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|
The dream when it cones ..

t he spectered shadow of a cloud crawling westward off the sunmt of
a dark forested hill, sliding down the slope where it deepens the
shadows and stains the bark and swings the | eaves to a deep deathly
gray, causes birds to stir and huddl e, a raccoon to hiss and snap, then
slips across the road and through trenbling bushes to the surface of a
| ake where ripples abruptly calmand reflections no | onger matter; it
bul ges; it shrinks; it noves to the opposite shore and through the trees
again, and the road, and up the blunt wedge of a high rock, pausing at
the edge, shifting slightly to one side, shifting again and sliding on
filling the cracks with bl ack, covering a hunched man with winter, and
taki ng the upward sl ope, |eaving the black behind ..

t he shadow of a cloud in a cloudl ess blue sky.
2 Charles L. G ant
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ONE

The out croppi ng was nmassive on the side of the hill, and rose a straight
and full hundred feet above the road that followed the contours of the

| ake. Even in the clear light, the nmorning's soft and warmng light, the
rock was deep bl ack, the | eading edge of a prow, a petrified galleon
forever trapped in escape. And a squint of an eye caused the striations
and cracks to reforminto tinbers, the noss and clunmps of grass into
seawat er stains, while enbedded strips of ore reddened and ran into
strips of dried blood. Its top was flat and angled slightly | akeward,
its sides thrusting fromthe forest floor to bull the trees aside. But
not the trees behind it.

They rose thickly and darkly to the top of the uneven ridge that forned
a semcircle rimaround the | ake's deep basin; and when the foliage was
thick, the sunmmer w nd
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still, the water calmand enpty, it was easy to inmagine that no one
lived there on the slopes, and no one lived along the shore, and there
was no town to the south, beyond the saggi ng stone bridge that spanned
the creek the | ake fed. There were too many | eaves and too many gullies
and too many di ps where a house could be hidden and |lie unseen fromthe
r oad.

From t he rock

The bl ack rock where G enn held his breath and concentrated on a stone

| oosely cupped in his left hand. He blinked against the water's glare
that only monents before had made himthink there'd been a cloud, then
dropped the stone and watched it wobble away. H s right hand snatched at
it. And nmissed. And he lost it over the edge and groaned.



A mld gust pushed himgently.
He shifted.
Sl ow;, he was getting sl ow

In days past he would have grabbed it wi thout |ooking, tossed it once,
and grabbed it again. Big ones. Small ones.

Sl ow;, he was getting sl ow

He shifted again, wondering what it was that made himsit on his heels
instead of his runp, as if his legs wouldn't protest and his knees pop
when he noved. The perversely tenpting feeling, perhaps, of falling,
nearly falling, because of the angle, and because of the trees that
poked their way up fromthe narrow shoul der bel ow, tops straining, boles
twi sting, |eaves hissing at himto come on, come on, it won't hurt if

you j unp.
Hypnotic; it was hypnotic, and sounded perfectly
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reasonabl e-1i ke standing on the edge of an inmpossibly high cliff and
t hi nki ng you had wi ngs unfl exed but ready.

Cone on, denn, cone on; it won't hurt; you can fly.
From t he rock
To the ground.

He shivered and sank back until his buttocks touched the ground; he
stretched his legs out and his arns out behind him H's hat, a western
hat battered and grey and | ong without form prevented the sun's water
ricochet fromblinding himdirectly; his jacket, dark denim was zi pped
to his neck, collar snapped up, the too-long sleeves rolled back at the
cuffs; and his jeans al nbst too snug, flaring to slip over the tops of
bl ack boots.
"You know," his wife had said the night before, for at |east the
hundredth time since the beginning of the year, "you really ought to
l[ive in Montana or something."

It wasn't the way he dressed, clearly not an affectation; it was, he was
told, the attitude he no | onger had the patience to hide-too damm nany
people and too damm little [and and too damm nuch governnent and too
dam little tine.

"Right," he'd answered. "And would you conme with nme?"

"Are you ki dding?" Marjory said, one hand waving his attention to the
mess in the kitchen. "And | eave all this?"

They had | aughed, and had made | ove, and when he woke up this norning
his hat was on the bedpost and his boots were on his chest.

He lowered his chin and stared at his lap. Then he yawned and | aughed
al oud, and suggested he best get on



6

his horse and ride into town before sonmeone got the idea the bad guys
had nabbed hi mand had chained himin a cave.

O onto the rock.

The laugh drifted away with the breeze when he rose and dusted off his
legs, his smle replaced by a slight puzzled frown as he slipped one
hand into a hip pocket and stared out over the water. The shadow of the
hill to his left slipped back toward its shoreline as the sun rose
toward nine, letting | oose the green and the bl otches of flower color

Hunter Lake was a surprise for nmost visitors to the county. Mst of the
others were blobs and circles and ovals and blots, half of them nannmade.
Thi s one resenbl ed nothing nmore than a bl oated horseshore, the black
rock dead center on its upper rimand visible all year round. From where
he stood it was al nost exactly two niles down to West Point on his
right, and another two mles to East Point by the twisting road. The
land that split the water into its uneven arnms came to a virtual point
and rose two dozen feet above the surface, poor land for a | awn unl ess
you wanted to now strai ght down.

Despite its length, Point to Point, the | ake was only a few hundred
yards across at its widest-fromthe shore below the rock to the |and
that he faced.

And beyond, due south, was the village.

Once, it had been only a few houses, a general store for the |oca
farmers, and an inn that had provided roons for travel ers who'd gotten
| ost and were too weary to conplain and nove on; the houses al ong the
shoreline had been nmerely cabins and cottages for fishernmen and
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hunters and a handful of the wealthy who didn't want conpany.

But that, he thought sourly, was then; unfortunately this was now, and
the village of his childhood was a village no |onger. There were streets
and sewers and reservoir water, a high school, a junior high, and a
grade school that was demanding either a twin or a huge addition

And on the | ake ...

He couldn't hel p grinning agai n-too damm nmany people and too damm little
land and too dam little time left to stop the place from expl odi ng.

You, he told hinself, are getting too damm cranky for this job.

A shrug. It was a fact, unfortunately, that sone of those people living
down there, hidden under the trees and hiding in town, would just as
soon see himvanish into the woods, or wander into a desert, if such a
thing could be found in this part of New Jersey. They didn't care about
the way he dressed; they just wanted to replace himw th someone who
liked the way the community was grow ng.

d enn Erskine, he was positive they said in quiet corners and whi spers,
was a reactionary, not a progressive; he couldn't handle the job anynore.



And there on the rock, m st sculling over the | ake and the norning sun
prom sing July heat as June set to pass, he al nbst wondered if they were
ri ght.

"Sure," he said to his shadow as he noved. "Sure."
A steep narrow trail |led down to the blacktop road where he had parked
his car. He took the way slowy,
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cautiously, mndful of the afternoon three years ago when he'd tried to
i npress Marjory with youth no | onger his and had tripped over a root and
rolled the rest of the way. Two broken ribs, scratches all over his |ean
face, thick brown hair crusted with dirt, and enbarrassment so broad he
could have built a house on it. Marj hadn't |aughed; she'd only given

hi ma | ook.

When he reached the bottom a jay screamed at him A squirrel sat up on
the white center line and chattered at him He smiled and snapped his
tongue agai nst the roof of his mouth several tinmes; the squirrel quieted
and stared, then wheel ed and shot away, tail high and fluffed, its
passing into the underbrush as silent as the jay's flight when it darted
out of a pine tree and ainmed for the water.

A check of the sky.
It was perfectly clear, and had been since dawn.

He couldn't imagi ne where that cloud had cone from and decided that
he' d probably dozed off for a few seconds. It wouldn't be the first
time, up here in the new sun. The rock was his thinking place, his
pouting place, the not-so-very-secret place that had heard all his
anger, all his depressions, all his occasional bouts with self-pity.

Al his fears for his famly, for hinself.

Thi s norning had been no exception

The difference, however, was that talking it out to the air, the water,
t he chi pmunk that had taken the peanut from his hand, had done him
little good.

ad.

CGetting ol der.

An excuse, nothing nore, because Susan Leigh was com ng for her first
visit in three years. Hs wife's
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younger sister, not so recently w dowed, and the only woman he'd ever
met who could, if she tried, tenpt himinto another bed.

And if that wasn't enough to nudge hi moff bal ance, sunmer vacation was
only a week away, the Fourth of July three weeks later, and already the
nor e ranbuncti ous younger natives were getting anxious to party. Late

ni ghts and | ong days and the unm stakable snell of trouble that kept his
sleep too light. Not to mention the soneone who had evidently decided to



suppl enent his income by engaging in a little breaking-and-entering
whil e the houses' owners were out. Seven in twenty days. And nothing
stol en but petty cash lying in drawers and on dressers and not so
cleverly hidden in cookie jars and bread boxes, plus a few apparently
wort hl ess itens of costune jewelry, hair brushes, and vials of not
terribly expensive perfume. The effort involved seemed hardly worth it,
but the grief it brought himnade the burglaries seemlike nurder

"I'f I quit ..." he'd said to Marj only a few days ago
She' d hushed himwi th a wooden spoon that cracked across his knee.
"What the hell'd you do that for?"

"Quit and do what? Hang around here all day? Drive the kids nuts?" She
scow ed; no mirth in her eyes. "Wat? Wrk in the garden? Paint the
house? What are you going to do the second week, huh?"

W nci ng, he rubbed his knee. "I don't know. Help you at the office?"

Her hair, blonde and | ong and bobbi ng as she bobbed her head, seened
suddenly sparked with red. "You stay
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the hell away fromnme, G enn Erskine. | have enough trouble selling
houses without you taggi ng al ong."

"You don't think | could do it?"

Her smle was gentle. The spoon whacked his shoul der. "You probably
could. But that's ny territory, pal. You want to stay married, you stay
the hell out."

He'd run fromthe kitchen then, yelling at his four children to pack
their bags and get out, find a bonb shelter quick, their nother was
pl anning to take over the world. The spoon hit him between the

shoul ders. When he turned, red-faced from |l aughing, her lips were
grinning, her eyes telling himto knock it off.

Anot her check of the sky.
A chill on the breeze.

He slid behind the wheel and pulled the keys fromhis jacket's breast
pocket .

The car was dark brown, or had been at one tinme, before the summer's sun
and dust, the claws of |ow branches, had faded and scratched it to a
shade no one could nane. He loved it. He'd had it for six years, and the
driver's leather seat had finally conformed to every sag of his spine,
every bulge of his runp. Like slippers that |ooked as if they were ready
for the trash, and couldn't possibly be that confortable.

He switched on the ignition; the engine coughed worse than a dyi ng man.
He waited for it to settle, the patience of experience. And when it did,

after flirting with a stall just to annoy him he pulled onto the
road-all curves and sharp bends, rising and falling as the | and rose and
fell. The houses on the slopes above and below it were w dely separated

by wooded | ots, nmail boxes in clusters on cleared patches of |evel



ground, oak and caged birch
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and hickory and pine that hid rmuch of the sky and nobst of the sun
railroad ties and whitewashed stones to nmark driveways.

Even in the afternoon it was |ike driving through evening.
But the nore houses there were, the less trees there would be, and the |ess-

"Cut it," he ordered, left hand on the wheel, right hand on his thigh
"You're beginning to sound |like an old man."

But he had m ssed the stone.
And there'd been a shadow wi t hout a cl oud.

And as he swung around a bend forced by a huge boul der, there was a body
in the road.

Ch great, Nancy thought glumy when she recogni zed her father's car
great, wonderful, swell, shit. I'mdead. Aw shit. |'m dead.

"Hi, Dad!" she called brightly when d enn pulled al ongsi de her bi ke and
braked sharply enough for her to wince. She | eaned over to peer through
t he open passenger wi ndow. "I thought you were going to work."

A nmoment passed without an answer.

Pl ease, she prayed; God, please let himbe in a good nood.

Then she pani cked, fought it back, because her shorts were too tight (he
woul d say), her thin white t-shirt too revealing (he would say), her
hair, thick and brown and inherited fromhim |ong and al nost frizzy,

whi ch woul d make himask (as always) if the humdity was too high, maybe
she ought to get it cut so she didn't |ook |ike steel wool.
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Wth exaggerated caution that nade her add an earthquake to her prayers,
he slid out and rested his arns on the roof, rested his chin on one
wrist, and said, "Nancy, who the hell is that?"

Ch hell. But at least it hadn't been a crack about the way she was dressed.

The body stirred.

"Dad, |ook, | can explain-"

He turned his head; she couldn't see his eyes. "Is that Thorny?" H s
voi ce deepened, and a chill settled beneath her breast. "Tell ne that
isn't Thorny."

The body rolled over, and she cl osed her eyes briefly, thinking that
bei ng grounded for a year was probably the best she could hope for if
that idiot tried to stand.

"Morning, M. Erskine," Thornton Alworth said, sitting up and w appi ng
hi s hands around his knees. He wore faded cutoffs and a rugby shirt, and



no socks with his sneakers, his red hair laced with dead grass and a
single | eaf.

Nancy pointedly refused to | ook at hi mwhen he nodded to her and tried a
smle that was nmore sickly than friendly. |Instead, she wheel ed her bike

hastily around the front of the car, as nuch to get closer to her father
so she woul dn't have to talk over the running engine as to keep him from
seei ng how drunk the jerk still was.

"Nancy," denn said, "I thought we had an agreenent about that young nman."

"Dad, it wasn't mnmy fault," she answered truthfully, keeping her voice
down so it wouldn't shake so badly. "He was just there, that's all. |
was riding to work and he was just ... there.”

"Lying in the mddle of the road."
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"Yes."

"\Where anyone could run over him™"

She gl anced over her shoulder. "No such luck."

He pushed away fromthe car and started toward the boy, and she snapped
a hand to his arm "Dad," she said. "Please."

He | ooked at her, and she didn't smle. Wien he was in this kind of a
nmood, that would only stir his tenmper to the boiling-over phase and
she'd end up caged in her room spending the rest of her life counting
lily pads and dragonflies. But she did give himher best |let ne handle
it | ook, one so intense that she couldn't help sniling anyway when the
corner of his nmouth began to twitch and he couldn't nmeet her stare.

"W had an agreement," he rem nded her

"And |'ve kept it, haven't 1? Until just now, | haven't seen himin two
weeks. | swear."

Grudgi ngly, he nodded. Then he said to Thorny, "You been drinking,
alworth?"

"No sir," the boy answered qui ckly, shaking his head slowy, crossing
his heart. "No sir."

Nancy backed away as her father returned to the car, closed the door
and | ooked up at her.

"He lies like a rug,"” he told her, and drove away, veering w dely around
t he boy, speeding up only when he neared the next bend in the road.

She sagged for a monment, then swung back onto the bike.

Thorny tried twice to stand, twice fell on his runp, finally nmade it
unsteadily to one foot before yel ping and toppling sideways off the
road. He sprawl ed under a tangled |laurel that dropped a web onto his

chin, a |eaf that
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wedged behind his ear. He swore, pushed hinself to his hands and knees,
and said, "Nance, | think I'm gonna throw up."

"Just don't lie on your back, Thornton," she said as she rode by.
"You'll drown."

She sensed him struggling back to his feet, heard himcall her nane
hoarsely several tinmes before she was around the bend herself, and out
of sight. Were she slowed and bl ew out a relieved breath. But she
didn't stop; she didn't have tine. She had to be in Hunter in thirty

m nutes, out of her shorts and old shirt and into that dumb pink-striped
white dress with the stupid cutesy ruffles, ready to take orders from
the world's greatest grunp. If it hadn't been for the noney, she would
have quit nonths ago. As it was, every dinme and every tip was a dollar
closer to getting the car

And once she had it, once the bike had been shoved into storage and | ost
forever, she wouldn't have to depend on anyone anynore. No beggi ng
transportation fromher parents, no making deals with her brother just
to get her out of the house, no having to ask creeps |ike Thornton
AOlwrth to give her rides to wherever she wanted to go

Whi ch was anywhere but here.
Anywher e.
Peri od.

And that, she admitted as she swerved around a fallen branch, wasn't
strictly exactly true, not really. Hunter wasn't all that bad, and would
get better once summer was officially here and the city people canme and
there was life again on the streets. Otherwi se, unless you were a
gopher, it was like living in a haunted house.
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What was bad was the way her father kept |ooking at her when he thought
she didn't notice his attention. It nade her feel strange; and she
didn't know why. She couldn't ask her sisters, of course, because they
were only children, and her mother was definitely no hel p these days.
Hardly home, practically living in her office selling what seened |ike
hal f the Garden State every time she turned around. Rushing |ike she had
electric wires attached to every joint in her body.

Definitely no help there.
And Aunt Susan wasn't here yet, to offer her the shoul der, and the advice.
But a car ... that was a different story.

Her father had sworn she coul d have one the m nute she had enough noney
to pay for it in full. He would take care of the insurance and

i ncidentals. That deal had been nade two years ago. And now, after

wor ki ng after school and on weekends, saving her birthday and Chri stmas
nmoney, and keeping on her father's good side- npbst of the tinme-she was
only six weeks away fromthe big day, and the idea of having to waste
hal f the sumrer wi thout one was naking her crazy.

Bern t hought she was nuts, but what did he know? He was going to coll ege



in California in the fall, never had a car, and didn't seemto want one.
He didn't understand because he was a man, and a brother, and half the
time he didn't know she was around anyway.

Soneone called. She waved with her left hand. Then her grip tightened
around t he handl ebars when she thought of A lworth, charging out of the
woods in front of her, nearly driving her into the | ake. Scaring the
hell out of her while he screanmed about |ove and dying and
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swearing that his famly's fortune would be hers if only she'd give him
the time of day.

Ten seconds. Ten | ousy seconds before her father had come down the road.
Ten shitty seconds that had alnost ruined it all

"Il kill him" she told the shadows that flicked over her. "I'IIl kil
himif he's wecked it. The son of a bitch."

Up over a rise that banked sharply to the right, and the houses now

cl oser together, nore of them older, with kids in the wooded yards and
dogs barki ng as she passed and cars backing into the road and maki ng her
swi ng around them

By the time she reached East Point she was scow ing, and when she
reached the fork she had a good mi nd, as her grandnother used to say, to
swing off to the right, cross the high stone bridge that connected the
two hal ves of Lake Road, and head strai ght back hone.

Before the day was over, Thorny the creep was sure to conme to Vorssen's,
sober or not, sit at the counter and drink mlk shakes until he popped.
While he stared at her. Smiled at her. Wnked. Made suggestions that
woul d make her stonmach flutter.

The car, she reninded herself.
Her father would cone in for lunch, and not take his eyes off her
The car.

And with a loud martyred sigh that startled a half dozen starlings into
chattering zigzag flight, she veered resignedly left instead, paying no
attention to the way the trees abruptly fell away fromthe road, giving
way to a large well-kept field on the left where a dozen redwood picnic
tabl es had been set up, and a basebal | di anond,
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wooden bl eachers four rows high, two small buildings back near the woods
t hat were supposed to be restroonms though she'd rather die than use one,
no matter how badly she had to go; and a smaller field on the right,
badly overgrown, pine saplings dotting the weeds, a worn and weat her ed
sign announcing, for the fifth year in a row, the imrnent construction
of Hunter Lake Plaza, a small shoppi ng center whose backers had gone
bankr upt .

The sun was hot here.

She pedal ed nore sl owy.



And after not quite a nile the fields gave way to houses, nost of them
| ow and neat and yard-w se, nost of them packed to the brimwth
children and housew ves, nost of themw th boats or canoes on carriers
in the side yard, fishing rods propped agai nst the side wall, beach
towel s on clotheslines getting their first airing.

There woul d be regul ar bl ocks now. Street signs. Traffic |ights. Noise.
Si dewal ks and hydrants. Fire al arm boxes beneath blue lights on
t el ephone poles, and trees so old they were old when she was born

And her father waiting at the second corner, |eaning against a fender,
jacket off, arms fol ded across his chest, chin pulled in to his neck

Oh shit, she thought; why doesn't he just take a hike?

There were times-just about every minute of every day |ately-when G enn
wanted to grab his el dest daughter and | ock her in the cellar, bury the
key, and pretend she didn't exist. She was too beautiful to be seen
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in public. She was too old to be his baby. And by the | ook on her face,
as lean as his but wthout the sharp angles, she was nad. Even the
handf ul of pale freckles across the bridge of her nose seened to be
accusing himinstead of turning his heart to jelly.

He wondered what he'd done this tine.

She swerved sharply and braked, hopped the bi ke over the curb, and

wal ked toward him Long strides, and he wished to hell she were
knock-kneed or sonething. Legs like that renmi nded hi mof her nother, and
it was Marjory's legs that had trapped himin the first place.

"Dad," she said, giving it tw syllables, the tone not quite disgusted.

He smiled and tossed his hat into the front seat. "I wasn't waiting for
you, Nance, really."

She didn't believe him wth one eye partly closed. "You just hangi ng out?"

"I got a call from Robbie, if you want to know. He wanted ne to neet him
here.”

Her eye opened; the doubt was still there. "I'mgonna be late for work."
He shrugged. "Ckay. |'m not keeping you."

Doubt in the way she al nost frowned. "Dad, that"- she waved vaguely
behi nd her-"wasn't ny fault."

"l never said it was."
"He just junped out at ne, that's all."
"Ckay, okay."

She grabbed the bike as if she were going to throwit. "You don't
bel i eve ne."



"Hey." He spread his hands. "I said | did, didn't I?"
"You never believe ne," she nuttered, and crossed
19

the street to head for the center of town. "God, sonetines | think
live in one of your damm cells!"

He didn't nove. He didn't change his expression. Wen she behaved |ike
this, and increasingly so lately, there was no sense trying to prove

hi nsel f i nnocent of whatever she'd already tried and convicted him of;

it was hopel ess. He prayed it was a phase. But he didn't stop watching
her, couldn't stop, until she was at the second intersection and
wheel i ng herself onto Springwood Avenue, Hunter's main street. She was a
ghost in all that shadow, a sprite in the sun, and he had a feeling that
her weddi ng day was going to be the worst day of his life.

Ah wel I, he thought, shifted gears, and | ooked up the street, hoping to
see Roberto Sandera. He was a good man, Robbie was, five years on the
force down in Phil adel phia before his father had suffered a mld but
frightening heart attack and could no longer run his thriving shoe
repair shop here in town. Wthout being asked, Robbie had quit and cane
north. And once the old nman had been settled, the house nortgage paid
of f, Sandera asked G enn for a job because though he could do it, he
couldn't see hinself fixing soles and heels for the rest of his life;
when d enn said yes, the shop was sol d.

Eager, street-wise, and perhaps a little too anxious to find city-style
crime in a place where the last murder had been nine years ago.

A bl ue-and-white crui ser swung onto the street several blocks away.
He strai ght ened.

The patrol car eased through the intersection, nade a
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U-turn, and parked facing the wong way behind his car. Then Sandera
clinmbed out, and denn couldn't help shaking his head in both amazenent
and mld anusenent at the size of the man. He hinmself was just six feet
tall w thout his boots, shoul ders and chest w de enough to be
intimdating when they had to be, but Sandera was unquestionably huge. A
full six inches taller, a good fifty pounds heavier, and his Zapata

nmust ache conbined with his dark skin to give hima presence that was,

d enn knew, downright terrifying at night.

There was no official uniformin Hunter, but G enn, despite his own
preference, tried to keep his men at |east |ooking Iike police: grey
shirts, sharply creased grey sl acks, enough brass and badge and gunbelts
to keep civilians alert. They all, however, wore western hats-they were
confortable, provided shade, and provided an image no tunic or cap could
del i ver.

Sandera's was dark brown, with a bl ack-and-gold band around the crown.

"I"'mnot going to like this, aml,
younger man stepped over the curb.

G enn said with a grin as the



Sandera grinned back, white teeth lightly stained, irregular enough to

be devilish. "I don't know. " He | ooked back the way he had conme and
pointed to a small, blue Cape Cod four houses along. The front yard was
shaggy, the concrete driveway pitted, an American flag hanging froma
canted wood pol e over an al um num screen door. "lroquois called nme a bit

ago, said he needed to talk."

Christ, denn thought sourly; this is not the way to start the day.
"What'd he want this tine? Soneone step on his
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preci ous grass again? O did sonmeone | ook at himcrosseyed?”

Sander a | aughed w t hout a sound, and denn noved to his side as they
started for the house. "No, | don't think so. But he was pretty damm upset."
"He's al ways upset," G enn grunbled. "He's upset at the Fourth of July
parade, at Christrmas carolers, wites letters to the paper about his

nei ghbor's radi o being too | oud, and he probably sets traps for the

Easter Bunny in his spare time." He raked a finger through his hair,
scratched the back of his neck. "lIt's rotten, but there are tinmes when

wi sh the old fart would just give it up and go to hell."

Sander a t sked.

G@enn didn't care, and felt no guilt for it. Iroquois Trace, once his

wi fe had di ed and his granddaughter had noved to her own apartnent on
the other side of the county, seened to have only one goal left inlife,
whi ch was to pack denn's workday with as nmuch petty nonsense as a

si ngl e human being could generate, or kill hinmself trying. And yet d enn
didn't dare succunb to the "cry wolf" tenptation-one of these days

somet hing really m ght be wrong.

They trudged up a worn and buckl ed brick wal k and heard a | arge dog
barking furiously inside, stepped onto a water-stained concrete stoop
and G enn knocked on the screen door. He couldn't see inside; all the
shades were drawn, there were no lanps lit, and when Trace finally
appeared out of the dark, denn stepped back, suddenly uneasy.

"Good norning, M. Trace," Sandera said.
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Trace cupped his hands around his eyes and | eaned agai nst the screen
"What do you want ?"

"You called us, M. Trace, renenber?"
The ol d man shook his bald head. "Never did."
Sandera was patient. "You wanted to see the sheriff."

d enn nodded to him said nothing, scanned the enpty yard instead. He
couldn't understand why he felt so peculiar. But today Trace wasn't a
nui sance in torn sweater and baggy trousers; he was different, al nost
nmenaci ng, the bark of his face like rock instead of rotted wood, the

twi sted lunmps that were his knuckles |ike stone instead of knots. He had
the feeling, no nore, that Trace was gathering his strength to reach



t hrough the screen and tear his throat out.

He took a sl ow deep breath and | ooked back

"What's up?" he said politely.

Trace glared and | owered his hands. A | oose bandage fl apped across the
broad bridge of his hooked nose, and even in the screen's shadow G enn
could see that his upper lip had been split, a scab already formng

"Someone take a swipe at you, M. Trace?" he asked.

"Fell," the old man said gruffly, a palsied hand pressing the bandage
back into place. "CGo away."

"Now wait a mnute,"
and now | think-"

Sandera said, patience gone. "You called, we cane,

The old man sl ammed the i nner door
The bolt turned over.

Sandera lifted his armto knock again, and @ enn shook his head. "Don't
bot her . "

"But Christ, did you see hin®"

"Sure. He said he fell."

"Ri ght."
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d enn turned and wal ked away. "Robbie, maybe he did."

"And maybe," the young nman said, striding angrily beside him "some punk
shit tried to nug him Maybe it was our m dnight bandit, huh?"

The t hought had occurred to him he disnissed it with an abrupt wave.
"Wth himstill in his house? And with that dog?"

Sandera opened his nmouth to argue, closed it and cl anped a pal m around
the butt of his revolver. "I didn't see any dog," he nuttered.

"Be glad,” @enn told him "I have. Sone kind of hound out of the
Baskervilles."

A silence until they reached their cars.

Genn felt his unease lift and scatter. He rolled his shoulders to be
sure it was gone, then told Sandera to get on with it, whatever it was.
He nade it clear he wasn't going to brook an argunent, neither was he in
the nood for gossip and chatter. The man | ooked at hi m si deways. d enn
sm |l ed. Sandera gave hima lazy salute and left.

And when the cruiser was gone, not speeding but fast enough to make
G enn snile, he | eaned back against his hood and gazed up the street.

It wasn't right, that feeling back at Trace's.



He scratched the side of his nose.
No. It wasn't right.

