an analyst’s couch in her office.

She preferred to conduct sessions froma large wing chair, with the patient
seated in an identical chair on the other side of the octagonal coffee
table. The drapes were always kept tightly shut; soft, golden |ight was
provi ded by shaded floor |anps. Except for the wall of M ckey Myuse inmages,
the room had a nineteenth-century air.

They chatted about the collection for a couple of mnutes, and then Carol
said, “Okay, honey. | think we ought to begin.”

Worry lines appeared on the girl’'s forehead. “You really think this
hypnosis is a good idea?”

“Yes. | think it’s the best tool we have for restoring your nenory. Don’t
worry. It's a sinple process. Just relax and flowwith it. Ckay?”

“Well. . . okay.”

Carol got up and stepped around the coffee table, and Jane started to get
up, too. “No, you stay there,” Carol said. She noved behind the wing chair
and put her fingertips against the girl’s tenples. “Rel ax, honey. Lean
back. Hands in your |ap. Palns up, fingers slack. That's fine. Now cl ose
your eyes. Are they cl osed?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Very good. Now | want you to think of a kite. A |large,
di amond- shaped kite. Picture it in your nind. It’s an enornous, blue kite
sailing high in the blue sky. Can you see it?”

After a brief hesitation, the girl said, “Yes.”

“Watch the kite, honey. See how gently it rises and falls on the currents
of air. Rises, falls, up and down, up and down, side to side, sailing so
gracefully, far above the earth, hal fway between the earth and the clouds,
far above your head,” Carol said in a nmellow, soothing, rhythnmc voice as
she stared down at the girl’s thick blond hair. “Wile you re watching the
kite, you'll gradually becone as light and as free as it is. You'll learn
to soar up and up into the blue sky, just like the kite.” Wth her
fingertips, she lightly traced circles on the girl's tenples. “All the
tension is leaving you, all the worries and cares are floating away, away,
until the only thought in your head is the kite, the sailing kite in the
bl ue sky. A great weight has been renoved from your skull, from your
forehead and your tenples. Already, you feel nuch lighter.” She noved her
hands down to the girl’'s neck. “The nuscles in your neck are rel axing.
Tension is dropping away. A great weight is dropping away. You are so much
| ighter now that you can al nost feel yourself rising up toward the kite.
almobst.. . alnost. . She noved her hands down, touched the girl’'s
shoul ders. “Rel ax. Let the tension fall away. Like blocks of concrete.
Maki ng you lighter, lighter. A weight is falling off your chest, too. And
now you're floating. Just a few inches off the ground, but you are
floating.”

“Yes.. . floating. she said, her voice thick

“The kite is gliding far above, but you are slowy, slowy nmoving up to
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joinit..

She went on like that for a mnute, then returned to her own chair and sat
down.

Jane was slunped in the other wing chair, head tilted to one side, eyes
closed, face soft and sl ack, breathing softly.

“You are in a very deep sleep,” Carol told her. “A very rel axed, very deep,
deep sl eep. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” the girl rmurnured.
“You will answer a few questions for ne.”
113 G(ay ”

“You will remain in your deep sleep, and you will answer my questions unti
I tell youit's tine to wake up. Understood?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Very good. Now tell ne—what is your nane?”
The girl was silent.

“What is your nanme, honey?”

“Jane.”

“I's that your real nanme?”

“No. "

“What is your real nanme?”

Jane frowned. “I. . . don't remenber.”

“Where did you cone fron®”

“The hospital .”

“Before that””

“Nowhere.”

A bead of saliva glistened at the corner of the girl’s

mout h. Languorously, she licked it away before it could drool down her
chi n.

Carol said, “Honey, do you renenber the M ckey Muuse watch you saw a few
m nut es ago?”

“Yes.”

“Well, 1've taken that watch fromthe shelf,” Carol said, though she hadn’'t
moved from her chair. “And now |’ mturning the hands on it backwards,
around and around the dial, always backwards. Can you see the hands noving
backwards on that M ckey Muse watch?”

“Yes.”

“Now sonet hi ng amazing i s happening. As | turn those hands backwards and
backwards, tinme itself begins to flowin reverse. It isn't a quarter past
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el even any nore. It’'s now el even o' clock. This is a nmagic watch. It governs
the flow of time. And nowit’s ten o’clock in the norning. . . nine
o'clock. . . eight o clock.... Look around you. Were are you now?”

The girl opened her eyes. They were fixed on a distant point. She said,
“Umm . . the kitchen. Yeah. The breakfast nook. Boy, the bacon’s nice and
crisp.”

Gradual |y, Carol noved her back in tinme, back through the days she had
spent in the hospital, finally regressing to the accident |ast Thursday
nmorning. The girl winced as she relived the nonent of inpact, and cried
out, and Carol soothed her, and then they went back a few m nutes further

“You' re standing on the sidewal k,” Carol said.

“You're dressed only in a blouse and jeans. It’'s raining. Chilly.”
The girl closed her eyes again. She shivered.

“What ' s your name?” Carol asked. Silence.

“What’ s your name, honey?”

“l don’t know.”

“Where have you just conme fron”

“Nowhere.”

“You nean you have ammesi a?” “Yes.”

“Even before the accident?

“ YeS. ”

Al t hough she was still very concerned about the girl, Carol was relieved to
hear that she wasn’'t responsible for Jane’s condition. For a nonent she
felt like that blue kite, capable of soaring up and away.

Then she said, “Okay. You're about to step into the street. Do you just
want to cross it, or do you intend to walk in front of a car?

“1. . . don’t. . . know”
“How do you feel ? Happy? Depressed? |Indifferent?”
“Scared,” the girl said in a snmall, shaky voi ce.

“VWhat are you scared of ?” Silence.

“What are you scared of?” “It’s coming.”
“What ' s coming?” “Behind ne!” “Wat’s behind you?”
The girl opened her eyes again. She was still staring at a distant point,

but now there was stark terror in her eyes.
“What ' s behi nd you?” Carol asked agai n.

“Ch God,” the girl said miserably.

“What is it?”

“No, no.” She shook her head. Her face was bl oodl ess.
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Carol |eaned forward in her chair. “Relax, honey.”
You will relax and be calm C ose your eyes.
Calm . . like the kite.. . far above everything... floating. . . warm”
The tension went out of Jane's face.

“All right,” Carol said. “Staying calm always relaxed and calm you wl|l
tell me what you're afraid of.”

The girl said nothing.

“Honey, what are you scared of ? Wiat's behi nd you?”

“Somet hing...”

“What ?”

“Somet hing...”

Patiently, Carol said, “Be specific.”

“1'. . . don’t know what it is. . . but it’s conming. . . and it scares ne.”

“Ckay. Let’'s go back a bit further.” Using the inage of the
backwar ds- novi ng hands on the M ckey Muuse wistwatch, she regressed the
girl another full day into the past. “Now | ook around. \Were are you?”

“Nowhere.”

“What do you see?”

“Not hi ng.”

“You nust see somet hing, honey.”

“Dar kness.”

“Are you in a dark roon®”

“No.

“Are there walls in the darkness?”

“No. "

“Are you outdoors at night?”

"No. "

She regressed the girl another day. “Now what do you see?”
“Just the darkness.”

“There must be sonething else.”

“No. "

“Open your eyes, honey.”

The girl obeyed. Her blue eyes were vacant, glassy. “Nothing.”
Carol frowned. “Are you sitting or standing in that dark place?”

“l don’t know.”
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“VWhat do you feel under you? A chair? A floor? A bed?”
“Not hi ng.”

“Reach down. Touch the floor.”

“There isn't a floor.”

Uneasy about the direction the session was taking, Carol shifted in her
chair and stared at the girl for a while, wondering what to try next.

After a few seconds, Jane's eyes fluttered and went shut.

Finally, Carol said, “All right. I'’mturning the hands of the watch
countercl ockwi se again. Time is flowing in reverse. It will continue to

fl ow backwards, hour by hour, day by day, faster and faster, until you stop
me. | want you to stop ne only when you come out of the darkness and can
tell me where you are. |'mturning the hands now. Backwards... backwards..

Ten seconds passed in silence. Twenty. Thirty.
After a full mnute, Carol said, “Were are you?”
“Nowhere yet.”

“Keep going. Backwards.. . back in tine.

After another minute, Carol began to think sonething was wong. She had the
di squieting feeling that she was | osing control of the situation and

pl aci ng her patient in some kind of danger that could not be foreseen. But
as she was about to call a halt to the regression and bring the girl
forward again, Jane spoke at | ast.

The girl shot up out of the chair, onto her feet, flailing and scream ng.
“Somebody hel p me! Mama! Aunt Rachael! For God's sake, help ne!”

The voice wasn’t Jane's. It cane from her nmouth, through her tongue and
lips, but it didn't sound at all like her. It wasn't nerely distorted by
panic. It was an entirely different voice fromJane's. It had its own
character, its own accent and tone.

“I"’mgoing to die here’ Help! Get ne out of here!”
Carol was on her feet, too. “Honey, stop it. Cal mdown.”

“I"'mon fire! I"'mon fire!” the girl screaned, and she sl apped at her
clothes as if trying to put out the flanes.

“No!” Carol said sharply. She stepped around the coffee table and managed
to seize the girl’s arm taking several glancing blows in the process.

Jane thrashed, tried to break | oose.

Carol held on and began to talk softly but insistently to her, cal mng her
down.

Jane stopped struggling, but she began to gasp and wheeze. “Snpke,” she
sai d, gaggi ng. “So nuch snoke.”

Carol tal ked her out of that, too, and gradually brought her down fromthe
peak of hysteria.
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At | ast Jane sank back into the wing chair. She was wan, and her forehead
was strung with beads of sweat. Her blue eyes, staring into a distant place
and tine, |ooked haunted.

Carol knelt beside the chair and held the girl’s hand. “Honey, can you hear
ne?”

“Yes.”

“Are you okay?”
“I"'mafraid

“There is no fire.”

“There was. Everywhere,
Voi ce.

the girl said, still speaking with the unfaniliar

“There isn't any nore. No fire anywhere.”
“If you say so.”

“l do. | say so. Now tell nme your nane.”
“Laura.”

“Do you renenber your |ast nanme?”

“Laura Havenswood.”

Carol flushed with triunph. “Very good. That’'s just fine. Were s your
horme, Laura?”

“ Shi ppensburg.”

Shi ppensburg was a small town | ess than an hour from Harrisburg. It was a
qui et, pleasant place that existed to serve a flourishing state coll ege and
a | arge nunber of surrounding farns.

“Do you know the address where you live in Shippensburg?” Carol asked.

“There’s no street nane. It’s a farm Just outside of town, off WAl nut
Bott om Road.”

“So you could take me there if you had to?”

“Ch, yes. It's a pretty place. There are a pair of stone gateposts by the
verge of the county lane; they mark the entrance to our land. And there’'s a
Il ong drive flanked by maples, and there are big oaks around

the house. It’s cool and breezy in the summer with all those shade trees.”
“What's your father’s first nane?”

“Ni chol as.”

“And hi s phone nunber?”

The girl frowned. “Hi s what?”

“VWhat’' s the tel ephone nunber at your house?”

The girl shook her head. “I don't know what you nean.”

“Don’t you have a tel ephone?”
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“VWhat is a tel ephone?” the girl asked.

Carol stared at her, puzzled. It wasn't possible for a person under
hypnosis to be coy or to make jokes of this sort. As she considered her
next nove, she saw that Laura was becom ng agitated again. The girl’'s brow
furrowed, and her eyes wi dened. She started breathing hard again.

“Laura, listen to ne. You will be calm You will relax and—=
The girl withed uncontrollably in her chair.

Squeal i ng and gaspi ng, she slid off the chair, rolled onto the floor,
bunping the coffee table and pushing it aside. She tw sted and shuddered
and wiggled as if she were having a severe epileptic fit, though she was
not; she brushed frantically at herself, for again she seened to believe
she was on fire. She called for soneone naned Rachael and choked on
nonexi st ent snoke.

Carol required alnpst a minute to talk her down, which was a serious |oss
of control; a hypnotist could usually calma subject in only seconds.
Apparently, Laura had lived through an extrenely traumatic tire or had | ost
a loved one in a blaze. Carol wanted to pursue the natter and | earn what
was at the root of it, but this wasn’t the right time. After taking so |ong
to quiet her patient, she knew the session should be ended quickly.

When Laura was seated in the wing chair again, Carol crouched beside her
and instructed her to renenber everything that had happened and everyt hi ng
that had been said during the session. Then she led the girl forward
through time to the present and brought her out of the trance.

The girl wi ped at the noist corner of one eye, shook her head, cleared her
threat. She | ooked at Carol and said, “I guess it didn't work, huh?” She
sounded |i ke Jane again; the Laura voice was gone.

But why the hell had her voice changed in the first place? Carol wondered.
“You don’t rememnber what happened?” Carol asked.

“What's to renmenber? Al that talk about a blue kite? | could see what you
were trying to do, how you were trying to lull ne into a trance, so | guess
that’s why it didn't work.”

“But it did work,” Carol assured her. “And you should be able to recall all
of it.”

The girl | ooked skeptical. “Al of what? Wat happened? What did you find
out ?’

Carol stared at her. “Laura.”

The girl didn't even blink. She nerely | ooked perpl exed.
“Your name is Laura.”

“Who said”

“You did.”

“Laura? No. | don’t think so.”

“Laura Havenswood,” Carol said.

The girl frowned. “It doesn’t ring any bells at all.”
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Surprised, Carol said, “You told ne you live in Shippensburg.”
“Where’'s that?”

“About an hour from here.”

“l never heard of it.

“You live on a farm There are stone gateposts to mark the entrance to your
father's property, and there’'s a long driveway flanked by naple trees.
That’'s what you told nme, and |'msure it’'ll turn out to be just |ike you
said. It’s virtually inpossible to answer questions incorrectly or
deceptively while you re hypnotized. Besides, you don’t have any reason to
deceive nme. You have nothing to |l ose and everything to gain if we break
through this nenory bl ock.”

“Maybe | am Laura Havenswood,” the girl, said. “Maybe what | told you in
the trance was true. But | can't renenber it, and when you tell ne who

am it doesn't nmean a thing to ne. Boy, | thought if | could just renenber
my name, then everything would fall into place. But it’'s still a blank
Laura, Shippensburg, a farm+ can’t connect with any of it.”

Carol was still crouched beside the girl’s chair. She rose and fl exed her
stiff legs. “l’ve never encountered anything quite like this. And so far as
I know, a reaction |like yours hasn’t ever been reported in any of the
psychol ogy journals. Wenever a patient is susceptible to hypnosis, and
whenever a patient can be regressed to a noment of trauma, there's always a
profound effect. Yet you weren’t touched at all by it. Very odd. If you
renmenbered while you were under hypnosis, you ought to be able to remenber
now. And Just hearing your name ought to open doors for you.”

“But it doesn't.”
“Strange.
The girl | ooked up fromthe wing chair. “Wat now?

Carol thought for a nonent, then said, “l suppose we ought to have the
authorities check out the Hayenswdod identity.”

She went to her desk, picked up the phone, and called the Harrisburg
pol i ce.

The police operator referred her to a detective named Lincoln Werth, who
was i n charge of a nunber of conventional m ssing-persons files as well as
the Jane Doe case. He listened to Carol’s story with interest, pronised to
check it out right away, and said he would call her back the instant he
obt ai ned confirmati on of the Havenswood identity.

Four hours later, at 3:55, after Carol’s |ast appointnment for the day, as
she and the girl were about to | eave the office and go home, Lincoln Werth
rang back as pronised. Carol took the call at her desk, and the girl
perched on the edge of the desk, watching, clearly a bit tense.

“Dr. Tracy,” Werth said, “l’ve been back and forth on the phone all
afternoon with the police in Shippensburg and with the county sheriff’s
of fice up there.

I"mafraid | have to report it’'s all been a wild-goose chase.”

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Mask,%20The.txt (101 of 165) [1/17/03 3:07:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20M ask,%20T he.txt

“There must be sone m stake.”

“Nope. We can't find anyone in Shippensburg or the surrounding county with
the nane Havenswood. There’'s no tel ephone |isted for anyone of that nane,
and-"

“Maybe they just don't have a phone.”

“COf course, we considered that possibility,” Werth said. “W didn't junmp to
concl usi ons, believe nme. For instance, when we checked with the power
company, we di scovered they don’'t have a custoner named Havenswood anywhere
m Cunberl and County, but that didn't discourage us either. W figured these
people we’'re | ooking for m ght be Amish. Lots of Amish in that neck of the
woods. |If they were Am sh, of course, they wouldn't have electricity in
their house. So next we went to the property-tax rolls at the county
offices up there. Wiat we found was that nobody named Havenswood owns a
house, let alone a farm in that whole area.”

“They could be tenants,” Carol said.

“Coul d be. But what | really think they are is nonexistent. The girl
nmust’ ve been lying.”

“Why woul d she?”

“l don’t know. Maybe the whole amesia thing is a hoax. Maybe she's just an
ordi nary runaway.”

“No. Definitely not.” Carol |ooked up at Laura—no, her nane was stil
Jane—+ooked into those clear, bottom ess blue eyes. To Werth, she said,
“Besides, it just isn't possible to lie that well or that blatantly when
you' re hypnotized.”

Al t hough Jane coul d hear only half of the conversation, she had begun to
percei ve that the Havenswood name wasn’t going to check out. Her face

cl ouded. She got up and went to the display shelves to study the statuettes
of M ckey Mouse.

“There is sonmething dammed odd about the whole thing,” Lincoln Werth said.
“Qdd?” Carol asked

“Wel |, when | passed along the description of the farmthat the girl
gave—those stone gateposts, the long driveway with the mapl es —and when |
said it was off WAl nut Bottom Road, the Cunberland County

sheriff and the various Shippensburg policenen | talked to all recognized
the place right off the bat. It actually does exist.”

“Well, then—=

“But nobody naned Havenswood lives there,” Detective Wrth said. “The

Onl meyer family owns that spread. Really well known around those parts

Hi ghly thought of, too. Oen Ohlmeyer, his wife, and their two sons. Never
had a daughter, so I’mtold. Before Oren owned the farm it belonged to his
daddy, who bought it seventy years ago. One of the sheriff’s nen went out
there and asked the Onhlneyers if they' d ever heard of a girl naned Laura
Havenswood or anything even simlar to that. They hadn’t. Didn’t know
anyone fitting our Jane Doe’s description, either.”

“Yet the farmis there, just like she told us it was.”

“Yeah,” Werth said. “Funny, isn't it?”
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In the Vol kswagen, on the way home fromthe office, as they drove along the
sun-spl ashed autumm streets, the girl said, “Do you think | was faking the
trance?”

“Heavens, no! You were very deeply under. And I'mquite sure you aren’'t a
good enough actress to fake that business about the fire.”

“Fire?”

“l guess you don’t rememnber that, either.” Carol told her about Laura’s
screaming fit, the desperate cries for help. “Your terror was genuine. It
came from experience. 1'd bet anything on that.”

“l don’t renenber any of it. You nean | really was in a fire once?”

“Coul d be.” Ahead, a traffic light turned red. Carol stopped the car and

| ooked at Jane. “You don’t have any physical scars, so if you were in a
fire, you escaped unharmed. O course, it mght be that you | ost sonmeone in
a fire, sonmeone you | oved very nmuch, and nmaybe you weren't actually in a
fire yourself. If that's the case, then when you were hypnotized, you m ght
have confused your fear for that person with fear for your own life. Am|
maki ng nyself clear?”

“I think | get what you nean. So maybe the fire—the shock of it—s
responsi ble for nmy ammesia. And maybe ny parents haven’t shown up to claim
me because. . . they're dead, burned to death.”