It had been, now that he thought about it, the sort of instinctive
reaction he had just before a drunk threw a punch, or a w seass pulled a
knife. Intuition that he inmagined came fromtwo years shy of two decades
patrolling this town, honed by the [ast eight when he'd
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worn the sheriff's badge. But this time that was as far as it went. He
had suspected sonethi ng was goi ng to happen, but he hadn't known what.

And still didn't.

And it bothered him

Slow,; too old; oh, shut the hell up
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Springwood Avenue ran in a long curve east to west that bowed toward the
| ake, splitting the town in half, split itself by Mdrow Bridge that
took the street over Marda Creek running fromthe | ake. It had once been
a scenic way for drivers to get from New Jersey to Pennsyl vania w t hout
having to use any of the major, crowded hi ghways; then trees had been

| evel ed, |and had been | evel ed, sidestreets formed bl ocks that forned
nei ghbor hoods, and a business district along Springwod soon enough
found itself working twelve nonths a year instead of just through the
sumer. The newest honmes were at either end and belowit, styles that
mar ked them new, styles that had gl ared unconfortably out of place unti
the trees had regrouped and the | awns had settled in and owners had
decided to add on, to paint, to give their hones a difference nore than
just a
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nunber. They were pleased that the lots were | arge, gloated over how
small the lots were in the two devel opnents west of town, and paid
little attention to Hunter's growth until taxes nade themrealize they

had a probl em

"It's dumb," said Hugh Frennel, his voice deep and slightly hoarse. "You

got your schools, you got your cops, but what you don't got is your basics."

The afternoon was warm the southern breeze hum d

"Your anenities, if you know what | nean. You know? The things that make
living out here worth | eaving the goddamm city in the first place."

He sat on the raised redwod deck behind his house, a cedar shake Dutch
Colonial not quite two nmiles east of the center of town. He had few

cl ose nei ghbors, the nearest sone kind of intellectual who |ived across
the road and fifty yards down. Hugh didn't like him The guy lived al one
i n an undi stingui shed boxy place that had nore trees than decent grass,
and no back yard at all- just woodland that stretched all the way over
to the | ake, woodl and that began again at the eastern edge of Hugh's



property and didn't break until it reached a county highway, three niles
away.

H's own two acres had been carved fromthe back of John Wirtan's dairy
farm and the apple trees and two willows he'd planted in the back yard
were just now beginning to provide enough of a screen to hide the dammed
cows that wandered over the pasture rising beyond the fence he'd built
the day after he and Loretta had noved in.

Beside him his wife lay on a chaise | ounge, an anber glass of soda in
one hand, a fan in the other

27

"I mean," he said, scratching idly at his bare chest, "we haven't got a
single mall within twenty mles, not to nmention one of themfive- or

si x-store shopping center things, you could die for a decent neal when
you want to eat out, and don't hit the bees with the fan, Loretta. You
| eave them al one, they won't bother you."

Loretta swatted at the bee again and said not hing.

He smiled at her. He shifted in the lawn chair and reached over to touch
her arm Warm sun. Warm skin. Fine dark hairs fromelbow to wist that
just about drove himcrazy. Married twenty years, he thought, and she
doesn't 1 ook hardly a minute older than the day he married her. Hair
still black, no gray, her stomach flat and her breasts still not

saggi ng, and a way of shifting when she lay down that nade it | ook |ike
she was danci ng.

Proud of her was what he was.

Next to using his hands, bringing her into the city to show her off at
di nner was the greatest joy he had.

Wth a | oud sigh as proof of his content, he settled back and cl asped
hi s hands over his stomach. Then he | ooked down and smiled again. Not
too bad for a guy stonping flatfooted through m ddl e age. The gut could
still be sucked in, the nmuscles of his arms were still well-defined, and
the I egs that poked out of his shorts were anple evidence of strength.
He'd built the deck hinself, the garage, had laid out the yard and its
rose garden, and had converted the attic into an office for hinself,
when early retirement fromhis construction firmhad driven himnuts and
he'd wanted a place to work w thout bothering his wife.

"I'f you ask ne," he said, "that so-called planning
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conmi ssion this burg's got couldn't plan its way out of a wet paper bag."
"Crime," Loretta said.

He frowned. "What?"

"Crine," she said. "W don't have any."

"All right." Sonetinmes it took hima while to understand where she was

goi ng. The way she said things, he didn't know if she was naking fun of
himhis lack of formal education and his manners, which didn't always



sit well with what she called the horsey set-or if she was just letting
her m nd wander fromthe topic at hand to sonething she really believed
had a point.

He just didn't know
And these days it was worse.

He didn't know why, but since the middle of the week things had been a
little fuzzy around the edges. Blurred, like the way his gl asses got
when he ki ssed her cheek and her makeup sneared the corner of a lens.

"Ckay," he agreed. "So we don't have nuch crine. You gonna give the
credit to a guy like Erskine? Shit. What the hell kind of crime could we
get anyway? A break-in here, a drunk lying in the gutter there. Shit,

we' ve seen worse. Loretta, you know that."

"l know, " she said.

So stop your bitching, the tone added.

A grunt, a palmslipped over his chest to wipe off the sweat, and he
stood and padded to the deck's edge, |ooked down at the brick barbecue
pit he'd finished only last week with sone help fromold Trace, and
suddenly grabbed the railing when the ground spiraled sharply away. He
cl anped his eyes shut. Bile lined his nouth.
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And for a moment, just a nmonent, he was sure he tasted bl ood

"Jesus, " he whi spered.
"Hugh, you okay?"

He nodded. He swal |l owed. He straightened and breat hed deeply. A man his
age, a year off fromfifty-three, he had to take better care of hinself.

"Time for ny wal k," he announced, turning decisively, rubbing his hands.

She opened one startling blue eye and snmiled, the dinple in her right
cheek the only line on her face. "It's hot."

"There's shade on the road, don't worry."

"Watch out for the kids," she said as he noved past her. "They drive
like jerks around here."

He reached down and touched her shoul der, |eaned down and ki ssed the top
of her head. It was warm He could see droplets of perspiration in the
gap between her breasts, and the faint flush of pink that would turn
dark before she peeled. Just like him By sumer's end their friends
woul d think they'd been nonths in the Bahanas.

"Just a mle today. To the old well and back, all right?"
"Al'l right." The eye closed. "Be careful."

He nodded, nade a sound to |let her know that he had, and hurried inside
t hrough the sliding glass door. The kitchen was chilly but not too cold,;



nevert hel ess he adjusted the thernostat downward to keep the air
conditioning fromsw tching on again too soon. He grabbed a
short-sl eeved shirt fromthe newel post, slipped into

30

wor n sneakers kept by the door, and hurried out the front way before he
changed his m nd.

The front yard was |arge, blocked off by a split-rail fence he'd painted
white the first warmday last April, and as he headed for the road al ong
the inlaid brick walk, he squinted, trying to i magi ne just what shrubs
shoul d go where when he plotted the | andscaping next fall.

A glance to his left, to the intellectual's dark green Cape Cod

di agonal Iy across the street, and he swung his arns to | oosen his
shoul ders, picked up his knees to | oosen his thighs, and started up
al ong the shoul der. Marchi ng. Gazing strai ght ahead. Hoping that his
wi fe didn't have plans for tonight.

Hopi ng that the dizziness wouldn't return

And once his stride had been set, he snmiled, and even flicked a friendly
hand at the intellectual, who drove past himin the opposite direction
in a station wagon that was, to be kind, nore rust than netal

Nate was al nbst too surprised to return Frennel's sudden wave, but he
managed it without making it seemas if he would have avoi ded the
gesture if he'd been able. Then he checked the nman's shrinking figure in
his rear viewmrror, grinned, and headed on toward town.

To stop at home woul d be too tenpting.
Loretta would be on the deck, or on a blanket in the yard.

If he hurried over, she'd tease the hell out of him kiss him and offer
hima cold shower.

That he didn't need. Hugh wasn't going to be gone for very |ong.
Besi des, one of these days his luck was going to sour,
31

and the former contractor was going to beat the living hell out of him
probably | eave himcrippled, and then brag about it for years while
Loretta played recluse in her bedroom nursing a perpetual blackened eye.

You, he told hinself as he switched on the radio, are a jackass.
You, he said two mles later, are not stupid, just horny.

A laugh. A shake of his head. An automatic gl ance at the hunched Bait
Shop bar on the left, the Cearwater Restaurant on the right-the

| andrmar ks that signaled Hunter's true begi nning. Beyond them were a
handf ul of wooded lots with For Sale signs on the trees, and beyond them
t he busi nesses that comenced without interruption, none of the
buil di ngs nore than two stories, nost of their facades brick or white

cl apboard. Many had signs on white posts instead of neon in w ndows;

nore than a few had been set back a few feet fromthe pavenent to



provide for a patch of grass, a flower bed or two, every so often a
plaster figurine to help identify the shop or office nore clearly.

He parked at the curb two blocks later and sat for a minute as the
station wagon's engi ne coughed itself to silence.

The sidewal ks were busy, the weekend traffic heavy.

The sun that at last drove himout of his seat was only partially
blunted by the fat-crowned elns and maples that |ined the curbs and
speckl ed the pavenent with dark.

Wth hands in his pockets he wal ked qui ckly past the town hall-which
| ooked no different than the shops around it-crossed the street and
passed the sheriff's
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of fice, where he waved vaguely at a shadow wavi ng inside, and at the
corner turned into Duke Massi's Diner, a small place just w de enough
for booths along the lefthand wall, and a counter on the right; the

ai sl e between was only wi de enough to walk if someone wasn't com ng the
other way. At the front there was barely space for a cashier's register
and a tall rack for magazi nes, the hunting and fishing ones at eye

| evel , comic books bel ow, nen's nagazines along the top where everyone
could see when you had to reach up to grab one.

It was hardly the nost el egant place in town, but he didn't care. Even
with the sunmer prices posted, it was the cheapest, the friendliest, and
it had the best snells- hanburgers and bacon forever spitting as they
cooked, ice creamin sodas, wax on the speckled Iinoleumfloor, the old
| eat her on booths and stools, cheese and pickles and catsup and eggs and
the grease that held it together. Handwitten menus high on the wall
behi nd the counter. Duke at the grill and Cornelia Bonne in her
too-tight white and black uniform too pretty to stay in this town for
very long, too sad with herself to | ook for sonething better in a place
that mattered.

Al the booths were taken, the noise |level high, but nost of the stools
were enpty and he sat at the first one, propped his el bows on the
counter, and wondered as he waited for service how the hell he was going
to explain to his ex-wife that he had no nore noney, that she'd be
getting no nmore checks.

He had a terrible feeling that "robbing a bank"” wasn't just a phrase
anynor e.

Two books published, and four short stories.

The last time his nane had been in print had been two
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years ago, and the last time he'd seen a decent check from his agent had
been | ast COctober. Barely enough to get himthrough the winter. And he

knew t he next one woul dn't cover a cheap breakfast.

If it hadn't been for Loretta, sonehow smitten by the image instead of
the man, he woul d have frozen to death when he couldn't pay for heating oil



Robbi ng a bank

Dam, he thought, and wondered, not for the first tinme, if he really did
have the nerve to rob a bank. O a store. Just once. Just to get him by.
Sonepl ace in another county, isolated, old fol ks behind the register, or
a teenager too dunb to play hero. What would it be Iike? Wio woul d
suspect hin?

Then he wi shed hinself instantly invisible when Robbi e Sandera t ook the
stool beside him dropped his hat on the counter, and let out a sigh
t hat al nost bl ew t he napki n di spenser away.

"You know, Pigeon," the policeman said wearily, "I could have been in
the FBI, wearing good suits, guarding presidents, stuff like that.
really could have."

"Right," Nate answered quietly.

"But no, | gotta stick around here. You know why?"

He di d. Everybody did.

"Because," said the man, picking up a plastic nmenu and squinting at it
t hrough his dark glasses, "I ama jerk."

"Right," Nate said, snmling this tine.
"You order yet?"

Nate pointed with a nod down the row of customers, to the red-headed
wai t ress maki ng her way slowy toward
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them "Corny doesn't |ove me anynore. She wants me to starve.”

"You call her Corny to her face,
dead before you ever starve."

the cop said, "she'll nake sure you're

He | aughed without a sound, tried to relax and tell hinself he wasn't
arrested when a light hand rested on his shoulder. He turned slowy to
his right, blinked once and felt a famliar false snile cut his face in
hal f:

"H, Kim"
"H yourself. Were've you been, working?"

He nodded easily, turning partway to the wonan. Her hand stayed where it
was, her forefinger lightly scratching the side of his neck. "CGotta pay
the bills," he said, giving her a shrug, you know what's it |ike.

She | eaned closer. Mre snells-sun on her dark hair, sweat on her arm

t he musk of high sumer as her other hand gestured vaguely and swept
across his thigh. "I have a better way," she whispered quickly, and drew
back. Drew away. The hand stayed on his shoul der; the finger stil

scrat ched.

"Il bet," he said, the smle ganme now



"Come and see us," she said, her eyes sniling at Sandera, her lips
nmovi ng sl ow y, double messages only a deaf nman could m ss.

"I just may," he answered, and saw the eyes narrow, the prey sighted and
sized and found needed and needi ng.

At that noment a teenaged girl rushed in, grabbed Kims arm pulled her
to one side with only a hello | ook at Nate.

"Mom " she said, "are we gonna go or what?"
"Beverly, you're being rude."
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Beverly Raddock groaned without making a sound. "I'msorry, M. Pigeon,"
she said automatically.

"That's better."

"No problem" Nate said quickly, w nking. "Take her for every dinme she
has, Bev. Tell her you'll pay her back when you're forty."

"Gross," Beverly said. "I'll never get that old."

"Beverly!"
Nat e | aughed.

The girl rolled her eyes, alnpbst stanped a foot. "Mm please, huh?
Can't you see the tine? |'m supposed to neet the guys at-"

Ki m haul ed her shoul der bag around and pawed through it for her wallet,
out of which she counted four bills and handed them over. "Then go. Just
don't blame ne when you can't find a bargain.”

Beverly kissed her cheek quickly, waved a finger at Nate, and raced

out side again, hesitated, then ran to her right across the street,
dodgi ng and ski ppi ng through sl ower pedestrians until she reached the
next corner where she slowed, touched at her auburn hair, crossed again
and wal ked into a restaurant decorated red and white, wre-backed
chairs, square tables by the calico-curtained wi ndows that overl ooked
the street. Prints of hunting dogs and ducks on the walls. A |long
counter across the back, for the ice creamand snack crowd. Luckily, old
man Vorssen was in the kitchen, and she hurried over to the register
stuffing the noney into her jeans. She hadn't counted it. Whatever it
was, it was too mnuch.

It was al ways too dammed nuch.

Nancy Erskine scribbled sonmething on an order pad,

36

erased it, wote again. Bev shook her head at the tight fist her
friend's fam ly had over finances. Nance could have had her car for

Christmas if the sheriff hadn't been so goddanm cheap

"I"mgoing," she said as soon as she reached her friend.



Nancy | ooked up, nmonentarily startled, then grinned. "You' re kidding. No
shit?"

"CGot the stuff right here," she said, patting her pocket. "It's okay,
"Il be alone. Moms at the diner, naking eyes at the birdman."

"Ch Christ." Nancy rolled her eyes. "My father thinks he's a dealer."

Bev shrugged. "So we should care? Look, | gotta go. Just wanted you to
know. See you toni ght ?"

Nancy nodded, then stiffened when a hoarse bubbling voice called her
nane fromthe back. "The trolls," she muttered angrily and, out of sight
behi nd the register, gave the kitchen the finger

Bev grinned, touched her armin synpathy, and hurried out to fresh air
as fast as she could w thout running. She hated Vorssen's. Everything
was so clean, the tablecloths practically starched, the food so

tastel ess, she couldn't understand how Erski ne had managed to stick it
out all this tine.

The car, she renm nded herself. Wat el se? What el se nattered?

Anot her bl ock west brought her to Springwod and G ange, where she
crossed over to the nunicipal parking |ot behind the departnment store
and brownst one bank. Her own autonobile, small enough for her to afford
the gas, |arge enough to enjoy Thorny when he was in the
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nmood, was under a dying chestnut tree at the back. The w ndows were
down. The handl e when she touched it was hot enough to nake her swear.
And the front seat nade her raise her buttocks, press back and hiss.

She hat ed summrer.
She hated Hunter and the | ake.

The only thing she could stand were the Saturday night parties on the
Spit. Luckily, few parents bothered to nake it past el even, and the
nerds and the braces not much past nidnight. \Wich neant that those who
counted would remain to enjoy what was |eft of the night.

Peopl e Iike her.

She grinned as she eased her runp back down, rolled up the w ndows, and
switched the air conditioner to "on" before she started the engine. And
only when she was out of the ot and crawling east on the nmain street
did she let herself think about Bern.

And wonder why there wasn't any pain.

After all, she had |loved himfor nearly two years. She had |l et himtake
her to the senior promonly tw weeks ago. And she had | et hi mknow how
much she'd Ioved himin the cabin on the west ridge, when all the
parties were over, breakfast served in houses and at Duke's, and she had
stood in front of him gown at her feet, her stomach junping so hard she
t hought she was rippling right up through her scalp.

"No," he'd said at | ast.



She had felt like a jerk. An asshole. A whore.

What the hell had he wanted then, taking her up there, kissing her like
that, touching her breasts and between her |legs and driving her to a
frenzy she'd never
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felt before? What the hell did he nmean, no? And when he pointed at the
ruins they were standing in, some hunter's place hardly anyone knew
about, when he pointed at the mldewed mattress on the dusty, warped
floor, at the cracks in the panes, at the cobwebs swaying fromthe
beams, she'd told himit didn't matter, Jesus Christ, he was driving her
nuts and she was ready, couldn't he see that, and he'd said no again and
| ooked so miserable she'd wanted to cry.

Then he'd left.
And she' d dressed.

And on the hal f-coll apsed rough tinber porch told himshe never wanted
to see himagain.

Her senior prom and he'd destroyed it.
The son of a bitch. Bastard. Fucking godal nighty fag.
A horn screaned at her.

Languidly, she lifted her right hand fromthe wheel and gave a sl ow
finger to the driver behind. Then, deliberately cautious, she pulled
across the last intersection and sped up, checking her wi stwatch,

noddi ng, figuring that unless she ran up a tree or ran into a deer

she'd be able to get to Sparta and back just in time for supper. \Wat
she wanted, the kind of bathing suit she wanted Thorny to see her in
toni ght, she didn't dare buy here. The word woul d get around, her nother
woul d find out, and before you knew it her father would be driving up
from Tennessee for another round of "I may not be here anynore, but by
CGod, Beverly Sue, | amstill your father."

Ri ght, she thought as she angrily funbled a cigarette fromthe pack she
kept in the visor overhead; right. If he was her father, how come he
didn't know how much she
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hat ed being called Beverly Sue. That she despised Beverly. Jesus. Only
four-eyed secretaries and old-time actresses were called Beverly
anynore. Jesus. Sonetimes she wondered if her nother had been drunk when
she naned her.

She pressed the accel erator

Her arns stiffened.

The car gradually took a speed that blurred the trees into a broken
wal |, the white line into dashes, and the man she passed into an

ani mat ed scarecrow that whirled and shook its fist while she | aughed,
roll ed dowmn her wi ndow, and flicked the cigarette out.



Hugh saw it and ran across the road. Goddamm kids, start forest fires,
burn down the houses, every damm one of them ought to be locked up in a
private school

He found it atop a green leaf and crushed it with his heel
Goddamm Ki ds.
Goddamm-

Abruptly the road rose as if being stripped fromits bed, contorting
into a spiral that made himdrop to his knees, topple to the shoul der
where a stone ripped through his shirt, his skin, burned its way toward
bone.

The road, twisting, and the trees caught in it, toward himand away,
toward himand side to side, spinning the sky beneath his feet and the
ground above his head until he slapped the heels of his hands hard over
his eyes and curled his knees up, rolled to his back, to the other side,
where he groaned and threw up.

And tasted bl ood.

And felt the chill of a winter shadow rest for a nonent on his neck.
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THREE

Though the office walls were panel ed and polished in |ight pine, there
was not hing el se renotely confortabl e about the roomor its
appoi nt nents. The square desk was dark netal, the three squat filing
cabi nets were scratched and dented, the three visitors' chairs were

| adder - backed and wood and scraped harshly on the hardwood fl oor
whenever they were used; there were several shelves on the | efthand
wal I, but aside froma handful of |aw and statute books, they were enpty
and al ways had been, and the fluorescent ceiling |light was forever
spitting and threatening to give up its job.

The only personal touch was a triptych of fanmily photographs propped on
the desk. @ enn preferred to call it spartan; his wife told him
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that not even a masochi stic nonk woul d give odds he could last in such a
cell.

He sat there now, gazing out the w ndow overl ooking the tiny parking
lot. Atree inits center dropped shade and | eaves, and a squirre
chased itself around the trunk before vanishing into the high branches.

A check of his watch: it was just past three.

He sighed, swung around, | ooked through the open door to the |larger room
beyond. No one there that he could see. The blinds on the front w ndow
were partially lowered, cutting off pedestrians' heads as well as nost

of the light. The surface of the counter that cut the roomin half was
unbr oken save for a clipboard where his nen signed in and out. Somewhere
out there he could hear a typewiter working, Audrey Cray heroically



trying to keep up with the files and the reports, and no doubt planning
to take over the department so she could run it the way she ran her
yearly campaigns to find a husband; the radi o buzzed, and he coul d hear
Pet e Gorder dispatching one of the patrol cars to the bus station behind
the El ks | odge, to hang around and see who got off the afternoon's |ast
run from New Yor k.

Anot her si gh.

Anot her gl ance out the wi ndow, and he renenbered the August norning
Susan had clinbed that tree with Cheryl and Bern, her hair bobbed, her
I ong | egs bare, and he knew dammed wel |l she had known he'd been
watching. It was in the way she made sure that everything she did gave
himall angles, all views, every chance to begi n daydreanm ng about the
worman he'd not married for the worman he had.
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The dunbest part was, he'd had no idea Susan felt that way about him
Not that he was surprised-it wasn't until Marjory had done the proposing

herself that he realized how nuch his wife really cared for him

It had taken a nunmber of years for himto | earn what he assuned every
ot her high school kid in the country already knew.

And it had taken longer for himto understand that Susan didn't |ove
him All she wanted was a guiltless place in his bed now and then

He stared at the tel ephone near his left hand, saw the hand nove toward
it, saw the hand draw away. It wouldn't do to call Marjory, not now She
was at work. That was sacrosanct. He woul d see her at dinner. But the
hand strayed again, and this time he was anused, funbling like a

| ovesick (guilty, he suggested) kid, after twenty-two years.

H s eyes wi dened.

Twent y-t wo?

He counted backward quickly. Someone as young as he coul dn't possibly
have been nmarried to the sane wonan for that |ong. Two decades pl us?
Hel |, twenty-two years at any one thing and he should be ready for the
old fol ks hone, the old rocking chair, the-

Funny farm he thought. God, what the hell's the matter with you today?
The street door opened.

He heard Pete call a greeting, heard a child giggling, and | ooked up
just as his two youngest daughters hurried through the door, jeans and
t-shirts and tennis shoes | ess than white, eyes bright, hair w ndbl own.
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"Dad," cried Dory imediately as she crossed the threshold, "it isn't fairl"

"Mormy said,"” Cheryl told her primy, plopping on one of the chairs,
swi ngi ng her |egs back and forth.

"Big deal ."



Cheryl pursed her lips in a whistle clearly disapproving.

He didn't have to ask what it was Momy had said. Marj had put Cheryl in
Dory's exasperated care until their father got hone from work because
she thought she would be late tonight, a custoner who wanted to see sone
| akesi de property her office was hol ding. When Dory, with an expression
of disdain and | ost patience for grownups, had tried to explain that
turning fourteen did not nean the house automatically had a free
babysitter and especially not her, Marj had wal ked her into the kitchen
Five mnutes later the child had returned al one, disgruntled, dark eyes
narrow, telling her ten-year-old sister that she'd better, just better
do what she was told for destroying her Saturday, or Dory was going to
take her over the hill and | eave her to the wol ves. She'd stonped out of
the room before G enn could scold her

"It's all right, Daddy," Cheryl had told himpatiently. "I don't care.
She's just mad because | hit a home run in gymyesterday and she struck
out."

@ enn had decided to let the storm just pass by.

"Dad," Dory pleaded now, |eaning over the desk, her hair well on its way
fromblonde to his brown, bangs matted to her forehead, a stray | ooping
around one cheek toward the corner of her nouth. "C non, please?
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Do | gotta? It's Saturday, Dad! The whole day's already dead."

Cheryl pulled a pigtail over one shoulder and studied it, lips pursed in
a silent whistle.

"Pl ease? Can't she stay here for a while? | have things to do, really."

d enn cl asped his hands on the desk. "I believe you and your nother had
an arrangenment."

Dory rolled her eyes. "Sone arrangenent."
He cleared his throat to kill a grin. "She laid down the law, right?"

The girl nodded dol eful ly.
"The law s the | aw, sweetheart." He tapped his chest just below his
badge. "Renenber who you're talking to."

Dory's face darkened but she said nothing until she wheel ed about and
headed for the door. "I'Il be outside," she barked at her sister. "I
want to go home. Now. "

As soon as she left, Cheryl tossed her braids back and junped to her
feet, nade a great show of sticking out her tongue at the doorway and
wal ki ng around the room and he knew t hen why they had cone-sonet hi ng
was wrong. None of his children ever canme to the office on their own,
just to visit, just to say hi; sonehow that had becone one of the house
rul es, and considering the garbage he had had to put up with lately, he
didn't mind at all.

He turned his chair and waited.



Cheryl studi ed the bookshel ves.
Pet e wal ked by the door, chewing on an unlit cigar, muttering to hinself.
45

"I had a dream" the little girl said at last, com ng around the desk,
i gnoring the blatant offer of the confort of her father's lap

"A bad one, huh?"

She nodded. "I alnost cried."

"So why didn't you cone in? You know | don't nmind."

She | ooked at himthe way her sister had, and he gave her an apol ogetic
wave for being so grownup dense. Clinbing into bed with one's father
the expression tolerantly suggested, wasn't what a future major |eague
basebal | player did just because she had a ni ght mare.

She scratched the side of her nose.

"Monsters?" he asked.

"I don't know "

"You don't?"

"l don't renenber.”

llAh. "

"But it was scary."

He | eaned forward and took her armgently. "And it was a dream Pint."
She was obviously torn then between scol ding himfor the nicknane she'd
decl ared out of bounds six nonths ago and telling himthat just because
it was a dreamdidn't make it any the less scary. He could see it all in
her eyes-pale blue, like her nother's-and the way her |ips junped, then
quivered, then tried to formwords she wasn't sure she knew.

He pulled her to him

She wrapped her arns around his shoul ders.

For a minute, the only sound was the spit of the radio in the front office.
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"A dream " he whispered, "only scares you if you let it."

"You didn't have it," she whi spered back

He thought of the cloud.

"No, | guess not."

"Besides, it wasn't nice."



Nice, in this case, nmeant the plans she had devised for herself and for
the world; it neant she'd seen things she hadn't wanted to, things that
threatened to capsize her carefully and earnestly made boat.

Her persistent optim sm sonmetines unnerved him Marj told himnore than
once not to knock it, the child would | earn too soon al ready.

"Ch well," she said at last, pulling away wi thout releasing him "I
guess | could always beat it up, right?"

"Black its eyes," he agreed.

"Bust a nose?"
"Break a leg."

Her grin was broad and she kissed him punched himtw ce on the arm and
raced out of the room shrieking for Dory to take her hone before Daddy
got mad and threw her in a cell for the rest of her life. Dory shouted
somet hi ng back and the front door slammed, and a nonment |ater Pete

| eaned on the janb and folded his arnms across his chest, a sheath of
papers in one hand.

"Sheriff," he said, "when those kids grow up, you're going to be in one
hell of a lot of trouble."

G enn agreed with a grin. "One thing for sure, I'lIl be broke before
get there."

Corder, as tall as he and half again as w de, took the cigar that was
his trademark fromhis mouth, stared hard at the tip, and stuck it back
in his mouth after blow ng
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snoke into the outer room "Wat | think is," he said, shifting so he
could scratch his back on the jamb, like a bear, "that we could deport
them teenagers to Russia or sonething. The Conmies would either kill '
all or go so dammed crazy they won't be able to take over the world."

em

A enn held out his hand for the afternoon reports, know ng they' d be
ri ght because Audrey had typed them knowing too that Pete had pulled
rank so he could bring themin.