Carol took the girl’s hand. “Don’t worry about it now, honey. | may be all
wong. | probably am But | think it’s a possibility you ought to be
prepared for.”

The girl bit her lip, nodded. “The idea scares me a little. But | don’t
exactly feel sad. | nmean, | don't renmenber nmy folks at all, so losing them
woul d al nost be l|ike |osing strangers.”

Behi nd them the driver of a green Datsun blew his horn.

The Iight had changed. Carol let go of the girl’s hand and touched the

accelerator. “W’' Il probe into the fire during tonorrow s session.”
"You still think I am Laura Havenswood?”
“Well, for the tine being, we’'ll keep calling you Jane. But | don't see why

you' d cone up with the name Laura if it wasn’t yours.”.
“The identity didn't check out,” the girl rem nded her

Carol shook her head. “That’s not exactly true. W haven't proved or

di sproved the Havenswood identity. Al we know for sure is that you never
lived in Shippensburg. But you nust have been there at | east once because
the farmexists; you ve seenit, if only in passing. Apparently, even under
hypnosi s, even regressed beyond the onset of your ammesia, your nenories

are tangled. | don’t know how that’s possible or why. |’ve never
encountered anything quite like it. But we'll work hard at untangling them
for you.

The problemnmight lie in the questions | asked and the way | asked them
We' |l just have to wait and see.”
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They rode in silence for a nonent, and then the girl said, “lI half hope we
don’t get things untangled too quickly. Ever since you told nme about your
cabin in the nountains, |'ve really been | ooking forward to going up
there.”

“Ch, you'll get to go. Don’'t worry about that.

We're leaving on Friday, and even if tonorrow s session goes well, we won't
be able to untangle this Laura Havenswood thing that fast. | warned you,
this could be a slow, conplicated, frustrating process. |’msurprised we
made any progress at all today, and I'lIl be twice as surprised if we make
even half as much headway tonorrow.”

“l guess you'll be stuck with ne for a while.”

Carol sighed and pretended weariness. “Looks that way. Ch, you're such a
terrible, terrible, terrible burden. You' re just too much to bear.” She
took one hand off the steering wheel |ong enough to clutch her heart in a
mel odramati c gesture that made Jane giggle. “Too nuch! OCh, oh!”

“You know what?” the girl asked.

“What ?”

“1 like you, too.
They | ooked at each other and gri nned.

At the next red |ight, Jane said, “lI’ve got a feeling about the nmountains.”
“VWhat ' s that?”

“l have this strong feeling that it's going to be a lot of fun up there.
Real |y exciting. Sonething special. A real adventure.” Her blue eyes were
even brighter than usual

After dinner, Paul suggested they play Scrabble. He set up the board on the
game table in the famly room while Carol explained the rules to Jane, who
couldn’t renenber whether or not she had ever played it before.

After winning the starting lottery, Jane went first with a twenty-two-point
word that took advantage of a doubl e-count square and the automatic doubl e
score for the first word of the gane.

BLADE

“Not a bad start,” Paul said. He hoped the girl would w n, because she got
such a kick out of little things Iike that. The smallest conplinment, the
most nodest triunph delighted her. But he wasn’t going to throw the gane
just to please her; she would have to earn it, by God. He was incapable of
giving the match away to anyone; regardl ess of the kind of gane he was

pl ayi ng, he always put as much effort and commitnment into it as he put into
his work. He didn’t indulge in leisure activities; he attacked them To
Jane, he said,. “I have a hunch you're the kind of kid who says she's never
pl ayed poker before—and quickly proceeds to win every pot in the gane.”

“Can you bet on Scrabbl e?” Jane asked.

“You can, but we won’'t,” Paul said.
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“Scar ed?”
“Terrified. Youd wind up with the house.”
“1"d let you stay.”
“How decent of you.”
“For very low rent.’
“Ah, this child truly has a heart of gold!”

Wil e he bantered with Jane, Carol studied her own group of letters. “Hey,”
she said, “lI've got a word that ties right in with Jane’s.” She added LOOD
to the B in BLADE, forning BLOOD.

“Judgi ng from your words,
cutthroat ganme.”

Paul said, “lI guess you two intend to play a

Carol and Jane groaned dutifully at his bad joke and refilled their letter
trays fromthe stock in the lid of the gane box.

To Paul’s surprise, when he | ooked at his own seven letters, he saw that he
had a word with which to continue the norbid thenme that had been
establ i shed. He added EATH to the D at the end of BLOOD, creating DEATH

“Weird,” Carol said.

“Here's sonething weirder still,’
adding OVMB to the T in DEATH.

Jane sai d, taking her second turn by

BLADE

L

O

O

DEATH
O

M

B

Paul stared at the board. He was suddenly uneasy.

What were the odds that the first four words in a gane woul d be so closely
related in theme? Ten thousand to one? No. It had to be much higher than
that. A hundred thousand to one? A nillion to one?

Carol | ooked up fromher unusual letters. “You aren’t going to believe
this.” She added three letters to the board.

BLADE

Kl LL
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DEATH
O
M
B
“Kill'?" Paul said.. “Ch, come on. Enough’s enough. Take it away and nake

anot her word.”

“lI can’t,” Carol said. “That's all | have. The rest of ny letters are
usel ess.”

“But you could have put ‘lik’ above the ‘e in

‘bl ade,” Paul said. “You could have spelled ‘like instead of ‘kill.”
“Sure, | could have done that, but 1'd have gotten fewer points if! had.

You see? There’'s no square with a double-letter score up there.”

As he listened to Carol’s explanation, Paul felt strange. Bitterly cold
inside. Hollow. As if he were balancing on a tightrope and knew he was
going to fall and fall and fall..

He was gripped by déja vu, by such a strikingly powerful awareness of
having lived through this scene before that, for a nonment, his heart seened
to stop beating. Yet nothing like this had ever happened in any ot her
Scrabbl e gane he’'d ever played. So why was he so certain he had wi tnessed
this very thing on a previous occasion? Even as he asked hinsel f that
question, he realized what the answer was. The seizure of déja vu wasn't in
reference to the words on the Scrabble board; not directly anyway. The
thing that was so frighteningly famliar to himwas the unusual,

soul -shaking feeling that the coincidental appearance of those words
aroused in him the iciness that came fromw thin rather than fromw thout;
the awful hollowness deep in his guts; the sickening sensation of teetering
on a high wire, with only infinite darkness below. He had felt exactly the
same way in the attic |ast week, when the nysterious hamering sound had
seenmed to issue out of the thin air in front of his face, when each thunk
had sounded as if it were comng froma sledge and anvil in another

di mension of time and space. That was how he felt now, at the Scrabble
board: as if he were confronted with sonmethi ng extraordi nary, unnatural,

per haps even super nat ural

To Carol, he said, “Listen, why don’t you just take those last three
letters off the board, put them back in the box, choose three brand-new
letters, and nmake sone other word besides ‘kill.”

He coul d see that his suggestion startled her.
She said, “Wiy should |I do that?”

Paul frowned. “Blade, blood, death, tonmb, kill—what kind of words are they
for a nice, friendly, peaceable gane of Scrabble?”

She stared at himfor a noment, and her piercing eyes nade hima bit
unconfortable. “lIt’s only coincidence,” she said, clearly puzzled by his
t enseness.

“lI know it's only coincidence,” he said, though he didn’t know anythi ng of
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the sort. He was sinply un

able to explain rationally the eerie feeling that the words on the board
were the work of sone force far stronger than mere coincidence, sonething
worse. “It still gives me the creeps,” he said lanely. He turned to Jane,
seeking an ally. “Doesn’t it give you the creeps?

“Yeah. It does. Alittle,” the girl agreed. “But it’s also kind of
fascinating. | wonder how |l ong we can keep going with words that fit this
pattern.”

“l wonder, too,” Carol said. Playfully, she slapped Paul’s shoul der. “You
know what your trouble is, babe? You don't have any scientific curiosity.
Now come on. It’s your turn.”

After putting DEATH on the board, he hadn't repl enished his supply of
letter tiles. He drew four of the small wooden squares fromthe lid of the
game box, put themon the rack in front of him

And froze.

Ch CGod.

He was on that tightrope again, teetering over a great abyss.
“Wel | ?” Carol asked.

Coi nci dence. It had to be just coincidence.

“Wel | ?”

He | ooked up at her

“What have you got?” she asked.

Nunb, he shifted his eyes to the girl.

She was hunched over the table, as eager as Carol to hear his response,
anxious to see if the nacabre pattern would conti nue.

Paul |owered his eyes to the row of letters on the wooden rack. The word
was still there. Inpossible. But it was there anyway, possible or not.

“ Paul ?”

He noved so quickly and unexpectedly that Carol and Jane junped. He scooped
up the letters on his rack and nearly flung them back into the lid of the
box. He swept the five offensive words off the board before anyone could
protest, and he returned those nineteen tiles to the box with all the

ot hers.

“Paul , for heaven's sake!”

“W'll start a new gane,” he said. “Maybe those words didn’t bother you,
but they bothered me. I'mhere to relax. If | want to hear about bl ood and
death and killing, |I can switch on the news.”

Carol said, “Wat word did you have?”

“l don't know,” he lied. “I didn't work with the letters to see. Cone on.
Let’s start all over.”

“You did have a word,” she said
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“No.
“I't looked to ne like you did,” Jane said.
“Open up,” Carol said.

“All right, all right. | had a word. It was obscene. Not sonething a
gentleman like me would use in a refined game of Scrabble, with |adies
present.”

Jane’ s eyes sparkled m schievously. “Really? Tell us. Don’t be stuffy.”
“Stuffy? Have you no manners, young | ady?”

“None!”

“Have you no nodesty?”

“Nope.”

“Are you just a comon broad?”

“Common, ” she said, nodding rapidly. “Conmon to the core. So tell us what
word you had.”

“Shane, shane, shane,” he said. Gadually, he cajoled theminto dropping
their inquiry. They started a new gane. This tine all the words were
ordinary, and they did not cone in any unsettling, rel ated order

Later, in bed, he nade love to Carol. He wasn't particularly horny. He just
wanted to be as close to her as he could get.

Afterwards, when the nurnured |love talk finally faded into a conpani onabl e
sil ence, she said, “Wat was your word?”

“Hrymmm®?” he said, pretending not to know what she neant.

“Your obscene word in the Scrabble game. Don't try to tell ne you' ve
forgotten what it was.”

“Not hi ng i mportant.”

She | aughed. “After everything we just did in this bed, surely you don't
think I need to be sheltered!”

“l didn't have an obscene word.” Wich was the truth. “l didn't really have
any word at all.” Wiich was a lie. “It's just that.. .l thought those first
five words on the board were bad for Jane.”

“Bad for her?”

“Yes. | mean, you told ne it’'s quite possible she |ost one or both of her
parents in a fire. She mght be on the brink of |earning about or
renenbering a terrible tragedy in her recent past. Tonight she just needed
to relax, to laugh a bit. How could the gane have been fun for her if the
words on the board started to renmind her that her parents m ght be dead?”

Carol turned on her side, raised herself up a bit, |eaned over him her
bare breasts grazing his chest, and stared into his eyes. “is that really
the only reason you were so upset?”

“Don’t you think | was right? Did | overreact?”

“Maybe you did. Maybe you didn't. It was Creepy.” She kissed his nose. “You
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know why | love you so nuch?”

“Because |'m such a great |over?”

“You are, but that’'s not why | |ove you.” “Because | have tight buns?”

“Not that.”

“Because | keep ny fingernails so neat and cl ean?”
“Not that.”

“l give up.”

“You're so damed sensitive, so caring about other people. How typical of
my Paul to worry about the Scrabble gane being fun for Jane. That’'s why |
| ove you.”

“l thought it was nmy hazel eyes.”

“Nah. "

“My classic profile.”

“Are you ki ddi ng?”

“Or the way ny third toe on nmy left foot |ays half under the second toe.”

“Ch, 1'd forgotten about that. Hmmmmmm You're right. That’s why | |ove
you. Not because you're sensitive. It’s your toes that drive me wild.”

Their teasing led to cuddling, and the cuddling | ed to kissing, and the
kissing |l ed to passion again. She reached her peak only a few seconds
before he spurted deep within her, and when they finally parted for the
night, he felt pleasantly wung out.

Nevert hel ess, she was asleep before he was. He stared at the dark ceiling
of the dark bedroom and thought about the Scrabbl e gane.

BLADE, BLOOD, DEATH, TOMWB, KILL...

He t hought about the word he had hidden from Carol and Jane, the word that
had conpelled himto end the gane and start another. After adding EATH to
the Din BLOOD, he’d been left with just three letter tiles on his rack: X
U and C. The X and the

U had played no part in what was to follow But when he had drawn four new
|l etters, they had gone disconcertingly well with the C. First he'd picked
up an A, then an R And he had known what was goi ng to happen. He hadn’t
wanted to continue; he'd considered throwing all the tiles back into the
box at that nonment, for he dreaded seeing the word that he knew the | ast
two letters would spell. But he hadn’'t ended it there. He had been too
curious to stop when he shoul d have stopped. He had drawn a third tile,

whi ch had been an 0, and then a fourth, L.

C..A ..R..O..L..
BLADE, BLOOD, DEATH, TOWB, KILL, CARQOL.

O course, even if he was able to fit it in, he couldn’t put CAROL on the
board, for it was a proper nanme, and the rules didn't allow the use of

proper nanes. But that was a npot point. The inportant thing was that her
nane had been spelled out so neatly, so boldly on his rack of letters that
it was uncanny. He had drawn the letters in their proper order, for God' s
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sake! What were the odds against that?

It seemed to be an omen. A warning that sonething was going to happen to
Carol . Just as Grace Mtowski’s two nightmares had turned out to be
propheti c.

He thought about the other strange events that had transpired recently: the
unnaturally violent lightning strikes at Alfred OBrian's office; the
hamreri ng sound that had shaken the house; the intruder on the rear |awn
during the thunderstorm He sensed that all of it was tied together. But
for Christ’'s sake, how?

BLADE, BLOOD.
DEATH, TOVB
KILL, CARCL.

If the series of words on the Scrabble tiles had constituted a prophetic
war ni ng, what was he supposed to do about it? The onmen, if it was an onen,
was too vague to have any value. There was nothing specific to guard
against. He couldn't protect Carol until he knew from which direction the
danger was coming. A car weck? A plane crash. A mugger? Cancer? It could
be anything. He could see nothing to be gained by telling Carol that her
name had turned up on his rack of Scrabble tiles; there was nothing she
could do, either, nothing except worry about it.

He didn’t want to worry her.

Instead, lying in the darkness, feeling icy even under the covers, he
worried for her.

At two o' clock in the morning, Grace was still reading in the study. There
wasn’'t any point in going to bed for at |east another hour or two. The
events of the [ast week had turned her into an i nsomi ac.

The day just past had been relatively uneventful

Ari stophanes was still behaving oddl y—hi ding from her, sneaking about,

wat chi ng her when he thought she didn’t know he was there—but he hadn’t
torn up any nore pillows or furniture, and he had used his litter box as he
was supposed to do, which were encouragi ng signs. She hadn’t received any
nmore tel ephone calls fromthe man who had pretended to be Leonard, and for
that she was grateful. Yes, it had been pretty nmuch an ordinary day.

And yet. .

She was still tense and unable to sleep because she sensed that she was in
the eye of the hurricane. She sensed that the peace and quiet in her house
were deceptive, that thunder and lightning raged on all sides of her, just
beyond the range of her hearing and just out of sight. She expected to be
pl unged back into the stormat any nonent, and that expectation made it

i mpossi ble for her to rel ax.

She heard a furtive sound and gl anced up fromthe novel she was readi ng.

Ari st ophanes appeared at the open study door, peering in fromthe hallway.
Only his elegant Sianese head was visible as he craned it cautiously around
t he doorfrane.
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Their eyes net.

For an instant, Gace felt that she was not |ooking into the eyes of a dunb
animal. They seenmed to contain intelligence. Wsdom Experience. Mre than
mere animal intent and purpose.

Ari st ophanes hi ssed.
H s eyes were cold. Twin balls of crystal-clear, blue-green ice.
“VWhat do you want, cat?”

He broke the staring contest. He turned away from her wi th haughty

i ndi fference, padded past the doorway, and went softly down the hail
pretending that he hadn’'t been spying on her, even though they both knew he
had been doi ng exactly that.

Spyi ng? she thought. Am 1 crazy? Wio would a cat be spying for?
Cat syl vani a? Great Kitten? Purrsia?

She coul d think of other puns, but none of them brought a smle to her
l'ips.

I nstead, she sat with the book on her |ap, wondering about her sanity.
9
THURSDAY AFTERNOON.

The office drapes were tightly closed as usual. The light fromthe two
floor | anps was gol den, diffuse. Mckey Muse was still smling broadly in
all his many incarnations.

Carol and Jane sat in the wing chairs.

The girl slipped into a trance with only a little assistance from Carol
Most patients were more susceptible to hypnosis the second tinme than they
had been the first, and Jane was no exception

Again using the imaginary wistwatch, Carol turned the hands of tine
backwards and regressed Jane into the past. This tinme the girl didn't need
two minutes to get beyond her amesia. In only twenty or thirty seconds,
she reached a point at which nmenories existed for her

She twitched and suddenly sat up ranrod-straight in her chair. Her eyes
popped open |ike the eyes on a doll; she was |ooking through Carol. Her
face was twisted with terror.

“Laur a?” Carol asked.

Both of the girl’s hands flew up to her throat. She clutched herself,

gaspi ng, gagging, grimacing in pain. She appeared to be reliving the sane
traumati c experience that had pani cked her during yesterday' s sessions, but
today she did not scream

“You can’t feel the fire,” Carol told her. “There is no pain, honey. Relax.
Be calm You can’'t snell the snoke, either. It doesn’t bother you at all
Breathe easily, nornmally. Be cal mand rel ax.”

The girl didn’'t obey. She quivered and broke out in a sweat. She retched
repeatedly, dryly, violently, yet alnost silently.

Afraid that she had | ost control again, Carol redoubled her efforts to
soot he her patient, wthout success.
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Jane began to gesture wildly, her hands cutting and stabbing and tugging
.and hamering at the air.

Abruptly, Carol realized the girl was trying to talk, but for some reason
had | ost her voi ce.

Tears welled up and slid down Jane's face. She was noving her nmouth without
the slightest result, desperately trying to force out words that refused to
conme. In addition to the terror in her eyes, there was now frustration

Carol quickly fetched a notebook and a felt-tipped pen from her desk. She
put the notebook on Jane’s |ap and pressed the pen into her hand.

“Wite it for ne, honey.”

The girl squeezed the pen so hard that her knuckles were white and nearly
as sharp as the knuckles on a skeleton's fleshless hand. She | ooked down at
t he not ebook. She stopped retching, but she continued to quiver

Carol crouched beside the wing chair, where she could see the notebook
“VWhat is it you want to say?”

Her hand shaking |like that of a palsied old woman, Jane hurriedly scraw ed
two words that were barely legible: Help ne.

“Why do you need hel p?”
Agai n: Hel p ne.

“Why can’t you speak?”
Head.

“Be nore specific.”

My head.

“What about your head?”

The girl’s hand began to forma letter, then junped down one |ine and made
anot her false start, junped to a third line—as if she couldn’t figure out
how to express what she wanted to say. At last, in a frenzy, she started
sl ashing at the paper with the felt-tipped pen, naking a meaningl ess
crosshat chi ng of black |ines.

“Stop it!” Carol said. “You will relax, dammit. Be calm”

Jane stopped sl ashing at the paper. She was silent, staring down at the
not ebook on her |ap

Carol tore off the sneared page and threw it on the floor. “Okay. Now
you' re going to answer mnmy questions calmy and as fully as you can. Wat is
your nanme?”

Mllie.

Carol stared at the handwitten name, wondering what had happened to Laura
Havenswood. “M | lie?

Are you sure that’s your name?” MIIlicent Parker.
“Where is Laura?”

Who' s Laura?
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Carol stared at the girl’'s drawn face. The perspirati on was beginning to
dry on her porcel ain-snooth skin. Her blue eyes were bl ank, unfocused. Her
mout h was sl ack.

Carol abruptly flashed a hand past the girl’s face. Jane didn’t flinch. She
wasn’t faking the trance.

“Where do you live, MIlicent?”

Harri sburg.

“Right here in town. What’'s your address?”

Front Street.

“Along the river? Do you know t he nunber?” The girl wote it down.
“What’ s your father’s nane?”

Randol ph Par ker

“What’' s your nother’s nane?”

The pen made a meani ngl ess squi ggl e on the notebook page.

“What's your nother’s nane?” Carol repeated.

The girl surrendered to a new series of spasmic trenmors. She retched
soundl essly and put her hands to her throat once nore. The felt-tipped pen
made a bl ack mark on the underside of her chin.

Apparently, the nere nention of her nother frightened her. That was
territory that would have to be explored, though not right now

Carol tal ked her down, cal med her, and asked a new question. “How old are
you, MIllie?”

Tonorrow s ny birthday.

“Is it really? How old will you be?”

I won't neke it.

“What won’t you nake?”

Si xt een.

“Are you fifteen now?”

Yes.

“And you think you won’t live to be sixteen? Is that it?”
wn't live.

“Why not ?”

The sheen of sweat had nearly evaporated fromthe
girl's face, but again perspiration popped out along
her hairline.

“VWhy won’t you live to see your birthday?” Carol persisted
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As before, the girl used the felt-tipped pen to slash angrily at the
not ebook.

“Stop that,” Carol said firmy. “Relax and be cal mand answer ny question.”
She tore the ruined page out of the book and tossed it aside, then said,
“Why won’t you live to see your sixteenth birthday, MIlie?”

Head.

So we’'re back to this, Carol thought. She said,
“What about your head? What’'s wrong with it?”
Cut of f.

Carol stared at those two words for a nonment, then | ooked up at the girl’s
face.

MIlie-Jane was struggling to remain calm as Carol had told her she nust.
But her eyes jiggled nervously, and there was horror in them Her |ips were
utterly colorless, tremulous. Beneath the rivulets of sweat that coursed
down her forehead, her skin was waxy and nealy white.

She continued to scribble frantically in the note-

book, but all she wrote was the same thing over and over again: Cut cut
of f, cut off cut off... She was bearing down on the page with such great
pressure that the head of the felt-tipped pen was squashed into shapel ess
nmush.

My God, Carol thought, this is like a live report fromthe bottom of Hell

Laura Havenswood. M1 licent Parker. One girl screanming in pain as fire
consuned her, the other a victimof decapitation. What did either of those
girls have to do with Jane Doe? She couldn’t be both of them Perhaps she
wasn't either of them Wre they people she had knowmn? O were they only
figments of her inagination?

VWhat in Christ’s nane i s happeni ng here? Carol wondered.

She put her own hand over the girl’s witing hand and stilled the squeaking
pen. Speaking gently, rhythmcally, she told MIlie-Jane that everything
was all right, that she was perfectly safe, and that she nust rel ax.

The girl’s eyes stopped jiggling. She sagged back in her chair.
“All right,” Carol said. “lI think that’'s enough for today, honey.”
Enpl oyi ng the i magi nary wistwatch, she brought the girl forward in tine.

For a few seconds everything went well, but then, w thout warning, the girl
erupted from her chair, knocking the notebook off her lap and flinging the
pen across the room Her pale face flushed red, and her placid expression
gave way to a | ook of pure rage.

Carol rose frombeside the girl’s chair and stepped in front of her.
“Honey, what’s wrong?”

The girl’s eyes were wild. She began to shout with such force that she
sprayed Carol with spittle. “Shit! The bitch did it! The rotten, goddamm
bitch!”

The voice wasn't Jane’s.
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It wasn't Laura' s either.

It was a new voice, a third one, with its ow special character, and Carol
had a hunch it didn't belong to MIlicent Parker, the nute. She suspected
that an entirely new identity had surfaced.

The girl stood very stiff and straight, her hands fisted at her sides,
staring off into infinity. Her face was distorted by anger. “The stinking
bitch did it! She did it to ne again!”

The girl continued to shout at the top of her voice, and half of the words
she blurted out were obscene. Carol tried to soothe her, but this time it
wasn't easy. For at least a minute the girl continued to wail and curse. At
| ast, however, at Carol’s urging, she got control of herself. She stopped
shouting, but there was still anger in her face.

Hol ding the girl by the shoulders, face to face with her, Carol said,
“What ' s your name?

“Linda.”
“VWhat’ s your |ast name?”
“Bekt er mann.”

It was yet another identity, as Carol had thought. She had the girl spel
t he nane.

Then: “Where do you live, Linda?”
“Second Street.”

“I'n Harrisburg?”

“Yes.”

Carol asked for the exact address, and the girl responded. ft was only a
few blocks fromthe Front Street address that MIlicent Parker had
provi ded.

“What's your father’s nane, Linda?”
“Her bert Bektermann.”
“What’' s your nother’s nane?”

That question had the sane effect on Linda as it had had on MIlie. She
rapi dly becane agitated and began to shout again. “The bitch! GCh, God, what
she did to ne. The sliny, rotten bitch! |I hate her. | hate her!”

Chilled by the conbination of fury and agony in the girl’s tortured voi ce,
Carol quickly quieted her.

Then: “How ol d are you, Linda?”
“Tormorrow s ny birthday.”

Carol frowned. “Am| talking to MIIlicent now?”
“Who's MIlicent?”

“I's this still Linda I'mtalking to?

“ YeS. ”
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“And your birthday is tonorrow?”
“Yes.”

“How ol d will you be?”

“I won’t nake it.”

Carol blinked. “You nean you won't live to see your birthday?”
"That’s right.”

“I's it your sixteenth birthday?”
“Yes.”

“You're fifteen now?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you worried about dying?”
“Because | know | will.”

“How do you know?”

“Because | already am”

“You're al ready dying?”

“Dead. ”

“You're al ready dead?”

“I will be.”

“Pl ease be specific. Are you telling me that you' re already dead? O are
you saying that you' re nmerely afraid you' re going to die sonetine soon?

“Yes.”
“Which is it?”
“Bot h.”

Carol felt as if she were in the mddle of a tea party at the Mad Hatter’'s
house.

“How do you think you' re going to die, Linda?”
“She’ Il kill me.”

“Who?”

“The bitch.”

“Your not her?”

The girl doubled over and clutched at her side, as if she had been struck
She screaned, turned, staggered two steps, and fell with a crash. On the
floor she still clutched her side, and she kicked her legs, withed. She
was obviously in unendurable pain. It was only imagi nary pain, of course,
but to the girl it was indistinguishable fromthe real thing.

Frightened, Carol knelt beside her, held her hand, and urged her to be
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calm Wien the girl eventually relaxed, Carol quickly brought her all the
way back to the present and out of the trance.

Jane blinked, stared up at Carol, and put one hand on the fl oor beside her,
as if testing the truth of what her eyes told her. “Ww, what am | doing
down here?”

Carol hel ped her to her feet. “l suppose you don’t remenber?”
“No. Did | tell you anything nore about nyself?

“No. | don't think so. You told ne you were a girl naned MIIlicent Parker,
and then you told nme you were a girl nanmed Linda Bektermann, but obviously
you can’'t be both of them and Laura, too. So | suspect that you aren’t any
of them”

“l don’t think so, either,” Jane said. “Those two new names don’'t nean

anything nore to ne than
Laura Havenswood did. But who are those people?
Where did | get their nanes, and why did | tell you | was any of then?”

“I"l'l be dammed if | know,” Carol said. “But sooner or later, we'll figure
it out. We'll get to the bottomof all this, kiddo. | pronise you that.”

But what in God’s nane will we find at the bottom down there in the dark?
Carol wondered. WII it be sonething we'll wish we'd left buried forever?

* % %

Thur sday afternoon, Grace Mtowski worked in the rose garden behind her
house. The day was warm and clear, and she felt the need for sone exercise.
Besi des, in the garden she wouldn’t be able to hear the tel ephone ringing
and woul dn’t be tenpted to answer it. \Wich was fine, because she wasn’t
psychol ogi cal ly prepared to answer the phone just yet; she hadn't decided
how to deal with the hoaxer the next tine he called and pretended that he
was her | ong-dead husband.

Because of | ast week’s torrential rains, the roses were past their prine.
The last flowers of the season should have been at the peak of their beauty
right now, but nany of the big bloons had lost a fifth or even a fourth of
their petals under the |lashing of the w nd-whipped rain. Neverthel ess, the
garden was still a colorful, cheery sight.

She had | et Aristophanes out for sone exercise.

She kept an eye on him intending to call himback the monent he headed off
the property. She was deternined to keep hi maway from whoever had poi soned
or drugged him But he didn’t seemto be in a ranbling nood; he stayed

near by, creeping anong the roses, stirring up a noth or two and chasi ng
themwi th catlike single-m ndedness.

Grace was on her hands and knees in front of a row of interm ngled yellow
and crinson and orange flowers, hand-spading the earth with a trowel, when
sonmeone sai d, “You have a nmagnificent garden.”

Startled, she | ooked up and saw a thin, jaundice-skinned man in a runpl ed
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blue suit that hadn’t been in fashion for many years. His shirt and tie
were hopel essly out of style, too. He | ooked as if he had stepped out of a
phot ograph taken in the 1940s. He had thinning hair the color of sunmer
dust, and his eyes were an unusual shade of soft brown, alnpst beige. His
face was conposed entirely of narrow features and sharp angles that gave
hi ma | ook hal fway between that of a hawk and that of a parsinonious
moneyl ender in a Charl es Di ckens novel. He appeared to be in his early or
mddle fifties.

Grace glanced at the gate in the white board fence that separated her
property fromthe street. The gate was standi ng wi de open. Evidently, the
man had been strolling by, had seen the roses through a gap in the

popl ar-tree hedge that stood on the outside of the fence, and had deci ded
to cone in and have a cl oser | ook

Hs smle was warm and there was kindness in his eyes, and he seened not
to be intruding, even though he was. “You nust have two dozen varieties of
roses here.”

“Three dozen,” she said.
“Truly magnificent,” he said, nodding approval

His voice wasn't thin and sharp like the rest of him It was deep, nellow,
friendly, and woul d have seened nore fitting if it had issued froma
brawny, hearty fellow half again this man’s size. “You take care of the
entire garden yoursel f?”

G ace sat back on her heels, still holding the trowel in one gloved hand.
“Sure. | enjoy it. And somehow. . . it just wouldn't be my garden if |
hired soneone to help nme with it.”

“Exactly!” the stranger said. “Yes, | can understand how you feel.”
“Are you new i n the nei ghborhood?” G ace asked

“No, no. Used to live just a block fromhere, but that was a |long, |ong
time ago.” He took a deep breath and sniled again. “Ah, the wonderful arona
of roses!

Not hing el se snells half so pretty. Yes, you ve got

a superb garden. Really superb.”

“Thank you.”

He snapped his fingers as a thought occurred to him “I ought to wite
somet hing about this. It nmight make a first-rate human-interest piece. This
fantasy-1land tucked away in an ordinary backyard. Yes, I'msure it would be

just the thing. A nice change of pace for ne.

“Are you a witer?”

“Reporter,’
t he bl oons.

he said, still taking deep breaths and savoring the arona of

“Are you with a | ocal paper?”
“The Morning News. Nane’'s Pal mer Wi nwight”
“Grace M towski.”

“l hoped you m ght recognize ny byline,” Wi nwight said, grinning.
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“Sorry. | don't read the Morning News. | take the

Patriot-News fromthe delivery boy every nmorning.” “Ah, well,” he said,
shrugging, “that’s a good paper, too. But of course, if you don't read the
Morni ng News, you never saw ny story about the Bektermann case.”

As Grace realized that Wai nwight intended to hang around awhile, she got
of f her haunches, stood up, and flexed her rapidly stiffening | egs. “The
Bekt er mann case? That sounds famliar.”

“Al'l the papers reported it, of course. But | did a five-part series. Good
stuff, even if | do say so nyself. | got a Pulitzer nomnation for it. D d
you know that? An honest-to-God Pulitzer nom nation.”

“Real | y? Why, that’'s something,” Gace said, not sure if she should take
hi m seriously but not wanting to offend him “That is really something.
I magi ne. A Pulitzer nomnation.”

It seened to her that the conversation had suddenly taken an odd turn. It
wasn’'t casual any |longer. She sensed that \Wainwight had conme into the yard
not to admire her roses and not to have a friendly chat, but to tell her, a
conpl ete stranger, about his Pulitzer nom nation

“Didn’t win,” Wainwight said. “But the way | look at it, a nonmination is
al nost as good as the prize itself. | nean, out of the tens of thousands of
newspaper articles that're published in a year, only a handful are up for
the prize.”

“Refresh ny nmenory, if you will,” Gace said.

“What was t he Bekternmann case about ?”

He | aughed good- naturedly and shook his head. “Wasn't about what | thought
it was about. That's for damed sure. | wote it up as a tangled, Freudian

puzzl e. You know-the iron-willed father, with perhaps an unnatura
attraction for his own daughter, the nother with a drinking problem the
poor girl caught in the mddle. The victim zed young girl subjected to
hi deous psychol ogi cal pressures beyond her understandi ng, beyond her

tol erance, until at l|last she sinply—-snapped. That’s how | saw it. That’s
how | wote it up. | thought | was a brilliant detective, digging to the
deepest roots of the Bekternmann tragedy.

But all | ever saw was the w ndow dressing. The real story was far stranger
than anything | ever imagined. Hell, it was too strange for any serious
reporter to risk handling it. No reputable paper would have printed it as
news. |f had known the truth, and if! had somehow gotten it published, |I'd
have destroyed ny career.”

What the devil's going on? Grace wondered. He seens obsessed with telling
me about this in detail, conpelled to tell ne, even though he’'s never even
seen nme before. Is this life imtating art—Col eridge’s poemreset in a rose
garden? Am | the partygoer and Wai nwright the Ancient Mariner?

As she | ooked into Wainwight’'s beige eyes, she suddenly realized how al one
she was, even here in the yard. Her property was ringed by trees,
sheltered, private.

“Was it a nmurder case?” she asked.

“Was and is,” Wainwight said. “It didn't end with the Bektermanns. It’'s
still going on. This dammed, endless pursuit. It's still going on, and it’'s
got to be stopped this tinme around. That’'s why |'’mhere. |’'ve cone to tel
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you that your Carol is in the mddle of it. Caught in the niddle. You ve
got to help her. Get her out of the girl’s way.”

Grace gaped at him reluctant to believe that she
had heard what she knew she had heard.

“There are certain forces, dark and powerful forces,” Winwight said
calmy, “that want to see—Shrieking angrily, Aristophanes sprang at

Wai nwri ght with berserk passion. He | anded on the man’s chest and scranbl ed
onto his face.

Grace screaned and junped back in fright.

Wai nwri ght staggered to one side, grabbed the cat with both hands, and
tried unsuccessfully to wench it off his face.

“Ari!” Grace cried. “Stop it!”
Ari stophanes had his claws in the man’s neck and was biting his cheek.

Wai nwri ght wasn’t scream ng as he ought to have been. He was eerily silent
as he westled with the cat, even though the creature seened determned to
tear off his face.

G ace noved toward Wainwight, wanting to help, not knowi ng what to do.

The cat was squealing. It bit off a gobbet of flesh from Wi nwight's
cheek.

Ch Jesus, no!

Grace noved in quickly, raising the trowel, but hesitated. She was afraid
of hitting the man instead of the cat.

Wai nwri ght suddenly turned away from her and stunbl ed through the rose
bushes, past white and yell ow bl ooms, the cat still clinging to him He

wal ked into a waist-high hedge, fell through it, onto the lawn On the other
side, out of sight.

Grace hurried to the end of the hedgerow, stepped around it, heart
hamreri ng, and di scovered that

Wai nwri ght had vani shed. Only the cat was there, and it bolted past her,
sprinted across the garden, up the back porch steps, and into the house
t hrough the hal f-open rear door.

VWhere was WAi nwright? Had he crawl ed away, dazed, wounded? Had he passed
out in sone sheltered corner of the garden, bleeding to death?

The yard contained half a dozen shrubs | arge and dense enough to conceal
the body of a man Wainwright’'s size. She | ooked around all of them but she
could find no trace of the reporter.

She | ooked toward the garden gate that led to the street. No. He couldn't
have gone that far without drawi ng her attention.

Fri ghtened, confused, Grace blinked at the sun-dappled garden, trying to
under st and.

The Harrisburg tel ephone book contained neither a listing for M. Randol ph
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Par ker nor one for Herbert Bektermann. Carol was perpl exed but not
surprised.

After she saw her final patient of the day, she and Jane drove to the
address on Front Street where MIIlicent Parker had clainmed to live. It was
a huge, inpressive Victorian mansion, but it hadn’'t been anyone's hone for
a long tine. The front | awn had been paved over for a parking |lot. There
was a small, tasteful sign by the entrance drive:

MAUGHAM & CRI CHTQON, | NC.
A MEDI CAL CORPORATI ON

Many years ago, this portion of Front Street had been one of the nobst

el egant nei ghborhoods in Pennsylvania’'s capital city. During the past
coupl e of decades, however, many of the riverfront boul evard s grand ol d
houses had been razed to make roomfor sterile, nodemoffice buildings. A
few of the ranbling houses had been preserved, at |east after a fashion—
the exteriors beautifully restored, the interiors gutted and converted to
various comercial uses. Farther north, there was still a section of Front
Street that was a desirable residential area, but not here, not where

M1 licent Parker had sent them

Maugham & Crichton was a group nedical practice that included seven

physi cians: two general internists and five specialists. Carol had a chat
with the receptionist, a henna-haired wonan named Polly, who told her that
none of the doctors was named Parker. Likew se, no one of that name was
enpl oyed as a nurse or as a menber of the clerical staff. Furthernore,
Maugham & Crichton had been at their current address for nearly seventeen
years.

It had occurred to Carol that Jane might once have been a patient of one of
Maugham & Crichton’s physicians, and that her subconscious mnd had nade
use of the firms address to flesh out the MIlicent Parker identity. But
Pol Iy, who had worked for Maugham & Crichton ever since they’'d opened their
doors, was sure she had never seen the girl. However, intrigued by Jane's
amesi a and synpathetic by nature, Polly agreed to check the files to see

i f Maugham & Crichton had ever treated anyone naned Laura Havenswood,

M 1licent Parker, or Linda Bektermann. It was a fruitless search; none of
those nanes appeared in the patient records.

* k%

Grace stepped through the gate, into the street, and | ooked both ways.
There was no sign of Pal mer Wi nwight.

She returned to her own backyard, closed and | atched the gate, and wal ked
toward the house.

Wai nwri ght was sitting on the porch steps, waiting for her
She stopped fifteen feet fromhim amazed, confused.

He got up fromthe steps.

“Your face,” she said nunbly.

H s face was unscarred.

He smled as if nothing had happened and took two steps toward her
“Gace—=

“The cat,” she said. “lI saw your cheek.. . your neck. . . it’s claws tore
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“Listen,” he said, taking another step toward her, “there are certain
forces, dark and powerful forces, that want to see this played out the
wong way. Dark forces that thrive on tragedy. They want to see it end in
sensel ess vi ol ence and bl ood. That nustn’t be allowed to happen, G ace. Not
again. You ve got to keep Carol out of the girl’s way, for her sake and for
the sake of the girl, too.”