"Thing is, y' see," the dispatcher continued, crossing the room feet
heavy and | oud, "them Conmi es, the Russians and all them other guys,
they got all these spies right here in the States, right? Secret
weapons, shit like that. We could do the sane. Al the kids between
fourteen, say, and eighteen, all themcreeps. Either way we win."

"I guess,” G@enn nmuttered. He took the papers and scanned them and
groaned | oudly when he saw a budget notice fromtown hall that rem nded
him of the four new men who'd be joining the force at he end of the nonth.

"I know," Gorder said, |eaning over, reading upside down. "I'Ill take
care of them"

"Thanks. "

"No problem™



And he knew it wouldn't be. The man had been on the force nearly long
enough to qualify for nmonunent status, but after his first five years
had never wanted to do anything but train the rookies and work the
radi o. Manning the airwaves was, he clained, the only way to keep the
Conmi es and the UFGCs fromtaking over. denn didn't care what the excuse
was- Pet e was unquestionably the
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best man Hunter's police force had; that G enn al so thought him nore
than a little crazy had nothing to do with Pete's skills as a cop

"Dam, " he said then, reading the hospital sunmmary. "Hugh had a heart
attack?"

Corder shrugged his disinterest. "Don't know. He was found on the road
not fifty yards fromhis house. Wfe brought himin, | think."

"I'"ll look in on him on the way hone."

The rest was routine, and as soon as he'd initialed the ones that
required it, he stacked them snoothed them and handed t hem back. Wen
the deputy didn't |eave right away, he | ooked up, saw the scar that kept
the man's right eye half closed, and | ooked away agai n.

"What is it?" he said. "It's Saturday, Pete. Have nercy, okay?"

Corder held the reports in one nail-bitten hand, snmiled dutifully, and
said, "I heard a new preacher's comng to Christ Church next Sunday."

He shrugged. "So?"
"You check hi m out?"
He frowned, not quite believing. "Do what?"

"Check himout." The deputy waved vaguely behind him "Get his picture,
| mean, stuff like that. You don't want no inpostor com ng in, Screw ng
around with the kids, bringing in Satan, shit like that."

G enn bit the inside of his cheek. "I hardly think the new mnister's a
ringer, Pete. And I'mpositive he's not a Satanist."

The big man hitched up his belt as he wal ked to the door, then turned
around and held up the paperwork as if it was his proof. "He's
Epi scopal , Sheriff."
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This time the |l augh had to be swallowed, and it was several seconds
bef ore he could say, "Yeah, so?"

Corder's expression was hard, alnmost ludicrously so in a face round and
jow ed and gl eaming pinkly as if freshly scrubbed with sand. The face of
a man nowhere near fifty; the face of a young man who'd been sl ashed
with a razor fromright eye to right ear when he'd been in high school

Corder took the cigar fromhis nouth and ainmed it at the front door.
"They go around dressing like priests, hearing confession, using



incense, stuff like that. You can't tell the difference between them and
the real thing, y' know?"

Call, Marjory, denn pleaded then; please, call, get ne out of here.

"Wthout getting into a theol ogical debate, Pete, | think we'd best
| eave the reverend's qualifications to his church, okay? It's really
none of our business."

Corder rubbed his chin with the papers. Then he nodded and left, and
popped right back into the doorway. "Ckay, but don't say | didn't warn
you. | had a dream about himlast night. He said he was going to kill ne.
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I

The dream when it cones ..

on a dark night, no stars, the noon barely a sliver and barely alit,
bl ack cl ouds oddly seen as they lift over the basin, twisting in unfelt
wi nd, settling like fog on the water, in the trees, on the ground, and
running like a streamthrough the gullies, to the house at the end of
the road where it slips under the doors and slips around the w ndow
frames and slips up the staircase where it sweeps around a corner and
into a snmall roomwhere it snmothers ..

the gentle cry of a baby tossing in its rocking crib, kicking at its
bl ankets until they crunple at the foot and slide into the space between
t he bevel ed posts and the mattress, waving a pudgy arm at the darkness
in the air, opening one sleepy eye to see the nobile over its head,
spinning slowy, turning slowy, w nking parrots and rabbits and kittens
in starlight while a tinny lullaby begins in a snmall box near the
ceiling, soothing, quieting, dropping a veil of dreans that close the
eyes and still the legs and |l ower the hand to the baby's side while it
bl ows a shinmering bubble and smiles ..

the gentle cry of a baby in an enpty rocking crib.
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ONE

Marjory felt the tears |ong before she opened her eyes. And she could
taste them

That they were there didn't surprise her once she cane fully awake; that
she had the dream that caused them did, because it was the sane one she
had had each night for a nmonth, before Cheryl had been born

Cheryl had frightened her



Cheryl hadn't been expected.

Dory was supposed to have been the last. Two girls, one boy. That had
been the plan even before she'd married denn, when they'd drifted in a
rowboat in the mddle of the | ake, counting their future on the stars
they could see. Two and one. And then, when she was thirty, there was
Cheryl, and the dream and when she was born the dream had vani shed.
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Until now.

Ten years, she thought, is a long tine for sonmething like that to return.
And the tears

She wondered sonewhat grumpily what Susan woul d nake of that.

"An omen, Sis," is what she'd probably say. She was a great believer in
onens. She even believed she'd known when her husband Wesl ey woul d die,
and no one could tell her that cancer was no portent, it was a killer
there's a difference.

Hastily she w ped the backs of her hands over her face as she rolled to
sit upright on the living roomcouch. Susan would have to wait. A
scrabble for tissues fromthe box on the end table-one for her eyes and
cheeks, one for her nose. Then she blinked and | ooked around her, naking
sure she was awake

Not hi ng had changed.

The living roomwas still the living room still an oddity anbng her

friends because in the Erskine house, this was where nost of the living

was really done. Tel evision was watched here when all the argunents had
been settled, the stereo listened to, books read, newspapers, report

cards, friends and guests led directly in instead of dragged to a

baserment den as though carrying sone invisible, catchable, unnanmeabl e shane.

She stretched and cursed herself for falling asl eep when there was work
to be done.

But the couch had been too tenmpting. A long one, the |ongest her husband
could find-four broad cushions and rolled arnmrests and a back high
enough so he could rest his head without sliding halfway to the fl oor
Its back
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was what peopl e saw when they cane in fromthe foyer, the tables at
either end with brass |anps and dark shades, a gap between it and the

desk on the long wall. In front of it, a coffee table usually stacked
wi t h magazi nes one of the Erskines was going to read any day now. Beyond
that, open space to the far wall, where behind cherry doors a hutch held

the TV, the stereo conponents, and al buns that woul dn't go in the | ow
cabi net beside it.

A picture window on the left-hand wall, the draperies open now, a gap in
the right-hand wall that led to the dining room Wallpaper faint and
floral; a carpet thick enough to swallow her toes; over by the w ndow

G enn's arnchair and god help the kid who was in it when he was tired.



Not hi ng had changed.

She stretched a second tinme and | owered her hands to drag them through
shoul der -1 ength bl onde hair. Not as gold as Cheryl's, not as dark as
Dory's. And ready, she thought as she grunted wearily to her feet, for a
| ong overdue sl ashing. She wasn't about to keep pinning it up, or tying
it back, just because her neck was a fertile garden for sweat. This year
she was going to get it cut, and if Aenn didn't like it he could buy
her a wig.

Absently scratching under her breasts, she wandered through the dining
roominto the large kitchen, stared at the sink and the di shes stacked
there, checked the clock that told her it was going on el even, and
wandered again, this time dowmn the hall to the foot of the stairs.

"Bern!"
She hadn't bothered to | ook in the back yard. No one
56

was there. Dory and Cheryl were down at the dock, fishing for sunnies
with string, hook, and bread.

"Bern!"

An apprehensive gl ance over her shoul der and through the open front

door, through the screen, across the porch, the yard and the road to the
cl eared space on the other side. There they were, sitting on the end,
feet dangling, a pad between them for keeping score because they weren't
all owed to keep the fish

"Bernard!"

Dory | aughed at sonething her little sister said, threw herself onto her
back, kicked her bare feet in the air, and sat up again.

Marjory sm | ed.

Only an hour ago, in the kitchen, Dory, red-faced and quaki ng, had
demanded to know why she had to watch the brat again, and on Sunday for
heaven's sake Mother, while Bern got to sleep | ate and Nance got to go
to town. God, they didn't do anything in this house anynore. She was,

she rem nded her nother with quivering indignation, fourteen now
(fourteen and ei ght days, Marjory had thought), and teenagers these days
were sinply not babysitters for free. It wasn't done. And it wasn't fair.

Marjory had | eaned over, took the girl's dinpled chin in two fingers,
and said, "I do believe we had this sanme conversation the other day,
didn't we?"

"But Mbt her-"

"In this house, darling, fair is defined as whatever Mdther wants. And
Mot her wants you to stick with your sister until I'mready to go to work."

Dory hadn't the nerve to shake the hand off; the dark | ook was all she had.
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"I don't want to stay in the house. It's too nice out."
"Then go fishing."
"Mot her!'"

A whoop, a splash, and when she | ooked again, Dory was standing in the
wat er, hands on her hips, hair soaked and dri ppi ng, and Cheryl
scranbl i ng backward, |aughing so hard she could barely nove

"Bernard Erskine!"

She cocked her head. Maybe there had been a reply, but she couldn't tel
with all the yelling outside. She took a step toward the door, and
changed her m nd when she saw Dory grab Cheryl's ankle and drag her
toward the water. Cheryl shook her head wildly, pigtails whipping her
back, but there was no stopping the dunki ng now.

Marjory smled. It would be all right. Cheryl, if she'd wanted, could
have easily gotten away. The child, for all her slightness of figure,
was much stronger than her sister. She was, in fact, better at npst
thi ngs than Dory except getting along with the other girls at school

"Don't have to," Cheryl had expl ai ned one evening. "I'mgoing to be a
basebal | star and nake a million dollars a week and Dory can carry ny
bats if she wants to."

A shuffling at the |anding.

She | ooked up, and Bern stunbl ed against the railing, hung on, and

| ooked down through a fall of long tangled hair. Marjory said nothing,
couldn't say anything until the image of denn at eighteen faded and
left her with her son.

"It's eleven,"” she said flatly. "About time you were alive."

"Mom |'mdying." A deep voice, sonewhat rough, and gentle at the sane
tine. "Call an anbul ance. ™"
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"Call one yourself. |I have to get to work. Keep an eye on your sisters
while | get ready."

He groaned and sank to his knees, peering at her through the banister
"Aw, Mom gime a break."

"It wasn't ny idea to stay up until nearly dawn," she said w thout synpathy.
"I was thinking."

And he had been

Her eyes had blinked open shortly after three, her breath caught, ears
straining-there was sonething wong in the house. Wthout waking d enn
she'd thrown a robe over her shoul ders and checked all the bedroons,

found Bern's enpty, and crept down the stairs. He was in the living
room Sitting on the floor, staring out the window at the early norning sky.



From the way his chest had jerked, she'd guessed he was westling with
the notion to cry.

He hadn't heard her; she'd returned to bed and cuddl ed next to d enn
trying not to cry herself.

She clinbed the stairs, and as she passed him rested her hand briefly
on his head. "Just watch them" she said softly. "You don't have to talk
to them"

He grunted.
She grinned.

The girls shrieked, and she hurried into the master bedroom stood in
front of the vanity's three-sided mirror and wondered what the hell she
was going to wear that wouldn't scare her customer off.

It was a problem she hadn't realized she woul d have when she had begun
selling land and houses; it hadn't even entered her nind. Being tall had
st opped bot hering her the day she graduated from hi gh school. But when a
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handf ul of sure sales had turned into unexpected di sappoi ntnents, Kim
Raddock, her partner, had explained that while men liked to think they
could pull one over on a woman agent, using superior nale guile and

i nconpar abl e haggling techniques, it was hard to do any of it when the
worman agent was considerably taller than he.

"That shouldn't make any difference!" she'd conpl ai ned. "They're not
buying me, for Christ's sake, they're buying a goddammed house!"

"It doesn't nake any difference at all to the wonmen usually. Hell, they
make t he deci si ons anyway, nost of them But nen have their pride,

y' know, and that macho crap doesn't extend to not being able to | ook you
in the eye." Kimhad grinned then. "If you had big tits now, that would
be sonething el se.™

Marjory | earned. And she sold. And in seven years the Suncrest Agency
had becone one of the largest in the county, its strongest card
exclusive rights to two devel opnents whose hones sel dom went for |ess
than half a nmillion dollars, and the sanme rights now to a nuch | arger
pl ace- Hawkwood, a tract of former farm and just west of Hunter
Single-fam |y homes, condoni ni uns and townhouses. The devel oper was a
worman who lived in New York City; her local representative and desi gner
was a man named Grover Pitt, an older man with a full black beard that
reached alnost to his chest. Award-w nning architect. Steam engine
snoker. The man who'd gotten her into selling in the first place.
"You're a natural,"”
give it atry."

he'd told her one afternoon in town. "You ought to

"I have a famly," she'd answered
"That make you automatically dead or something?"
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d enn had agreed. The kids were responsible, he was the local cop for



god' s sake, why should she waste herself cleaning house tw ce a day?

It had taken a week to find the nerve, two days nore to accept Pitt's
of fer of an introduction to Kim Raddock: "Nice |ady, but she's going to
starve if she doesn't get a decent sal esman soon. Buy into the agency.
What the hell. You can wite it off if you go broke."

She accepted, but she still didn't understand. The Pitts were one of the
oldest fanmilies in the area, as were the Erskines; and |like G enn

Grover hated the idea of the place beconming so attractive to tourists,
despite the fact that his firmwas so involved with the new grow h.

d enn wasn't nuch hel p.

He tried in his own way to explain that it wasn't so nmuch that the
tourists were unwel cone. He'd be a fool if he thought the town could
survive as well as it had without them The trouble was that increasing
nunbers of them had begun staying once the season ended. Cottages and
cabi ns had becone winterized, |and sold and devel opments dropped on it,
and the popul ation was, as he sawit, close to the flashfire point.

Ei ther Hunter had to accept the future and plan for it, and quickly; or
it had to dig in its heels and close the place down as best it could,
and go slow. Just like always. Just |like the way things had al ways been

She knew all too well which side he was on.
But never once had they argued about her part in the change.

At | east not until the Hawkwood project started and he heard how nany
famlies would flood the area when it was done. Since that day sonething
had changed
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bet ween them sonething she couldn't pin down | ong enough to beat into
subm ssion. He was still loving, still Ioved her, but the way he | ooked
at her sonetinmes was enough to make her scream

As yet there hadn't been the all-out argunent she was expecting.

But when it cane, and it would, she knew he was going to draw a line and
demand she stop trying to have things both ways. One side or the other
he woul d tell her w thout demandi ng; one side or the other, Mar], right
now, no nore crap.

"Mom " Bern called fromthe hallway, "Dory just cut off Cheryl's head.
Can | go back to bed now?"

"No," she answered, grabbing blouse, shirt, punps from her closet.
"Ml

"Do as you're told, Bernard, and-" She stopped m dway to the bathroom

The silence in the hall was decidedly cold.
Dam, she thought, and consi dered apol ogi zi ng for using the boy's

dreaded full nane. Then she decided this was no tine to coddle him
Losing a girlfriend was a disaster, true enough; but facing an entire



sumer w t hout having to work should be a dreamfor a kid his age;

t hi nki ng about | eaving hone for the first tinme, in the fall, all the way
to sunny sybaritic California, was something he had prayed for, she knew
it, even though it was rather unsettling. But there was nothing he could
do about his nane now, and he might as well learn to tolerate, if not
actually like it.

She dressed. Brushed her hair. Applied what little makeup she dared.
Checked herself in the mirror and
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wi shed she'd had a few nore days to work on her tan. She didn't |ike
endi ng the sumrer resenbling a wellworn saddl e, but color, as her nother
sai d, made her | ook nore healthy.

And despite everything she'd tried, her eyes still had that just-cried
| ook. Not puffy, and not reddened, but a ghost of a tear that woul dn't
be bani shed.

The dream

An enpty crib, a baby crying-1osing Cheryl before she was born

Marjory frowned; she didn't get it.

Nor woul d she get her conmission if she didn't nove her ass, and dam
all those fussy clients who wanted to take up her Sundays with their
carps about attics and furnaces and imagi ned dry rot in the wall, their
sni de remarks about previous owners, their suspicious glances at her. It
was bad enough G enn had to work today. Another weekend shot. The kids
were going to think neither of themloved them anynore.

In the hall her son was still on the floor, gripping the faceted

spindles as if he were a prisoner longing for a pardon. She touched his
shoul der as she went by, stopped m dway down and | ooked up at him

"Don't |eave the house without calling ne or your father," she said.
He stared at her wi thout expression

"Dory's friends will be by at noon. Cheryl's going with them They'll be
pl aying ball at the park. Then you can do ... whatever."

He sai d not hing.
She si ghed and waved and | eft, hoping that when her
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sister cane things would liven up. She hated these days that felt |ike
one funeral after another

The party had been a disaster
The norning was al ready a disaster.
The end of the day was probably going to find himlocked in one of his

father's cells, the key thrown away, his mail censored, all his food
strained in case there were concealed files or bonbs or poison gas pellets.



Cal i forni a.
God, he couldn't wait to get to California.

He grabbed the railing and haul ed hinmself up, cocked an ear to be sure
the brats were still on the dock, then stunbled into the bathroom where
he took a quick scalding shower. He didn't feel any better when it was
over. He didn't feel any better once he'd gotten into a clean shirt and
jeans and had his sneakers on his feet. And he didn't feel better at al
when he took the stairs down two at a tinme and | ooked outside and saw
the enpty dock.

I am he thought, going to rip off their faces.

He opened the screen door and stepped out onto the porch, clanped his
hands onto his hips, and | ooked around.

The road was deserted. Either side of the Erskine property was nothing
but trees; theirs was the | ast house before the road dodged left to the
stone bridge, and the | and across the way was too narrow to support any
construction other than the dock to which, he noted in relief, the
rowboat was still tied. H's father owned al nost eight acres, nmuch of it
stretching up the steep hillside
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behi nd the house. It had been in the famly for a zillion years, no way
his parents could afford that now.

He |i stened.

Sunday qui et born of warm sun and distant bird-cries and | eaves tal ki ng
to the breeze and shouts floating over the water; noontinme quiet born of
people sitting down to lunch on their porches and patios and tal king
softly of the game on TV that afternoon or the gane at the ball field or
the work comi ng tonmorrow or the vacation they woul d take when vacation
tine rolled around.

No sound of Cheryl; not a hint of Dory.

He bl ew out a breath and | eapt fromthe porch to the |awn, strode around
the corner of the large house and scanned the woods whil e he headed for
t he back yard, the swing set, the flagstone patio, the tool shed at the
back where the | and suddenly rose, nearly steep as a wall.

Not hi ng there. Not even a bird.

Ch boy, he thought, a hand floating over his stomach while he told
hinself to stay calm No problem Dory's friends had cone early, that's
all. They were playing ball right now, even as he charged through the

ki tchen door, shouting his sisters' nanes.

Pl ayi ng ball.

That's all.

The cel |l ar door opened suddenly. Cheryl poked her head out and said, "What?"

Bern sagged agai nst the counter. "You're supposed to be on the dock."



Cheryl clinbed into the kitchen and shook her head as she rubbed the
back of a hand across her forehead. "I'm
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not supposed to go anywhere w thout Dory. She's downstairs.”

The cellar was nmostly unfinished, the only concrete flooring down in an
area that held the furnace, the washing machi ne and dryer, and his
father's worktable. The rest was hard-packed dirt and spiders. Bern
hated it.

"What's she doing, for god' s sake?"

Cheryl grinned, creating dinples. "Checking the furnace."

He blinked. "What? Dory?"

She gl anced warily at the open door, then hurried across to him crooked
a finger to nmake himlean down so she coul d whisper

"There's this ... boy ... she likes. She wants to nake hi mthink she
knows stuff."

He turned his head to | ook her straight in the eye, and thought she was,
wi t hout a doubt, the nost beautiful nunchkin he'd ever seen in his life.
In a really odd way, he was gl ad he was goi ng away because then he

woul dn't have to see her exchange her |ove for baseball for the |ove of
some dork who would only break her heart. On the other hand, he w shed
he coul d stay, to break that dork's neck

"Stuff, huh?" he said, keeping his voice | ow

She nodded.

"Heavy stuff, | guess.”

She frowned.

"Can Dory lift the furnace?"

She shook her head.

"Heavy stuff."

And he waited until she got the joke, scow ed, reared
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back, and nailed his armwith a fist that better belonged to a

[ ightweight. He yow ed and strai ghtened, grabbed her around the wai st
with one arm lifted her giggling off the floor, and marched to the

cel lar entrance.

"Dory!"

"What ?" The tone was obvi ous-she definitely had no tinme for a big brother

“Up! "



"“I'"'m busy!"

"Up!" he repeated sternly, using his free hand to reach around and whack
Cheryl's runp as she wiggled, giggled, tried to bite his stomach. "Now "

In less than half a minute, Dory tromped up the stairs, kicking each
riser angrily, slapping her left hand against the wall. He backed away
and groaned al oud. She was a ness-cobwebs in her hair, shorts and skinny
legs nottled with dust.

"What," he said, "were you doi ng-digging out a new cellar?"

"Stuff," Dory told himhaughtily.

"Heavy stuff," Cheryl said, and began to |augh, couldn't stop, and Bern
put her down so she could crunple to the floor, hiccoughing, blushing,
shaki ng her head vi gorously when her sister demanded an expl anation
"Shower," he told themboth, pulling Cheryl to her feet by one arm
"Bern!" In unison, meaning you're not my father

"No shower, no play." He waggl ed his eyebrows. "No shower, you get to
spend the whole day with ne."

He grinned.
They ran.
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He dropped into a kitchen chair, propped his el bows on the table, and
sl ammed his cheeks into his pal ns.

A week ago he had graduated from high school. He was supposed to be a
coll ege freshman now. A man. Just about. A man on his way to the beach
bunnies in California, who wouldn't make fun of himbecause his father
was a cop, wouldn't be friends just because his father was a cop
wouldn't try to get himinto bed in sone dunpy place that reeked of dead
ani mal s and dead sweat and dead spiders and dead air.

Bev.
Shit, he thought; what the hell did | do wong?

Whenever you do it, his father had said last winter, as they wal ked

t hrough the woods al ong the ridge of the basin, make sure it's right,

son. I'd like to tell you to wait until you were married, or living with
someone, but as old-fashioned as | am |'mnot entirely stupid. The snow
was shin deep, and there were deer tracks around the snaller trees, bark

m ssing, signs of rooting around the underbrush. Just make sure it's right.

How wi Il | know?
H s father had taken a long tine to answer. | don't know. You will. O
you think you will. You'll have to trust yourself on this one, pal. This

is one time | can't help you

So, he thought, staring out the kitchen door, it wasn't right. It was



like a cheap notel or sonething. So what the hell did | do wong?

Whatever it was, it had sure made a ness of the Spit party last night.
First of the season, and a total disaster. He had gone only because he
couldn't think of anything
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el se to do, had already seen the novies at the G obe Twin in tow, and
didn't want his buddies to think he was playing it big just because he
was | eaving the state in Septenber.

It was the usual thing: a fire in the concrete-rinmred pit for |ate night
war nt h and cooki ng, tended by whoever was dunmb enough to conme last. A
few parents drifting around and nostly keeping the three | og huts that
had no walls, just a roof and rough support beans, a raised floor with
picnic tables and chairs, no screens- protection fromthe el enents and

t he bugs was no fun at all. Mst of the kids dancing and hangi ng out and
checking the territory for the summer. Nearly thirty of them Under the
trees, in the shadows, looking like Indians in the early westerns he'd
seen on television. A tribe, he'd thought after about an hour; they were
a tribe, everybody know ng everybody else, all the dirt, nost of the
secrets, the stronger ones over here and the weaker ones over there, al
the wonen scattered and flirting |ike mad.

Except Bev.

She'd been with Thorny the whole tinme, and once the parents had gone,

| eaving the ol der kids ostensibly in charge, she had teased and wheedl ed
a nunber of theminto taking a swimeven though the | ake water was stil
spring-cold, and the spotlights M. Pitt had put in the trees by the
water still hadn't been turned on. Then she'd returned fromthe changi ng
hut in a bathing suit that had taken the voice fromthe party-a few
seconds of dunbfounded sil ence before the whispers, the catcalls, the
whi stl es, the charge for the narrow strip of sand they preferred to cal

t he beach.

She was practically naked.
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A string bikini. Black. So black the shadows seenmed to erase it

Thorny had grabbed her around the waist, hugged her, threw her in, but
not before she'd | ooked over the guy's shoulder, right at him and her
eyes said this was yours, you sonofabitch, | hope you choke.

" Bern?"

That's when he had | eft, wal king through the trees to the path that |ed
to the bridge. He'd | ooked down, then, at the creek the | ake fed, seeing
not hi ng, hearing nothing, getting angry enough al most to return,
changi ng his m nd when Nancy and two of her friends passed him She
didn't say anything, but her | ook said enough, and he was grateful to
her for going on, and for not | aughing.

A hand rapped his shoul der. "Bern!"

He | ooked around at Cheryl. "What?"



"Dory's ready to |eave.'
He nodded. "They here?"
"Yep."

"You gonna be careful ?"
She nodded.

"You gonna hit a hone run?"
"Three."

"Don't be greedy, Pint. Two.
"Ckay. Two."

She skipped to the door and stopped. "Watcha gonna do?"
He shrugged. "I don't know. Go to town, | guess."

She hesitated, then wal ked back and pulled a braid over her shoul der
She took his hand and put the braid init. "Walk me to the door."

He al nost refused. But there was a | ook about her
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eyes, a tired |l ook, wary, so he grinned and stood, and they hurried

t hrough the house to the front. He didn't ask her if anything was the
matter; he had heard it last night while he'd been trying to sleep-a
ni ght mare that had her whinpering. No one el se was awake. Hi s parents
had sl ept on, Nance hadn't stirred, and Dory coul dn't be wakened by a

full-blown war in the back yard

She' d stopped the nonent he'd decided to get up to see if there was
anyt hi ng he coul d do.

Five minutes later, he'd gotten up hinself.

"Are you sick?" she asked as he rel eased the braid and opened the screen
door.

"Who? Me? No."

"Dory says you are."

Once outside, he dropped onto the top step and stared at the station
wagon filled with chattering kids, waiting at the foot of the | awmn. Dory
gabbed wi th someone through the back w ndow.

"Well, I"'mnot," he said absently.

She said sonmething he didn't hear as he propped his el bows on his
t hi ghs, cupped his cheeks, stared at the | awn.

"Lovesi ck," she said.

"Huh?" He turned his head wi thout noving his hands. "Wat'd you say?"



"Dory said you were |ovesick. |Is that bad?"
I wll kill her, he decided; Dad can arrest me, but I'Il kill her.

Soneone call ed her nanme then, and she grinned at him leapt to the
ground and raced across the grass. There were cheers, shrieks, a honk of
a horn as the
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station wagon pulled away. He watched it take the curve and vani sh,
wat ched the sky and deci ded there would be rain tonight.

Perfect.
Absol utely perfect.
Just what he needed.

From where Marj stood, she could see the eastern side of the black rock
lurking in the trees |ike some poorly hidden, clumsy denon, and for no
reason at all renmenbered the day G enn had tried to show off for her and
had fallen on the trail. She hadn't screaned, hadn't been able to nove;
all she could do was watch himroll, bounce off a tree, roll again,
yelling and | aughing all the way, ending up flat on his back and staring
at the sun.

"Don't say it," he had told her breathlessly as she knelt beside him
"I'f you love ne, don't say it."

She hadn't, but she'd thought it: you goddamm jackass, you trying to
kill yourself, you jerk?

A door sl amred.