Grace gaped at him “Wo the hell are you?”

“Who are you?” Wi nwight asked, raising one eyebrow quizzically. “That is
the inportant question right now. You aren’t only who you think you are.
You aren’t only Grace Mtowski.”

He’'s mad, she thought. O I'mmad. O we both are. Stark, raving nad

She said, “You're the one on the phone. You're the creep who inmtates
Leonard’s voice.”

“No,” he said. “lI am—=

“No wonder Ari attacked you. You're the one who's been giving himdrugs or
poi son or sonething like that. You re the one, and he knew.”

But what about the facial wounds, the gouged neck? she asked hersel f. How
in the nane of God did those injuries heal so quickly?

How?

She pushed those thoughts out of her mind, refused to think about such
thi ngs. She must have been ni staken. She nust have i magined that Ari had
actually hurt the man.

“Yeah,” she said, “you’'re the one who's behind all of these weird things
that’ ve been happening. Get off ny property, you son of a bitch.”

“Grace, there are forces aligned. He | ooked no different now fromthe
way he had | ooked when he'd first spoken to her, several mnutes ago. He
hadn’t | ooked crazed then; he didn't | ook crazed now. He didn't | ook
dangerous, and yet he continued to babble about dark forces. * good
and evil, right and wong. You' re on the right side, Grace. But the cat—
ah, the cat’s a different story. At all tinmes, you nust be wary of the
cat.”

“CGet out of ny way,” she said.
He took a step toward her

She slashed at himwith the gardening trowel, nmissing his face by just an
inch or two. She slashed again and again and again, cutting only enpty air,
not really wanting to cut anything el se unl ess she had no choice, just
hopi ng to keep himat bay until she could slip around him for he was

bet ween her and the house. And then she was around him she turned and ran
for the kitchen door, painfully aware that her |legs were old and arthritic.
She went only a few steps before she realized she shouldn’t have turned her
back on the lunatic, and she wheeled to confront him gasping, certain that
he was | eaping toward her, perhaps with a knife in his hand—But he was
gone.

Vani shed. Agai n.

He hadn’t had tinme to reach any of the shrubs that were | arge enough to
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conceal a man, not during the split second her back had been turned. Even
i f he had been a nuch younger man than he was, in the very best condition,
a trai ned runner—even then he couldn’t have gone nore than halfway to the
gate in such a short tine.

So where was he?

Wher e was he?

Fromthe offices of Maugham & Crichton on Front Street, Carol and Jane
drove a few blocks to the Second Street address that was supposed to be the
honme of Linda Bektermann. It was in a good nei ghborhood; a lovely French
country house, at least fifty years old, in fine condition. No one was at
home, but the nane on the mail box was N chol son, not Bektermann

They rang the bell at the house next door and tal ked to a nei ghbor, Jean
@unt her, who confirnmed that the French country place was owned and occupi ed
by the N chol son fanily.

“My husband and | have lived here for six years,”

Ms. @Qunther said, “and the N chol sons were next door when we npved in. |
think I once heard themsay they'd lived in that house since 1965.”

The nane Bektermann nmeant nothing to Jean Gunther

In the car again, on the way hone, Jane said, “I'mreally a ot of trouble
for you.”
“Nonsense,” Carol said. “I kind of enjoy playing detective. Besides, if |

can hel p you break through your nenory block, if | can uncover the truth
behind all the sleight-of-hand tricks that your subconscious is playing,

then I'1l be able to wite about this case for any psychol ogy journal |
choose. It'Il definitely make ny nane in the profession. | mght even w nd
up with a book out of it. So you see, because of you, kiddo, | could become

rich and fanmous some day.”

“When you're rich and fanous, will you still talk to ne?” the girl teased.
“Certainly. O course, you |l have to nmake an appointnent a week in
advance.”

They grinned at each ot her.

* % %

Usi ng the kitchen phone, Grace called the offices of
the Morning News.

The switchboard operator at the newspaper didn't have an extension nunber
listed for Palmer Wainwight. She said, “So far as | know, he don't even
work here. And |'’m sure he’'s no reporter. Maybe one of the new copy editors
or sonebody like that.”

“Coul d you connect ne with the managing editor’s office?” G ace asked.
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“That would be M. Quincy,” the operator said. She buzzed the proper
ext ensi on.

Quincy wasn’'t in his office, and his secretary didn’t know whet her or not

the paper enployed a man naned Pal ner Wainwight. “1’m new here,” she said
apol ogetically. “1’ve only been M. Qincy’ s secretary since Mnday, so
don’t know everybody yet. |If you'll |eave your name and number, 1’'Ill have

M. Quincy return your call.”

Grace gave her the nunber and said, “Tell himDr. Gace Mtowski w shes to
speak with himand that I'lIl only need a few mnutes of his tine.” She

sel dom used the honorific in front of her nanme, but it came in handy in
cases like this, for a doctor’s phone calls were al ways returned.

“I's this an enmergency, Dr. Mtowski? | don’t think that M. Quincy’'s going
to be back until tonorrow norning.”

“That’ || be good enough,” she said. “Have himcall me first thing, no
matter how early he gets in.”

After she hung up, she went to the kitchen and stared out at the rose
gar den.

How coul d Wamwri ght vani sh |ike that?

For the third evening in a row, Paul and Carol and Jane prepared dinner
together. The girl was fitting in better day by day.

If she stays with us just another week, Paul thought, it'll seemlike she's
al ways been here.

The sal ad consi sted of hearts of palmand iceberg | ettuce. That was
fol l owed by eggpl ant Parm gi ana with spaghetti on the side.

As they were starting dessert—small dishes of

richly flavored spunoni —Paul said, “Any chance we
coul d postpone the trip to the nountains for two days?”
“Why?” Carol asked

“I"'ma bit behind in nmy witing schedule, and I’'mat a very critical point
in the book,” he said. “lI’ve witten two-thirds of the toughest scene in
the story, and | hate to leave it unfinished just to go on vacation

I won't enjoy nyself. If we left Sunday instead of tonorrow, that would
give me time to polish off the end of the chapter. And we’'d still have
ei ght days at the cabin.”

“Don’t |l ook at me,” Jane said. “lI’'mjust excess baggage. |'Il go wherever
you take me, whenever you take ne.”

Carol shook her head. “Just |ast week, when M. O Brian said we were
conmpul si ve overachi evers, we made up our minds to change our ways, didn't
we? W' ve got to learn to make tine for |leisure and not |let our work
encroach on that.”

“You're right,” Paul said. “But just this once—=
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He broke off in m dsentence because he saw that Carol was determnmi ned. She
was rarely intractable, but when she did decide not to conpronise on. an

i ssue, she was about as novable as G braltar. He sighed. “Ckay. You wi n.
W' ||l |eave tomorrow norning. |I'Il just bring along the typewiter and the
manuscript. | can finish the scene up at the cabin and—=

“Not hi ng doi ng,” Carol said, enphasizing each word by tappi ng her spoon
agai nst her ice cream dish.

“If you bring it along, you won't stop when you' ve reached the end of the
scene you’'re working on. You'll keep going. You know you will. Having the
typewiter within easy reach will just be too nuch of a tenptation. You
won't be able to resist it. The whole vacation will go down the drain.”

“But | just can't put that scene on hold for ten days,” he said pleadingly.
“By the time | get back to it, the tone and the spontaneity will be lost.”

Carol ate a spoonful of spurmoni and said, “All right. Here’s what we’' |l do.
Jane and | will leave for the mountains first thing in the norning, just as
we pl anned. You stay here, finish your scene, and then drive up to join us
whenever you’'re ready.”

He frowned. “I’mnot sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why not ?”

“Wll, is it really wise for the two of you to go up there alone? | nean,
the sunmer season is over. Theme aren’t going to be many canpers in the
woods now, and nost of the other cabins will be deserted.”

“For heaven’s sake,” Carol said, “there’s no

Abom nabl e Snowran | urking around in those nmountains, Paul. W're in
Pennsyl vania, not Tibet.” She smiled. “It’s nice to know you're so
concerned about us, darling. But we’'ll be perfectly safe.”

* k *

Later, after Jane had gone to bed, Paul made one |ast attenpt to change
Carol’s mind, although he knew the effort woul d be wasted.

He | eaned against the frame of the closet door and watched as Caro
sel ected clothes for the suitcases.

“Listen, be straight with ne, okay?”
“Aren’t | always? Straight about what?”
“The girl. Is there any chance she’s dangerous?”’

Carol turned fromthe clothes rack and stared at him obviously surprised

by his question. “Jane? Dangerous? Wll, a girl as pretty as she is wll
probabl y
break a I ot of hearts over the years. And if cuteness could kill, she'd

| eave the streets littered with bodi es behi nd her.”

He refused to be anused. “I don’t want you to be flippant about this. |
think it’s inmportant. | want you to give it careful thought.”
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“l don't need to give it a |ot of thought, Paul. She's |ost her nenory,
sure. But she's a stable, nentally healthy kid. In fact, it takes an
amazingly stable personality to handle ammesia the way she’'s handled it. |
don't know that |1'd do half as well if | were in her shoes right now 1'd
either be a nervous weck or sunk neck-deep in depression. She's resilient,
flexible. Resilient and flexible people aren’t dangerous.”

“Never ?”
“Hardly ever. It’s the rigid ones who crack.”

“But after what's happened in your therapy sessions with her, isn't it
reasonabl e to wonder about what she ni ght be capabl e of doi ng?” he asked,

“She’s a tortured girl. | believe she’s been through a truly terrifying
experience, sonething so awmful that she refuses to relive it, even under
hypnosi s. She obfuscates, m sdirects, and hol ds back vital information, but
that doesn’t nean she’s the |least bit dangerous. Just scared. It seens
evident to ne that she was the victimof either physical or psychol ogica
violence at sone tine in her life. The victim Paul, not the perpetrator.”

She carried a few pairs of jeans to the suitcases that were open on the
bed.

Paul followed her. “Are you going to continue her therapy while you' re at
t he cabi n?”

Yes. | think it’'s best to keep chipping away at the Wall of confusion she's
thrown up.”

“No fair.”

“Huh?’

“That’s work,” he said. “I’"mnot allowed to take my work up to the cabin,

but you’'re going to work.
That’'s a double standard, Dr. Tracy.”

“Doubl e standard, ny ass, Dr. Tracy. I'll need only half an hour a day for
Jane’s therapy. That's a lot different than lugging an | BM Selectric into
the piny woods and poundi ng on the keys ten hours a day. Don’t you realize
that all the squirrels and deer and bunny rabbits would conpl ain about the
noi se?”

* k%

Later still, when they were in bed and the lights were out, he said, “Hell
I"mletting this book take possession of ne. Wiy can’t | let the scene lie
unfinished for ten days? | might even do a better job with it if | take the
time to think about it. 1'lIl cone along with you and Jane tonorrow, and

won't bring the typewiter. Okay? | won't even bring a pencil.”
“No,” Carol said.
13 hb?”

“When you do get to the nountains, | want you to be able to put the book
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conpletely out of your mind. | want us to take long walks in the forest. |
want us to go boating on the | ake and do sonme fishing and read a coupl e of
books and act |ike buns who never even heard the word ‘work.’ if you don’t
finish that scene before you go, you' |l just brood about it during the
entire vacation. You won’t have a nonent's real peace, which neans | won't
have a noment's peace, either. And don't tell me I"mwong. | khow you

better than | know nyself, buster: You
stay here, wite the end of that scene, and then join us on Sunday.”
She ki ssed hi m goodnight, fluffed her pillows, and settled down to sleep

He lay in the dark, thinking about the words in yesterday's Scrabbl e gane.

BLADE
Kl LL
O
O
DEATH
O
M
B

And the one word he had refused to reveal
CARCL. .

He still didn't think anything woul d be gained by telling her what the | ast
of those six words had been. What could she do about it other than worry?
Not hi ng. She coul d do nothing, and he could do nothing. Except wait and
see. A threat—f one actually arose—eould conme fromany of ten thousand or
a hundred thousand sources. It could come anytime, anywhere. At hone or in
the nmountains. One place was as saf e—er as dangerous—as the other

Anyway, maybe the appearance of those six words had been nerely
coi nci dence. An incredible but meaningl ess coincidence.

He stared into the darkness, trying hard to convince hinself that there
were no such things as spirit nmessages, onens, and clairvoyant prophecies.
Only a week ago, he wouldn't have needed convi ncing.

* % %

Bl ood.

Get it off, scrub it off, every sticky drop of it, wash it off, quickly,
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qui ckly, down the drain, every incrimnating drop of it, off, before
soneone finds out, before soneone sees and knows what's been done, wash it
off, off...

The girl woke in the bathroom in a fluorescent glare. She had been
sl eepwal ki ng agai n.

She was surprised to find that she was nude. Her knee socks, panties, and
T-shirt were scattered on the floor around her

She was standing in front of the sink, scrubbing herself with a wet
washcl ot h. When she | ooked at her reflection in the mirror, she was briefly
paral yzed by what she saw.

Her face was smeared with bl ood.
Her arns were spattered wth bl ood.
Her sweetly uptilted, bare breasts glistened wth bl ood.

And she knew instantly that it wasn’'t her own. She had not been sl ashed or
st abbed. She was the one who had done the slashing, the stabbing.

Ch CGod.

She stared at her gruesome reflection, norbidly fascinated by the sight of
her bl ood- noi stened |i ps.

What have | done?

She slowy | owered her gaze al ong her crinsoned neck, |ooked down at the
reflection of her right nipple, on which hung a very fat, carm ne dropl et
of gore.

The gl eani ng pearl of blood quivered for an instant on the tip of her erect
ni pple; then it succunbed to gravity and fell away from her

She pull ed her gaze fromthe mrror, |lowered her head to see where the
dropl et had struck the floor.

There was no bl ood.

When she | ooked directly at herself, rather than at her reflection, she

di scovered that her body was not covered with blood after all. She touched
her bare breasts. They were danp because she had been scrubbing themwth
the washcl oth, but the danpness was nothing nore than water. Her arns
weren't spattered with bl ood, either

She squeezed the washcloth. Clear water dripped fromit; the cloth bore no
grisly stains.

Confused, she raised her eyes to the mirror once nore and saw t he bl ood, as
bef ore.

She held out her hand. In reality it was not bloody, but in the mrror it
was sheathed in a glove of gore

A vision, she thought. A weird illusion. That's all. | didn’'t hurt anyone.
I didn't spill anyone’s bl ood.

As she struggled to understand what was happening. her mrror inmage faded,
and the glass in front of her turned black. It seenmed to have been
transformed into a wi ndow that | ooked out onto another dinension, for it
reflected nothing that was in the bat hroom
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This is a dream she thought. I'mreally snug in bed, where | belong. |I'm
only dreaming that I'min the bathroom| can put a stop to this just by
waki ng up.

On the other hand, if it was a dream would she be able to feel the cold
ceranmic floor beneath her bare feet as vividly as she could fuel it now? If
it was really only a dream would she be aware of the cold water on her
bare breasts?

She shi vered

In the lightless void on the other side of the mirror, sonething flickered
far off in the darkness.

Wake up!

Sonething silvery. It flashed again and again, back and forth, the inmage
growi ng steadily |arger

For CGod’ s sake, wake up
She wanted to run. Couldn’t.
She wanted to scream Didn't.

In seconds the flickering object filled the mrror, pushing back the
darkness out of which it had come, and then sonehow it burst out of the
mrror without shattering the gl ass, exploded out of the void and into the
bat hroomwith one final, nurderous swing, and she saw that it was an ax,
bearing down on her face, the steel blade gleaming like the finest silver
under the fluorescent lights. As the w ckedly sharp edge of the ax swept

i nexorably toward her head, her knees buckl ed, and she fainted.

* k%

Near dawn, Jane woke agai n.
She was in bed. She was nude.

She threw the covers back, sat up, and saw her 1l-shirt, panties, and knee
socks on the floor beside the bed. She dressed quickly.

The house was silent. The Tracys weren't up yet.

Jane hurried quietly down the hallway to the guest bathroom hesitated on
the threshol d, then stepped

i nsi de and snapped on the |ights.

There was no blood, and the nirror above the sink was only an ordinary
mrror, reflecting her worried face but contributing no bizarre inmges of
its own.

kay, she thought, maybe | was sl eepwal ki ng. And maybe | was actually here
wi t hout any clothes on, trying to scrub nonexistent blood off mnmy body. But
the rest of it was just part of the nightmare. It didn't happen. It
couldn’t. Inpossible. The mirror couldn’'t really change |ike that.
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She stared into her own blue eyes. She wasn’t sure what she saw in them

“VWho am | ?” she asked softly.

Al week, Grace's sleep—what |little she had managed to get between bouts of
i nsomi a—had been dream ess. But tonight she thrashed for hours in the
sheets, trying to fight her way out of a nightnmare that seened to |ast an
eternity.

In the dream a house was on fire. A big, beautifully ornamented Victorian
house. She was standi ng outside the blazing structure, pounding on a pair
of slant-set cellar doors and calling a name over and over again. “Laura!l
Laura!” She knew that Laura was trapped in the cellar of the burning house
and that these doors were the only way out, but the doors were |atched on
the inside. She hamered on the wood with her bare hands until each bl ow
sent a cruel bolt of pain the length of her arms, through her shoul ders,
and up the back of her neck. She w shed desperately that she had an ax or a
pry-bar or some other tool with which she could smash through the cellar
doors, but she had nothing other than her fists, so she pounded and pounded
until her flesh bruised and split and bl ed, and she kept on poundi ng even
then, all the while screaming for Laura. Wndows expl oded on the second
floor, showering glass down over her, but she didn't turn away fromthe

sl ant-set cellar doors; she didn't run. She continued to slam her bl oodi ed
fists into the wood, praying that the girl would answer at any noment. She
i gnored the sparks that showered down on her and threatened to set her

gi ngham dress afire. She wept, and she coughed when the wind blew the acrid
snoke in her direction, and she cursed the wood that so easily resisted her
fierce but ineffectual attack.

The nightnare had no climx, no peak of terror. It sinply went on all night
Il ong at a continuously breathless pace until, a few m nutes after dawn,
Grace finally wenched herself out of the hot, clutching arns of sleep and
woke with a wordless cry, flailing at the mattress.

She sat up on the edge of the bed and held her throbbing head in her hands.
Her mouth was filled with the taste of ashes and bile.

The dream had been so vivid that she had even felt the high-necked,

| ong- sl eeved, blue and white gi ngham dress bi nding at her shoul ders and
across her bust as she had hamered on the cellar doors. Now, w de awake,
she could still feel the dress binding her, even though she was wearing a
| oose ni ghtgown, and even though she had never worn such a dress in her
entire life.

Wrse, she could snell the house burning.

The snoke odor lingered so |ong after she had awakened that she becane
convi nced that her own house was abl aze. Quickly, she pulled on a robe,
stepped into her slippers, and went fromone roomto another, searching for
the fire.

There was no fire.
Yet for alnost an hour, the stench of burning wood and tar stayed with her.
10

FRI DAY norning at nine o' clock, Paul sat down at his witing desk, picked
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up the phone, and called Lincoln Werth, the police detective in charge of
the Jane Doe case. He told Werth that Carol was taking the girl out of town
for a few days of rest and recreation.

“Mght as well,” Werth said. “W don't have any |eads, and | sure don’t
think this is going to break wi de open anytime soon. W keep expandi ng the
search area, of course. At first we just put the kid s photo and
description out to authorities in the surroundi ng counties. Wen that
didn’t do us any good, we put it on the wire to police agencies all over
the State. Yesterday norning we took another step and Wred the sane data
to seven neighboring states. But 1'Il tell you sonething, just between you
and ne. Even if we expand the search area all the way to Hong

Kong, | got a feeling we ain’t never going to find anyone who knows the
kid. | just have a hunch. W’'re going to keep com ng up enpty-handed.”

After talking to Werth, Paul went down to the garage, where Carol and Jane
were putting their gear in the trunk of the Vol kswagen. To spare the girl
grief, Paul didn't pass along Werth's pessim stic assessnent of the
situation. “He said it’'s all right to | eave town for a few days. The court
didn't restrict you to Harrisburg. | told himwhere the cabinis, soif
anyone turns up to claimour girl here, the Harrisburg police will contact
the county sheriff out that way, and he or one of his deputies will drop by
the cabin and I et you know you' ve got to come back.”

Carol kissed hi mgoodbye. Jane kissed him too; hers was a shy, chaste
kiss, lightly planted on his cheek, and when she got into the car, she was
bl ushi ng brightly.

He stood in front of the house and watched themdrive away until the red
Vol kswagen Rabbit was out of sight.

After alnpst a week of blue skies, clouds had drifted in again. They were
flat, slate gray. They matched Paul s nopod.

* k *

When the kitchen phone rang, G ace steeled herself for the sound of
Leonard’ s voice. She sat down in the chair at the small built-in desk
reached up, put her hand on the receiver that hung on the wall, let it ring
once nore, then picked it up. To her relief, it was Ross Quincy, the
managi ng editor of the Mrning

News, returning the call she’d nade | ate yesterday afternoon

“You were inquiring about one of our reporters, Dr. Mtowski?”

“Yes. Pal mer Wai nwight.”

Qui ncy was silent.

“He does work for you, doesn’'t he?” Grace asked

“Unh.. Pal ner Wai nwnght has been an enpl oyee of the Morning News, yes.”
“l believe he nearly won a Pulitzer Prize.”

“Yes. But of course. . . that was quite a while back.”

“ G]?”
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“Well, if you know about the Pulitzer nom nation, you nmust know it was for
the series he did on the Bektermann rnurders.”
“Yes.”
“Whi ch was back in 1943.”
“That | ong ago?”

“Uh. . . Dr. Mtowski, exactly what is it you wanted to know about Pal ner
Wai nwri ght ?”

“I"d like to talk with him"” she said. “W' ve net, and we have sone
unfini shed business that |'mrather anxious to take care of. It’'s a.
personal matter.”

Quincy hesitated. Then: “Are you a long-lost relative?”
“OF M. VWAinwight's? Ch, no.”

“A long-lost friend?”

“No. Not that either.”

“Well, then, | guess | don't have to be delicate about this. Dr. Mtowski
I"mafraid that Pal mer Wainwight is dead.”

“Dead!” she said, astounded.

“Wel |, surely you realized there was that possibility. He was never a well
man, downright sickly. And you’ ve obviously been out of touch with himfor
along tine.”

“Not all that long,” she said.
“Must be at least thirty-five years,” Qincy said. “He died back in 1946."

The air at G ace’s back seened suddenly colder than it had been an instant
ago, as if a dead man had expelled his icy breath against the nape of her
neck.

“Thirty-one years,” she said nunbly. “You nmust be wong.”

“Not a chance. | was just a green kid back then, a copyboy. Pal mer
Wai nwri ght was one of mny heroes. | took it pretty hard when he went.”

“Are we tal king about the same man?” G ace asked. “He was quite thin, with
sharp features, pale brown eyes, and a rather sallow conplexion. H's voice
was several notes deeper than you d expect fromjust |ooking at him”

“That was Palner, all right.”
“About fifty-five?”

“He was thirty-six when he died, but he did |l ook twenty years ol der,”
Quincy said. “It was that string of illnesses, one thing right after
another, with cancer at the end. Jt just wore himdown, aged himfast. He
was a fighter, but he just couldn’t hold on any |onger.”

Thirty-one years in the grave? she thought. But | saw hi myesterday. W had
a strange conversation in the rose garden. Wat do you say to that, M.

Qui ncy?

“Dr. Mtowski? Are you still there?”
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“Yes. Sorry. Listen, M. Qincy, | hate to take your valuable tine, but
this is really inmportant. | believe the Bektermann case had a ot to do
with the personal business | wanted to discuss with M. Winwight. But |
don’t really know anythi ng about those nurders. Wuld you mind telling ne
what it was all about?”

“Fami |y tragedy,” Quincy said. “The Bektermanns’ daughter went berserk the
day before her sixteenth birthday. Her mind just snapped. Apparently, she
got it in her head that her mother intended to kill her before she turned
si xteen, which was not true, of course. But she thought it was true, and
she went after her nother with an ax. Her father and a visiting cousin got
in the way, and she killed them Her nother actually managed to w ench the
ax out of the girl’s hands. But that didn't stop the kid. She just picked
up a fireplace poker and kept com ng. Wen the nother, Ms. Bektermann, was
backed into a corner and was about to have her skull cracked open with the
poker, she didn’'t have any choice but to swing the ax at her daughter. She
hit the girl once, in the side. A pretty deep cut. The kid died in the
hospital the next day. Ms. Bektermann only killed in self-defense, and no
charges were brought against her, but she felt so guilty about killing her
own child that she had a conpl ete breakdown and eventually wound up in an
institution.”

“And that’s the story that won M. Wainwight his Pulitzer nom nation?”

“Yeah. In the hands of a lot of reporters, the piece Wuld have been
not hi ng but sensationalistic garbage. But Pal mer was good. He wote a
sensitive, well-researched study of a famly with serious enotional,

i nterpersonal problenms. The father was a dom neering man who set extrenely
hi gh standards for his daughter and very likely had an unnatural attraction
to her. The nother was always conpeting with the father for the girl’'s
heart, mind, and loyalty, and when she saw she was |losing that battle, she
turned to drink. There were extraordi nary psychol ogi cal pressures brought
to bear on the daughter, and Pal ner made the reader feel and understand
those pressures.”

She thanked Ross Quincy for his time and consideration. She hung up the
phone.

For a while she just sat there, staring at the softly humm ng refrigerator,
trying to make sense of what she had been told. If Wainwight had died in
1946, whom had she talked to in the garden yesterday?

And what did the Bekternmann nurders have to do with her? Wth Carol ?

She thought of what Wai nwight had told her: This damed, endl ess pursuit.
It’s still going on, and it’'s got to be stopped this tune around ye cone to
tell you that your Carol is in the niddle of it.

You’ ve got to help her. Get her out of the girl’s way.

She felt she was on the verge of understandi ng what he had neant. And she
was scared

Even t hough a nunber of inmpossible things had transpired within the past
twenty-four hours, she no | onger questioned either her sanity or her
per cepti ons.

She was sane, perfectly sane, and in command of all her faculties. Senility
was not even a renote possibility any | onger. She sensed that the

expl anation for these events was far nore frightening, nore soul-shattering
even than the prospect of senility, which had once terrified her
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She recall ed sonething el se that Pal ner Wai nwight had said yesterday in
the garden: You aren’t only who you think you are. You aren’'t only G ace
M t owski .

She knew the solution to the puzzle was within her grasp. She sensed a dark
know edge within her, long-forgotten nenories waiting to be tapped. She was
afraid to tap them but she knew she nmust do precisely that, for Carol’s
sake, and perhaps for her own sake as well.

Suddenly, the air in the kitchen, though still quite clear, reeked of wood
and tar snmoke. Grace could hear the crackle of fire, although there were no
flanes here, now, in this place and tine.

Her heart pounded frantically, and her nouth turned dry and sour.

She cl osed her eyes and could see the burning house as vividly as she had
seen it in the dream She could see the cellar doors, and she could hear
hersel f screaning, calling Laura.

She knew it hadn’t been only a dream It had been a nmenory, |ost for ages,
surfacing now, reninding her that, indeed, she was not only Grace M towski.

She opened her eyes.
The kitchen was hot, stifling.

She felt herself being pulled along by forces she could not conprehend, and
she thought: Is this what | want? Do | really want to flowwith this and
di scover the truth and turn ny little world upside down? Can

I handle it?

The stench of nonexi stent snpbke grew stronger
The roar of nonexistent flanes grew | ouder

I guess there’s no turning back now, she thought.

She held her hands up in front of her face and Stared at them amazed. Her
fl esh had been mracul ously disfigured by stigmata. Her hands were bruised,
abr aded, bl oody. There were splinters of wood enbedded in her pal ns,
splinters fromthe cellar doors

on whi ch she had pounded such a long, long tinme ago.

* k%

At ten o' clock, when the phone rang, Paul had been at his desk, witing,
for al nost an hour. The work had just begun to flow snobothly. He snatched
up the receiver and said, a bit inpatiently, “Yes?”

An unfaniliar femal e voice said, “Could | speak to Dr. Tracy, please?”
“ Speaki ng.”
“Ch. Uh.. no.. . the Dr. Tracy I'mlooking for is a woman.”

“I't’s ny wife you want,” he said. “She’'s out of town for a few days. Can |
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take a nessage?”

“Yes, please. Wuld you tell her that Polly called from Maugham &
Crichton?”

He jotted the name down on a note pad. “And what's this in reference to?”

“Dr. Tracy was here yesterday afternoon with a young girl who's suffering
from ammesi a.

“Yes,” Paul said, suddenly nore interested than he had been. “1 know the
case.”

“Dr. Tracy was asking if we’d ever heard of anyone naned MIlicent Parker.”

“That’s right. She told nme about it |last evening. It was another dead end,
| gather.”

“I't seemed to be a dead end yesterday,” Polly said, “but nowit turns out
that one of our doctors is famliar with the name. Dr. Maugham hinsel f, in
fact.”

“Listen, rather than waiting for my wife to call you back, why don’t you
just tell nme what you've cone up with, and | can pass the information al ong
to her.”

“Well, sure, why not? See, Dr. Maughamis the senior partner in the
practice. He bought this property eighteen years ago and personally oversaw
the restoration of the outside and the renovation of the interior. He's a
hi story bug, so it was natural for himto want to know the history of the
bui I di ng he purchased. He says this place was built in 1902 by a man naned
Randol ph Parker. Parker had a daughter named MIlicent.”

“19027?"
“That’s right.”

“Interesting.”

“You haven't heard the best part,” Polly said, the eagerness of a

gossi p-nmonger in her voice. “Seens that back in 1905, the night before
MIllie s sixteenth birthday party, Ms. Parker was in the kitchen,
decorating a big cake for the girl. MIlie snuck in behind her and stabbed
her in the back four tinmes.”

Unt hi nki ng, Paul snapped the pencil he’ d been hol ding ever since he' d
witten Polly’'s name on the note pad. One broken piece popped out of his
hand, spun across the top of the desk, and fell to the floor

“She stabbed her own nother?” he asked, hoping that he had not heard
correctly.

“Isn’t that sonething?”
“Kill her?” he asked nunbly.

“No. Dr. Maugham says that according to the newspaper accounts at that
time, the girl used a short bladed knife. It didn't sink in far enough to
do really major damage. No vital organs or bl ood vessels were affected.
Loui se Parker—that was the nother’s flane—nanaged to grab a neat cl eaver
froma kitchen rack. She tried to hold the girl off with that. But | guess
MIlie must have been conpletely off her rocker, ‘cause she charged
straight at Ms. Parker again, and Ms. Parker had to use that cleaver.”
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“Jesus.”

“Yeah,” Polly said, obviously enjoying his shocked reaction. “Dr. Maugham
says she put that cleaver right into her daughter’s throat. Pretty much cut
the girl’s head clear off. Isn't that a terrible thing? But what el se could
she do? Just let the kid go on jabbing that knife into her?”

St unned, Paul thought about yesterday’s hypnotic regression therapy

sessi on, which Carol had recounted for himin sonme detail. He renmenbered
the part about how Jane had clained to be MIIlicent Parker and had insisted
on witing out her answers to questions and had witten that she was unabl e
to tal k because her head had been cut off.

“Are you still there?” Polly asked.
“Ch. Uh. . . sorry. Is there nore to the story?”
“More?” Polly asked. “Wasn't that enough?”

“Yes,” he said. “You're absolutely right. That was enough. More than
enough.”

“I don’t knowif this information is of any help to Dr. Tracy.”
“I"'msure it will be.”

“l don’t see how it could have anything to do with the girl she brought in
here with her yesterday.”

“Neither do |,” Paul said.

“lI mean, that girl can’'t be MIlicent Patter. MIIlicent Parker has been
dead for seventy-six years.”

* % %

In the study, Grace stood at her desk, |ooking down at the open dictionary.

REI NCARNATI ON (re’ -in-kér-na’ shen), n. 1. the doctrine that the soul, upon
death of the body, comes back to earth in another body or form 2. rebirth
of the soul in a new body. 3. a new incarnation or enbodiment, as of a
person.

Bunk? Nonsense? Superstition? Bullshit?

At one time, not |ong ago, those were all the words she woul d have used to
wite her own irreverent definition of reincarnation. But not now. Not any
| onger.

She cl osed her eyes, and with only the slightest effort, she was able to
bring back the image of the burning house. She wasn’t just envisioning it;
she was there, hanmmering with her fists on the cellar door. She was not

G ace Mtowski now, she was Rachael Adans, Laura’'s aunt.

The fire scene was not the only part of Rachael’s life that she could
recall with perfect clarity. She knew the wonan’'s npbst intimte thoughts,
her hopes and dreans and hates and fears, shared her nost closely held
secrets, for those thoughts and hopes and dreanms and fears and secrets had
been her own.
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She opened her eyes and needed a nonent to refocus them on the present-day
wor | d.

REI NCARNATI ON
She cl osed the dictionary.

God help ne, she thought, do | really believe it? Can it be true that |’ ve
lived before? And that Carol’s lived before? And the girl they're calling
Jane Doe?

If it was true—f she had been pernitted to recall her previous existence
as Rachael Adans in order to save Carol’s life in this incarnati on—+then she
was wasting val uable tinme.

She pi cked up the phone to call the Tracys, wondering how in God’ s nane she
was goi ng to nake them believe her

There was no dial tone.

She jiggled the receiver-cradle buttons.

Not hi ng.

She put the receiver down and followed the cord around the side of the desk
to the wall, to see if it had come unplugged. It wasn’t unplugged; it was
chewed.

Bitten in two.
Ari st ophanes.

She renmenbered ot her things that Pal mer Wai nwight had said in the garden
There are certain forces, dark and powerful forces, that want to see this
pl ayed out the wong way. Dark forces that thrive on tragedy. They want to
see it end in senseless violence and blood. . . There are forces aligned.

good and evil, right and wong. You're on the right side, Gace. But the
cat—ah, the cat’'s a different story. A all tines, you nmust be wary of the
cat.

She al so renmenbered when the series of paranornal events had begun, and she
realized that the cat had been an integral part of it all, fromthe very
start. Wednesday of |ast week. Wien she had suddenly awakened from her

aft ernoon nap that day—eatapulted out of a nightnmare about Carol +there had
been an incredibly brilliant and viol ent barrage of Lightening beyond the
study wi ndows. She had staggered to the nearest wi ndow, and while she had
stood there on unsteady, arthritic |egs, half-awake and hal f-asl eep, she’'d
had the eerie feeling that sonmethi ng nonstrous had foll owed her up fromthe
worl d of her nightmare, sonething denmonic with a hungry grin on its face.
For a few seconds that feeling had been so strong, so real, that she had
been afraid to turn around and | ook into the shadowy room behi nd her. But
then she had di sm ssed that weird thought as nothing nore than the cold
resi due of the nightmare. Now, of course, she knew she shoul dn’t have
dismissed it so quickly. Sonething strange had been in the roomw th her—a
spirit; a presence; call it what you will. It had been there. And now it
was in the cat.

She | eft the study and hurried down the hall.
In the kitchen, she found that phone cord al so chewed apart.

There was no sign of Aristophanes.
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Nevert hel ess, Grace knew he was nearby, perhaps even cl ose enough to be
wat chi ng her. She sensed hi s—er its—presence.
She |istened. The house was too silent.

She wanted to cross the few feet of open floor to the kitchen door, open it
bol dly, and wal k away fromthe house. But she strongly suspected that any
attenpt to leave would trigger an i nedi ate and vi ci ous attack.

She thought about the cat’s claws, teeth, fangs. It wasn't nerely a house
pet, not just an amusing Sianese with a cute, furry face. It was actually a

tough little killing machine, too; its feral inmpulses |lay beneath a thin
veneer of domestication. It was both respected and dreaded by mce and
birds and squirrels. But could it kill a grown wonan?

Yes, she thought uneasily. Yes, Aristophanes could kill ne if he caught ne

by surprise and if he went for either ny throat or ny eyes.

The best thing she could do was stay within the house and not antagonize
the cat until she had arned herself and could feel confident of w nning any
battl e.

The only other tel ephone was in the second-fl oor bedroom Wary, she went
upstairs, even though she knew the third extensi on would be out of order,
t 0o.

It was.

But there was sonething in the bedroomthat nade the journey up the stairs
wort hwhil e. The gun. She pulled open the top drawer of her nightstand and
took out the | oaded pistol she kept there. She had a hunch she woul d need
it.

A hiss. A rustle.
Behi nd her.

Bef ore she could swing around and confront her adversary, he was on her. He
vaulted fromthe floor to the bed, sprang fromthe bed to her back, |anding
with nearly enough force to knock her off balance. She tottered for a
moment and al nost fell forward into the bedside | anp.

Ari st ophanes hi ssed and spat and scranbl ed for purchase on her back.

Fortunately, she kept her feet under her. She spun around and shook
herself, frantically attenpting to throw himoff before he could do any
damage.

Hi s cl aws were hooked in her clothes. Al though she was wearing both a
bl ouse and a sweater, she felt a couple of his razor-tipped nails
puncturing her skin—hot little points of pain. He wouldn't |et go.

She drew her shoul ders up and tucked her head down, pulling her chin in

ti ght agai nst her chest, protecting her neck as best she could. She swung
one fist up behind her back, struck only air, tried again, and hit the cat
with a blow that was too weak to have done any harm

Nevert hel ess, Aristophanes squeal ed with rage and snapped at her neck. He
was foiled by her hunched shoul ders and by her thick hair, which got in his
mout h and gagged him

She had never wanted anything half so much as she wanted to kill the little
bastard. He was no longer the famliar pet she had | oved; he was a strange
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and hateful beast, and she harbored no ghost of affection for him

She wi shed she coul d use the gun she was clutching in her right hand, but
there was no way she could shoot himwi thout shooting herself, too.

She struck at himrepeatedly with her left hand, her arthritic shoul der
protesting sharply, painfully when she tw sted her armup and backwards at
such an unnatural angle.

At least for a nonent, the cat abandoned its relentless but thus far
ineffective attack on her neck. It slashed its claws across her flailing
fist, slicing open the skin on her knuckl es.

Her fingers were instantly slick with blood. They stung so badly that her
eyes started to water.

Ei ther the sight or the odor of the bl ood encouraged the cat. It shrieked
wi th savage gl ee

Grace began to think the unthinkabl e-that she was going to lose this fight.
No!

She struggl ed against the grip of fear that threatened to incapacitate her,
tried to clear her panic-befuddl ed m nd, and suddenly had an idea that she
thought m ght save her life. She stunbled toward the nearest stretch of
open wall, to the left of the dresser. The cat clung tenaciously to her
back, insistently pressing its snout against the base of her skull, hissing
and snarling. It was determined to force its way to her sheltered neck and
rip open her jugul ar vein.

When Grace reached the wall, she turned her back to it, then fell against
it with all her weight, slamming the cat into the plaster behind her,
pinning it hard between her body and the wall, hoping to break its spine.