Slow y she turned and watched Ki m huff out of the house Marj was
supposed to be showi ng to a Pennsyl vani a couple. A ranch-style hone,
sitting on a natural |edge six feet above the road. The | edge was
several hundred yards | ong and supported ni ne houses, each separated
fromthe next by a dense wooded lot. This was the last inline, and it
was called, by all who knew it, the Lincoln Log place. It was, in fact,
made of logs conplete with the original bark especially sealed to keep
the insects and weather out, and it | ooked so perfect, so unreal, right
to the green-painted squat peaked roof, it

72
seened to have been pulled right out of a Lincoln Log can
None of the kids recognized the reference.

Al the adults did, and it pleased themto be able to know sonet hi ng
their children didn't.

The front yard had been | evel ed and seeded, blackstained railroad ties
formng a retaining wall broken in the center by uneven steps the
previ ous owner had put in hinself.

"I can't believe it," Kimsaid angrily, flicking something off the |ape



of her maroon suit jacket. "Jesus, | can't believe it."
"Which," Marj nmuttered, one hand w apped protectively across her stomach.
Kimflipped a di sgusted hand.

The prospective clients hadn't shown yet. They were over an hour |ate.
Al in all, a good thing, she thought, because she'd just returned from
t he next house up the road, using their tel ephone to call denn's

of fi ce-soneone had snashed in the sliding glass doors in back and had
ransacked the place. She had no idea what was m ssing, but there was no
possible way it could be shown now

Her husband had already |left; the dispatcher had pronmised to get himon
the radio.

And as she wondered for the fifth time in as many m nutes where he could
be, she heard the engine.

"When are you going to get that boy a new car?" Kimdemanded as it sped
up the road and skidded to a halt by the steps.

A enn was out before the dust had settled, his jacket and hat off. He
took the steps two at a tine and strode
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across the lawn toward them his left hand already out to take Marj's
el bow, his right armslightly crooked and close to his side-for his
right hand to grab his gun in case it was needed.

And she al nost wept when the first thing he said was, "Are you all right?"

Despite a resolve not to seem weak, she began to trenble, and he hugged
her quickly around the wai st, w nked when she assured hi m she wasn't
hurt, only unnerved, and wal ked with her behind Kimtoward t he back of
t he house.

"This is getting ridiculous,” Kimsaid over her shoulder. "Are we goi ng
to have to start putting guards out here now? My god." She was angry.
"Christ, am| going to have to start |ocking ny own doors?"

Marj said nothing. She knew better. Instead, she dropped a little behind
and watched as d enn stopped at the corner and | ooked at the smashed
doors, the overgrown yard, scanned the trees and forest floor. He nodded
once. His right armrelaxed. And Marj | eaned agai nst the house,
declining his invitation to go inside again.

"Ki m knows nore about what was in there than | do."

Hs smle was quick, understanding, and she folded her arns as she
waited, lightly rubbing her biceps, thinking about comng on the burglar
in the mddle of his act. What do burglars do when that happens? Do they
run? Shoot you? Hit you? Take you hostage? She'd heard enough stories to
know t hat nothing could be taken for granted anynore. If the guy was an
addi ct, she could have been dead; if the guy was an amateur, she could
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have been seriously hurt, or dead; if the guy was a pro, she never would



have seen him

She thought about what she had seen scrawl ed on the bedroomwall. In
red. At first she'd thought it blood. She hadn't stayed | ong enough to
find out.

After not nore than a nminute that seemed nore a day, she pushed away
fromthe house and wal ked toward Lake Road, toward the sun in the
treeless front yard.

It wasn't as warm as she' d hoped.

The front door opened. "Marj?"

A half turn. "Wat, KinP"

"One of us has to nake a statenment. You want to go?"

"Do | have to?"

"Hell no. 1'll doit. I'll be nore than glad to do it."

Kims tone was hard, alnost defiant; she was going to use this incident
to make the sane point she always did-at town nmeetings, in the
newspaper, every opportunity she could make if there wasn't one

ready- made: Hunter wasn't a snmall town anynore, and it needed nore than
a small town police force. That G enn agreed with her in principle nmade
no di fference-they hadn't gotten along fromthe first day they'd net.
Marj had decided it was a chemistry thing. denn told her the woman was
out of her effing m nd.

A few mnutes later, he came out, scribbling in a small notepad,
squinting, looking blindly at her and scribbling again. Wien he was
finished and the pad in his pocket, he wal ked over and jerked a thunb
over his shoul der.

"She wants to clean up in case those people cone."

Marj stared at the house. "She can't do that."
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"That's what | told her."

" And?"

"And she told me | didn't understand the politics of the situation."
Kim cane out then, cheeks slightly flushed. If she'd been wal king on a
floor, her heels would have sounded like gunfire. "I"Il meet you at your
office. Sheriff." And she stanped down the steps, swung into her car
sm | ed encouragenent, and sonehow pity, at Marj and sped

of f-deliberately fast.

"So," Marj said, "what did you say?"

"So | told her that the politics of the situation was, if she touched
just one piece of broken glass before Hacker Neil son got here for

pictures and stuff, | was going to haul her ass to jail for obstructing
justice.”



Marj stared at him "You didn't."

He nodded.

She didn't want to ask, but: "Wuld you?"

"Dam right. The worman's a basket case. Big frog in little pond, only
she doesn't know the pond is a | ake and there are w de-nout hed bass out
here that' |l eat her up before that tongue ... uh, before ..." He | ooked
at her helplessly. "I think | screwed that up."

She sniled. "Yeah, | think so."

"But you get the idea."

She did. And it was going to be hell at work for the next week or so
whil e Kimranted about |aw and order and justice and enforcenent, not
once mentioning his name, not daring to since Marj now owned nost of the

firm But it would be hell

He took her armas they started down the steps. "Besides, she's screw ng
Nat e Pi geon."
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"So?" She avoided his look. "It's her life."

"Hey, you knew that already?"

"Sure. He comes to the office sonetines, takes her to dinner."
"Right," he said sourly. "And I'Il bet | know who pays."

She wondered then if he'd seen it.

"The guy's no good," he said, boots crunching on the gravel shoul der
"They suit each other."

H s armwas steady, but there was sonething in his voice.

They stopped at her car, and he opened the door for her, glanced up at
the house as she slid in. The steering wheel was cold. She rubbed her
pal ms along it briskly.

"d enn?"

"Yeah, | sawit," he said quietly as he closed the door and pushed the

l ock down with his palm Then he | eaned over, one arm across the w ndow
wel | . "What do you make of it?"

| amthe Wy

"CGod, | don't know." Her hands were cold now and she rubbed them on her
t hi ghs. "Some religious thing?"

"You nmean like, 'l amthe Way and the Truth,' something |ike that?"

Her shrug was his answer. Then she grabbed her keys from her purse and
jamred one into the ignition



"Maybe, " he said, and shook his head slowy. "Mybe not."
She didn't care. The engine turned over. "Is it the same guy?"
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"As the others? | don't know that either." A finger rubbed under his
nose. "Could be. But there weren't nessages at the other places.”

She listened to the engine, stared over the hood. "Was it ... ?"
"No. Paint, | think."

It didn't reassure her.
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The hospital was a one-story H shaped structure on the far south side of
town, built on a | ow knoll above the creek that rushed out of the |ake.
In a setting deliberately park-1like, the red-brick building could have
been m staken for an office complex had it not been for the red-lettered
signs directing visitors to the energency room the adm nistration

bl ock, the mental health wing. It al nost seenmed unfair, Loretta thought,
to have such a pretty place be in such a pretty area. It ought to be
nore sterile. It ought to be nore

She sat on a bench beneath an oak tree that | ooked as old as she

suddenly felt, snoking, the hospital behind her, a short space of |awn
bet ween her and the pine trees that bl ocked her view of the road. Hugh
was in intensive care. Machines. Quiet nurses. The window to his room
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fromthe hall blinded with a curtain. The only thing the doctor would
tell her was that they were running tests, her husband wasn't about to
die as far as they could determ ne, and she was wasting her time here
because the nedi cation they were using would keep himout of it unti
the next norning. |If anything changed, they'd |l et her know at once.

"Why?" she'd asked him "He was only wal king, for god's sake. He al ways
wal ks. He's a fanatic about wal king."

The doctor-Donald MIrosse and too dammed young to know what he was
doing-only smled patiently and fal sely and gave her words, not answers,
until she'd had a belly full and left, the wood heels of her sandals
smacki ng the checkerboard tiled floor. A cigarette out of her purse and
i nto her hand before she was out of the building. A pudgy hennaed woman
in a puffy pink snock had cautioned her about snoking. Loretta had
stopped at the entrance, lit it, blew snoke as far as she could into the
| obby, and wal ked out si de.

And now that this one, the tenth, was finished, tasteless and burning
her throat, she ground it beneath her foot and stood. dared at the

bui | di ng- Hunter General, my sweet ass, it sounds |ike a goddam soap
opera for crying out loud. G ared at the sky daring to cover itself with
cl ouds, strode to her car and got in. Her blouse, white enough to accent
the onset of her tan, stuck coldly to her back; her tennis shorts clung



to her |egs danply.
She felt like a dog caught in the rain.

She felt like a mddl e-aged wormman about to becone a wi dow wi t hout having
been asked pernission

"Ch Christ, don't start," she told herself, and drove
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of f, seeing and hearing nothing until she turned onto Springwood Avenue
and deci ded she could use a cup of coffee.

Vorssen's was open, but there was plenty of roomat the curb. The street
was enpty. Sunday afternoon, all the stores closed in spite of the June
weekend, a bit of a breeze that sonmehow made her think the town the way
she saw it was nothing nore than an over-cute novie set.

A wi ndow table was free. She took it, ordered coffee fromthe cop's kid
and, as an afterthought, a sandwich, and lit a cigarette. \Wen the

cof fee cane, she sipped and stared out the wi ndow. Briefly seeing Hugh
in his bed, still strong-looking, still solid, as if he were playing a
gane, a trick, testing her for all those infidelities he had never, in
wor ds, ever accused her of. Whndering then if Nate was horny today. A
quick smle not at all shocked by the thought, and she glanced with

di sinterest around the room paying no attention to the well-dressed
couples, the chattering quartets, at the tables who knew not hi ng about
her, knew not hi ng about her husband, and so didn't give a dam.

The Erskine kid brought the sandw ch.

Loretta thanked her, stubbed out the cigarette, and reached again for
her cup.

"I amsorry," a softly deep voice said above her, "to hear of your trouble."

She al nost dropped the cup as she turned sharply, and swallowed. It was

a priest. He was lean and tall, conpl exi on somewhat swarthy, eyes and
short hair black, his youth still marked by a slight pudginess at his
cheeks.

When he sniled, she placed a hand agai nst her stomach.
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"I"'msorry," he said. "Did | startle you?"

She shook her head dunbly.

He held out a hand she took linply. "Reverend Zachi ah. Tom Zachi ah. 1'm
the new mnister over at Christ Church. On Bridge Street? The one whose

bells don't work?"

"Ch," was all she could say. "Unh, thank you."

The smile quickened to a grin and vani shed into concern. "I know I'm new
intown, and | frankly don't know if you're one of ny parishioners, but

if you need anything, just give ne a call." He touched her arm smled
agai n, and she watched as he returned to a tabl e near the back



Jesus, she thought, returning reluctantly to her lunch; god, what a waste.

And ten mnutes |ater, when a hand touched her shoul der, lightly, she
turned with a smle that brightened just a bit when she | ooked up at
Robbi e Sandera, hat in hand, sunglasses dangling fromhis breast pocket.

"How s your husband, M's. Frennel ?" he asked quietly.
Christ, she thought, why is everybody whispering?

"Ckay, all things considered," she told him glad he wasn't the priest,
and di sappointed. "It'll take a while, but he'll come around.”

He nodded. "Good. dad to hear it."

He wi nked support at her, slipped on his hat and left, stood on the
si dewal k and put on his sungl asses while he squinted up and down the
street and adjusted his belt. And nearly | aughed al oud. She was ri ght
behind himin the wi ndow He was posing for her and he knewit. Big
strong cop surveying the home territory, |ooking for the
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bad guys, wondering if he was misinterpreting the signals he thought she
was sendi ng.

Li ke hell; and he strode up the pavenent toward the office. He knew
exactly what she wanted, and it amused himto tease her once in a while.
But there was no way he was going to get involved with soneone |ike
that. She was a barracuda. Get himbetween her |egs and she'd chew his
throat out.

Besi des, he |iked Hugh too nuch.
And he wanted to keep his job.

Anot her check of the street, and he couldn't help a shiver at the

enptiness he saw. On a pleasantly cool June Sunday, with all the people

living here and the sumrer people already arriving, it should have been

nore crowded. Folks strolling, sitting on the benches in the park

sitting on the bank of the creek that split the town in half,

wi ndow shoppi ng, going out for Sunday di nner. Just hangi ng around. Just
doi ng not hi ng.

But there was no one around and he couldn't get over it, never had been
able to since the day he'd arrived fromPhilly. He'd thought then the
pl ace was a ghost town and that he'd nade a mi stake. Mnths later he
still hadn't been able to figure out small towns. Years later he'd
decided to stop trying.

At the corner a backfiring turned his head, and he saw a pi ckup nore
rust than wheels pull jerkily away fromthe curb. He frowned. It was
Trace. And before he realized what he was doing, he hurried to his
patrol car and got in, started it, crept around the corner and foll owed
the ol d man.

He had been surprised that Erskine hadn't followed up on what was an
obvi ous beating the old guy had taken
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but he figured denn knew what he was doing. He just couldn't get that
face out of his mind, the bruises, the bandage, the ook in Trace's eyes.

The radi o crackl ed.

Absently he grabbed the m ke and checked in, cocked his head, and said,
"Holy shit," to the air when the dispatcher was done.

He slowed as Trace turned left at the next intersection; he pulled over
to the curb in the shade of a willow and rested an el bow on the w ndow
wel | . He supposed that Erskine already knew, that CGorder woul d have
called himright away, as soon as the state cops had contacted the

of fice. He al so supposed that he hinself would be expected to start
patrolling the outer roads and | anes imredi ately, checking the

hi t chhi kers nore carefully, the abandoned farm buil di ngs, the cul verts
and drains; nmaybe he ought to take a ride around the farms thensel ves,
just to show the flag.

But he didn't want to.

Not until he was ordered.

In Philly he didn't really m nd chasing the hardcore types because he
wanted themthe hell off his streets, permanently, one way or the other
wi th, and sometines wthout, the courts and all their damed | awyers.

But this thing was different. This wasn't Phil adel phia. There were no
al l eys, no dark doorways, no slums, no river holes-there were only mles
of open fields and nmiles of woods and trails and paths and caves and

hills. Too many places for a nman to hide that a city boy couldn't even
begin to imagi ne.

"Three guesses," he whi spered as he drove off.
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"Three guesses where the bastard's gonna end up, and the first two don't
count."

He reached Trace's house just as the old man pulled the dying truck into
the driveway. Trace glared at him hands jamed in his pockets, and

stal ked over to the curb

"What ?" he demanded

Robbi e gl anced at the house and deci ded that straight out was the best
way to handle it. "Just got sone news about Jinmmy," he said. "Thought

you ought to know "

The old man's eyes showed hi m nothing. "Al ready heard,"” he said. "I got
a tel ephone, y'know. "

Robbi e nodded. "Yeah. Well, | just wanted you to know we'll be-"
"Shit," the old man said flatly. "You think you can what? Hel p?"
Robbi e nodded, already regretting his decision to stop

Trace spat air. "The fucker's a ghost. There ain't nothing you can do."



And he wal ked away, straight to the door he opened with two keys as the
dog inside grew hysterical in its barking.

Well, screw you, old man, Robbie thought as he left, tenper suddenly
hi gh, hands hard on the wheel. | hope the kid chokes you to death.

He braked too hard when he reached his slot in the parking | ot behind
the sheriff's office building, junped out too fast, hurried too
stiltedly around the corner to the front. Hell, let the sonofabitch's
grandson come wal tzing back home, waltz into that damed stinki ng house,
waltz all over the old man's stinking face. Screw him

At the door he paused, seeing the new preacher step
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out of Vorssen's and put his hands in his pockets. Robbie wondered if
maybe he ought to tell him about Jimmy Hale, convicted of matri cide,
patricide, |ocked away in a |loony bin since he was fourteen. Qut. Free.
Wal king the world as if he'd done nothing nore than rob a candy store.

Wl come to Hunter, Reverend Zachi ah, he thought, and put his hand on the
knob, | ooked over his shoul der when a car honked at him and coul dn't
help a grin when Loretta swept past, staring at him al nost daring him
to leap back in his cruiser and catch her for speeding.

And when the deputy only waved, Loretta swore her frustrati on and pushed
the car to sixty, ignoring the center |line, once sweeping onto the rocky
shoul der as if daring the trees to |l eap out and smash her. The brakes
screamed when she pulled into the driveway, and screanmed agai n when she
parked in the garage.

Then she sl anmed the door and stonped out to the | awn.

She was angry. Hell, she was furious. At Hugh for trying to pretend he
was twenty again, at the cop for | ooking down her blouse and doi ng
not hi ng about it, at the new mnister for being so dammed handsone and
so obviously not interested.

Shit on them she thought, and | ooked up at the house-at the fake Tudor
ti mbering, the overhangi ng second floor, the shrubs just so and
carefully trimred beneath the front wi ndows, the canted brick trim al ong
the brick wal k and around the circul ar garden areas Hugh had assured her
woul d grow flowers April to Cctober.
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There were no flowers in any of them now The ground was brown and bare.
"Shit," she said. "CGod dam."

She took one step to the front door, snapped her fingers and turned
around, to march across the road to the opposite shoul der without

| ooking out for traffic. Then she headed down for Nate's house, rounding
the corner to the back. There was no yard, just trees that needed

pruni ng, and underbrush that needed clearing, and a flagstone patio
whose seans were split with weeds.

She knocked on the back door, one foot tapping inpatiently, sunlight
slipping away as the clouds forned their cover



Pi geon answered a mnute later, and her nmood shifted to crafty delight
when hi s expression snapped from pl easure to synpathy and back, and his
mout h didn't know what the right words were.

"Yes," she said bitterly, roughly pushing inside before he could invite
her, "he's all right. No, they don't know what's wong. Yes, | would
love a drink. No, I don't know how I ong he'll be there."

She didn't | ook around as she veered into the tiny living room and
dropped onto the couch. She didn't chide him as she usually did, for

t he books and newspapers piled on the other chairs, piled on the hearth,
propped agai nst the walls because he hadn't gotten around to putting up
shel ves. Nor did she tease himabout the plates on the floor by the
couch, or the glasses, or the forks and knives.

"Loretta," he said, standing behind her, "are you sure this is w se?"

"Jesus," she said angrily. "I'mwith a friend, right?
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Christ, my old man's in the hospital, | need a friendly voice. \Wat the

hell's the matter with you?"

She | eaned her head back until she could see him upside down. And she
snmled as her |left hand parted her blouse and one finger rubbed the flat
above her breasts. "Ch," she said, "I get it. You re expecting someone,
ri ght?"

H s glance to the door told her the answer.

"That A lworth shit, am1 right again?"

"He's got noney," Nate told her defensively. "I can't turn himaway."

Her hand | eft her chest and poked himawkwardly in the stomach. "You
know, you' ve got to be the npbst inept dealer in the western world, no
ki ddi ng."

He shrugged. "It's not my living. | don't care."

"Good for you." The finger noved, traced his zipper, returned to her

bl ouse to open another button and run its nail along her skin. "Just
renmenber who your friends are, witer. Your real friends."

"Okay," he said nervously.

"Ckay," she mimcked. "Ckay. I"'mstill thirsty."

He nodded quickly and hurried into the kitchen, and she curled her
fingers up to look at her nails, pushed at her hair, finally slid onto
the floor, on her back, hands cupped behind her head, to stare at the
cei ling.

She heard hi m pause at the couch when he returned.

CGod, she thought; Hugh, you're a bastard

"He's only fifty-three, you know," she said, taking the offered glass as



he knelt beside her. "Son of a bitch.” She lifted her head, drank
sneered at herself when some of the liquor spilled onto her chest. "I
hate this place. | fucking hate this goddam pl ace."

88
She drank without tasting.
Nat e nodded as if he knew what the hell she was talking about.

"The fool is going to die and | eave ne al one out here," she said after
her second swallow. "He'd do that. He would, you know. He'd die and
| eave me the house and expect me to stay here because | |ove himso mnuch.

Nat e si pped. He sai d not hing.

"And you know what?" she said, reaching for his belt buckle, "I probably
will."

She grinned wi thout hunmor when she reached in and grabbed hi mand he
gasped. "The new preacher man is here," she said. "Let's pretend you're
the pope and I'ma nun."

"Jesus, Loretta," he said, hands shaking as he scrabbled at her bl ouse.

"\What ever," she said. "As long as you fuck ne."
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THREE

For the first tine in five years, Marj w shed she hadn't picked such
heavy furniture for the dining room Sideboard, china closet, serving
cart, table and chairs all seemed to belong in some stylish English
manor house, not in a ranbling home on a |lake in New Jersey. Usually she
enjoyed it, and the genteel elegance it signified; tonight, however, it
was oppressive. The dark walls were inexplicably darker, the snall
chandelier didn't cast nearly enough light, and the wi nd outside shook

t he wi ndows, casting nocking shadows, threatening rain that probably
woul dn't cone until m dnight.

Even then it wouldn't have been quite so bad if she were the only one in
a grey nood. But Bern only picked at his food, Dory and Cheryl had
fought sonetinme during the afternoon and weren't speaking to each other
Nancy-increasingly inpatient over a sunmer without a
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car-was put out because her father wouldn't |lend her the |last few
hundred dol |l ars she needed, and denn hadn't said two words to her since
wal king in five mnutes before eating.

She sat at her end, facing her husband, watching the trees through the
[iving roomw ndow. When a particularly strong gust made themall junp,
she said, "You know, we could all take turns at the oven."

@ enn | ooked up fromhis plate, puzzled.

Her hands spread. "Well, if we're all going to kill ourselves over
somet hing or other, don't you think we ought to have some ki nd of plan?"



"Dory goes first," Cheryl grunbled.

A enn blinked slowy before his lips finally found their way to a brief
apol ogetic smle. "W could lock Bern in the basenment," he suggested.
"Let the spiders nibble himto death."

Nancy appl auded. Once.
Bern sai d not hi ng.

"My god," Marj said, "whatever this is all about, it can't be the end of
the world."

"You al ready have a car," Nancy said, pouting.

"You will too, in a few weeks," her father reni nded her w thout scol ding.

Nancy rolled her eyes and said glumy, "The sunmer'|| be al nost over."
Then Cheryl accused Dory of deliberately spiking her while sliding into
second base, which Dory countered by lifting a foot to show the sneaker

she wore. Cheryl protested it was the thought, not the equipnent.

And Marj relaxed. This, while not Disney sweet, was nore like it, nore
like home. At |east they were talking,
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the arguments finally subsiding into hal f-baked jokes, as she knew t hey
woul d, under the weight of curiosity about what they called her
adventure at the Lincoln Log house. She told them again, what she had
seen-t hough not the words on the wall-and G enn answered their dozen
guestions as best he could. By the tinme dessert had been cleared away,

t he usual Sunday ni ght rights had begun-who woul d wat ch what on TV, who
would listen to the stereo, who could play outside for how | ong even

t hough the next day was a school day.

"Mother," Dory said patiently, "school is over, for heaven's sake."
"School is over on Wednesday."

"We only have a hal f-day tonorrow "

"So enjoy it after a good night's sleep.”

Dory squeaked. "Sleep? Bed at nine?"

Marj kept a straight face. "But of course. It's a new rule your father
and | decided on this afternoon.”

d enn hastily pushed his chair back, coffee cup in hand. "Gotta do the
di shes," he said, grinning as Dory followed himloudly into the kitchen

Bern had already left for his hamobck on the porch, and Marj was | eft
wi th Nancy when Cheryl raced for the dock, bread and fishing line in
hand, declaring open season on Dory's record, set |ast year

"It isn't fair, Mom" Nancy said glumy



"You had a deal ."

"Yeah, but six weeks? What's six weeks?"

"Six weeks wasn't part of the deal."

"God," Nancy said. "You guys ought to be in the unions, you know that?
God!" The hall tel ephone rang. She ran out of the room ran back and
said, "I'lIl take it
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upstairs, okay? Ckay.'
breath to answer.

And was gone again before Marj could find the

The back door sl anmed-Dory gone to nope in the yard.

She sighed, |eaned back, closed her eyes when she felt denn's hand rest
on her shoul ders and begi n a nassage.

"Jimy Hal e got out yesterday," he said.

She stiffened. "Inpossible. "

H s hands kept working. "That's what | said. Seens his |lawers found a
fewirregularities, and his tinme served and their appeal convinced the
judge he could be trusted on bail."

"Where is he?"

"I don't know. No one does. That's why they called us."

In the dark of her closed eyes she tried to renenber what the boy | ooked
like, and failed. Only a vague sense of youth, and an inmage of the
crowbar he'd used to bludgeon his parents to death. Although she didn't
want to, she shivered, and denn's arnms encircled her, holding her

agai nst the chair while his cheek rested agai nst hers.

"It's a bitch," he said.

"Are you worried?"

"No." Sinmple. Truthful, as far as she could tell. "I just wi sh we had
nore nen."
She nmade no comment. He'd been yelling, literally in sone cases, for a

larger force for three years. Hunter's popul ati on expl osion had | eft
them al |l astounded, and the opposing factions had, to date, been too

i nvol ved with stabbing each other in front and back to do anythi ng but
make token inprovenents they could use
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against their political enem es. She knew that the four rookies he
expected weren't going to be enough

"\What about ne?" she asked then, letting himlift her fromthe chair and
gui de her into the front room where she stayed at the arch while he
crossed the carpet.



"\What about you?"
"The house, denn."

He shrugged as he dropped into his chair. "Nothing there. Just like the
others. Far as Kimcan tell, nothing was taken, just busted up."

She rubbed her arms, held her elbows in her palnms. "I don't like it."
"I know, sweetheart, but we're limted here, you know that."

t he \Way

She | eaned a shoul der agai nst the wall.

"A dozen nen," he said, his face turned toward the wi ndow "I could use
a dozen nore nen to do things right."

"Wul d that catch the man who wecked that house?"
"You never know. "
Jimy Hal e.

"Jesus," she said, dropping onto the couch. "Wuld a hundred nen do it?"

He | ooked at her then, w thout expression. "No. But it would help if you
didn't sell so nuch property."” H's smle was quick; she barely sawit.

"I have a living to make," she answered sharply.

"And a town to kill," he said, turning away to the w ndow.

She | ooked down at her hands; they were fists.
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Unexpected |ightning washed the room of col or; she stood and marched to
the front door, slamed it open and screaned at Cheryl to get away from
the water, though she knew the warni ng was superfluous; Cheryl was
already racing for the house. She glared at Bern in the hanmock, daring
himto say anything smart. Then she marched back to the |iving room and
sai d, "How dare you."

@ enn only stared.

Thunder echoed distantly.

She could feel it, tried to hold it back, but the words i amthe Way and

the cabin the Way and the clients who never showed i am on overwhel ned
her and underscored G enn's apparent indifference.

She coul d feel herself breathing as if she'd just sprinted around the | ake.

The wi nd creaked open the screen door, and slamed it shut again.
"How dare you, d enn Erskine."

H s face was inpassive, and that snapped the chain.



"I don't have to remnd you," she said tightly, "whose idea this selling

busi ness was. | don't have to remind you that it's ny career whether you
like it or not! | don't have to rem nd you that the reason our children
can go to college sure as hell isn't your sheriff's salary." Her voice

rose. Her cheeks flushed and warned.

Stop, she warned; for god' s sake, stop

She couldn't.

"I"mas good at what | do as you are at what you do, goddamit, and
don't you dare blame nme for this goddamm town's shortsighted, fatheaded
politicians!"

"One house at a tine, maybe," he said evenly.
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"Hawkwood, on the other hand, is going to drop one hundred fanilies
mnimminm lap in less than a year. You want ne to work double shifts
and Christnmas too?"

She felt her left hand grope blindly at her side for sonething to throw
she felt a burning in her eyes; she felt a burning in her stomach, and

she knew that if she didn't | eave soon she was going to throw up

"You already do," she said. "Half the time you already do and you don't
even know it."