The jolt brought a flash of pain through her shoul ders and drove the
animal's claws deeper into her back nmuscles. The cat’'s screamwas nearly
shrill enough to shatter fine crystal, and it sounded al nost |ike the wail
of a human infant. But its grip on her didn't weaken. G ace pushed away
fromthe wall, then slammed into it a second tinme, and the cat wailed as
before, but still held fast. She thrust herself off the wall, intending to
make a third attenpt to crush her adversary, but before she could fall back
on him the cat let go of her. He dropped to the floor, rolled, sprang to
his feet, and scurried away fromher, favoring his right foreleg.

CGood. She had hurt him

She sagged against the wall, raised the .22 pistol that was stilt in her
ri ght hand, and squeezed the trigger.

Not hi ng.
She had forgotten to switch off the safeties.

The cat hurried through the open door and di sappeared into the upstairs
hai | .

Grace went to the door, closed it, leaned wearily against it. Gasping

Her |eft hand was scratched and bl eedi ng, and her back bore half a dozen
cl aw punctures, but she had won the first round. The cat was |inping; he
was injured, perhaps as badly as she was, and he was the one who had
retreated.
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No cel ebration, though. Not yet.

Not until she had gotten out of the house alive. And not until she was
certain that Carol was safe, too.

After the unsettling tel ephone conversation he’d had with the receptioni st
at Maugham & Crichton, Paul didn't know what the hell to do.

He couldn’t wite. That was for sure. He couldn’t get his mnd off Caro
| ong enough to advance the plot of his novel by so nuch as even one
sent ence.

He wanted to call Lincoln Wrth, at police headquarters, and arrange to
have a sheriff’'s deputy waiting at the cabin when Carol and Jane arrived up
there. He wanted them brought hone. But he coul d i nmagi ne the conversation
he woul d have with Detective Werth, and the thought of it daunted him

“You want a deputy to neet themat the cabin?”

“That’s right.”

"\ 2"

“1 think my wife's in danger.”

“What ki nd of danger?”

“1l think the girl, Jane Doe, m ght be violent. Maybe even homcidal.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because under hypnosis she clained to be MIlie Parker.”
“Who's that?”
“MIlie Parker once tried to kill her nother.”

“She di d? When was that ?”
“Back in 1905.”

“Then she’d be a little old | ady today, for Christ’'s sake. The kid's only
fourteen or fifteen.”

“You don’t understand. MIlie Parker’s been dead for about seventy-six
years and—=

“Wait a minute, wait a mnute! What the hell are you saying? That your wife
m ght be nurdered by sone kid who's been dead for nobst of the century?”

“No. O course not.”
“Then what do you nean?”
“F. . . don’t know.”

Werth woul d think that he had been out boozing all night, or that he had
started the norning with a couple of joints of good grass.

Besides, it wasn't fair to Jane to accuse her publicly of being a potential
killer. Perhaps Carol was right. Maybe the kid was just a victim Except
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for what she said under hypnosis, she certainly seemed to be incapabl e of
vi ol ence.

On the other hand, of all the people she could have clained to be, why had
she said that she was MIlicent Parker, the woul d-be mnurderess? Were had
she heard that nane before. Didn’t the use of it indicate latent hostility?

Paul swi vel ed his typing chair away fromthe desk and stared out the w ndow
at the gray sky. The wind was picking up by the m nute. The cl ouds were
raci ng westward across the sky, as if they were enornous, swi ft, dark ships
with billowing sails the color of thunderstorns.

BLADE, BLOOD, DEATH, TOWB, KILL, CAROL.

I"ve got to go to the cabin, he thought w th sudden deci si veness, and he
got to his feet.

Maybe he was overreacting to this MIIlicent Parker business, but he
couldn’t just sit here, wondering...

He went into the master bedroomto throw some things into a suitcase. After
only a brief hesitation, he decided to pack his .38 revol ver

The girl said, “How nmuch farther to the cabin?”

“Anot her twenty nminutes,” Carol said. “The whole drive usually takes just
about two hours and fifteen nminutes, and we're pretty nuch on schedule.”

The nountai ns were cool and green. Sonme trees had al ready been touched by
the artful hand of autumm, and nost-all but the evergreens—aoul d change the
color of their |eaves during the next few weeks. Today, however, the

predom nant shade was still green, with a smattering of gold here and
there, an occasional touch of red. The edge of the forest—wherever the
meadow or the roadway met the trees—was decorated with a few

end- of -t he- season w | df | owers, blue and white and purple.

“It’s beautiful up here,” Jane said as they followed the two-|ane county
road around a curve. The right-hand bank, which sloped down to the nacadam
was covered with vividly green clusters of rhododendron shrubs.

“I love the Pennsyl vania nmountains,” Carol said. She felt nore rel axed now
than she had in weeks. “It’'s so peaceful here. Wait till you’ ve been at the
cabin a day or two. You'll forget the rest of the world exists.”

They came out of the curve onto an ascendi ng strai ghtaway, where the

i nterl ocking branches of the trees forned a tunnel over portions of the
| ane. At those points where the trees parted sufficiently to provide a
glinpse of the sky, there was nothing to be seen but massive, gray-black
clouds clotted together in surging, ugly, threatening formations.

“l sure hope it doesn’'t rain and spoil our first day here,” Jane said.
“Rain won’t spoil anything,” Carol assured her. “If we’'re forced to stay
inside, we'll just throw a whol e bunch of logs in the big stone fireplace

and roast sonme hot dogs indoors. And we have a closetful of ganes to help
us pass rainy days. Mnopoly, Scrabble, Cue, Ri sk, Battleship, and at
| east a dozen others. | think we’'ll be able to avoid cabin fever.”

“It’s going to be fun,” Jane said enthusiastically.
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The canopy of trees parted overhead, and the Septenber sky churned darkly.
11

GRACE sat on the edge of the bed, holding the .22 pistol, considering her
options. She didn’'t have nany.

In fact, the nore she thought about it, the nore it seenmed to her that the
cat had a better chance of winning this duel than she did.

If she attenpted to | eave the house by way of the bedroom wi ndow, she woul d
surely break a | eg and probably her neck as well. If she had been only
twenty years younger, she m ght have tried it. But at seventy, with her

swol len joints and brittle bones, jumping froma second-fl oor wi ndow onto a
concrete patio could only end in msery. Anyway, the point wasn't just to
get out of the house, but to get out in one piece, so she could nake it
across town to Carol’s and Paul’s pl ace.

She coul d open the window and start screanming for help. But she was afraid
that Aristophanes—er the thing using Aristophanes' body—woul d attack anyone
who showed up and tried to assist her, and she didn't want a nei ghbor’s
death on her conscience.

This was her battle. No one else’'s. She would have to fight it al one.

She considered all the routes by which she m ght possibly |eave the house
once she had reached the bottom fl oor—f she reached the bottom fl oor—but
no particular route seened | ess dangerous than any other. The cat coul d be
anywhere. Everywhere. The bedroomwas the only safe place in the house. If
she ventured out of this sanctuary, the cat would be waiting for her and
woul d attack her, regardl ess of whether she tried to exit the house by the
front door, the kitchen door, or one of the ground-floor w ndows. It would
be crouched in one shadow or another, perhaps perched atop a bookcase or
cupboard or hutch, tensed and ready to launch itself down onto her
startled, upturned face.

She had the gun, of course. But the cat, stealthy by nature, would al ways
have the advantage of surprise. If it got just a two- or three-second | ead
on her, if she was only that little bit slower to react than was the cat,
it would have anple tinme to fasten onto her face, tear open her throat, or
gouge her eyes out with its quick, stiletto claws.

Strangel y, though she had accepted the doctrine of reincarnation, though
she now knew beyond doubt that there was sone kind of life after death, she
neverthel ess feared dying. The certainty of eternal life in no way

di mi ni shed the value of this life. Indeed, now that she could discern
godl i ke machi nery just below the visible surface of the world, her life
seened to have nore neani ng and purpose than ever before.

She didn’t want to die.

However, although the odds of her |eaving the house alive were, at best,
only fifty-fifty, she couldn’'t stay in the bedroomindefinitely. She had no
water, no food. Besides, if she didn't get out of’ here in the next few

m nutes, she mght be too late to be of any help to Carol

If Carol is killed sinply because | |ack the courage to face that dammed
cat, she thought, then | might as well be dead anyway.

She switched off the two safeties on the pistol

She got up and went to the door
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For nearly a nminute she stood with one ear pressed to the door, listening
for scratching noises or other indications that Aristophanes was near by.
She heard not hi ng.

Hol ding the pistol in her right hand, she used her bloody, clawtorn |eft
hand to turn the knob. She opened the door with the utnmost caution, half an
inch at a tine, expecting the cat to dart through the opening the instant
it was wi de enough to adnmit him But he didn't.

Finally, reluctantly, she poked her head out into the hall. Looked |eft.
Ri ght.

The cat wasn't anywhere in sight.

She stepped into the hail and paused, afraid to nove away fromthe bedroom
door.

Go! she told herself angrily. Mve your ass, G acie!

She took a step toward the head of the stairs. Then another step. Trying to
be qui et.

The stairs appeared to be a mle away.
She | ooked behi nd her

Still no Aristophanes.

Anot her st ep.

This was going to be the I ongest wal k she had ever taken

Paul | atched his suitcase, picked it up, turned away fromthe bed—and
junped, startled, when the entire house shook as if a wecker’s ball had
struck the side of it.

THUNK!
He | ooked up at the ceiling.
THUNK! THUNK! THUNK

During the past five days there had been no hamering to disturb the peace.
He hadn’t entirely forgotten about it, of course; he still occasionally
wonder ed where that nysterious sound had cone from For the nobst part,
however, he had put it out of his nmind; there had been other things to
worry about. But now—THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!

The nerve-fraying noise reverberated in the wi ndows and bounced of f the
walls. It seened to vibrate in Paul’s teeth and bones, too.

THUNK!

After spending days trying to identify the source of that sound,
under st andi ng cane to hi munexpectedly, in a flash. It was an ax. It was
not a hammering, which was how he had been thinking of it. No. There was a
sharp edge to it, a brittle, cracking quality at the end of each blow It
was a choppi ng sound.

THUNK!
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Being able to identify the noise did absolutely nothing to help him
under stand where it was coming from

So it was an ax instead of a hammer. So what? He still couldn’'t make sense
of it. Wiy were the bl ows shaking the entire house? It would have to be the
myt hi cal Paul Bunyan’s ax to have such a trenmendous inpact. And regardl ess
of whether it was a hammer or an ax or even, for Christ’'s sake, a salam,
how coul d the sound of it issue fromthin air?

Suddenl y, inexplicably, he thought of the nmeat cleaver that Loui se Parker
had buried in the throat of her mani acal daughter back in 1905. He thought
about the freakish lightning strikes at AlIfred OBrian's office; the
strange intruder he had seen on the rear |awn during the thunderstormthat
eveni ng; the Scrabble gane two nights ago (BLADE, BLOOD, DEATH, TOWB, KILL
CAROL); Grace’s two prophetic dreans. And he knew beyond doubt—wi t hout
under st andi ng how he knew+that the sound of the ax was the thread that
sewed together all these recent extraordinary events. Intuitively, he knew
that an ax would be the instrunent by which Carol’s |ife would be
endangered. He didn’'t know how. He didn't know why. But he knew.

THUNK!  THUNK!

A painting popped off its wall hook and clattered to the floor.
The river of blood in Paul’s veins turned w nter-cold.

He had to get to the cabin. Fast.

He started toward the bedroom door, and it slammed shut in front of him No
one had touched it. There had been no sudden draft that m ght have noved
it. One monent the door was standing wi de Qpen, and the next instant it was
flung shut as if it had been shoved hard by an invisible hand.

Qut of the corner of his eye, Paul saw sonething nove. Heart bangi ng,
breath trapped in his constricted throat, he twi sted around toward the
nmovenent and instinctively raised his suitcase to partially shield hinself.

One of the two heavy, mirrored closet doors was sliding open. He expected
soneone to step out of the closet, but when the door was all the way open,
he coul d see nothing in there except clothes on hangers.

Then it slid shut, and the other door slid open. Then both of them started
sliding at the sane tine, one crossing behind the other, back and forth,
back and forth on their silent plastic wheels.

THUNK!  THUNK

A lanmp crashed over on one of the nightstands.
Anot her painting fell off the wall.

THUNK!

On the dresser, two porcelain figurines—a ballerina and her nal e dancing
partner—began to circle one another, alnpost as if they had cone to life and
were performng for Paul. They noved slowy at first, then faster, faster,
until they were swept into the air and tossed hal fway across the room and
dashed to the floor.

* k%
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The cabin was constructed of |ogs and was nestled in the cool shadows
beneath the trees. it had a |ong, covered, screened porch out front and an
excel l ent view of the | ake.

It was one of ninety vacation cabins tucked into the scenic nountain
val |l ey, each on an acre or half-acre of its own. They were all built al ong
the south shore of the | ake and were reachable only by way of a private,
gated, gravel-surfaced road that curved around the water. Some of the
cabins were made of logs, like the one Paul and Carol had bought, but there
were al so white cl apboard New Engl and nodel s, nmodern A-franes, and a few
that resenbled small Sw ss chal ets.

At the end of her own graveled drive, which branched off the conmunity
road, Carol parked the car near the front door of the cabin. She and Jane
got out and stood for a nonent in conpanionable silence, listening to the
still ness, breathing the wonderfully fresh air.

“I't’s lovely,” Jane said at |ast.
“Isn’t it, though?”
“So quiet.”

“I't isn't always. Not when nost of the cabins are in use. But right now
there’s probably no one here except Peg and Vince Gervis.”

“VWho're they?” Jane asked.

“The caretakers. The homeowner’s associ ation pays their salaries. They live
year-round in the last cabin, out at the end of the lake. In the off

season, they run a couple of inspection tours every day, just keeping a

| ookout for fire and vandal s and whatnot. N ce people.”

Above the distant north shore of the |ake, Iightning blazed across the
mal evol ent sky. A clap of thunder fell fromthe clouds and rolled across
the water.

“W better get the suitcases and the food out of the car before we have to
unl oad everything in the rain,” Carol said.

Grace expected to be attacked on the stairs, for that was where she woul d
find it nost difficult to defend herself. If the cat frightened her and

caused her to | ose her bal ance, she mght fall. If she fell, she would
probably break a leg or a hip, and while she was tenporarily stunned by the
shock and pain of the fall, the cat would be all over her, tearing, biting.
Therefore, she descended the stairs sideways, with her back agai nst the
wai |, so she could | ook both ahead and behi nd.

But Aristophanes did not show up. Gace reached the downstairs hail w thout
i nci dent.

She | ooked both ways al ong the hail

To reach the front door, she had to pass the open door of the study and the
archway that led to the living room The cat could bolt out of either place
as she was passing by and could |l eap for her face before she would have
time to spot him aimthe pistol, and pull the trigger

To reach the other door, the one at the back of the house, she had to go
right, along the hallway, past the open dining roomdoor, into the kitchen
That route didn't | ook any | ess dangerous.
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The rock and the hard pl ace, she thought unhappily. The devil and the deep
bl ue sea.

Then she renenbered that her car keys were in the kitchen, hanging on the
pegboard besi de the back door, and that settled it. She would have to | eave
t hrough the kitchen.

She noved cautiously along the hall until she cane to a wall mrror,
beneath which stood a narrow, decorative table. There were two tail vases
on the table, bracketing the mrror. She picked up one of themin her
injured left hand and sidled toward the open dining room door

She paused before reaching the doorway, |istened.
Si | ence.

She | eaned forward and risked her eyes by peering into the dining room She
could not see any sign of the cat. That didn't nean it wasn’t in there, The
drapes were half drawn, and the day was gl oony; there were | ots of shadows,
many pl aces where a cat coul d hide.

For the purpose of creating a diversion in the- event that Aristophanes was
in one of those shadows, G ace pitched the vase inside. As it |landed with a
| oud crash, she stepped across the threshold just far enough to grasp the
door knob, then pulled the door shut as she backed quickly into the hallway
again. Now, if the cat was in there, it would bloody well have to stay in

t here.

She heard no noise fromthe dining room which probably neant she hadn’t
managed to trap the elusive beast. If he’'d been in there, he would have
been squealing with rage and scratching at the inside of the closed door by
now. Most likely, she had only wasted time and energy with her little
trick. But at |east there was now one downstairs roomto which she could
turn her back with inmpunity.

Repeatedly glancing left and right, forward and back, she crept to the

ki tchen door, hesitated, then stepped through it, the gun thrust out in
front of her. She | ooked the roomover slowy, thoroughly, before venturing
farther. The small table and chairs. The hunmming refrigerator. The
dangl i ng, cat-chewed phone cord. The gl eam ng chronme fixtures on the oven
The doubl e sinks. The white countertops. The small countertop w ne rack

The cookie jar and the breadbox |ined up beside the w ne.

Not hi ng noved.

The refrigerator notor shut off, and the subsequent quiet was deep,
unbr oken.

kay, she thought. Git your teeth and nove, G acie.

She wal ked silently across the room her eyes sweeping every niche, every
nook: the opening under the built-in witing desk, the narrow space beside
the refrigerator, the blind spot beyond the end of one row of cabinets. No
cat.

Maybe | hurt himworse than | thought | did, she told herself hopefully.
Maybe | didn't just |lame the bastard. Maybe he crawl ed away and di ed.

She reached the back door

She didn't dare breathe for fear her own breathing woul d mask what ever
furtive sounds the cat m ght nake.
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A ring of keys, including those for the car, hung on a small oval pegboard
besi de the door. She slipped it off the hook.

She reached for the doorknob
The cat hi ssed.

Grace cried out involuntarily and swung her head to the right, in the
direction of the sound.

She was standing at one end of the long row of cabinets. At the far end,
the wine rack and the bread-box and the cookie jar were |ined up side by
side; she had seen themfroma front-on angle when she had first cone into
the room Now she had a side view. Fromthis angle she saw sonet hing she
couldn’t have seen fromin front: The cookie jar and breadbox, which

usual ly rested snug agai nst the wall behind the counter, had been noved out
a few inches. The cat had squeezed in behind those two objects, nuscling
themslowy out of its way. It had crouched in that hiding place, its butt
agai nst the wine rack, facing out toward the kitchen door. It was

approxi mately twelve feet fromher, and then it wasn't even that far away
because it launched itself across the counter, hissing.

The confrontation was over in a few seconds, but during those seconds, tine
seemed to slowto a crawm, and Gace felt as if she were trapped in a
slownotion film She stunbl ed backwards, away fromthe counter and the
cat, but she didn't get far before she collided with a wall; as she noved,
she raised the gun and fired two rounds in quick succession. The cookie jar
expl oded, and wood chips flew off one of the cabinet doors. But the cat
kept coming, conming, in slownotion strides across the slippery tile
countertop, its mouth gaping and its fangs bared. She realized that hitting
such a small, quick target was not easy, even at such short range as this.
She fired again, but she knew the gun was wavering in her hand, and she
wasn’t surprised when she heard the bullet ricochet—naking a high,

pi erci ng eeeee—of f sonething wi de of the mark. To her terror-heightened
perceptions, the echoes of the ricochet continued to infinity: eeeee,

eeeee, eeeee, eeeee, eeeee.... Then the cat reached the end of the counter
and leapt into the air, and Grace flied again. This tinme she hit the nark.
The cat yel ped. The bullet had sufficient inpact to deflect the animal only
an instant before it would have | anded, scratching and biting, on her face.
It was pitched back and to the left as if it were a bundle of rags. It
slamed into the kitchen door and dropped stonelike to the floor, where it
lay silent and notionl ess

* k *

Paul couldn’t decide what the poltergeist intended to accomplish by its
i mpressive displays of power. He didn’'t know whether or not he had anyt hing
to fear

fromit. Was it trying to delay him trying to keep himhere until it was
too late for himto help Carol? O perhaps it was urging himon, trying its
best to convince himthat he nust go to the cabin i mediately.