"Then tell the dammed council that | need nore than four nen," he said,
still evenly, still staring. "You have nore influence on themthan | do.
Qovi ously. "

Bern came in with Cheryl on his back. They puffed and | aughed into the
living room and swung right out again when Bern said, "Oops, sorry." He
carried his sister upstairs.

G enn didn't nove.

Marj waited for an inhalation that didn't stab her. "If you want ne to
quit, just say so."

"Do you want to?"

"No. "

"Whul d you?"

She shook her head, and felt dizzy.

"Then why should |I? Just so you can tell me no?"
"You really are a bastard, aren't you?"

He turned away, to the w ndow agai n.

The tel ephone rang. She | ooked at it, not six feet away on a small table
in the hall.

"It's probably for you, Watt Earp," she said bitterly, and wal ked into



the kitchen, out the back door to the porch, and picked up a | awn chair
that she threw into the yard. Dory, sitting on a swing and watching the w nd
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whip the trees, gaped until Marj snapped at her to get inside before the
st or m br oke.

"But Mom "

"Damit, Doreen, do as you're told!"

And when she was alone, feeling not at all guilty at the | ook she was
gi ven as her daughter passed by fearfully, she wondered what el se she
could throw. But there was nothing left on the back porch but two nore
chairs, and they weren't heavy enough to be satisfying.

How dare hel

How dare hel

The door opened.

G enn stood on the threshol d.

"I"'msorry," he said.

She nodded.

"Really. I'msorry."

She nodded agai n.

The door cl osed.

And on the wind that charged down the hill and sl apped her face danply,
she heard the sound of a baby crying. Crying in an enpty crib.
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The dream when it cones ..

is the sound of a large bell pealing only once, and once again, in
the four-spired tower of a church nade of stone, huge greystone bl ocks
slowy turning age-green and huge panel ed doors and the pervasi on of
i ncense that clings to the rows of enpty polished pews and the arches of
stained glass and the granite baptismal font and the cl othes of the
people who file silently down the center aisle, not |ooking at their
nei ghbors, not |ooking at their children, looking only at the tall nman
standing and waiting on the other side of the altar rail, the tall man
in white with the chalice in his hand ..

is the sound of a church bell that peals in its tower and causes the
rafters to trenble and the walls to shift and | oosen pal e dust that
falls in a slow shower to the shoul ders of the people who kneel at the
railing and wait for the Word whil e Conmuni on candl es spark and the
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flames cast their shadows and soneone's shadow at the entrance stands in
shadow, in the dark the candl es and the sun cannot reach, the dark that
craw s in waves beneath the doors and slips down the aisle and slips

into the pews and into the pages of red-bound books of prayers and hymms ..

I am...

is the sound of the voice of the tall man in white who gl ances up at
the tower as he holds up the chalice, and | ooks down the aisle to the
shadow standing in back, to the dark in the aisle, to the dark on the
heel s of the people kneeling before him to the pul pit where the shadow
nmoves as he watches the dark, to the book the shadow opens, the soft
rustling of thin pages, to the words the shadow nouths that cling to the
dark air as the bell peals again and the tower tips to one side and the
people leap slowy, too slowy, to their feet and begin to

run ...

I amthe Vay ..

is the sound of the calling bell in the tower in the church, and in
the hallway by the kitchen, and on the night table by the bed, and in
the corridor outside the roomwhere the sick lie and are dying; one
strike, and there are echoes that cause the lake to rise, that send the
deer fleeing, that cause a bear to bellow, that knock a sparrow fromits
ni ght perch to the road where it bleeds ..
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one strike ...

and silence ...

the sound of a church bell the church no | onger has ..
100 Charles L. G ant
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ONE

The water had been cold, then cool, now warm except when he kicked his
feet and it splashed high to his shins.

The sun had been warm then warner, now hot, except when one of the
small drifting clouds blocked it for a nonent and |l et the breeze do its
wor k.

Across the cove, on the beach at the tip of the Spit, he could see pale
bl ot ches that were a handful of bathers, splashing, yelling, sw nm ng
out to the floating red platformanchored thirty yards from shore.

Di ving contests, pushing and shoving, the occasional halfhearted whistle
froma lifeguard. And around the | ake at various points, other sw mrers,
cries floating on the air; a small sailboat dead in the water; a canoe
with an electric motor carrying a man and woman beneath a big unbrella.

He sat on the edge of the dock, boots and socks
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behind him grey trousers rolled up to his knees. Hi s shirt was open to
the middle of his chest. H s hat was beside him And he wondered, if he
took off the rest of his clothes, he might just slip under the surface

and live the rest of his life as a fish. Then all he'd have to worry
about was one of the kids catching him giggling, and throw ng hi mback

" Daddy! "

| mredi ately, his shoul ders hunched as he braced hinself for the body
that slamed into his back and the arns that |ocked tightly around his
neck. He gasped loudly, comcally, and made a great show of not tunbling
head first into the water as Cheryl plopped down beside him breathless
and grinning. Her hair was unbraided, her jeans clean, her pullover

bl ouse touched with ruffles and pink, uncharacteristic and a concession
to her mother, just this once.

The school bus chugged away, and for a nmonent the air was stained by the
stench of exhaust.

"Well," denn said, squinting at the sparks of sun on the water, "if
this is Wdnesday, it's done at last."

She nodded vi gorously and appl auded. "No nore teachers, no nore books."
"No nore honmeworKk. "

She appl auded.

"No nore boys."

"Da-ad!"

"Nothing to do all summer but help your poor little sister clean the
house and cook the neals and all kinds of good stuff like that."

She punched his arm
"Rough life," he said. H's hands braced on the dock
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and he lifted himself up, kicked the water, felt his arns begin to
trenbl e before he settled again.

She copied him swung back and forth between her arnms, and said, "I'm
going to practice all sumrer, you know. Every day. By the tine | get to
hi gh school, they won't be able to stop nme fromgetting on the team"
"No ki ddi ng? Then what ?"

"Then | try out for the Braves."

He stared at her. "\Wat? The Atlanta Braves? Wiy not the Yankees, or the
Dodgers, or the Mets?"

"Because," she said, matter-of-factly, "the Braves need all the help
they can get."



"I see." He rubbed his chin, scratched a cheek. "Then | guess you'll be
in training. Jogging around the | ake and things like that."

"Daddy, |I'mnot jogging all the way around the | ake. That's too far."

"Too far?" He | ooked at her, shocked and dismayed. "Don't be silly,
child. That's barely a stroll in the park, for god' s sake. Wy, when
was a boy, | used to walk three mles to school every day and not even
work up a decent sweat."

Her expression doubted him

"No kidding." He crossed his heart.

"I thought it was two miles," she said.

"I moved when | was a junior."

She hit himagain before lifting her face to the sun and sighing. He

| ooked down at her, holding his smle though he saw the dark skin under
her eyes, the way her skin had begun to grow taut over her cheeks. She
was aware of his attention; he could see the shifting under her eyelids.
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"Why aren't you at work?" she wanted to know, turning like a sunflower
blindly followi ng the bright light.

"It got alittle crazy. | decided to have lunch at hone."
"I's Mommy home?"
He shook his head. "No."

Her face returned to him eyes still closed. She stuck out her tongue,
and he | aughed, shoved her gently, and wi shed the child could help him
find a way to apologize, to tell Marj how sorry he was, truly sorry, for
speaking his mind w thout thinking how nuch he would hurt her. Since
Sunday, life at home had been the electric mnute before a thunderstorm
wi thout the wind, just the tension. Their bed had been cold, their neals
filled with chatter and | aughs which woul d have di ed, he knew, had they
di ned al one.

He had been an idiot while being truthful, and there was no way that he
could see to ease the injury wi thout scarring.

And at night there was Cheryl .

One eye opened. "You were waiting for nme," she said, not quite accusing,
not quite asking.

He nodded, then reached for his hat and dropped it on her head. The
shadow beneath the brimonly made her eyes darker

"I didn't nean to wake you |l ast night."

"It's all right," he said.

"Momy was nad. "



"She wasn't nmad," he contradicted gently. "She's just having a bad tine
at work. There's a lot to do and not enough hours in the day to do it.
It nakes her crazy sometines."”
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"Li ke you." She grinned.

"Yep. Like ne."

A famly of ducks floated out of the cove right to left, silhouettes in
the sun's reflection. Male, female, four ducklings. They didn't neke a
sound. And Cheryl didn't call themas she usually did.

He saw it then, was ready for it-a feverish red slowy spreadi ng across
her cheeks, the tears filling her eyes, the catch in her breathing, and
when he lifted an arm she cuddl ed against his side, silently, not
nmovi ng when he lifted his hat and lay it on the dock behind them

"Tell me," he whispered.

She squirmed as if trying to burrow inside his shirt.
"Pint," he said quietly.

"I"'ma pretty big girl,"” was all she would say.

"I know that, sweetheart. But even big girls sonetimes have a bad ni ght
now and then."

He felt the danpness on his side.

She squirnmed again and put her armas far as it could go around his back
"Pint. Cron. It's all right. \Wat?"

"Somet hi ng bad, Daddy," she said at |last, voice muffled in his shirt.

"I know. | could tell."

And he watched the water, the swimrers, the sailboat finally nmoving, as
she told himin gul ps and sobs about a bell she had heard and a church
she had seen and what she thought had been a man standi ng by the doors
and what she thought the man had said.

He held her tightly, free hand pulling a handkerchief fromhis hip
pocket so she could blot her eyes, blow her nose. It was no surprise
that sooner or |ater her
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ni ght mares woul d touch on a church, on a preacher. For reasons he'd
never been able to understand, clerics in black unnerved her. Spooked

her. Wen she'd been nuch younger, she'd called them bl ack ghosts.

"Pint," he said quietly, "did your nother tell you about the Lincoln Log
house?"

She shook her head.



"Are you sure? About what happened on Sunday?"
"Daddy." A plea.

He stared at the water and decided the girl had heard it-1 amthe
Way-from one of her friends.

A yawn that made her jaw pop, and he asked her when the dreanms had
started. She only said, "Along time ago," and al nost cried again.

"Hush," he whispered into the warmh of her hair. "Hush, the sun's out
now." He explained that it was only a dream dreanms aren't |ike sticks
and stones, and she told himthat she knew that, she wasn't a baby, but
it was scary, Daddy, and she was afraid.

"I think you watch too nany novies," he told her, giving her a quick hug.

"Daddy, they're only nmovies. I'mnot silly like Dory. She thinks they're
real ."

"I believe you, Pint, but sonetimes they can get to you anyway." He
hesitated. "I know they get to ne."

It didn't work. She didn't say, really, Daddy, you get scared too?
I nstead she shaded her eyes, pulled away, and gave hi m wordl ess rebuke.

"Dreans," he said.
Her shoul ders hunched; she kicked at the water

He took a slow breath, not sure if she would really understand.
"Dreans," he said again. "There's this
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thing in your brain," he tapped her head lightly, "that's called the
subconsci ous. Wen you sleep, and if you have probl ens-boys, baseball
teachers, | don't know, problens-your subconscious tries to work things
out for you. You get dreams."” He blew out softly. "It's Iike working out
arithmetic on the bl ackboard. Your brain's |ooking for an answer."

Her head turned, and she squinted at him "I don't have any problens,"
she said. "I'm happy. So why don't | have happy dreans?"

W thout an inmedi ate answer, knowi ng he was |ost, he whispered, "He
can't get you, you know, " and gathered her back to him rocking her
bl i nded by the sun.

"1 know. "

A | ong nonent .

"Then why are you so scared?"

" Somet hi ng bad. "

"Yes."

She shook her head. "No, Daddy, sonething bad's comng."



"The man? You think he's comng to get you?"

Jimy Hal e.
- "No."
Vo
"Daddy, no!"

He took a long breath. Threatening guys in dreamnms, guys under the bed,
guys hiding in the closet, those he could deal with. This was sonethi ng
different.

"Somet hing bad comi ng," she repeated. "Just ... sonething bad."

Hale. Damit, it had to be. He'd said nothing about the man at hone, but
he i magi ned the kids had heard
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stories anyway fromtheir friends. Hunter was big enough for plenty of
secrets, yet still small enough for sone of themto be conmmn know edge.
On the other hand, unlike nmany of the other cases he'd worked on and
told his fam |y about, there had been no pressing for specifics, no

t heori es vol unteered, no punishnments described in giggling detail

Curi ous.
Unl ess, truly, they didn't know.

"Pint," he said when she said nothing nore, "sonething bad's al ways

com ng around here when sunmer comes, you know that." You sound like a
jerk, he thought. "People drink too nmuch, sonmeone gets in trouble in the
water-it always happens when the sumrer people cone. C nmon, sweetheart,
you know that."

She nopped her face with the handkerchi ef and handed it back. "No."

"It's just a dream silly."
"I know that," she snapped, and got to her feet, forced himto | ook up
The tears were gone; she |ooked too old. "You just ask Dory. She knows
it too."

She was gone before he could stop her, running up to the road, across
the lawn and around the corner of the house. He stared after her
frowning, trying to renenber if he'd heard Dory noaning in her sleep as
wel I, knowing full well he hadn't. And that bothered him H s children
wer e having ni ght-troubles, and he hadn't been aware. He shoul d have
been. He was their father. He was supposed to know these things and
provi de protection, and answers.

But no matter what Cheryl said, he also knew that the nightmares had to
have been sparked by sonething, and
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nost |ikely one of the novies she'd seen on TV. Sonetinmes, though he



knew the filnms had been sliced to near inconprehensibility by the
censors, something passed through-a scene, a character, a stray shot of
a | onesome nmeadowthat for no | ogical reason bothered her. She thought
nmonsters were silly, and she knew many of the tricks used to create them

It was the fog.
It was the full noon.

It was the sound of footsteps on the road that nost often trapped her
i magi nation in the dark of the night.

But Dory too?

He swung around on his buttocks and wapped his arnms around his knees,
letting the sun dry his feet while he stared at the house. This, he

t hought glumy, is just what | need. The first thing that norning, even
before he'd sat down, he'd been told that the nunber of parttinme sunmer
cops he'd asked for had been cut by one-third. An hour |ater, CGorder had
told himthat one of the night shift patrolmen had nearly shot the new
m ni ster, who'd been out wal king in the noonlight, the air conditioning
in the rectory making the house too warmfor sleep. Then, as he was
preparing to | eave for home for lunch, KimRaddock had come in, hauling
a clipboard and a petition that denanded better protection fromthe
police force for a conmunity that was being ravaged by a mani ac. She
didn't nention that she had been the one who had found the bodies Hale
had | eft behi nd.

"Mani acs kill people, Kim" he'd said as neutrally as he could. "They
don't break wi ndows and steal twenty bucks and cheap rings."
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"The principle," she'd answered primy, "is the sane.”

Gorder had sni cker ed.

He had held his tongue, determined not to get into another argument.

As he pulled on socks and boots, he realized he had to deal with both

t he younger children, not just one. Cheryl's restless nights were no
doubt feeding Dory's, whose roomwas next to hers. If this keeps up, he
t hought as he headed for the house, buttoning his shirt, we're all going
to be zonbies, for crying out |oud.

On the porch he | ooked right, to Bern sprawled in t-shirt and cutoffs on
t he rope hamock strung fromwall to corner post. "You," he said, "are
going to turn into a waffle iron if you stay there all sumer."

"Just waiting for the guys,” his son answered, not opening his eyes.

A enn nodded, paused in opening the door, and said, "Are you having
troubl e sl eepi ng these days?"

Bern lifted his head. "Nope."
"Any weird dreans?"

"Only that | get stuck here for the rest of ny life, that's all,"” the
boy answered sourly.



d enn propped the screen door open with his boot. "Y know, when | was
your age-"

"Aw, Dad, please."

"-1 wouldn't waste a mnute getting to the beach."

"I hate sw nmng."

"Who sai d anything about swi mm ng? There were girls there, my boy.
Grls. You remenber them don't you? Grls. In bathing suits. Trying to
get a tan. Just dying for
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nmy big strong hands to put that cool lotion on their backs."

Bern rai sed an eyebrow. "They had suntan lotion then?"

"No," he said. "W would come down out of the trees and crush grass with
rocks and make nmush out of it." He let the door go, wal ked over, tipped
his son fromthe hamock. "Go," he ordered as Bern | aughed hinself to
his feet. "Find a girl. Find a rock. Find sonme grass. Just get the hel

off this porch before | give you a job."

Bern screanmed and vaulted the railing, |ooked back, screaned again, and
ducked into the garage that was under his bedroom

d enn shook his head slowy, renenbering his own father's reluctance to
say anything to him about wonen, about sex; there certainly wasn't any

of the kidding he and Bern got thenselves into. That woul d have been ..
he | et the door slambehind him... hell, there was no 'woul d have been’
about it. It was just out of the question

The tel ephone rang.

As he picked up the receiver, Dory raced down the stairs two at a tine.

"Dad!" she cried. "Dad, she's here! Aunt Susan's here!"

And Robbi e Sandera said in his ear, "Boss, you'd better get down here
Soneone saw Jimmy Hale."

"Shit," he said. "Be right there."
He left the house at a trot, ignored the ow white car pulling up on the

shoul der, and swerved left toward the driveway just as Bern cane out of
t he garage, wi ping his
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hands on his shorts. "Bern," he said wi thout stopping, "stick around
until | call fromthe office."

n W]y?ll

A stern | ook brought hima quick obedi ent wave, and he nodded back
brusquely as he slid into his car and backed out onto the road the
i nstant the engi ne stopped coughing and caught. Dory called him Cheryl



shri eked around the far side of the house. But he didn't stop, didn't

sl ow down, managed only a glinpse of the woman half in and half out of
the white car-curly dark hair, bare midriff, short legs. He didn't need
to see any nore-the large dark eyes, the round cheeks, the round bosom
hips to match and nmade to hold while dancing. He didn't want to see any
nore. Not now. Not until she talked to himand he tried to sense what
she want ed.

The road swng |l eft and he sl owed, swearing as he neared the high arch
of the narrow stone bridge. It had been built before the Gvil War, was
now being repaired by a crew of roadmen who seenmed to spend nost of
their time standi ng around shaki ng their heads. One of them waved as he
passed; the others only watched, cigarettes in their nouths, shirts off,
skin tanned and dirty. He acknow edged themw th a spare nod, sped up
again, and took the next right turn behind a spiraling plune of dust.
Muttering to the wheel. Scowling. Hoping to hell the sighting hadn't
been in town, praying that Bern would stick around until he was sure

t here was not hi ng sonething bad to worry about.

As the car straightened, fishtailed, straightened again, he saw a bl ur
on his left, a girl in pink on a bicycle, and a check of the rear view
m rror showed hi m Nancy,
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pedal i ng up Lake Road. He al nost stopped, had a foot on the brake, then
changed his mnd and went on

He was worryi ng about not hing.
There were thousands of people in Hunter, especially now.

What he needed to do was keep his mnd on his driving before he ran up a
tree and ended up with Hugh, in Intensive Care, sucking air through a
tube while Marj stood by and wept and watched the machi nes do his breathing.

Pl ease, he prayed as he ran the first stop sign; please, let it be
Gorder and one of his damed UFGCs.

Nancy straddl ed the bi ke and | ooked anxi ously over her shoul der, saw the
brake lights on her father's car wink on, wink off, and she let out a

sl ow shuddering breath in relief. At the sane time, she wondered why he
was in such a hurry that he didn't even wave. An accident, probably;

that was about the only excitenent Hunter ever had, probably sone dunb
tourist who' d stopped in the mddle of the road just because he'd seen a
deer or a woodchuck

What ever it was, she was grateful. At |east she wouldn't have to explain
why she wasn't at work.

Because, she'd have to tell him that asshol e Vorssen pinched ny ass in
the kitchen and | slapped himand he fired nme, that's why, okay?

And if she told hi mthat, Enmnuel Vorssen would be in one of the
basement cells, battered and hal f dead, before he could even think the
word "l awyer."
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But | amnot going to cry, she told herself as she pedal ed on toward the



ball field; I amnot going to cry.

Why shoul d she? After all, she'd just |ost every chance she'd ever get
to have her own car, and she'd slapped the fat face of a town counci
menber, and she'd screanmed enough obscenities as she'd stornmed out of
the restaurant to provide dessert for every town in the county. Wy
shoul d she cry? Just because that sonofabitch had cone up behind her

aski ng her about sonething or other, she couldn't tell, his voice was
too I ow, and the next thing she knew she felt his pal mon her buttock
She' d been too surprised to say anything until, evidently convinced she

didn't mnd, he'd pinched her. No thought was required-she'd whirled
around and sl apped him Wen his fat-Iipped mouth dropped open, she
sl apped hi m agai n and shoved hi m away, tore off her apron and wal ked out.

He cane to the kitchen door just as she rounded the counter; he called
her a whore. No. He yelled it. And fifty heads turned in astonishment.
That's when she'd lost it. \When every gutter word she'd ever heard

whi pped at hi mover her shoulder, at the top of her voice.

And when he yelled, "Slut!" she was at the door. Frozen in rage. Turning
so slowy she could see herself turn, reach over the head of a kid
sitting at the near table, and grab a salt shaker she threw wi thout
bothering to take aim

She thought the man had ducked. She didn't know. She was outside and
runni ng, vision snmeared, cursing her street clothes still back in her

| ocker. Looking like a total idiot, grabbing her bike and racing off in
a short pink
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dress that was too damed tight anyway, and too dammed revealing, and
t oo dammed bad because now she'd blown it. Everything. The car. Her
life. Never again able to show her face in town w thout having people
| ook at her, point at her, whisper about her behind her back

"Shit," she whispered.
And cried anyway.

Until she reached the field, heard the voices, and stopped, sw ping at
her face with the backs of her hands, w shing she had a tissue, sniffing
and tossing her head until she felt she'd be able to pass and not have
anyone see her so upset and ask a bunch of stupid questions which she'd
have to lie to answer. O course, it would be easier to take the short
route honme, but her sisters would be there, probably Bern too, and the
one thing she didn't want was a fanmily investigation. Wat she needed
was a little time to herself, to figure out what she was going to say to
her father when he found out what happened.

And he woul d.

Oh Jesus, he woul d.

She wal ked the bike, keeping it between her and the field as it opened
to her on the right. There was a ganme on the cl osest di anond, maybe a
dozen guys all together, and a handful sitting on the bench behind a

t hree-si ded cage that franmed hone plate.

She st opped.



In spite of her resolve to keep noving, she stopped, and she stared.

Thorny and four others were on the bench, nudgi ng each other, watching
t he gane. But behind them stood a
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sl ender young man in a white t-shirt and jeans who, she knew, was a
shade shorter than she, with tight black hair, a perpetually pale face,
and the darkest blue eyes she had ever seen in her life. Ri ght now he
wor e sungl asses, and fromthe angle of his head she knew he was | ooki ng
at her.

OCh ny god, she thought; oh my god, he's hone.
Brady Jones was honme, and he was | ooking right at her.

Her left hand fluttered over her chest, |ooking for sonething to snooth
down, straighten, put back into place, while her right hand al nost | ost
its grip on the bicycle's seat. She funmbled for it, lost it, recovered
it with a curse, and when she | ooked up again, he waved.

She waved back, and the bike fell

"Dam, " she said, and instead of picking the bike up, she kicked at it,
swore again, and wanted nothing nore than to be able to raise it over
her head and toss it into the |ake.

O course. Wiy not? Brady Jones cones home all the way from UCLA, sees
her, and not only is she a horror fromcrying, she's naking an ass of
hersel f by playing ganes with a stupid bike. O course. Wy not?

Then Thorny saw her and waved, and at the sane tine Brady picked a bat
up fromthe ground and m nmed bashing Alwrth's head with it, once,
twice, three times, and four, making her cover her nmouth to stop the

| augh. When Thorny suddenly | ooked up, the bat was on Brady's shoul der
He stood and said somet hing Nancy couldn't hear, Brady shrugged, Thorny
st epped over the bench and sai d sonething el se.

Jeez, she thought, and couldn't turn away when Brady
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dropped the bat and dusted his hands against his jeans, spread his arns
i nnocently when Thorny said something el se and shoved his shoul der
Shoved it a second tinme. Had his hand out to do it again when Brady took
one step forward, placed a pal magainst Thorny's chest, and pushed him
backward until the bench caught the back of his knees. He went over,
flailing, and | anded on his runp. Brady stepped over the bench, |ooked
down, lifted his sunglasses, dropped them and shook one of the other

ki d's hands before wal ki ng away.

Toward her.
Standing like a conplete total jerk in a waitress outfit in the dust.
"H!" he said.

She smled. "H!"



"You goddamm shithead!" Thorny shout ed.

Wt hout asking, Brady picked up the bi ke and started wal ki ng, forcing
her to walk with him "You know," he said, "I don't want to sound |ike
I'"ma snob or anything, but that guy's too stupid to live, you know what
I mean?" He flipped up his sungl asses, stared at her, flipped them down.
"I think I've sort of come at the wong tine, huh?"

She al nost said yes.
"No," she told him "I just got fired, that's all."
"“No ki ddi ng?"

"I wish |l were," she said nmiserably. "Now |I' m never gonna get ny car."
"No sweat," he said. "You just call ne, 1'Il be your chauffeur, okay?"
He | aughed. "Good old Thornton will kill ne." Then, suddenly, he
stopped. "Ch. Hey. God,
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Nance, hey, you two aren't ... | nean, Jesus, | haven't ..." He started
wal ki ng again. "Ch hell."

At first she didn't know what he was tal king about. And when she figured
it out, she couldn't believe it: he thought she and the jerk were going
together, and it actually seenmed to matter. GCh god, she thought; oh god.
And it was all she could do not to clanp a hand to her chest to keep her
heart frompounding its way free. It was stupid. She was stupid. Things
like this just didn't happen to her. It was crazy. She was going on a
seni or, Brady was going on a sophonore, and he was studyi ng bi ol ogy or
something like that. Wiat the hell is he doing, walking along like this,
talking like they were old friends when they barely knew each ot her even
before he went off to college, and if she didn't stop thinking and say
somet hi ng qui ck, he was going to think she'd gone retarded or sonething.

"No," she said, and caught a sob when her voi ce squeaked.

"I"'msorry. | didn't nean-"

"No," she repeated quickly, a quick shake of her head. "I nean, we're
not together or anything. |I mean, he thinks we are, but we're not. No."
She shook her head. "No. W're not, | nmean. Going together. Ever."

Pl ease God, she prayed then, strike ne dead, now
A full mnute passed before he said, "Good."
He stopped, exanined the bike, and said, "Do you think two people can

fit on this thing? | nmean, if we keep walking this way, it'll be
tomorrow before we get to your house, and your father will kill rme.

Nancy didn't know what to say, and heard herself saying that she thought
it mght be possible, barely, if they
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were careful; and before she could take a breath, before she coul d



caution herself about letting some vague bubbl e inside her breast

expl ode her into disaster, she was seated behind him arnms around his
stomach, cheek agai nst his back. Wbbling and veering side to side unti
he was able to punp enough speed to at |east keep them fromtoppling.

I nt o shade.

Into sunlight.

Not saying a word until, seconds later, it could only have been seconds
|ater, they were in her driveway and her sisters |leapt fromthe porch
shout i ng sonet hi ng about Aunt Susan who was naking something in the
kitchen that was going to nmake themall weigh a ton. Wen they saw
Brady, they stopped as if striking a glass wall

Nancy took the bike reluctantly; the handl ebars were hot. "Thanks," she
said softly.

"No problem You feeling better?"

Don't blush, jerk

"Yes. Thanks."

She heard Cheryl and Dory whispering fromthe middl e of the |awn.

Brady turned to them Ilifted his sungl asses, dropped them and said,
"Uh, could I call you?"

"Sure. | guess."
"Friday?"

She grinned. "You can try. After ny dad finds out what happened today, |
may be in for life."

"No sweat," he said. "I'll be your |lawyer and spring you."

"Ckay. "
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He nodded, waved to her sisters, and started back up Lake Road in the
direction they'd just taken. He didn't | ook back. Nancy waited, but he
didn't | ook back. And she didn't realfee the girls were flanking her
until Cheryl touched her hip and said, "Gee, Nancy, he's old."

And Dory said, "Dry up. Do you see those arns? Onh god, |'mgonna faint."
Nancy | ooked down at her, not quite frowning.

"Did he kiss you? Ww, did he kiss you?"

"Don't be gross," Cheryl scol ded.

"Did he?"

"Don't be gross,"” Nancy told her, and wheeled the bike into the garage,

propped it against the side wall, and wal ked back into the sun, one hand
pressed agai nst her stomach. She was behaving |ike a kid. She could fee



it. She could hear it in her voice. And she had to get hold, now, before
anyone realized what a real jerk she was.

"Hey, Nance?"

She | ooked to the porch. Bern came toward her, car keys in one hand. "Wat?"
"Let's go," he said, waving the keys toward the white car she'd just
noti ced on the shoulder. "Dad just called. He wants to see you." He
nudged her when she didn't nove. "I think you don't have a choice, Sis.
| do believe the man is royally pissed."

The car was long, a brilliant white inside and out, and | ow enough to
force himnearly double as he slid awkwardly into the driver's seat and
waited for Nancy to get in the other side. It snmelled new It felt new.
And as his sister, hands trenbling, snapped on the seatbelt after
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two attenpts, he noted with a silent groan that Aunt Susan had spoil ed
it by getting automatic transm ssion

It runbl ed when he turned on the ignition

It threw hi mback agai nst the | eather seat when he pulled away fromthe
house.

"Take my car, it's okay," she'd said, leaning in the kitchen doorway,
keys already in the air. "If you weck it, I'll just cut your head off."
Then she'd sniled. And he'd grinned. And he'd thanked what |uck he had
left that he didn't have to stay in the house any longer. He liked his
aunt. He liked her a Iot. She never seened to worry about noney, or what
peopl e thought, or what his parents thought about her. She was as unlike
hi s nmother as any human bei ng coul d be.

And she was beautiful
And she was his aunt.
And he squirmed even now when he felt |ike the hand of a ghost the hand
she had sl apped lightly on his runp when she'd first wal ked t hrough the

door.

It was a sl ap.

It had to be.
After all, even though she wasn't all that old for an aunt, she was his
aunt .

It couldn't have been, couldn't have neant, anything el se.
"What did he say?"

He cut the turn to the bridge too sharply. "He said | was to get you
down to the office right away."

Nancy | ooked at him "I nmean, what were his exact words?"

Puzzl ed, he stared back. "His exact words were, 'Wen your sister gets



hone, | want her in my office
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bef ore she gets a chance to breathe.'" The road crew scranbl ed out of
the way as the car jounced over the bridge, nearly left the ground on

t he other side. "Wat happened? You steal a car or something?"
"Not hi ng," she said glumy, attention on the road ahead.

He didn't push it. But she'd been crying, her eyes were puffed, and he
had a bad feeling she'd done sonmething to bl ow her deal w th Dad.

"Need sone hel p?" he asked.
"Not fromyou," she answered, turning her head away slowy.

She was pale, too, he realized, slowing as the first cross-street swept
toward himtoo fast. Not enough sl eep, probably. That's what you got
fromhaving a sister who had the world's chanpi on nightmares. |f Cheryl
had one tonight, he figured he could snmother her with a pillow and be
the hero of the famly

A rusty pickup slowed themto wal king speed before they reached
Springwood Avenue, and his |left hand drummed t he dashboard until he saw
Nancy's hands twi sted in her |lap. The knuckl es were bl oodl ess.

"Hey, Nance?"

She grunted.

"I'f you need sone cover or sonething ..

"Lawyer," she muttered.
"What ?"
"Lawyer. What | need is a | awyer."

A silent whistle and a silence, but she vol unteered nothing, and he
drifted out of his lane to try to see around the truck, veered sharply
back when a speeding station wagon blared at him The pickup barely noved.
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He saw Trace through the truck's back wi ndow and tried to will himinto
nmovi ng over. The light at the corner turned red, and the truck sl owed
even nore, brakes sounding |ike nmetal rubbing against netal

"Christ," he said, slapping the wheel

Nancy reached for the dashboard radio, pulled her hand back, dropped it
back into her |ap.

A car passed themin the opposite direction, pulling a trailer on which
two rowboats were | ashed.

"Hey," he said, suddenly |eaning back and grinning, "renenber the tine
when Aunt Susan was here and we told her about the nonster that lived in
the | ake?" He bobbed his head. "W had the raft then, remenber? And you



got that stuff from Thorny, the diving kit, and we made a fin like we'd
seen in Jaws, that kid that scared the shit out of the whole beach?

got Aunt Susan out in the nmiddle of the | ake and you cane over fromthe
Spit. She was supposed to scream and all that, remenber?" He started to
| augh as the |ight changed, the pickup backfired and noved. "She nearly
br oke your back with the oar. God, | thought you were dead."

H s |laugh faltered when he | ooked at her, stopped when the car behind
hi m honked its horn

"I't was funny."

"Not then," Nancy said, sliding down in her seat.
"Yeah, well."

"You didn't stop her."

"I tried. You know | did. God, she's strong! She al nost broke ny damm arm"

"She ..." Nancy finally | ooked at him "She should' ve killed nme. God."
Her hand wi ped her face.
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"Maybe you could just take me to the bus stop. Maybe | have enough noney
to get ne to Canada."

Around the corner, the sheriff's office across the street, the flagpole
in front sounding hollow nmetal gongs as its ropes snapped in the breeze.
There were no parking spaces on this side, so he drove to the next
intersection, turned right, and used the first driveway he cane to to
make a U-turn

"C nmon, Nance, what happened?" H's voice hardened. H s |left foot tapped
the floor. "Sonebody try something with you? At work? |Is that what
happened?"

She shook her head.

He stopped at the corner, checked the traffic, |ooked behind himand saw
not hi ng but enpty street. He turned and poked her arm "Nance, come on
what happened? |I'mnot moving until you tell ne."

When at | ast she spoke, fast and flat and clipped and not shifting her
gaze fromthe street, he couldn't believe it. It was crazy. But he
didn't tell her that because of her hands-the squirmng, the white, the
rigidly clawed fingers that tried so hard to strangle each other. And
when she dared himwith a look to call her a liar, he jamed the

accel erator home and shot the car onto the avenue, not caring about the
horns and curses, slanm ng on the brakes when he darted into a space
just below his father's office.

Nancy barely noved.
"I"ll go talk to him" he said tightly.
"No!" The seat belt snapped back; she grabbed his arm "Don't say

anyt hi ng, okay? Just..." She opened the door. "Just don't say anything
Besi des, " she added
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when he joined her on the sidewal k, "what the hell could you do?"

He wanted to tell her that he could shove Vorssen's piggy face into the
nmeat grinder, tear off his |legs, serve his gut for lunch, throw him

t hrough his preci ous goddamm pl ate gl ass wi ndow. But she woul dn't

beli eve him She would probably | augh. And when he hel d the door open
shivering at the cold air that junped over the threshold, she suggested
in a quiet voice that he mght as well stay here while she went in to
face the nusic.

No way his look told her
She shrugged.

He foll owed her inside, closed the door behind him stood for a nonent
to let his vision adjust.

The outer office was fairly large, split by the waist-high counter that
ran the rooms width. To the right of the door, in front of the large

wi ndow, were a half dozen padded chairs with metal arnrests; to the left
was a wall on which had been nailed a bulletin board. Behind the counter
were four desks, all of them wood, none of them occupied. Al ong the
right-hand wall was the radio, and Pete Gorder was there, leaning into a
m crophone, chewing a cigar, flicking a switch as he | ooked up, saw
them nodded, and ignored them

The room was pal e green

The lights hung in fluorescent banks fromthe acoustical ceiling.

A door in the back left corner opened and Audrey Cray stepped out of the
stairwell that Ied dowmn to the cells. She had a folder in one hand, a
pen in the other, a pencil stuck through her tightly curled red hair
over one
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ear. She | ooked at him at Nancy, and cocked her head in silent question

And in the doorway on the right, just past the counter flap that
provi ded access to the back, stood his father

Ch shit, Bern thought; oh shit, we're gonna die.

But he followed his sister into the office, considered one of the chairs

and decided to stand against the wall, hands | oose in his pockets, one
ankl e crossed over the other. Nancy stayed in the mddle of the floor
her head down, hands still westling, and he saw a nuscle on the back of

her neck suddenly bul ge and subsi de.
"I have," denn said as he took his seat behind the desk, "a paper
here." He held up a yellow sheet. "M. Vorssen, it seens, has signed a
conpl ai nt agai nst you." H's free hand snapped up as Nancy opened her
nmouth. "Let nme finish."

"Dad," Bern said.



"You either keep quiet," his father ordered, one finger pointing, "or
you | eave."

Bern stiffened, and scow ed.

"Now," denn said to Nancy, "it says here that you assaulted him used

foul language in his place of business, and upset his custonmers." The

paper sl apped to the desk top. "Personally, | think it's a crock of shit."

It took Bern a nonent to realize what his father had said, another
nmonent before he grabbed the nearest chair and hurriedly scraped it
across the floor behind his sister, whose | egs had begun to sag. She sat
heavily, and he stood behind her, not know ng what to do next until his
left hand fl oated up and | anded on her shoul der. She started. The hand
lifted. She grabbed it and pulled it back down.

127

"It is, Dad," she said, words splitting over a sob
"It is what, honey?" d enn asked

"A crock. O shit."

["1l kill him Bern swore while she repeated the story she'd told him
only this tine in nore detail, rage and humliation instantly taking
over; I'Il kill the bastard, 1'll kill him so help me I'll tear the
shithead' s throat-

And he blinked at the vehenence, astonished, a little bew | dered, and
took a deep breath, held it, let it go as slowy as he coul d.

When she was finished, G enn picked up a ballpoint pen and asked her a
series of questions Bern paid no attention to, because it had just
occurred to him |ooking down at the top of her head, that this sunmer
was thoroughly jinxed. Jesus, it was jinxed. Fogged out of its goddamn
m nd. Fever dreanms for crackpots. Bev | eaves him Nancy gets hit on by
her boss, Dad and Mom are fighting worse than he'd ever seen them and
Cheryl was keeping half the town awake with her stupid nightmares. The
only one who seenmed in control was Dory, who was too busy trying to

i npress sone boy to see what was goi ng on

"Bern."
He | ooked up. His father was not quite smling.

"I have all | need." The pen tapped the paper. "Do me one nore favor and
t ake your sister hone."

Bern nodded, frowned, suddenly stepped around the chair and denanded to
know why Nancy had to be put through all this when it was obvious,
wasn't it, that she hadn't done anything wong? "Jesus, you treated her
like-"

"-like everyone else," Genn said calmy. "That's
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right. And probably nore so because she is nmy daughter, and if | did
nothing, it wouldn't look right."



"Who the hell cares what it |ooks |ike?" he yelled.

Nancy nudged him "Hey, Bern, c'non.
"No," he said to her. "No." He | ooked back at his father. "lIt's like ..
it's like you didn't believe her until she told you to your face. That
isn't right."

A enn rose fromthe chair, and Bern stepped back before he knew he had
noved.

"Son," he said, pointing at the conplaint sheet, "when someone cones in
here and makes a fornmal accusation, | don't care who does it and who
it's against, the law says | have to do things a certain way. So | do.
But | never believed Nancy was the guilty one for a mnute. Never." He
gl ared and dropped the paper. "And | never forget that the | aw doesn't
give a damm who's ny relative and who isn't."

Bern felt like a jerk.

He stanmmered sonet hing he hoped to hell was an apol ogy so he woul dn't
get cl obbered, and let Nancy lead himfromthe office. The silence
behi nd hi m was unnerving, so he stopped at the threshold and said, "Dad,
| didn't nean-"

"No. And you didn't think either." And suddenly his father smiled. "But
it's nice to know you care."

H s answering snile was feeble, and when he turned to | eave, he collided
wi th Nancy, who fluttered her eyelids at himand said in quivering
fal setto, "Ch Bern, dear brother, do you really and truly care?"

"Aw, beat it, you creep,"” he told her sourly, and headed for the door
"But dear brother, you have to take nme hone," she
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said so sweetly he wanted to turn around and bash her. "After all, you
care, right?"

Christ. If it wasn't for the fact that she wasn't crying anynore, that
her smle was real this tine, he would have gl adly nmade sure that al
those perfect white teeth were a little crooked fromnow on. Wat a hel
of a thing for his father to say! Now he was going to be in for
absolutely the worst sunmer of his life. Jesus. Christ. She was going to
make his goddamm life miserable, and there was nothing he could do about
it but take it and pray that Septenber change places with July.

| mredi ately. If not sooner

She was already in the car when he took the wheel and pulled away from
the curb. Too fast. And suddenly renenbered the reason he'd cone in the
first place.

“I"1l kill him" he prom sed her. "I swear 1'II[-"

"Bern."

He shut up



But he wasn't going to forget.
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The snells had been in the house so long, lroquois Trace knew them only
by their absence when he went outside: mldew, burnt food, sour nilk,
dust, cigarette snoke, the stench of dried urine that canme fromthe
cellar. He didn't care. Not any longer. It was only one nore cross
strapped to his shoulders, one nore bl ow of the bat God used to keep him
inline. For it to be any other way woul d have been a shock, would have
made hi m suspi ci ous, would have had himcringing in a corner, waiting
for the next blow But he never thought about whether he was happy or
not; it all just was. Neither did he think about what people would say
if they ever cane inside and saw the drapes on all the w ndows, not
heavy enough to keep all the light out but sufficient to keep him
drifting through dusk; he didn't give a damm if they saw the newspapers
scattered

131

on the floors, saw the dishes that lay cracked and crusted in the sink
the bare mattress on the bed upstairs, the enpty boxes and bags of dog
food that cluttered the kitchen until he rousted hinself to trash them
Al'l he cared about, now, was making the house safe. Safer. And when he
| ooked into the refrigerator and saw that he needed meat, he swore,
punched t he door, and stalked into the living room

Mars was sprawl ed on the couch.

Trace glared at him the | azy sonofabitch, snapped his fingers, and the
bl ack Great Dane lunbered to its feet, ears up, eyes wide, head slightly
cocked as it searched the air for sonething that didn't bel ong.

The old man sm | ed.

Sone peopl e had boxers, pinschers, bulldogs, shepherds, even them
sonbitching pit bulls that could tear a leg off and come back for the
other. He couldn't take the chance. He couldn't dare hope soneone el se
could do the job for him He had brought Mars home as a puppy, raised
himin the cellar, fed himraw nmeat and small animals he'd caught in the
back yard and the woods behind, and trained himto hate anything that
wasn't Trace. Anything. It was the only way. To believe otherw se woul d
| eave hi m vul nerable. And he would be dammed if he was going to die

wi t hout giving a good fight.

"I"mout," he told the beast.

Mars snorted, and trotted into the hallway where he would wait patiently
until Trace returned. Sitting in the dark spot between the kitchen and
the foyer. Listening. Always listening. Hind legs taut, teeth ready to
bare. It was why Trace, four years ago, had had the entire house
carpeted, wall to wall-he didn't want the ani nal
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slipping on bare flooring. Purchase was inportant; speed vital



Trace funbled in his pockets, searching for the pickup's keys and the
smal | | eat her change purse in which he kept all his nobney. He had no
checki ng account. He had no savings account. Wen his social security
and pension checks arrived in the mail-at the box in the post office, to
keep the postman fromthe door- he cashed them If he didn't have the
cash, he didn't buy it. If he didn't buy it, he didn't mss it.

When he was ready, he | ooked at the dog again.
"Be back," he said.
The dog grow ed, nore like a lion signaling its presence.

Then he was outside and in the cab, ignoring the fresh air, backing the
truck into the street and heading for the butcher's. He woul d have gone
out to the supermarket on the highway had he had the tinme, but there was
no tine left. Jimy was out. Jimy could be in town. Trace didn't dare

| eave his house for nore than a few ninutes.

The truck backfired.

Trace drove slowy, checking all the mrrors, the road ahead, all the
yards, the shrubs, cursed the high hedges. A patrol car passed him and
he grunted di sgust as he watched it. One cruised his street at |east
once an hour, ever since that stupid spic with the stupid nustache had
told himabout Jinmy. Like the cop really cared. Like he really gave a
damm. Troubl e was, goddamm cops around here weren't even white anynore.
Used to be, Hunter was a good town. Feared God, feared the Devil, doors
unl ocked all night, and no damm ki ds smartass enough to give an old man
sass. Now the cops that weren't even
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white anynore took to watching himnight and day, as if they'd be able
to do anything once Ji my returned.

O course, if they got lucky ..

He snorted, spat through the wi ndow. There wasn't enough luck in the
world to stop Jimry fromcom ng home. He knew that. Just as he knew
Ji my woul d be here soon. He could feel it. He could snell it in the
ni ght air.

It was why he had bought Mars.

He'd known it even then, alnobst ten years ago.

Ji my woul d be back to finish what he'd started.

The pickup lurched over a pothole. Trace turned it into a small parking
| ot behind a row of five shops. There were back entrances for those who
didn't want to take to the avenue, and he chose the m ddl e one, inhaling
deeply as he passed the huge refrigerators, the chopping tables, the
lidded barrels filled with trimred fat and neat on the verge of

spoi l i ng, soup bones and entrails.

Mars would die and go to heaven in a place like this.

He wandered into the front, grateful he was the only customer, eyes
tearing slightly at the glare that bleached the street outside a flat



white. Wen the butcher saw who it was, he only nodded and told himto
t ake whatever he wanted fromthe back. It was a deal they had. Trace
opened the purse carefully, took out a roll of bills with two fingers,
and | ooked up without raising his head. A figure was naned. Trace
sneered, as close to a laugh as he could get. Another figure, sonmewhat
| ower, made himnod just as the door opened and a worman in | oose bl ack
t-shirt and jeans cane in. She hesitated when she saw him but Trace
only | ooked at her in disgust,
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wonderi ng how the hell poor old Hugh could stand being married to
soneone |ike that.

Stil
"How s the man?" he asked.

Loretta answered with a snile nore a shrug. "Of the tubes and machi nes,
t hank god. They're still running tests. He'll be all right. Home by next
week, | hope."

Trace handed over his nobney, |eaned over the counter to watch the
but cher count out the change. As he did, his gaze drifted to the w ndow,
to a break in the glare where sonmeone had stopped to | ook in.

He gasped and dropped the purse.

"Ch, Jesus!" he said.

Ji mmy.

Loretta took a step toward him "Trace, are you all right?"
Ji my was out there.

"Ch Jesus!"

Loretta | ooked to the butcher. "Maybe we should call ... Trace, is
somet hi ng wr ong?"

Trace | ooked at her, didn't know her, grabbed the purse and ran to the
back. Frantically he grabbed a paper bag froma tottering pile on a
tabl e and shovel ed in as nuch neat and bone as he coul d before slamm ng
open the door and running outside, not paying any attention to the wonan
who had followed himto the threshold, asking himagain if he needed any
hel p.

Loretta watched hi m open- nout hed, cl anped an anxi ous hand to her chest
when the pickup nearly sideswiped a car turning in. A horn. Aflurry of
curses. And she returned to the counter where she picked up the package
of chopped neat she'd called in for an hour ago.
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"He ought to be | ocked up, you know," she said as she left, not
bothering to wait for the butcher's answer. Then, standing in the shade
of a fat-crowned mapl e, she | ooked both ways slowy, trying to nake up
her mnd whether to visit Hugh now or wait until tonight. The sun was
hot. The package was heavy under her arm A chilled drop of perspiration



made its way down her spine.

What the hell, she decided wearily, and wal ked down to her car, threw
the neat on the passenger side, and drove toward the hospital; what the
goddamm hell. It wouldn't nmake any difference when she saw him now or

at midnight; he'd only lie there, eyes cl osed, eyes open, acknow edgi ng
her presence with a sigh now and then but otherw se acting as if he were
a vegetable just waiting to be tossed into the pot. It infuriated her

It was |like he was giving up, even though he'd been-told tine and tine
again that he hadn't had a heart attack, that his lungs were just fine,
that there was nothi ng anyone could find wong with him so what was his
pr obl enf

MIlrosse, a world-class winp if she ever saw one, suggested she give
perm ssion for the shrink to have a talk with Hugh. In his nmind, the
jerk had ventured; it seems to be all in his mnd. Loretta had refused,
angrily. Hugh wasn't crazy. She didn't know what was w ong, but she knew
he wasn't crazy.

Her throat clogged, and she coughed to clear it, pulled over suddenly,
just before Mdrow Bridge, and turned off the ignition, hand trenbling
so violently the keys rattled in their case.

She coul dn't go.
She couldn't stand to see himlike that.
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Dam, she thought, and gl anced around blindly before getting out,
standing on the enpty sidewal k, feeling as if there was sonepl ace she
ought to be and was |late. An appointnent. A neeting. A look to her
right, at The WIllows restaurant with no windowin front, only a tal
wood door with the day's nmenu franmed to one side, and she stepped under
t he buil ding' s brown beam overhang, out of the sun.

Alittle peace was what she wanted, and after a nmoment's indecision, she
nmoved to the steep flight of stone steps beside the bridge and cli nbed
down to the creek, here thirty feet or nore wide, five deep in its
center. Two decades ago a wal kway had been put in along the bank on

ei ther side. Benches had been installed. One globed streetlanp in the
center. The | and above the wal k was high and steep, coated in ivy,
marked by a few shrubs. At the end of the walk the w |l ows began-dozens
of themthat brushed the streami s surface and hid the houses up there
fromview spring and sumrer. The area wasn't much used-there were no

si gns-and she was al one when she sat on a bench hal fway al ong and stared
at the water.

It was shallow, swift, taking her gaze and drawing it toward the shadows
under the bridge. Back again. And back. \Wile she wondered what the hel
had gone wong with everything, with her and Hugh, that nade her make an
ass of herself with asses |ike Nate Pigeon

She reached down between her feet and pried a stone fromthe ground,
threwit into the water and saw the ripples vani sh before they'd gotten
started.

A tear found her cheek, and she let it touch her jaw

137



before wiping it away. Self-pity or renorse; it frightened her because
she didn't know which

And Hugh lying on that dammed bed, sighing, only once tal king and that
about a hand he said had touched his neck as he'd fallen. He said he'd
been marked. Then he'd stared at her and told her it was only an

hal | uci nation. He'd snmiled. And sighed again, and was silent.

"Dam you," she whispered, and tossed anot her stone. "Damm."

And | ooked up and saw a tall man in black standing at the foot of the
steps on the other side. Because the sun was al nost directly in her

eyes, she thought at first he was nothing nore than a shadow, until he
took a step toward the water and sunlight caught the white collar around
his neck. He | owered hinmself until he was in a crouch, balanced on his
toes, hands draped over his knees.

Zachi ah, she renmenbered; his nane was Zachi ah, and she was startled when
she wondered if maybe he could hel p her. He was supposed to do things
like that, wasn't he? That was his job. She al nost | aughed. Neither she
nor Hugh had been to church in years, and the idea that sone stranger

m ght gi ve her advice was | udicrous.

She | ooked away, to the willows, and watched themtrap the sunlight and
cast it in fragnents to the stream

She | ooked back, and he was gone.

She frowned as she scanned the wal k and couldn't find him checked the
steps and the bridge and couldn't find a sign. Wth right hand rubbi ng
left armthoughtfully, she rose fromthe bench and stepped off the walk
to the narrow verge between stone and creek. It was dark under
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the bridge, the oval light on the other side too bright for her to make
out the water, nuch | ess anyone maki ng his way al ong the bank

Sonet hi ng spl ashed behi nd her.

She started, stepped back, and | ooked around wi |l dly when sonmeone call ed
her nane.

"Here, over here!"

Swearing at the way her heart and |ungs were working, she shaded her
eyes and spotted Ki m Raddock's daughter across the water, wearing a
bright lenmon shirt and bright |ine shorts, making herself confortable on
a bench with soneone el se she didn't i mediately recogni ze. They
exchanged waves, and Bev asked how her husband was doi ng.

| should get cards printed up, she thought glumy. But she managed to
give the girl the news w thout shouting, nothing new, everything old,
and with another frown toward the spot where the mnister had been, she
waved a goodbye, deciding there was no sense goi ng horme right away. Wat
the hell. Maybe he'll talk today. Maybe he'll

"Bye!" Bev call ed.



Loretta waved again w thout turning around.

"Weird, Bev," said Thorny AQlworth, stretching his |egs out toward the
stream and yawning. His left hand kneaded his stonmach, his right wapped
around the back of his head. "That woman has serious nmental problens."

"Her husband's in the hospital, knock it off," she said, pushing herself
into the corner, drawi ng her |egs up so she could curl a hand over her
shi ns.

"Still weird."
God, she thought, glared at him and consi dered
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yanki ng off his sungl asses and shoving them down his throat. The trouble
was, he'd only think it was foreplay and try to take her, here, in the
open. A quick glance up to The Wllows, to the wall-1ong w ndow t hat
over|l ooked the creek. There were no diners. She could only see a bit of
white on the tables. A flare of gold frombrass candl esticks. Then she

| ooked at hi magain and shook her head without nmoving. This was stupid.
This was terninal. What she ought to do, if she had any brains, was cal
Bern and find out if he was willing to talk or sonething. But if she did
that, she'd be adnmitting that maybe, just maybe, he'd been right and
she'd been wong.

"Y' know, " Thorny said, drunming a thunb on his stonmach, "this is not the
nmost thrilling day |1've ever had in ny life." Hs head tilted toward
her, eyes hidden, no snile. "No offense."

She ignored him The water was smooth, nuttering to itself, and she
wanted to listen. She did not want to go back to his place, high on the
| ake's eastern ridge, and wait for himto prove what a man he was. Wich
he wasn't, much of the time. Hard body, hard brain. Wen he saw her
naked the first tine, he'd fallen to his knees and prayed she'd never

| eave him and she'd | aughed, believing herself flattered. The two tines
after that, he'd only stripped and taken her, rolled over and lit a
cigarette.

Sonehow, for no reason at all, she knew that Bern woul dn't do sonet hi ng
l'i ke that.

God knew there had to be sonmething nore to sex than that. There had to
be. If only because of the sounds she'd heard her nother make from
behi nd the cl osed
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bedroom door. WId sounds. Jungle sounds. A hell of a party.

Fun.

Maybe it was her.

He reached over awkwardly and put a hand on her bare knee.

She brushed it off.

"What's the matter ?"



" Not hi ng. "

The hand returned, and was knocked of f agai n.
"Jesus." He sat up, scowling. Then he | eaned over and | ooked left toward
the trees, |ooked back at her without straightening. "Hey, it sure |ooks
cool under there." H's snmile was soft now Friendly. "Bet no one could
see us fromup above, y'know?"

"Fuck you," she said wearily.
He grinned. "That's the idea."

She groaned and stared at the water again. That was the exact problem
Al he wanted to do, since the first time, was get his hands under her
shirt, or her halter top, or whatever she wore; down her pants to her
runp; out of her clothes altogether and onto the nearest flat surface.
In and out before she even had a chance to work up a sweat.

Jungl e sounds.
Party.

Christ; and she shoved herself off the bench just as he reached for her
again, and wal ked to the water's edge, knelt down and plucked a bl ade of
grass she blew off her palminto the creek. It spun crazily for severa
seconds, then took the surface as if rolling over rapids. She
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watched it until the sun's glare erased it. And didn't turn when she
sensed Thorny nove to stand behind her

"I want to see Nance," she said.
"What ?"
"That sonofabitch attacked her, renenber! Maybe we can cheer her up."

He snorted. "That asshole couldn't attack his own wife, for Christ's
sake. Erskine's all right." He hunkered down beside her. "Look, let's-"

Bev swiveled to face him "No." Her hand went to his shoul der. "C non,
Thor ny, pl ease?"

"I amhot," he said. "I want to get cool. | do not want to sit around
with some freaked out bitch, y'know?" He sniled when her other hand took
his other shoulder. "Bev, this is supposed to be a vacation, renmenber?
W are not babysitters. Way | hear it, she probably w nked at the old
goat or sonething anyway. You know how she is, right?"

"Right," she said, and pushed himinto the water
He shouted and flailed, tried to stand, fell, tried again and with
sungl asses dangling fromone ear staggered blindly to the mddle of the

cr eek.