Still holding the suitcase in one hand, he approached the bedroom door that
had been flung shut by the unseen presence. As he reached for the knob, the
door began to rattle inits frame—gently at first, then fiercely.

Thunk... thunk.. . thunk... TRUNK

He jerked his hand back, unsure what he ought to do.
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THUNK!

The sound of the ax was comng fromthe door now, not fromoverhead, as it
had been. Al though the solid-core, raised-panel, fir door was a formdable
barrier rather than just a flinmsy Masonite nodel, it shook violently and
then cracked down the mddle as if it were constructed of bal sa wood.

Paul backed away fromit.

Anot her crack appeared, parallel to the first, and chips of wood flew into
the room

Sliding closet doors and flying porcelain figurines mght be the work of a
poltergeist, but this was sonething el se again. Surely no spirit could chop
apart a heavy door like this. There had to be soneone swinging a very rea
ax agai nst the other side.

Paul felt defensel ess. He scanned the room for nakeshift weapons, but he
saw not hi ng useful .

The .38 revolver was in the suitcase. He wouldn’'t be able to get to it in
time to defend himself with it, and he wi shed fervently that he had kept
the gun in his hand.

THUNKTHUNKTHUNKTHUNK!

The bedroom door exploded inward in half a dozen |arge pieces and countl ess
smal | er chunks and scraps.

He threw one armover his face to protect his eyes. Wod rai ned down on all
sides of him

When he |lowered his arm he saw there was no one standi ng beyond the
doorway, no man with an ax. The chopper-of-doors was, after all, the unseen
presence.

THUNK!

Paul stepped over a shattered section of the door and went out into the
hal | way

* k *

The fuse box was in the kitchen pantry. Carol engaged all the breaker
swi tches, and the lights cane on.

There was no tel ephone. That was virtually the only nodern conveni ence the
cabi n | acked.

“Do you think it’s chilly in here?” Carol asked.
“Alittle.”

“W have a bottled-gas furnace, but unless it’s really cold, the firepl ace
is nicer. Let’s bring in sone firewod.”

“You nean we've got to cut down a tree?”
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Carol |aughed. “That won't be necessary. Cone see.”

She led the girl outside, to the rear of the cabin, where an open porch
ended in steps | eading down to a short rear yard. The yard nmet the edge of
a smal|l meadow where the grass was knee-deep, and the meadow clinbed up
toward a wall of trees fifty yards away.

When Carol saw that fam liar | andscape, she stopped, surprised, renenbering
the dreamthat had spoiled her sleep several nights last week. In the

ni ght mare, she had been running through one house, then through another
house, then across a nountai n neadow, while sonmething silvery flickered in
the darkness behind her. At the time, she had not realized that the neadow
in the dreamwas this nmeadow.

“Sonet hi ng wong?” Jane asked.
“Huh? Oh. No. Let’'s get that firewood.”

She led the girl down the porch steps and to the left, to where a woodshed
was attached to the sout hwest corner of the cabin.

Thunder runbled in the distance. The rain hadn't
begun to fall yet.

Carol keyed open the heavy-duty padl ock on the woodshed, took it off the
hasp, and slipped it in her jacket pocket. There would be no need to
replace it until they were ready to return to Harrisburg, nine or ten days
from now.

The woodshed door creaked open on unoiled hinges. |Inside, Carol tugged on
the chain-pull light, and a bare hundred-watt bulb reveal ed stacks of dry
cordwood being protected fromincl enent weat her

A scuttle for carrying firewod hung froma ceiling hook. Carol got it down
and handed it to the girl. “If you fill it up four or five tines, we'll
have nore than enough wood to last us until tonorrow norning.”

By the tinme Jane returned fromtaking the first scuttle-load into the
cabin, Carol was at the chopping block, using an ax to split a short |og
into four sticks.

“What’'re you doi ng?” the girl asked, stopping well
out of the way and staring warily at the ax.

“When | build a fire,” Carol said, “lI put kindling on the bottom a |ayer
of these splits on top of that, and then the full logs to crown it off. It
never fails to bumwell that way. See? |I'’ma regul ar Dani el Boone.”

The girl scow ed. “That ax | ooks awful sharp.”
“Has to be.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?”

“I"ve done it lots of tines before, here and at hone,” Carol said. “I’m an
expert. Don’t worry, honey. |I’mnot going to accidentally anputate mny
t oes.”

She picked up another short log and started to split it into quarters.

Jane went to the woodshed, giving the chopping block a wide berth. Wen she
returned, carrying her second scuttle-load to the house, she repeatedly
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gl anced over her shoul der, frowning.
Carol began quartering another | og.

THUNK!

* k%

Carrying his suitcase, Paul wal ked down the second-fl oor hall to the
stairway, and the poltergeist went with him On both sides, doors opened
and sl amred shut, opened and sl amed shut, again and again, all by

t hensel ves and with such tremendous force that it sounded as if he were
wal ki ng through a nurderous barrage of cannon fire.

As he descended the stairs, the chandelier at the top of the well began
describing wide circles on the end of its chain, stirred by a breeze that
Paul could not feel or noved by a hand that had no substance.

On the first floor, paintings were flung off walls as he passed by. Chairs
toppl ed over. The living roomsofa rocked wildly on its four gracefu

wooden legs. In the kitchen, the overhead utensil rack shook; pots and pans
and | adl es banged agai nst one anot her.

By the tinme he reached the Pontiac in the garage, he knew he didn't have to
bot her taking the entire suitcase to the nountains. He hadn’t wanted to go
charging into the cabin with just a gun and the clothes on his back, for if
not hi ng had been wong, he would have | ooked like an idiot, and he would
have done Jane a grave injustice. But now, because of the call fromPolly
at Maugham & Crichton, and because of the astounding display put on by the
pol tergei st, be knew that everything was wong; there was no chance

what soever that he would reach the cabin only to discover that all was
peaceful. He would be walking into a nightmare of one kind or another. No
doubt about it. So he opened the suitcase on the garage fl oor beside the
car, took out the |oaded revolver, and left the rest of his stuff behind.

As he was backing out of the driveway, he saw Grace Mtowski’s blue Ford
turn the corner, too fast. It angled toward the curb in front of the house,
scraping its sidewalls so badly that blue-white snoke rose fromthem

Grace was out of the car the instant it stopped. She rushed to the Pontiac,
movi ng faster than Paul had seen her nove in years. She pull ed open the
front, passenger-side door and |l eaned in. Her hair was in conplete
disarray. Her face was eggshell white and spattered with bl ood.

“Good God, Grace, what’'s happened to you?”
“Where’'s Carol ?”

“She went to the cabin.”

“Al ready?”

“Thi s norning.”

“Dam? Exactly when?’

"Three hours ago.”

Grace’'s eyes contained a haunted expression. “The girl went with her?”
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“Yes.”

She cl osed her eyes, and Paul could see she was on the edge of panic,
trying to deal with it and cal m herself. She opened her eyes and said,
“W’ve got to go after them”

“That’s where |’ m headed.”

He saw her eyes wi den as she noticed the revolver lying on the car seat
beside him the nuzzle pointed forward, toward the dashboard.

She raised her eyes fromthe gun to his face. “You know what’s happeni ng?”
she asked, surprised.

“Not really,” he said, putting the gun in the glove conpartnent. “All
know for sure is that Carol’s in trouble. Damed serious trouble.”

“It’s not just Carol we've got to worry about,” Grace said. “It’'s both of

them”
“Both? The girl, you nmean? But | think the girl’s the one who’s going to—=

“Yes,” Grace said. “She’'s going to try to kill Carol. But she m ght be the
one who ends up dead. Like before.”

She got in the car and pulled the door shut.

“Li ke before?” Paul said. “lI don't—= He saw her blood-crusted hand. “That
needs nedical attention.”

“There’s no tine.”

“What the hell’s happeni ng?” he denmanded, his fear for Carol briefly giving
way to frustration.” | know something strange is going on, but | don’t know
what in Christ’'s nanme it is.”

“l do,” she said. “I know. In fact | know a | ot nore than maybe | want to
know. ”

“If you' ve got anything that makes sense, anything concrete,” he said, “we

should call the cops. They can put in a call to the sheriff’s departnent up
there and get help sent out to the cabin real fast, faster than we can get

there.”

“What |'ve got, ny information, is harder than concrete, so far as |I'm
concerned,” Grace said. “But the police wouldn't see it the sane way | do.
They'd say | was just a senile old fool. They’d want to lock ne up in a
nice safe place for ny own good. At best, they'd laugh at ne.”

He t hought about the poltergei st—+the sound of the ax, the splintering door,
the airborne ceramc figurines, the toppling chairs—and he said, “Yeah. |
know exactly what you nean.”

“We’ Il have to handle this ourselves,” Grace said. “Let’s get rolling.

can tell you everything | know on the way. Each m nute we waste, | just get
si cker and sicker, thinking about what m ght be happening in the
nmount ai ns.”

Paul backed the car into the street and drove away fromthe house, heading
for the nearest freeway entrance. Wen he was on the open hi ghway, he
floored the accelerator, and the car rocketed ahead.

“How |l ong does it usually take to get there?” G ace asked.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Mask,%20The.txt (151 of 165) [1/17/03 3:07:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20M ask,%20T he.txt
“About two hours and fifteen minutes.”
“Too long.”
“W' Il do better than that.”
The speedoneter needl e touched eighty.
12

THEY had brought a lot of food in cardboard cartons and ice chests. They
transferred all of those itens to the cupboards and refrigerator, agreeing
to forgo lunch altogether in order to indulge thenselves guiltlessly in a
glutton’s dinner.

“All right,” Carol said, producing a list fromone of the kitchen drawers,
“here’s what we need to do to nake this place livable.” She read fromthe
list:

“Remove plastic dropcloths fromfurniture; dust

everything; scrub the kitchen sink; clean the bathroom and put sheets and
bl ankets on the beds.”

“You call this a vacation?” Jane asked.
“VWhat’ s wong? Doesn’t that sound like a fun agenda to you?”
“Thrilling.”

“Wel |, the cabin’s not enornmous. The two of us will go through the Iist of
chores in an hour or an hour and a half.”

They had barely started when they were interrupted by a knock at the door.
It was Vince Gervis, the colony’'s caretaker. He was a big, barrel-chested
man wi th enormous shoul ders, enornous bi ceps, enormous hands, and a smile
to match the rest of him

“Just makin’ ny rounds,” he said. “Saw your car. Thought 1’'d say hello.”
Carol introduced himto Jane and said she was a niece (a convenient white
lie), and there was sone polite chitchat, and then Gervis said, “Dr. Tracy,
where’'s the other Dr. Tracy? |I'd like to give himny best, too.”

“Ch, he isn't with us right now” Carol said. “He's conming up on Sunday,
after he finishes sonme inportant work he couldn’t just put aside.”

Cervis frowned

Carol said, “ls something wong?”
“Well. . . nme and the m ssus was plannin’ to go into town to do sone
shoppin’, maybe see a novie, eat a restaurant neal. It’'s what we generally

do on Friday afternoons, you see. But there isn't another soul up here

besi des you and Jane. WII| be tomorrow, bein’ as it’'s a Saturday, and seeni
as if the weather don't get too bad so that everybody stays to honme. But
there’s no one el se so far today except you.”

“Don’t worry about us,” Carol said. “W' |l be fine.

You and Peg go on into town |ike you planned.”

“Well.. . I'"mnot sure | like the idea of you two | adies out here all by
your | onesone, twenty mles fromother folks. No sir, | don't like it
much.”
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“Nobody’ s going to bother us, Vince. The road’ s gated; you can't even get
in wthout a key card.”

“Anybody can walk in if he's willin” to go overland just a little ways.”

Carol required several mnutes and a | ot of words to reassure him but at
| ast he decided that he and his wife would keep to their usual Friday
schedul e.

Shortly after Vince left, the rains cane. The soft roar of a hundred
mllion droplets striking a hundred nmillion rustling | eaves was soothing to
Car ol

But Jane found the noise sonewhat unpl easant.

“l don’t know why,” she said, “but the sound nakes me think of fire.
Hissing. . . just like a lot of flames eating up everything in sight.
Sizzle, sizzle, sizzle.. .*"

The rain forced Paul to slow down to sixty, which was still too fast for
hi ghway conditions, but the situation called for the taking of sone risks.

The wi ndshield wi pers thunped netronom cally, and the tires sang softly on
the wet macadam

The day was dark and growi ng darker. It |looked nore like twilight than like
m dday. The wi nd bl ew obscuring curtains of rain across the treacherously
wet pavenent, and the gray-brown road spray flung up by other traffic hung
inthe air, a thick and dirty m st.

It seened alnobst as if the Pontiac were a tiny vessel sailing through the
deep currents of a vast, cold sea, the only pocket of warnth and |ight
within a mllion mles.

Grace said, “You probably won't believe what |’'ve got to tell you, and that
woul d be under st andabl e.”

“After what’s happened to nme today,” Paul said, “I’mready to believe
anyt hi ng.”

And maybe that’'s what the poltergeist neant to do, he thought. Mybe it
meant to prepare ne for whatever story Grace has to tell. In fact, if
hadn’t been del ayed by the poltergeist, | would have |left the house before
Grace arrived.

“I"l'l keep it as sinple and straightforward as | can,” G ace said. “But
it’s not a sinple and straightforward matter.” She cradled her torn |left
hand in her right hand; the bl eeding had stopped, and the cuts were al
crusty, clotted. “It starts in 1865, in Shippensburg. The famly was naned
Havenswood. ”

Paul gl anced her, startled by the nane.

She | ooked straight ahead, at the rain-sodden | and through which they were
rushing. “The nmother was Wl a Havenswood, and the daughter’s nanme was
Laura. Those two didn't get along well. Not well at all. The fault was on
both sides, and the reasons for their constant bickering aren't really
important here. What’'s inportant is that one day in the spring of 1865,
WIlla sent Laura into the cellar to do sone spring cleaning, even though
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she knew perfectly well that the girl was deathly afraid of the cellar. It
was puni shrrent, you see. And while Laura was down there in the cellar, a
fire broke out upstairs. She was trapped and burned to death. She nust have
di ed blaming her nother for putting her in that trap in the first place.
Maybe she even blaned Wlla for starting the fire—which she didn't. It was
accidentally started by Rachael Adans, Laura's aunt. It’s even possible
that Laura wondered if her nother had started the fire on purpose, just to
get rid of her. The child had enotional problens; she was capabl e of

mel odramatic notions of that sort. The not her had enotional problens, too;
she was capable of inspiring paranoia, for sure. Anyway, Laura died a
gruesone death, and we can be pretty certain that her last thought was an
ardent wish for revenge. There was no way she coul d have known that her

nmot her perished in that fire, too!”

So that’'s why the Havenswood identity didn't check out when Carol put the
police on to it, Paul thought. They' d have had to go all the way back to
the 1800s in order to find the Havenswood famly.

County records for that period probably don’t even exi st any nore.

A sl ow noving truck appeared out of the nists ahead, and Paul passed it.
For a monent the filthy spray fromthe truck’s big tires drumred on the
side of the Pontiac, and the noise was too loud for Grace to speak above
it.

When they had passed the truck, she said, “Since 1865, Laura has been
pursui ng revenge through at |east two and probably three other lives.

Rei ncarnati on, Paul. Can you believe in that? Can you believe that in 1943,
Laura Havenswood was a fifteen-year-old girl nanmed Linda Bektermann and
that the night before her sixteenth birthday she tried to kill her nother,
who was W1l a Havenswood rei ncar nat ed?

It’s a true case. Linda Bektermann went berserk and tried to ax her nother
to death, but her nother turned the tables and killed the girl instead.
Laura didn't get her revenge. And can you believe that Wlla is now alive
again and that she's our Carol this tine? And that Laura is alive again,
too?”

“Jane?”
" Yes. ”

Toget her, Carol and Jane cleaned the cabin in an hour and fifteen m nutes.
Carol was delighted to see that the girl was an industrious worker who took
great pleasure in doing even a nenial job well.

When they were finished, they poured two gl asses of Pepsi to reward
thensel ves, and they sat in the two big easy chairs that faced the nmanmoth
firepl ace

“It’s too early to start cooking dinner,” Jane said.

“And it’s too wet out there to go for a wal k, so what gane do you want to
pl ay?”

“Anyt hing that | ooks good to you is fine with ne. You can | ook over all the
stuff in our game closet and take your pick. But first, | think we really
shoul d get the therapy session out of the way.”

“Are we going to keep that up even on vacation?”

the girl asked. She was clearly uneasy about it, though she had not been
noti ceably uneasy before, even on the occasion of the first session, the
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day before yesterday.

“OfF course we’'ve got to keep on with it,” Carol said. “Now that we’ve made
a start, it’s best to continue working at it, pushing and probing a little
bit every day.”

“Well. . . all right.”
“Cood. Let’'s turn these chairs around to face each other.”
The fire flickered off to one side, creating danci ng shadows on the hearth.

Qutside, the rain rattled ceaselessly through the trees and pattered on the
roof, and Carol realized that it did sound |ike even nore fire, as Jane had
said, so that they seened to be totally surrounded by the hiss and crackl e
of flanes.

She needed only a few seconds to put Jane into a trance this tine. But as
had happened during the first session, the girl needed al nost two ninutes
to regress to a period at which nenories existed for her. This tine the
long silence didn’t disturb Carol as it had done before.

VWhen the girl spoke at |ast, she used the Laura voice. “Manma? |s that you?
Is that you, Mama?”

“Laura?”

The girl’s eyes were squeezed shut. Her voice was tight, tense. “Is that
you? Is it you, Mama? Is it?”

“Rel ax,” Carol said

Instead of relaxing, the girl becane visibly nore tense. She hunched her
shoul ders, fisted her hands in her lap. Lines of strain appeared in her
forehead and at the corners of her nouth. She | eaned away fromthe back of
her chair, toward Carol

“l want you to answer sonme questions,” Carol said. “But you nust be calm
and relaxed first. Now, you will do exactly as | say. You will unclench
your fists. You will-=2

“I V\Dn’t!”

The girl’s eyes popped open. She | eapt up out of her chair and stood before
Carol, quivering

“Sit down, honey.”

“I won’t do what you say! |'msick of doing what you tell ne to do, sick of
your puni shnents.”

“Sit down,” Carol said softly but forcefully.

The girl glared at her. “You did it to me,” she said in the Laura voi ce.
“You put ne down there in that awful place.”

Carol hesitated, then decided to flowwith it. “What place do you nean?”
“You know,” the girl said accusingly. “lI hate you.”
“Where is this awful place you spoke of ?” Carol persisted.

“The cellar.”
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“What’'s so awful about the cellar?”

Hatred seethed in the girl’s eyes. Her |ips were peel ed back fromher teeth
in a feral snarl

“Laura? Answer ne. What’'s so awful about the cellar?”
The girl slapped her across the face.

The bl ow stunned Carol. It was sharp, painful, unexpected. For an instant
she sinply couldn’t believe that she actually had been hit.

Then the girl hit her again. Backhanded.
And agai n. Harder than before.

Carol grabbed her adversary’s slender wists, but the girl wenched | oose.
She kicked Carol in the shins, and when Carol cried out and sagged for an
instant, the girl went for her throat. Carol fended her off, though not
easily, and attenpted to get up fromthe arnchair. Jane pushed her down and
fell on top of her. She felt the girl bite her shoul der, and suddenly her
shock and confusion turned to fear. The chair tipped over, and they both
rolled onto the floor, flailing.

The flat |and through which they had been driving began to rise and form
itself into gently rolling hills, but the nountains were still a |ong way
of f.

If there had been any change in the weather during the last half hour, it
had been for the worse. Rain was falling harder than ever; the hard, fat
pellets of water shattered like glass on the roadway, and the anorphous
fragments bounced high. Paul kept the speedoneter needle at eighty.

“Rei ncarnation,” he said thoughtfully. “Just a few m nutes ago, | told you
that | could believe anything today, but that’s wild. Reincarnation? Were
in the devil did you cone by this theory?”

As the wi ndshield wi pers continued to thunp, and as the tires sang a shril
dirge on the rain-puddl ed pavenent, Grace told himabout the tel ephone
calls from Leonard, the visit fromthe | ong-dead reporter, the prophetic

dreans; she told himabout the grimbattle with Aristophanes. “I am Rachae
Adans, Paul. That other |ife had been revealed to ne so that | can stop
this murderous cycle. Wlla did not start the fire. | started it

accidentally. There is no reason for the girl to seek revenge. It’'s all a
m st ake, a dark misunderstanding. If | can talk to the girl, Jane, while

she’s regressed to her Laura phase, | can persuade her of the truth. | know
I can. | can stop all of this here, now, once and forever. Do you think |I'm
babbl i ng? Senile? | don't believe | am In fact, | know |I'mnot. And

suspect you’ve had sonme strange experiences recently that confirmwhat |'m
telling you.”

“You hit that one on the head, all right,” he told her.

Nevert hel ess, reincarnati on—being born again in a new body—+t was a
stunni ng, soul -shaking thing to accept. There is no lasting death. Yes,
that was much harder to accept than the existence of poltergeists.

“Do you know about M IIlicent Parker?” he asked her

“Never heard the nanme,” G ace said.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Mask,%20The.txt (156 of 165) [1/17/03 3:07:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20M ask,%20T he.txt

The rain started falling even harder. He turned the wi ndshield w pers up to
their highest speed.

“In 1905,” he told G ace, “MIlie Parker attenpted to kill her nother—en
the night before her sixteenth birthday. Like the Linda Bektermann case,
the nother ended up killing MIlie, instead of the other way around. Purely
sel f-defense. And here’s what you mght not realize: Under hypnosis, Jane
claimed to be Laura, MIlie, and then Linda Bektermann. But the nanes neant
nothing to us.”

“And again, in the MIlicent Parker case,” Gace said, “the girl’s desire
for revenge was frustrated. Yes. | knew there must be another |life between
Laura and Linda.”

“But why this night-before-the-birthday thing that keeps croppi ng up?”

“Laura was | ooking forward to her sixteenth birthday with great eagerness,”
Grace- Rachael said. “It was going to be the best day of her life, she said
She had all sorts of plans for it—and for how her |ife would be changed
after she attained that magi cal age.

I think, somehow, she felt her nother’'s treatnment of her woul d change once
she was ‘grown up.’ But she died in the fire before her birthday.”

“And in life after life, as her sixteenth birthday approaches, the fear of
her nother and the hatred of her nother wells up from her subconscious.”

Grace nodded. “Fromthe subconscious of the girl she was in 1865, the
girl—the identity-who is buried down at the bottom of Jane’'s psyche.”

They rode in silence for a mnute or two.
Paul " s hands were sweaty on the steering wheel

H's mind spun as he tried to absorb the story she had told, and he had that
old feeling of balancing on a tightrope high above a deep, deep, dark
chasm

Then he said, “But Carol isn't Jane's nother.”

“You' ve forgotten something,” G ace said.

“What ?”
“Carol had a child out of wedl ock when she was a teenager. | know she told
you all about it. |I’mgiving away no secrets.”

Paul " s stonmach quivered. He was cold all the way into the marrow of his
bones. “My God. You nean. . . Jane is the child that Carol put up for
adoption.”

“l have no proof of it,” Gace said. “But | bet that when the police spread
their search nets wi de enough, when they finally locate the girl’s parents
in some other state, we’'ll learn that she’'s adopted. And that Carol is her
nat ural nother.”

For what seened |like an eternity, they struggled on the floor by the
hearth, grunting, twisting, the girl throwi ng punches, Carol trying to
resist without hurting her. At last, when it becane clear that Carol was
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unquestionably the stronger of the two and would eventually gain control of
the situation, the girl shoved away from her, scranbled up, kicked her in
the thigh, and ran out of the room into the kitchen

Carol was shocked and dazed both by the girl’s unexpected viol ence and by
the mani acal power of the blows. Her face stung, and she knew her cheeks
were going to bruise. Her bitten shoul der was bl eeding; a | arge, danmp, red
stain was spreading slowmy down the from of her bl ouse

She got up, swayed unsteadily for a nonent. Then she went after the girl.
“Honey, wait!”

In the distance, outside the house, Laura's voice rose in a sharp, shril
scream “| haaaaaate you!”

Carol reached the kitchen, |eaned against the refrigerator. The girl was
gone. The back door was open

The sound of the rain was very | oud.

She hurried to the door and | ooked out at the rear lawn, at the snall
meadow, at the forest that crowded in at the edge of the neadow. The girl
had di sappear ed.

“Jane! Laura!”
MI1licent? She wondered. Linda? What on earth should | call her?

She crossed the porch and went down the steps into the yard, into the
pelting, cold rain. She turned right, then left, not sure where to | ook
first.

Then Jane appeared. The girl came out of the woodshed at the sout hwest
corner of the cabin. She was carrying an ax.

* % %

“... and Carol is her natural nother.”
Grace’s words echoed and reechoed in Paul’s head
For a nonent he was incapabl e of speech

He stared ahead, shocked, not really seeing the road, and he nearly ran up
the back end of a sluggishly noving Buick. He janmmed on his brakes. He and
Grace were thrown forward, testing their seat belts. He sl owed down unti
he coul d regain control of hinself.

Finally, the words burst out of himlike machine-gun fire: “But how in the
hell did the kid find out who her real nother was, they don't give out that
kind of information to children her age, how did she get here from whatever
state she was living in, how did she track us down and nmake it all happen
like this? Good Christ, she did step in front of Carol’s car on purpose. It
was a setup. The whol e dammed thing was a setup!”

“l don’t know how she found her way to Carol,” Gace said. “Mybe her
parents knew who the child s natural nother was, and kept the name around
inthe fanmily records, in case the girl ever wanted to know it when she
grew up. Perhaps not. Perhaps anything. Maybe she was sinply drawn to Carol
by the sane forces that tried to get to nme through Aristophanes. That night
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expl ai n why she appeared to be in a daze before she stepped in front of the
car. But | don’t really know. Maybe we’'ll never know. ”

“Ch, shit,” Paul said, and his voice wavered. “Ch, no, no. Goddam!”
“What ?”

“You know how Carol is on that day,” he said shakily. “The day her baby was
born, the baby she gave up. She's different fromthe way she is every other
day of the year. Depressed, withdrawn. It’'s always such a bad day for her
that the date’'s engraved on ny nenory.”

“On mne, too,” Grace said.

“It’s tonorrow,” he said. “If Jane is Carol’s child, she’'ll be sixteen
t onorrow.”

“Yes.”

“And she’'ll try to kill Carol today.”

* k *

Sheets of dark rain rippled and fl apped |i ke w nd-whi pped canvas tents.

Carol stood on the soggy |awn, unable to nove, nunbed by fear, frozen by
the cold rain.

Twenty feet away, the girl stood with the ax, gripping it in both hands.
Her drenched hair hung straight to her shoul ders, and her clothes were
pasted to her.

She appeared to be oblivious to the stormand the chilly air. Her eyes were
owish, as if she were high on anphetani ne, and her face was distorted by
rage.

“Laura?” Carol said at last. “Listen to ne. You will listen to nme. You will
drop the ax.”

“You stinking, rotten bitch,” the girl said through tightly clenched teeth.

Li ght ni ng cracked open the sky, and the falling rain glittered for a nmonent
in the stroboscopic flashes that came through fromthe other side of the
heavens.

When t he subsequent thunder rolled away and Carol could be heard, she said,
“Laura, | want you to—

“l hate you!” the girl said, She took one step toward Carol

“Stop this right now,” Carol said, refusing to retreat. “You will be calm
You will relax.”

The girl took another step.

“Drop the ax,” Carol insisted. “Honey, listen to me. You will listen to ne.
You are only in a trance. You are—=>

“I"’mgoing to get you this time, Mana. This tinme I’mnot going to |ose.”

“I"mnot your nother,” Carol said. “Laura, you are-"
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“I"mgoing to cut your goddamm head off this time, you bitch!”
The voi ce had changed

It wasn’t Laura’s now.

It belonged to Linda Bektermann, the third identity.

“I"mgoing to cut your goddamm head off and put it on the kitchen table
wi th Daddy’s.”

Wth a jolt, Carol recalled | ast week’s nightnare

There had been a nonent in the dream when she had stepped into the kitchen
and had encountered two severed heads on the table, a man’s and a woman’s.
But how coul d Jane know what had been in that nightmare?

Carol finally took a step backwards, then another. Al though the rain was
col d, she began to sweat.

“I"'monly going to tell you one nore time, Linda. You nust put the ax down

and—

“I"mgoing to cut your head off and chop you into a thousand little
pi eces,” the girl said.

And the voi ce now bel onged to Jane.

It wasn’t the voice of an identity heretofore only evident in a trance.
This was Jane’s voice. She had cone out of the trance on her own power. She
knew who she was. She knew who Carol was. And she still wanted to use the
ax.

Carol edged toward the back porch steps.

The girl quickly circled in that direction, blocking access to the cabin.
Then she started toward Carol, noving fast, grinning.

Carol turned and ran toward the neadow.

In spite of the pounding rain, which snapped with bulletlike power into the
wi ndshield, in spite of the dirty m st that hung over the road, in spite of
the treacherously greasy pavenent, Paul slowy pressed the accel erator al
the way to the floor and swung the Pontiac into the passing | ane.

“I't’s a mask,” he said.
Grace said, “Wat do you nean?”

“The Jane Doe identity, the Linda Bektermann and M I1ie Parker

identiti es—each of themwas just a mask. A very real, very convincing nask.
But a mask nonet hel ess. Behind the nmask there was al ways the same face, the
same person. Laura.”

“And we’'ve got to put an end to the masquerade once and for all,” G ace
said. “If | can just talk to her as her Aunt Rachael, 1'Il be able to stop
this madness. I'msure | will, She'll listen to ne.. . to Rachael. That's
who she was closest to. C oser than she was to her nother. | can nake her
understand that her mother, Wlla, didn't intentionally or even
accidentally start that fire back in 1865. At |ast she'll understand.
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She' |l see that there’'s no justification for revenge. The cycle will cone
to an end.”

“I'f we're in tinme,” Paul said.

“1f,” Gace said.

* k%

Carol ran through the stinging rain and through the knee-high grass. She
ran up the sloping neadow, her arns tucked in close to her side, |egs
punpi ng hi gh, gasping for breath, each stride jarring her to the bones.

Ahead lay the forest, which seened to be her only salvation. There were
thousand of places to hide in the wilderness, countless trails on which she
could lose the girl. After all, she was sonmewhat faniliar with the | and,

but to the girl it was a strange pl ace.

Hal f way across the meadow, she risked a gl ance behind her. The girl was
only fifteen feet away.

Li ghtni ng sl ashed through the bellies of the clouds, and the bl ade of the
ax flashed once, twice, with a brilliant reflection of that icy electric
gl ow.

Carol | ooked strai ght ahead once nore and redoubl ed her efforts to reach
the trees. The neadow was wet, spongy, and in some places slippery. She
expected to fall or at |east twi st an ankle, but she reached the perineter
of the forest without trouble.

She plunged in anong the trees, anong the purple and brown and bl ack
shadows, into the lush undergrowh, and she began to think there was a
chance—maybe only a very small chance, but a chance nonethel ess—that she
woul d come out of this alive.

* k%

Hunchi ng over the steering wheel, squinting at the ram swept hi ghway, Paul
said, “lI want one thing perfectly clear between us.”

Grace said, “Wat's that?”
“Carol’s ny first concern.”
“Of course.”

“I'f we walk into the mddle of a nasty situation at the cabin, I'Il do
what ever’s necessary to protect Carol.”

Grace glanced at the glove conmpartment. “You nmean. . . the gun.”

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Mask,%20The.txt (161 of 165) [1/17/03 3:07:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20M ask,%20T he.txt
“Yes. If! have to, if there’s no other way, I'Il use it, Gace. |I'll shoot
the girl if there’s no other choice.”
“I't’s unlikely that we’'ll walk into the mddle of a

confrontation,” Grace said. “Either it won't have begun yet—er it'll all be
over with by the tine we get there.”

“I won’t let her hurt Carol,” he said grimy. “And if worse conmes to worst,
I don’t want you trying to stop ne.”

“There are sone things you should consider,”

G ace said.

“What ?”

“First of all, it'll be just as tragic if Carol kills the girl. And that’s
the pattern, after all. Both MIlie and Linda attacked their nothers, but
they were the ones killed. Wat if that happens this tine? Wiat if Carol is
forced to kill the girl in self-defense? You know she’s never stopped
feeling guilty about putting the baby up for adoption. She carries that on
her shoul ders si xteen years after the fact. So what will happen when she

di scovers she's killed her own daughter?”

“I't’ Il destroy her,” he said without hesitation
“I think it very well mght. And what’Il it do to your relationship with
Carol if you kill her daughter, even if you do it to save Carol’s life?”

He thought about that for a nonent. Then he said,

“I't might destroy us, and he shuddered.

* % %

For a while, no matter how tortuous the path she followed through the
woods, Carol could not lose the girl. She switched fromone natural trai
to another, crossed a small stream doubled back the way she had come. She
moved in a crouch at all times, staying out of sight bel ow the brush |ine.
She made no sound that could be heard above the constant hissing of the
rain Most of the time she carefully stepped on old | eaves or made her way
fromstone to stone, fromlog to log, |leaving no footprints, in the danp,
bare earth. Yet Jane pursued her with uncanny confidence, without
hesitation, as if she were part bl oodhound.

At |ast, however, Carol was certain she had lost the girl. She squatted
under a huge pine, |eaned back agai nst the danp bark, and breat hed deeply,
rapidly, raggedly, while waiting for her heart to stop racing.

A mnute passed. Two. Five.

The only sound was the rain drizzling down through the | eaves and through
the interlaced pine needles.

She becane aware of the dank odor of heavy vegetati on—napss and fungus and
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forest grass and nore.
Not hi ng noved.
She was safe, at |east for now

But she couldn’t just sit beneath the tall pine, waiting for help to
arrive. Eventually, Jane woul d stop searching for her and would try to find
a way back to the cabin. If the girl didn't get |ost—which she nost likely
woul d do—+f she sonehow nanaged to return to the cabin, and if she was
still in a psychotic fugue when she got there, she mght nurder the first
person she encountered. |If she took Vince Gervis by surprise, even his
great size and inpressive nmuscles would be of no use agai nst the bl ade of
an ax.

Carol stood up, noved away fromthe tree, and began to circle back toward
the cabin. The keys to the Vol kswagen were in her purse, and her purse was
in one of the bedroons. She had to get the keys, drive into town, and ask
the county sheriff for assistance.

What went wong? she wondered. girl shouldn’'t have becone violent. There
was no indication that she was capable of such a thing. The potential to
kill sinply was not a part of her psychol ogical profile. Paul was right to
be worried. But why?

Proceedi ng with utnost caution, expecting the girl to leap at her from
behind every tree and bush, Carol needed fifteen nminutes to reach the edge
of the forest at a point not far fromthe place at which she had

entered the trees with the girl in hot pursuit. The nmeadow was deserted. At
the bottom of the slope, the cabin huddled in the pouring rain.

The kid' s lost, Carol thought. Al of that tw sting and turning and
doubl i ng back through unfamliar territory was too nuch for her. She’l
never find the way honme by herself.

The sheriff’'s nen weren't going to like this one: a search in the rain, in
the forest, for a violent girl who was arnmed with an ax. No, they weren’'t
going to like this one at all

Carol navigated the neadow at a run
The rear door of the cabin was standing open, just as she had left it.

She hurried inside, slanmed the door, and threw the bolt. Relief swept
t hrough her.

She swal | owed a couple of tines, caught her breath, and crossed the kitchen
to the door that led into the living room She was about to step across
that threshold when she was stopped by a sudden, terrible certainty that
she was not al one.

She junped back, spurred by intuition nore than anything else, and even as
she noved, the ax swng in fromthe left, through the doorway. It sliced
the air where she had been. If she hadn't noved, she woul d have been cut in
hal f.

The girl stepped into the room brandishing the ax. “Bitch.”
Carol backed to the door that she had just |atched.
She funbl ed behind her for the bolt. Couldn't find it.

The girl closed in.
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Whi npering, Carol turned to the door, seized the

| atch. She sensed the ax rising, into the air behind her and knew she
woul dn’t have tine to open the door, and she jerked to one side, and the
bl ade bit into the door just where her head woul d have been

Wth superhuman strength, the girl wenched the ax out of the wood.

Gaspi ng, Carol ducked past her and ran into the living room She | ooked for
sonething with which to defend herself. The only thing available was a
poker in the rack of fireplace tools. She grabbed it.

Behi nd her, Jane said, “l hate you!”
Carol whirl ed.
The girl swung the ax.

Carol brought the poker up without any tine to spare, and it rang agai nst
the gl eam ng, viciously sharp bl ade, deflecting the bl ow

The inpact rang back the I ength of the poker, into Carol’s hands, nunbing
them She couldn’t maintain her grip on the iron rod; it fell from her
tingling hands.

The inpact did not ring back al ong the wooden handl e of the ax, and Jane
still held that weapon with firm determ nation

Carol backed up onto the wi de hearth of the stone fireplace. She could fee
the heat agai nst her |egs.

She had nowhere el se to run
“Now,” Jane said. “Now. At |ast.”

She lifted the ax high, and Carol cried out in anticipation of the pain,
and the front door was flung open. It crashed against the wall. Paul was
there. And G ace.

The girl glanced at them but was not going to be distracted; she brought
the ax down toward Carol’'s face.

Carol collapsed onto the hearth.
The ax struck the stone mantel over her head; sparks flew

Paul rushed at the girl, but she sensed himcom ng. She turned toward him
sl ashed with the ax, and drove hi m back

Then turned on Carol again.

“Cornered rat,” she said, grinning.

The ax cane up.

This time it won't mss, Carol thought.
Soneone said, “Spiders!”

The girl froze.

The ax was suspended in mdair.

“Spiders!” It was Grace. “There are spiders on your back, Laura. Oh CGod,
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they’'re all over your back. Spiders! Laura, |ook out for the spiders!”

Carol watched, bew |l dered, as a |l ook of stark terror took possession of the
girl’'s face.

“Spiders!” Grace shouted again. “Big, black, hairy spiders, Laura. Get them
of f! Get them off your back. Quick!”

The girl screaned and dropped the ax, which clattered agai nst the stone
hearth. She brushed frantically at her back, tw sting her arns up behind
her. She was snuffling and squealing like a very small child. “Help ne!”

“Spiders,” Gace said again, as Paul picked up the ax and put it out of the
way.

The girl tried to tear off her blouse. She dropped to her knees, then fel
onto her side, gibbering in terror. She withed on the floor, brushing

i magi nary spiders off her body. Wthin a mnute she seened to be in a state
of shock; she | ay shuddering, weeping.

“She was always afraid of spiders,” Gace said. “That was why she hated the
cellar.”

"The cellar?” Carol asked.
“Where she died,” Gace said

Carol didn't understand. But at the nonent she didn't care. She watched the
girl withing on the floor, and she suddenly felt overwhelmng pity for
her. She knelt beside Jane, lifted her up, hugged her

“You okay?” Paul asked her.
She nodded.

“Spiders,” the girl said, quivering uncontrollably.

“No, honey,” Carol said. “No spiders. There aren’t any spiders on you. Not
now. Not any more.” And she | ooked at G ace, wondering.
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