"You bitch!" he screaned, and fell again.



Bev's smile was stiff. So was the finger she showed hi m before marching

to the steps and grabbing the wood railing. A look back over her

shoul der-he was stunbling toward the bank, the water to md-thigh. Then

she clinbed, hauling herself up with one hand until she reached the

si dewal k. Her car was at the curb, and she got into it quickly, made

sure she | ocked the passenger door and drove west, past the ol der buil dings,
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t he nore used-| ooki ng shops. The two gas stations. A body shop. A
two-story brick building whose wi ndows were boarded up, but she
renenbered that years ago it used to be what her nother called a
five-and-di ne. Broke now. Cone.

Li ke Bern, she thought, and sl apped the steering wheel hard enough to
make her pal m sting.

"Shit."

The tears were there and she shook her head to banish them shook her
head when they fell, and kept on falling until Hunter was behind her-one
mle, and a disdainful |ook at the spot where that new devel opnent was
going with some stupid name that made it sound like only zillionaires
could live there; three niles as the forest closed in, the road narrowed
and began to clinmb, and she saw a nman wal ki ng toward her al ong the

shoul der on the other side. She gave himno nore than a gl ance before
the road crested and she headed down again. There was an intersection
another mle along that would, if she turned left, take her straight

i nto Pennsyl vani a.

I nst ead, she stopped, dried her eyes, |it a cigarette, turned around.
The man was still wal king, dressed in one of those silly pink shirts
with a white collar and cuffs, good grey trousers, the black of his
shoes | ong since paled by dust. At the sound of her approach he turned

and held out a thunb. Atie, dark red, was pulled away from his neck

She passed hima second tine, tapped the steering wheel, reconsidered,
and sl owed. Stopped.

Jesus, Bev, she thought, and checked the rear view mrror to watch him
hurry toward her, favoring his left leg. At the linp she felt better
Besi des, the town wasn't
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all that far away. And he was well-dressed. And, she decided as he

| eaned over and sniled at her through the wi ndow, not half bad-I ooking
ei ther.

She reached over to unlock the door. "Were you headed?" she asked.
"Hunt er ?"

"Hop in."

He nodded his thanks and sat heavily. "Cod, it's hot."

The engi ne sputtered before catching. "It's only June. You should be
here in July, August. You think this is bad, you'll fry then, believe



me." A glance showed her the sweat on his cheek, the way his |ight brown
hair was dark against his skull. He was puffing quietly. "You been to
Hunt er bef ore?"

"Nope. "
"Car break down?"
He nodded. "Hope to hell there's a decent mechanic and tow truck up there."

"At the station,"” she told him the speedoneter telling her she was
goi ng too dammed fast, but she couldn't slow down. "They'll probably rob
you. "

Hs smle, fromthis side, was gentle and pl easant. "No doubt. But |'m
not all that dumb, | think." H's eyes closed. "Thanks again."

"No problem™

A small house back in the trees. A larger one, closer to the road, its
yard overgrown, a car w thout wheels up on bl ocks outside the garage. A
shack that sold bait beside a new showoomthat sold power boats and
canoes. A bar with a graveled parking lot, a house beside it wanting

pai nt, needing shutters. An enpty lot. The "Wl come to Hunter" sign, the
size of a billboard, a
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worman wat er skiing, the man in the boat behind her standing up and wavi ng.
"That's new," the man said.

Bev blinked as the sign passed. "I thought you'd never been here. You
know this pl ace?"

"Ch yes," he said, slowy turning to face her. "Oh yes, | sure do."
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THREE

After discarding a notion to delay his return by naking a conplete sw ng
around the lake, @enn pulled into the driveway behind Susan's white car
and sat there while the engi ne coughed to silence. A glance at the
house, and he asked hinself if he ought to go in right away. Mybe the
kids and their aunt were having a conference or something. O naybe
Susan and Marj were trading narriage horror stories in the kitchen. O
maybe no one was honme, the kids with friends, Susan out for a walk, Mar]
still at her office.

A shriek fromthe back. Another one. Laughter.

Nuts, he thought, and clinbed out and stretched and | ooked at the house
agai n.

Nut s

Once, it had been a sinple place, when he and Marj were first married.
Two stories and no frills, white
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cl apboard and bl ack window trim a long two-car garage attached to the
right, no discernible style save it wasn't cut froma nmold, wasn't
advertised in Sunday papers and given a fancy name. Then he and G over
Pitt had added a porch front and back when Marj got tired of the
concrete stoop. Bern cane. And Nancy. Dory nmade himrealize that sooner
or later privacy was going to be in short supply. So he and G over got
to work again, this tine with friends and favors, and an addition had
been rai sed over the garage.

The birch grew high alongside it, the evergreen shrubs high in front.
Fl owers neither one of them seemed able to nmaintain. New coats of paint,
t he col or never changi ng.

Along tine. Alifetine.

And in Septenmber Bern would | eave, one roomenpty; next year it would be
Nancy.

He had never noticed how | arge the house was until now.

He felt then the tug of a depression coming on, and he scowmed at it,
grow ed at it, wal ked heavy-footed across the |lawn and around the side.
This is no time for a funk, he ordered; no tinme for nmisery you bring on
your sel f.

At the corner he stuck his hands in his pockets and | eaned agai nst the
house. Cheryl kicked in the sw ngs, pushed by Susan. Dory sat on the
ground crossl egged, scream ng, "higher, higher," clapping her hands and
| aughi ng because she knew that Cheryl was scared to death of heights.
Except on the sw ng.

Susan hadn't changed nuch

She was still shorter than he by a head, dark hair still curly and | ong,
sl ender except for the size of her bust,
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her face round and her eyes dark and darkly lined and her chin
surprisingly blunt and outthrust. He could see the glint of a gold chain
around her neck, spotted the rings on her fingers. Even in tennis

cl othes she insisted on jewelry, unlike her sister, who virtually had to
be bribed to wear anything but her weddi ng band whenever they went out.

Why, he asked her silently, did you bother to come back?

Dory saw himfirst and scranbled to her feet, yelling to the others as
she ran over and hugged him He | ooked down at her, seeing hinself there
as he saw her nother in Cheryl, and kissed her forehead wetly. And

al nrost frowned. Ordinarily, such affection outside of a goodnight Kkiss
woul d make her lips twist in disgust; this time, however, she only
hugged him and held on

Susan waved.

Cheryl called out, "Daddy!" but didn't |eave the swi ng.

He | owered hinself to the grass where he stood and pull ed his daughter



down beside him "Having a good tine?"
"Sure," she said, noving to her left to | eave no room between them
"Your Aunt Susan all right?"

"Sure." An examination of his face nmade hi m exaggerate a frown. "You had
one of those days, huh, Dad."

"It shows?"

"Yeah. You | ook old."

Cheryl began to sl ow down.

"It is not a good thing," he suggested, picking at the
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grass between his knees, "for a child to be smarter than her father. If

you know what | nean."
"Sony. "

"No need. | probably I ook a hundred years ol der than when |I left this
nor ni ng. "

Dory picked at the grass too.

But she was right, and "bad" was the kindest way to classify the day.
The sighting of Jimy Hale that had driven himfromthe house had been
thankfully false, a farnmer's wife hysterical when a bum nmade hi nsel f at
hone in a dilapidated barn. Then Vorssen demandi ng that Nancy be thrown
injail for life. Nancy telling her story, and Corder, after the kids
had left, talking to himfor an hour to cal mhimdown. He had to dress
down the cop who'd nearly shot Reverend Zachi ah, stop a fight at Duke
Massi's between two sunmer peopl e arguing about whether there really
were bear in New Jersey, talk to the figurehead mayor about the cutback
i n sunmer cops, and listen while KimRaddock read him her petition

Four times he'd called Marj's office to apol ogi ze.

She hadn't been in all day.

"Dad, am| fat?"

He | ooked at his daughter, pretended extensive exam nation. Wen she

didn't smle, he said, "No, don't be silly." Not fat. Not overwei ght.

Heavi er, however, than nost of her friends and not carrying it well. "Wy?"
She didn't answer, only shrugged.

Oh lord, he thought; oh lord, it's a boy.

"You | osing sleep over it?" he said.

She gl anced at him | ooked away, and nade a slow shrug that told him
that her weight wasn't the problem
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Susan | aughed merrily; Cheryl shrieked wi thout fear
"Dad," Dory said, plucking at the grass, "how do you get happy dreans?"

He wat ched Cheryl demand one | ast push, watched Susan reach out to
oblige. "You know when you're just falling asleep, you sort of daydrean®"

Dubi ously: "Yeah."

"Well, it doesn't always work, but sonetimes | just pick out all the
good stuff | can think of and tell nyself that's what |'m going to dream
about tonight." He smled and poked her, rocked her to one side. "I tel
nmyself | can fly and save the world, things like that."

"You can fly?"

"Sonetines. In the good dreans."

Anot her question was thwarted when Cheryl threw herself on the ground in
front of him grabbed his ankles and slithered toward his stomach. "I am
a conda," she said. "lI'"mgoing to crush you to death."

"Anaconda," Dory corrected scornfully. "God, you don't know anything."
He | ooked up then, squinting, as Susan joined them "H, stranger."

She wi nked at him "H yourself, Watt. You get the bad guys today?"
"No," Dory answered for him "They robbed the bank and escaped."”

She nodded. "That kind of day."

"Damm right."

Cheryl reached his wai st and burrowed her head into his stomach.

Susan crouched at his feet, her expression telling him
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he shoul d get back in the car and drive as fast as he could to somepl ace
where they didn't know him

Wonderful , he thought sourly, and let his gaze sweep fromthe yard to
the house to his daughters to the sky.

"Nancy's in her room" Susan said quietly.
"She told you, | guess?"

"W oughta get a |awyer, Dad," Dory insisted. "Sue that guy for every
dime he's got. That's sexual harassnment, you know. He could be arrested.

"Yep, | guess he could."

But Vorssen wouldn't be; he'd nade sure of that. On the way hone, wth
no conpunctions at all, he had stopped at the restaurant. The nonent he
wal ked in the door every custoner had | ooked away, and had st opped



tal king. Not even a fork scraped across a plate. To the sound of the
overhead fans slowy throping he'd wal ked straight into the kitchen and,
with a | ook, cleared everyone out.

Only one word nmade it out of Vorssen's nouth before the man realized
that the sheriff wasn't there on official business. Instinct had him
grab for a ladle, but denn had his wist before he could swing it.

"She told ne," he said quietly, forcing the man back one step at a tine.
"Now you tell me she's a liar."

The man had sputtered, saliva gathering at the corners of his nouth.

"I can talk to the other girls, the waitresses. | can talk to the ones
who' ve quit."

When the words finally cane they nade no sense. A defense, a plea, denn
had no idea. Vorssen was agai nst the wall between an oven and a freezer
G enn still had
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his wist and he pulled the armup slowy, twisting until the ladle fel
to the floor.

"But 1'mnot going to," G@enn told him his voice remarkably calm "At

the end of the week you will send Nancy two weeks' severance pay. You
will also send an apol ogy. And you will renenber," he added, |eaning
suddenly close, "that | will talk to every girl you hire fromnow unti

the day you get the hell out of my town."
Vorssen's face reddened. "You can't do that!"

"And | can't do this either,” he'd said, and put a knee into the man's
groin as hard as he could, and stepped back to let himfall into a curl
on the floor.

He' d wal ked out and told the nearest waitress to take a break, that
Vorssen was thinking about the future of his business. One of the other
wai tresses giggled. One of the customers at the counter wi nked at him

And when he returned to his car, he laid his head agai nst the wheel and
cursed hinself for five mnutes, and was thankful he'd left his gun back
in the office safe.

He' d made one nore stop, at the bank's drive-up wi ndow, before headi ng hone.

Now he di sengaged Cheryl's arms fromhis wai st and took Dory's hand to
help himto his feet.

"Maybe you could just shoot him Dad," she said.

He was shocked to see she wasn't smiling. But he only said, "You nmnd
wat ching thema mnute nore?" to Susan before going inside, hesitating
at the foot of the stairs, then taking themtwo at a tine to the second
floor. Nancy's roomwas to the right, across fromBern's. H's son's door
was open; he wasn't inside. Nancy's was
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cl osed, and he knocked, heard a nuffled voice, and went in.

Marj was there, sitting on the bed with all its ruffles and stuffed
ani mal s, Nancy beside her, holding her hand.

"I had a talk with Vorssen," he said before either of them could speak

"What did you say?" Marj said sarcastically. "Gve himtill sundown to
get out of town?"

He | ooked at her, his eyes slightly narrowed. She was daring himto say
that the | aw doesn't allow himto play favorites, that not even his

daught er can be granted special favors. He didn't smle, didn't feel a
thing as her nouth opened when he told her, "Sonething |ike that, yes."

Then he sat besi de Nancy and reached into his hip pocket to pull out an
envel ope. He placed it in her lap

"What is it?" she asked.

"Open it."

Marj questioned himsilently; he only watched his daughter's face as her
fingers, trenbling, funbled with the flap before reaching in and pulling
out a handful of bills she al nost dropped in her astonishment.

"Ch ny god," she whispered.

"denn," Marj said, astonished.

"Tormorrow, you and | will go down to Wrtan's and et himtalk you into
somet hing you don't want." He used a finger to turn Nancy's face toward
his. "Then 1'l1 pick out the sensible one which you won't want either."
He smiled for the first time. "Then your nother will rem nd ne about the

green convertible I had when | was in college and how | used to ruin her
hair and scare her to death because | didn't think an autonobile |ike
t hat was
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built to do less than ninety. Then and only then will you pick what you
want . "

The girl said nothing. She wept. She enbraced himand |l et the noney
spill onto the bed. And he | ooked over her shoulder at Marj, who net his
silent apology with one of her own, and the three of them shifted and
hugged and shifted until Nancy finally said, "I think |I'm being

snot hered, " and started crying again.

It was another fifteen m nutes before he stood and slipped a hand into
her hair, conbed it away fromher face. "Rest a while, okay? I'll be up
later, to see if you want to eat."

Marj was behi nd hi mwhen he left, and he slipped a hand around her wai st
as they nmoved toward the stairs and down.

"You know," he said, "this is turning into a nadhouse.™

Marj hushed himw th an anxi ous | ook over her shoul der, and gui ded him
into the living roomwhere she sat himon the couch, sat beside him



took his hand. "I'msorry."
"Me too."
"l overreacted."

"You had a right."

"1 know. "
He | ooked at their hands; they seened ol der sonehow. "I feel like
ought to explain, but ..." He |leaned back. "It's a bitch, ain't it?"

She joined him and stared at the ceiling. "You said it." Her grip
tightened. "Aenn, | have to tell you that Grover called ne today. He
sai d that the Hawkwood peopl e have approved all the designs. They're
going to
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start building next spring, maybe sooner, if they get all the permts
and the land can be cleared quickly."

H s eyes closed, his chest sagged.

"Are we going to fight?" she asked.

"I can't,"” he said. Not yet, he thought, and wearily told her about his
day, and about his talk with Cheryl and what she'd hinted about Dory's
conpani on dreanms. "If | only knew " he said, "what's brought all this
on, I'd take care of it. O at least I'd try."

The roomshifted to twilight, the sun ducked behi nd the house.

"Why is it, Marj, that every goddamm problemin this town and every
goddamm problemin this house has blown up all at once? Wat the hel
did we do to deserve this?"

She had no answer for him and he knew that there was none. It just
happened, that's all. Sone days were perfect and sone days weren't and
there was no sense at all beating your head against the wall.

"Shit," he said | oudly.

"Damm right," she agreed

"And |I'm hungry, too."

"Susan's cooking tonight. She insisted."

"Ch Jesus," he groaned. He sniffed the air and groaned again. "God,
pl ease don't tell ne. She's going to nake some of her fanous-"

"Spaghetti's done!" Cheryl yelled happily fromthe foyer. "C non, guys,
before we eat it all up!"

"I's that a prom se?" he asked, and Marj hushed himw th an el bow. Yanked
himto his feet and ki ssed him

"About Hawkwood," she sai d.
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"No," he said sharply. Then, nore softly, "No, not now Okay? Let's just
wait."

There was no chance for a reply. Dory came in and huffed at them unti
they grinned and allowed her to herd theminto the dining roomwhere
Cheryl and her aunt served dinner with flourishes and vaudeville Italian
accents. By the tinme the plates were filled and steam ng, Nancy j oi ned
them kissed Susan on the cheek and took her place at the table. denn
wat ched her carefully, assured hinself she was fine, then stared at his
meal . The others were eating as if they hadn't been fed in a nonth; he
was having a time just lifting his fork

Susan believed fervently in the kitchen w thout chaining herself to it.
She ate constantly and to Marj's dismay appeared not to gain a single
pound. She al so believed that she was a superior chef, and her
variations on sinple meals were legendary in the famly.

"Daddy, " Cheryl scol ded.

He grinned painfully at her

Susan, seated opposite him only w nked and sucked a strand of pasta
slowy into her mouth. "Great stuff," she declared, and the rest of them

agr eed.

He tasted it. An eyebrow lifted. He tasted nore. He | ooked up and saw
her snug grin.

"I didn't have tine to do it right," she said. "I just opened a jar and
the box. You can relax."
And feel like a conplete jackass in the process, he thought as he ate,

and drank the red wine Marj poured for him and |listened as Susan told
them all how she'd been traveling al one al ong Hi ghway 1 on the West
Coast when, suddenly, she decided that she'd been traveling
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enough, that Wesley was gone and there was not hing nmore she could do. It
was tinme to settle down. She'd seen enough of the country to |ast her
for a while, spent enough of her noney to realize that it wasn't going
to last forever. So, she announced, she had taken an apartnent in the
city, had found a job in an advertising firm and was going to get on
with her life, all nourning done.

"It was the sign, of course,”" she said. "I knew it right away."
O course, denn thought.

"\What sign?" asked Dory, wi de-eyed, entranced, giving himevery
i ndi cation that Aunt Susan was what she wanted to be when she grew up

"The sea gull, Dory." The wonman nodded enphatically. "I was just going
al ong, mnding ny own business and | ooking for seals when it |anded on
my car while | was driving, and | knew it was telling me that | was
pushing ny |uck."



"Ch wow," the girl said breathily.

"I went right back to nmy notel, packed, and-" she threw out her
arms-"here | am"

Marjory appl auded. Dory |eapt from her chair and ki ssed her hard on the
cheek.

After exchanging tol erant glances with Nancy, d enn decided it would be
wi se to keep his mouth shut, and only smiled his pleasure as the neal
grew nmore raucous, the wi ne poured nore frequently, and Cheryl's

conpl aint that she ought to be at least allowed to taste some for crying
out |oud, was just shy of being demandi ng before he ended it by I urching
to his feet and declaring a nonent's peace. Qut of pity for the old nman
who wasn't used to all this noise
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Dory gave himthe raspberry; Cheryl |ooked to the ceiling in nock

di sgust; Marj shook her head in amusenent and offered to help clean the
tabl e. Susan, however, wouldn't hear of it. She enlisted the girls to
hel p her and told d enn and Marj she'd meet them on the porch

@ enn agreed and headed directly for Bern's hammock, had just |ain down
with a theatrical groan when an autonobil e braked sharply in the drive.

"Ch Christ," he nuttered.

Marj, who had decided to bring all the sunmer chairs over so they
woul dn't have to shout their conversation, |eaned against the railing
and said, "Hi, Loretta, what brings you here?"

"Ch Jesus," he said, and swng his legs to the floor. His head felt
ringed with helium his nouth coated with wet wool. And he had to blink
twi ce before he was able to bring Hugh's wife into focus.

"denn, I'msorry," the woman said, standing at the foot of the steps.
"I don't mean to bother you."

"No problem" he assured her. And rubbed his cheeks hard when he saw t he
concern in her eyes, the way she kept shifting her weight from one foot
to another. "God," he said, "is it Hugh?" And braced hinself for the bad
news.

But Loretta shook her head quickly. "No. No, he's all right, thank god.
But | was at the hospital today. Seeing him" Her |left hand raked

t hrough her hair. "When | left, | got in ny car." The hand gestured,
flopped to her side. "My neat was gone."

He wait ed.

"My neat," she repeated, obviously expecting himto understand w thout
guesti on.
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He took a step down, sat down, and inhaled. "Loretta, someone broke into
your car and stole some neat ?"

She sagged in visible relief. "The car was |ocked, Genn. | know it was.



But it wasn't until | was in it that | realized | hadn't unlocked it.
You know?"

"Ckay. And the neat?"
Thi nki ng: why the hell didn't she go to the office instead?

She told himshe'd had a package of neat on the front seat, and when she
| ooked over, just before |eaving the hospital grounds, it was gone.

Then she held out a piece of paper. "There was this thing instead."

He took it, frowning, and saw that soneone had | eft her a note, snudged,
barely | egible.

"d enn, Hugh spoke to me this afternoon. For the first time in days, he
spoke to me."

He read what was left of the note.

"He said, 'l ain't going home, Loretta. |'m staying here 'cause he's
com ng. "'

"Who?" Marj asked.

Loretta said, "I don't know. He just closed his eyes and woul dn't say
anyt hing el se."

"The door was | ocked," G enn said.

"I swear it." And the woman crossed her heart.
The note said: | amon the Wy.

And d enn thought, oh Christ, Jimy Hale.
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Y,

The dream when it cones ..

Cheryl sat on a bench in Central Park, her hands fol ded | ocosely in her

| ap, her beret slightly canted and pinned to her fair hair. Her coat was
made for spring, her skirt a sumer shade, and the party shoes her

not her bought her were patent |eather, with silver buckles, and gl eam ng
bl ack.

Behind her was a tall and spreading tree whose nane she didn't know,
whose | eaves were turning colors and dropping fromtheir branches,
sashaying to her shoul ders, bal ancing there and falling, to her lap, to
the ground, to the path where pedestrians crushed them and didn't hear
their screans.

In front of her, on the other side of the path that wound out of sight
left and right, on another bench as faded as her own, was a man in a
tattered tweed overcoat, fingerless woolen gloves, and heell ess western
boots whose tips had been stained too many colors fromtoo nuch wal ki ng
t hr ough garbage and through rain. Hs
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face was a dark mask beneath a wi de-brinmed straw hat, and though she
tried not to look at him tried to ignore himwhile she waited as she
was told she nust, she couldn't help seeing himfromthe corner of her
eye- watching her, sonetimes smling at her, sonetimes sucking his lips
between his teeth and maki ng a wet smacki ng sound.

When he shifted, crossing one |l eg over the other, she held her breath.

When he | eaned back and spread his arnms over the warped back of the
bench, she hel d her breath again.

When an elderly woman in a |long fur coat swept past behind a tiny poodle
on a |l eash, and the man was gone, the bench enpty, she cl osed her eyes
tightly and wi shed hersel f hone.

She didn't like the city.

She had been here only once-and this tine didn't count-and had been awed
by the nmountain buil dings, the herds of people, and the rush of traffic.
They all frightened her, nade her cringe, made her slap her hands to her
ears to muffle the constant noise that didn't die when the sun set, that
seeped and crept and oozed through the hotel w ndow and danced around
her bed, giving voice to the roomis corners and keeping the lights

out side alive. The nonent she had stepped off the train, she told her
father and nother she wanted to go hone.

And lovingly they sniled at her, and tenderly they conforted her, and
they didn't understand about the nonsters below the rusted gratings that
chuffed and roared and breathed hot steam at her |egs, about the
nmonsters with siren voices that hunted her all day and
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signal ed to each other all night and wail ed when they found her, huddl ed
beneat h t he bl ankets though the roomwas nmuch too warm

They didn't understand, and they smiled at each other when she tried to
warn them hugging her with gentle |aughter and telling her how rmuch fun
t hey were having, how nuch nore fun they would have, and how many
stories she would have to tell her sisters and brother and all her
little friends when they took the train hone. In one week. Seven days.
Seven sunrises too |ate.

The wonman in the fur coat cane back the other way, the poodl e now behind
her and yappi ng at the ground, snapping at an acorn, snapping at the |eash.

Cheryl watched it, watched the woman, until they turned a bend in the
pat h, and when she | ooked around, the man was there again, on the bench
straw hat | ow, |egs crossed, hands deep in his pockets, a dark red tie
pul l ed away fromhis throat.

Sit still, she told herself; sit still, sit still.
A squirrel chattered at her fromthe tree she couldn't nane.
A whi te-bi bbed brown cat with a stubbed tail raced frombehind a litter

bin and chased a lowflying |l eaf that caught the breeze and spiraled
upward, |l eaving the cat behind to | ook at her with one mlky blind eye



and show her its teeth. She smiled at it. It arched its back. She
whistled to it softly, and it dropped on its side, rolled onto its back
and batted at nothings while the remmant of its tail whipped the path
until a dust devil was born, spinning in place for several seconds,
growng tall as a man
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and cleaning the path of its leaves and fallen twigs and finally, the cat.

The man on the bench kicked out a raw scuffed boot and the devil fell in
upon itself, scattered itself, and died, and the cat yowed in fear and
anger as it ran across the grass, into the trees, with the squirre
chasing after it, chattering and scolding with its tail and fur puffed.

A boy on a bicycle sped by her without | ooking.
Two nmen with briefcases and unbrellas strolled by her and didn't snile
Then the man on the bench stood up and stretched, and Cheryl told

herself to sit still, sit still, it was only a dream she ought to know
t hat .

But the man kept on stretching, |eaning back, |eaning back until the hat
fell fromhis head and bounced off the benchseat and rolled to the
ground where it spun slower and slower and slower and slower still until
it stopped, its straw crown stained with grine, its frayed band hol di ng
a frayed white feather that didn't nove when the breeze bl ew agai n and
stirred the hat, stirred the | eaves, and stirred the man to pushi ng back
his light brown hair with one hand while the other reached into his
pocket and pulled out a |ong knife.

He smil ed.

H s eyes were wide and crossed; his lips were wide and moist; his chin
trenbl ed and his cheeks pul sed and his forehead shone with perspiration
as he took a step toward her

Sit still.

And anot her, wiping the knife against his coat.

Sit.
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Stepping on his hat and crushing the crown until it bled.

Still.

Smiling and nodding and |icking at the saliva that bubbled at the corner
of his quivering wi de nout h.

Don' t
nove.
Cheryl blinked, |ooked to her left for the boy on the bicycle, |ooked to

her right for the woman and her noi sy poodl e, |ooked directly ahead just
as the nman raised the knife to the level of his chest and opened his



eyes even wider to show her the enpty sockets.

She screaned.

The nman | aughed.

She pushed of f the bench and ran down the path, one hand on her beret,
the other at her side, screanming for help, screamng for her nother
roundi ng the bend and skidding to a halt at the edge of a cliff.

The park was gone.

The city was gone.

There was not hing but sky and wind as far as she could see, and no steps
inthe cliff's face to save her, no weapon on the ground, no boy, no
worman, no cat or tiny dog.

She turned, breathing heavily, feeling her cheeks grow warm and fl ushed.
Sonet hi ng nust be done, but she didn't know what; someone had to be
cal l ed, but she didn't know the nane.

And when the man cane around the bend, w ping the knife on his pink
shirt, still smling, still drooling, she reached up to her beret and
pul l ed out the pin that held
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the hat to her fair hair, and when he | eaned over to kiss her she jabbed
it straight into his eye.

He | aughed and plucked out the pin, studied it carefully, licked its
point, then threwit over the cliff and threw a kiss swiftly after.

Then he threw the knife as well, and | eaned down and touched her shoul der
She backed away, nearly fell, and he gripped her and pulled her to him

Her eyes closed, her lips trenbled, and she wanted nore than anything to
be able to cry.

But she could feel him There. Waiting. The snell of himlike danp wool,
the feel of himlike wire, the sight of himwhen she finally |ooked Iike
somet hing that had died in the farthest corner of the deepest tunnel in
the worl d.

When he saw her expression, he shook his head and wi nked and said with
winter's voice, "Not yet, little girl. Not yet. Not yet."

Then he kissed her dryly. On the cheek. On the forehead. On the chin. On
t he hand.

And rel eased her when she gagged, bent over, sat up and funbled for the
lanp at the side of her bed.

And said, "Momy," when she saw the sl ow novi ng shadow of a straw hat on
t he bedroom door.
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ONE

He sat across the runpled single bed with his back against the wall and
slowy stroked Cheryl's hair with his palm She was asl eep, her cheek on
his thigh, her bare feet on her pillow, and on the floor in a dark

sl eeping bag was Dory, lightly snoring, hands cl asped across her
stomach, tw tching now and then. Through the greylight of first dawn he
could see a half dozen posters of baseball players taped to the opposite
wal I, a stuffed penguin wearing a baseball cap on a small pinewdod desk;
the cl oset door was closed, the door to the hallway opened to a fading
bl ack he refused to | ook at-an hour ago, he thought he'd seen sonething
nmovi ng out there. He yawned. He shivered and rolled his shoul ders.
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A few birds began a choral trilling, and hushed when something rolled or
ran through the brush on the hill.

Tired; God, he was tired.

He had heard his daughter cry out not long after midnight, and he'd
managed to get up wi thout waking Marj. When Cheryl saw himin the
doorway-"What's wrong, honey, you okay?"-she'd whinper-screamed and
threw herself off the bed into his arns. Not five seconds |later Dory ran
i n, sobbing, babbling, and between them he heard the stunbling story of
a man in the park and a dog and a knife and a cat and a cliff, and he'd
hushed t hem and ki ssed them and soothed them and swore not to | eave the
room agai n, not even after they slept.

Sonet hi ng bad, Daddy.

They hadn't slept right away.

"I want happy dreans, Daddy," Cheryl had pleaded, curled up in his lap
Tired; so damed tired.

But he kept reassuring themhe was still there, once stretching out his
l eg so Dory could touch his foot.

Lord, he thought; Iord.

He knew, or at |east had read of, dreans sonetinmes being clainmed as
premoni tions; he knew, or at |east had been told of, dreans that had
cone true if the teller was to be believed; but even if he were inclined
to accept that this was the case and not a sinple case of too nmuch
snacking, he refused to believe that such a thing could infect both
daughters at once. And in the same way. That was inpossible. Therefore
there had to be a novie, a book, a scary story at the heart of it.

It couldn't be Jinmy Hale.
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It couldn't be

He yawned.

somet hi ng bad



And hi s stroking hand stopped when he saw pale white hovering in the
doorway. Hi s heart raced and rel axed when Marj stepped into the room
hand at her throat, nightgown rippling in the breeze that canme chilled
t hr ough t he bedroom wi ndow.

Ni ght mar e? she nout hed.

He nodded, and saw her | ook perplexed at Dory on the floor, Cheryl in
his lap, could see the question before her Iips even forned it: both of
t hen?

Exhaust ed, he nodded agai n and | eaned his head back, half-closed his
eyes. Cently she lowered herself to sit on the bed, on his right, where
she took his free hand, squeezed it, kissed his cheek, lay her head on
hi s shoul der. He considered signaling her to go on back to their room
but he decided he |liked her here better. She was warm The ni ght gown was
soft and cool where the folds drifted over the back of his hand. And the
snell of her, at dawn, was the snell of her when they were young and

ni ght mares were confined to just trying to pay the bills.

It didn't take long for her to pull up her legs, curl herself, cuddle,
and fall asl eep.

He yawned.

Maybe it all had sonething to do with the child' s nmenstrual cycle, the
upheaval , the grimacceptance. Dory's had started only a year ago, but
Cheryl, according to Marj, showed all the signs of starting early, as

she had. And she woul d turn el even before autum ended.

O maybe it was a boy. Dory was still trying to figure
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out what the hell they were for, and with Bern losing his girlfriend and
Nancy not havi ng anyone steady, maybe Cheryl was confused-pl ayi ng
baseball as well as she did, with the future she had pl anned, didn't
quite sit with a boy's imge of a sweetheart, even in this day and age,
at least in Hunter.

O maybe it was him

The sunmmrer people were flocking in like the Canada geese who lived in

t he cove. Sel dom home now, and now arguing with Marjory about too nany
t hi ngs-maybe it was him Maybe he didn't give them enough tine and they
t hought he'd deserted them didn't |love them anynore, didn't care.

H s eyes opened to stare at the ceiling: bullshit, he thought.

And renenbered the cloud.

And fell asleep and didn't awaken until someone adjusted a |ight blanket
across his shoul ders and he turned his head and opened one eye and
realized he was |ying down, on Cheryl's pillow and sunlight had

bri ghtened the roomto a glare.

He sat up and | ooked at his watch. "Jesus, it's after nine!"

"Rel ax," Marj ordered, sitting on the edge of the bed. "I've already
call ed Pete. The bad guys can wait for another hour anyway." She shifted



as he pushed hinself up and rubbed his eyes, and yawned, and saw her
al ready dressed for work. "Cheryl didn't say anything about her dream
Did she tell you?"

He nodded and eased his feet to the floor. Rubbed his head vigorously.
Scratched his chest until it hurt. Stood
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and told her all he knew while he padded into the bathroom and gri naced
at the reflection that blinked back at him red-eyed. Then he expl ai ned

all his theories before telling her he didn't know.

"But Christ, this is getting serious, Marj. Neither of themare getting
any sl eep anynore. W have to do sonething before they get sick."

He opened the nedicine cabinet and reached for his razor, saw an

unfam |iar anmber plastic bottle in the corner, picked it up and read the
| abel . Sleeping pills. He frowned a question at his wife, who only said,
"I"'munder a little pressure, okay? | took one. It didn't work."
Pressure, he thought. Right.

Ten mnutes later, still not quite awake, he was dressed and in the

ki tchen, Marjory |eaning against the counter with a cup of coffee in her
hand.

"d enn, you' re not suggesting a psychiatrist, are you?" she asked carefully.

"What ?" He | ooked at the slices of buttered toast, the orange juice, and

his stomach burbled. "No. | don't think so anyway. | don't honestly know
what |'m suggesting." He | ooked up. "But this can't go on, Marj. They
really are going to get sick. | don't think there were any probl ens
Wednesday ni ght, but last night ... it nust have been a pip."

She reached back to place her cup in the sink. "I agree. \Wen | get

horme, 1'Il have an ol d-fashi oned wonman-to-worman, see what | can find out."

He bit the toast; it was cold.
"Where are the kids?"

"Cone. "
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He was surprised. "Already? Al of then?" A look at the ceiling. "M
god, how the hell do they do it? They hardly slept at all."

"Youth," Marj told him "Remenber? Besides, would Cheryl m ss the change
at a game?"

He grunted, coveting the energy, w shing he could shake off his bad
times as easily. "Bern and Nancy too?"

She nodded. "I think Susan took themover to Wrtan's." She snil ed.
"Just a prelimnary | ook around. She called it 'scouting the territory.""

A laugh that felt good. "I take it that's supposed to be a hint."



Her response was a one-shoul der shrug. "I think they did say sonething
about neeting you for lunch."

He cocked his head warily.

"At Duke's," she said. "One o' clock. | don't believe they said anything
about going Dutch."

"I"msurprised she can wait that long." He pinched his neck lightly,
forcing the last of the sleep away. "How about you? You going to be there?"

She reached back into the sink, adjusted the cup, ran water in it and
poured it out. "I don't know. " A hesitation. "G over and | are going to
the site. Surveyors are supposed to mark it off starting today."

"Ch." Take it easy, denn, it's too damm early for this. "You going to
be |l ate then?"

"l doubt it."

He nodded, gave her the snile she expected, and listened for the front
door to close. Then he yelled, "Shit!" and threw the toast into the
trash, drank the juice at a gulp, and glared at the refrigerator unti
hi s vi sion began
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to blur. He stood and went to the porch, breathed deeply several tines,
and tried to decide whether to go first to the office or drive out to
Loretta's and talk to her again. That note. The car door couldn't have
been | ocked, but he wondered if there was a true connection to the

Li ncol n Log house or if it was just soneone, a kid, playing a stupid joke.

No; not a joke.

Though he had no tangible proof, just an acid sensation in his stonach
and an itch at the back of his neck, he knew the warning had to have
been left by Jimy Hale. The kid-if he ever had been a ki d-was back

H di ng somewhere. Taunting him daring him... laughing at him

So strong had been the feeling that yesterday he'd had every avail abl e
man out on the road, checki ng and doubl e-checki ng the surrounding farns,
abandoned buil dings, all the obvious places. Then they had taken to as
many of the woodland trails and paths they could before nightfall.

And had found not hing, not a sign.

He hadn't expected themto.

Hal e wasn't going to be so stupid as to be caught sl eeping under a
dammed bri dge

But if he wasn't wong, if his instincts were still working, Hale hadn't
returned for whol escal e vengeance, either. He had a target, a sinple
one-lroquoi s Trace.

Whi ch was why, |ast evening after supper, he'd driven over to the old
man' s house.

"Now what the hell do you want, Erskine?" the old
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man had yel |l ed above the barking of his dog. The door had opened only a
crack.

"M. Trace, Jimy-"
"I know, goddammit! You think |I'm senile?"

@ enn had resisted kicking in the door, had taken a deep breath instead.
"I just want you to come with nme. Until we find him"

Trace had | aughed caustically. "You crazy?"
"Protective custody, M. Trace. You'll be safe in one of the cells."

"The fuck | will,"” Trace had answered, and had sl amred the door, thrown
the bolts, while denn knocked agai n, then pounded, then stonped off in
such a quaking rage that he'd driven around for an hour before he could
think clearly again. Then he ordered a patrol to sit directly in front
of the old man's house all night, don't bother to hide their purpose,
and shoot the sonofabitch if he tried to nmake them nove.

Their relief would conme in the morning, this time with surveillance nore
ci rcunspect.

He didn't need to bother Loretta then; he chose the office.

After he had parked in the |ot behind, he | ooked down at the barred
wi ndows beneath his office marking the string of eight cells in the
baserment, usually enpty save when the weekend drunks and rowdi es cane
out to play. He'd have to have one of the guys clean up. Today was
Friday. Party tine in old Hunter. Son of a bitch

He sat for another minute in the shade, but the world didn't acconmpdate
hi m by goi ng away, so he stepped out into the sunlight and was once
agai n struck, as he
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was every sumer, by the difference in tenperature between here and the
| ake. A good five degrees warner here no matter how it was neasured.
Hotter, he anmended as he wal ked toward the front; hotter, because

obvi ously June had forgotten how pl easant it was supposed to be. By
noon, easily, it was going to be ninety.

As he reached out to push in the door, a | ongbed pickup backfired to a
halt at the curb, nmaking himjunp, turning himaround. A burly man in
short sl eeves and baseball cap | eaned out of the truck

"Hey, denn, you got a m nute?"

He nodded and stepped into the street. "What's up, John?"

John Wortan opened his door and swung easily down, hitched up his
ill-fitting spot-worn jeans and wal ked back to the truck's bed. "I think

we got a problem”

Wrtan, whose brother owned Hunter's first and | argest car deal ership,



wor ked one of the fewremaining farns in the area, a dairy operation
that used to supply a good portion of Sussex County and sone small

pl aces in New York. Now he was barely hangi ng on despite the selling of
some of his land. Larger conpanies were undercutting him and his fanmly
was too | arge. They had known each other since chil dhood, and d enn
didn't want to see himgo.

A convertibl e squeal ed around the corner, radio blasting, until denn
turned to face him and the driver saw the silver badge on his chest. A
nod, then, a friendly wave, and the vehicle slowed to a craw .

"Sic 'em copper," John said. "Sumbitch could be a killer."
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G enn stared until he realized that he'd been glaring at the driver.
"Nah. I'Il let Robbie take care of him"

John grunted nmock di sgust.

"So what's the problen?" denn asked, |ooking into the bed and seeing
not hi ng but a tarp.

John yanked t he canvas aside. "I don't know. You tell ne.

G enn felt his neager breakfast stir and turn to acid, and he turned
away quickly and | eaned back against the truck. "Jesus."

"R ght. "

A young buck lay inside, blood spattered and dried across its fl anks,
hind | egs splayed stiff, tail upright.

It may have been shot out of season
denn didn't know.
Because its head had been torn off.

"Do ne a favor, John," he said, taking his tine getting back to the
si dewal k.

"Way ahead of you, pal," Wrtan said. "I'mheading for the vet's right
now. Just thought I'd let you know "

G enn's smle was sour, and Wirtan | aughed as he swung back into the cab
and pulled into the traffic without bothering to signal. d enn watched
for a noment, then went inside and closed his eyes briefly at the air
conditioning that was usually too cold for his taste. Audrey was filing,
CGorder was at the radio, Sandera was at his desk on the tel ephone; G enn
checked the | og book, saw nothing had happened the ni ght before, nothing
this nmorning, and alnost nade it to his office before his stomach roiled
again. He thought he was going to throw up. He grabbed the janb and
breat hed urgently through
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his mouth, snmelling and tasting bile and telling hinself he wasn't goi ng

to do it, not here, not now, it was only a dammed deer, for god's sake,
and he'd seen worse in hunting season so what the hell was the matter?



He straightened. Dropped his hand. Wal ked to his desk and fell into his
chair.

"Jesus."

Normal . By god, this was going to be a normal day if it killed him
Not hi ng was going to upset him Nothing out of the ordinary was going to
happen. He was going to read through the night's reports, shoot the shit
with Gorder, take an hour or so on the road and then neet his kids at
Duke's. Were they would tell himabout every car on Wrtan's lot, and
he woul d have to guess by her eyes which was the one Nancy wanted the
nost and whi ch was the one she thought he'd let her have. A grin. This
m ght even spark Bern into wanting one. He gave the boy two weeks in
California before he got the call, wondering what the possibility was of
rai ding his savings account.

Nor mal . Mangl ed deer aside-and it was probably a bear-this was going to
be a normal sunmer day.

A knock on the wall, and he | ooked up, saw Robbie on the threshold, a
pad in one hand. "CGot a m nute?"

He nodded, not at all Iiking the expression on the man's face.

Nor mal , damit!

Sandera dragged one of the chairs close to the desk, and grinned. "We-"
Corder rapped on the franme. "Sheriff?"

Wth a mel odramatic groan, G enn threw up his
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hands, | eaned back, and pointed to another chair, which the dispatcher
i medi ately pulled up al ongsi de Sandera. The two | ooked at each ot her
waiting for permssion to go first, finally | aughing quickly as Robbie

deferred to the ol der man.

"Ckay," Corder said briskly, "we got a thing here, just cone in. That
new guy, Plowight, he was stopped on Juni per a couple of mnutes ago."

A enn frowned in quick thought. "Juniper. Juniper. That's where ... oh
shit."

Corder nodded. "Yep. Got it in one. Ad man Vorssen, he runs out to the
street and flags Plowight down, nearly gets his ass creaned, Plowight
can't drive for shit. Seems Vorssen and his old lady were at their son's
overni ght, down in Mrristown, some kind of birthday or sonething. Got
back this norning, kitchen door jimed, kitchen trashed, some crap
witten all over the wall." He | ooked down at a sheet of crunpled paper
in his left hand. "Sone Biblical stuff, | think."

"1 amthe Way,'" d enn quoted

"Right. Sonething like that." CGorder glanced up without raising his
head, cigar pointing |ike a dead finger. "Just like the Lincoln Log place."

"Swell." He pinched the bridge of his nose between thunb and forefinger



"go"

"The kid's taking care of it. Got whatshi sname, Neil son, already on his
way with the camera and shit."

"Thanks. "
Corder answered with a lazy sal ute.

"God, if Kim Raddock hears about this, there'll be vigilantes in the
streets by noon."
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"I doubt it," Sandera told him "She's got problenms of her own."

A enn alnmost smiled. "Y know, there's a penalty in football for piling
on, guys. Gve ne a break." He sniffed. "I have an idea-why doesn't one
of you tell ne Jimy Hale's been found floating in the Hudson."

Not hi ng.

"Dam, " he said. "All right, Robbie, what is it?"
"It's Beverly," the younger man said. "She went out yesterday afternoon,
hasn't come back. That was M's. Raddock on the phone. She's upset."
"It's not forty-eight hours,” G enn remnded him even though it didn't
matter. Officially, Beverly wasn't a m ssing person; as far as Hunter
was concerned, if she wasn't home within an hour of whatever curfew she
had, she was. "Ckay, Pete, get the patrols on it. Ask around. Not hi ng
of ficial, nothing hysterical. Robbie, you want to-"

Sandera nodded. "Yeah. She was driving that red thing of hers. | already
checked the county cops and the hospital s-nothing. No accidents at all
in the county last night."

"Shacked up," said Gorder.
Genn lifted an eyebrow

"Shit yeah, it happens all the time. She's shacked up with sonme punk, no
guestion, case closed. Can't get away fromit this day and age." He
turned to Robbie for confirmation. "Them Comi e teachers, |ong hair and
shit, they let "emloose for the sumer, they're ripe for it, you know
what | mean?" He took out his cigar, stared at it, threwit in the trash
can. "Ain't got the val ues
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anynore, all they want to do is destroy society fromw thin. Let the
boys have their way with them handing out diseases |left and right,
wearing those skinpy ..." He stopped. "I nean ..."

d enn nodded sagely, trying not to |laugh as Gorder obviously renenbered
that Bev until recently had been Bern's steady girl. "I'Il keep it in
m nd, Pete."

"Not hi ng personal, Sheriff."



He waved a hand and said to Sandera, "Get going. I'll be on the road in
a mnute nyself." Then he stopped the deputy with a raised finger. "I'll
be seeing Bern and Nancy for lunch. Maybe I'Il find sonething out."
"Right," Sandera said, and left in a hurry.

Corder sat for a moment |onger, staring at the floor.

"Somet hi ng el se, Pete?"

"Pigeon," he said quietly.
"Who?"
"Nate Pigeon." He scowed. "I know you think I'moff the end half the

time, Sheriff, but that Pigeon's dealing, we both knowit. Muybe he
knows about Beverly."

Cautiously, denn nodded. "Yeah, okay. So why didn't you tell Robbie?"
Corder cleared his throat. "I " He folded the paper and slipped it
into his breast pocket. Then he stood and hooked his thunbs into his hip
pockets. "Sheriff, | want to talk to himmyself."

d enn blinked, once, slowy. "You' re kidding."
"I ama cop, y'know. "
"But the radio-"

"I"ve been training a couple of guys. Hell, even Audrey can do it if
she'd stop conbing her hair once in a
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while. | do get sick once now and then, y'know. You think | have wres
to ny house or sonethi ng?"

In all honesty, denn had never thought about it because the nunber of
days a year Pete had called in sick couldn't even be counted on one
hand. Yet he didn't know anyone in Hunter, including hinmself, who was so
adamantly, fiercely opposed to drugs and drug dealers. It had been, for
both of them exceedingly frustrating that none of their covert

i nvestigations had turned up any solid evidence against the so-called
witer; that he in fact dealt was sinply sonething they "knew' w thout
proof. It was instinct.

"Let me think about it, Pete."

"I"'mnot going to hurt him" the dispatcher insisted, and followed it
with a smle that would have frozen a geyser. "No ki dding, Sheriff."

"Just let ne think, okay?"
"Sure." The man saluted, pulled a cigar fromhis pocket and chonped on
it as he strode fromthe room The radio crackled. Pete's voice was harsh.

Fi nesse is the way, G enn cautioned hinself as he stood and opened the
bottom drawer; finesse, and no way in hell Pete's going to have at Nate
al one-that woul d be tantanmount to condoning |egal nurder



He strapped on his gunbelt, adjusted it, and wal ked to the door where he
wat ched Gorder snapping orders to one of the patrols, watched Audrey
attacking her typewiter as if it were a man bent on her virtue, and

wi dened his eyes when Sweet Aster el bowed the front door open and
dragged in Thorny OUuworth. Thorny's hands
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were cuffed behind his back, and he fell against the counter stomach
first without the deputy's help.

"Drunk," Aster said in disgust. "He was baptizing hinself in the creek
under M drow Bridge."

"CGotta have the light, M. Erskine," Thorny said, grinning stupidly, his
cheek on the counter. "Gotta have the Light if I'mgonna find the Way."
He hi ccoughed and began to sing, softly, a country song about |ove and

| onel i ness and his baby |eaving himfor a traveling man.

"Call his damm father," Genn said as he lifted the flap and wal ked
toward the door. "And put himin a cell "til the old man gets here."

"Can | shoot himfirst?" Aster wanted to know.
"Only if he throws up all over ny office.”

He opened the door and sighed at the heat, imediately hurried away when
the singing abruptly stopped and Audrey yelled, "For god's sake, not
there, get a trash can!"

Pl ease, he prayed as he junped into his car, let this be only a warning,
not the real thing. | don't think | can stand it.

He had left his sungl asses fol ded on the dashboard shel f, and he hissed
and swore when he put themon and felt as if he'd been branded; the air
conditioning took two eternal mnutes to work, and he swi vel ed the
nearest vent to blow the cool air directly into his face; he used the
radio to tell Pete he was on the road-and consequently warn the rest of
the day shift he was out and prow i ng-and CGorder responded quite
solemmly that Hunter and the world will now rest nuch easier and be
thankful . He smiled and shook his head. The autonobile wheezed as it
jerked out into traffic.
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And when he saw Sandera's cruiser parked in the mddle of Mdrow Bridge
its lights flashing, Sandera gone and a few curious pedestrians
gathering at the head of both flights down to the creek, he was tenpted
to speed up and | ook the other way. Gipped the wheel and watched
hinsel f pull in behind the patrol car, turn on his warning lights, and
grab his hat and slap it on as he stepped onto the road.

He | ooked over the wall and saw Robbie a hundred feet up, at the end of
t he sidewal k. When he whistled, Sandera turned, shaded his eyes, then
beckoned once, abruptly. Please, God, not Hale, not Bev, he thought as
he hurried to his left and took the stairs as calmy as he could. A
deputy, he couldn't see who it was, had stationed hinself at the head of
the staircase on the other side of the creek by The Wllows to keep the
i nquisitive fromcom ng down. By the time he reached the bottom anot her



deputy had taken this side as well. They must have seen the lights too;
Sandera hadn't called in.

"What ?" he asked flatly as he approached.

Sandera, one finger working at his mustache, cleared his throat and
poi nted upstream "Sonething up there. | thought | spotted it before.”

He hesitated. "Bev?"
"No. | don't think so."

He nodded a let's nove then and they |left the paverment for the high
grass, the | ow branches, pushing their way north al ong the bank that
slowy began to flatten out. A dragonfly hovered over the creek. A puff
of gnats flewinto his face, and he snorted to clear themfromhis
nostrils. There was shade, but the heat still found its way
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in; there was a breeze, but it only served to nmake the heat worse.
Sandera sai d not hi ng.

d enn inspected the ground where they wal ked, seeing only an occasi ona
tossed candy w apper, beer can; |ooked up and saw t he hi gh wooden fences
t hat marked the houses bordering this part of the water. No one | ooked
back at him The dragonfly foll owed, as did the gnats and a nosquito he
bl oodi ed on his wist and wi ped off on his runp.

The ground softened. In addition to the |ake, Marda Creek was fed by
dozens of tiny underground springs that transformed the area into near
swanpl and before it ever reached the stone bridge that |inked Lake
Road's two hal ves. No kids ever played down here. No |overs made their
tenmporary beds. It was too much like a tiny marsh, and there were, as
al ways, the runors of copperheads and water noccasins.

Several times willows detoured them and he wondered how Sandera had
been able to see this far in. He checked over his shoul der-the pocket
park was gone, willow branches nmoving languidly like tendrils.

"I was already down here," the younger man said, com ng back to join
him "I was |ooking for her. Under the bridge. | started to walk, got a
little ways, and ... come on."

They pushed t hrough a screen of willow and he saw it, snagged on a dead
branch lying partway in the creek-a bright yellowtop torn fromneck to
m dchest. It wasn't a man's. He knelt in the nud and stared at it,

squi nting, massagi ng one cheek as he scanned the creek in both
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directions. Sound became muted. Focus concentrated. There was nothing on
t he ground that showed hi m anyone had been here, nothing on any of the
near by shrubs that showed hi m anyone had passed through. The shirt had
ei t her been thrown here, or had floated down. There was no struggle.
There was no bl ood.

Wt hout moving he said, "Have you gone up toward the |ake at all?"



"l haven't even been this close. As soon as | sawit | started back to
get you."

The creek began to narrow here, and several slick brown rocks could have
served as stepping stones fromthe other bank. G enn | ooked back toward
M drow Bridge, |eaned forward, blinking away sweat, pushing back his
hat-a minister dressed in black stood just beyond the closest w |l ow,

not clearly seen, fragnments of dark and Iight as the thin branches and
dangling |l eaves shifted in the breeze.

"Robbi e," he said quietly, and | ooked back at the torn shirt, at his
dark reflection in the water

"Yes?"

"Do ne a favor and go back and talk with-" He turned his head again and
j erked his thunb.

Sandera | ooked. "Wth who?"
The mi nister was gone.

"No one," he muttered and pushed hinself to standing. "D d you see the
A lworth kid?"

"I saw Sweet trying to get himout of the car, that's all. Half out of
his gourd, he | ooked."

"He was down here. Messing around under the bridge. Go talk to him see
i f he saw anyt hi ng, heard
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anything." He took off his hat and wiped his browwith a sleeve. "The

bastard's drunk, but he knew the girl. | think they were going
together." He gestured. "Check it out."

Sandera nodded. "I'll send Hacker when he's done taking pictures at
Vorssen's."
"Come with him" denn said. "lI'd like you here just in case." It was

his way of saying Robbie would captain the case. The man smiled his
t hanks, and a prom se, and wasted no tine | eaving.

As soon as he was out of sight, denn picked his way past the shirt,
cautiously, peering into the brush, up the steep bank through the trees,
trying not to specul ate on what he had thought he had seen. He only
wanted to find something el se besides the top-a sneaker, a pair of
shorts or jeans. Christ, even a used condom He did not want to find
Beverly. And by the tine he'd gone anot her hundred yards, he knew he
woul dn't. There was too nuch undergrowth, the | and too slippery to walk
on, reeds and weeds and hi gh grass too dense to plow t hrough w t hout
signs. Nothing had passed here in at |east a week, and he turned around
with nore relief than he thought he could feel for someone not his own.

One nore |l ook at the shirt still snagged on the branch, and he hurried
back to the bridge, told the deputy at the stairs what had been found
and to go back there, now, and watch it until the photographer and
Sandera returned. Then he hurried to his car and got in, sighed at the
cool air that touched the sweat on his face, and deci ded he woul dn't



wait until lunchtime-he'd try to catch
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Bern and Nancy at the car dealer's |lot. Muybe they had seen Bev, and
knew where she'd run to.

He snort ed.

Run to. Right. If that was Bev's shirt, she hadn't run anywhere, and
isn'"t that going to be a hell of a thing to have to tell her nother
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TWD

Dickie Wrtan's Auto Carnival, three-quarters of a mle west of Mdrow
Bri dge, was three uneven acres of scarred bl acktop centered by a

br and- new hexagon gl ass show oom whose roof was tinted dark green and
sported a flagpol e that had never been used. Behind it was a

rai n-stained concrete bl ock that housed the service area. Beyond that
was a |l eg of ragged woodl and a hundred yards deep. Lanmpposts spaced
around the perineter and throughout the Iot itsett were barber-pole
striped, and between them sagged wi res al ong which had been fastened
mul ticol ored plastic pennants. Wen the wi nd bl ew, the pennants snapped,
like tinder in a fire; when the wi nd paused, the pennants hung linp and
reflected the sun.

It was, Bern thought as he nopped his face with a sleeve, |ike walking
t hrough an oven.
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The dark gl asses weren't doing himmuch good at all, but taking them off
woul d be worse. The sun had set niniature bonfires across the

wi ndshi el ds of every car on the lot, and | ooking down each row was |ike
staring down a tunnel ablaze with white flame. He squinted. He felt a
headache stirring between his eyes. He followed his sister as she
checked out every vehicle, new and used, and did it again. And again.
Each time, however, whatever system she was using to keep track of what
she |i ked knocked of f anot her one.

She hadn't spoken to himin alnost fifteen mnutes, not since he'd
tapped her on the shoul der and said, "Were the hell'd you | earn about
carburetors?" as if, he realized too | ate, he thought her too stupid to
even know how to spell it. But he tagged al ong anyway, grunting

knowi ngl y now and then, noddi ng when she did, tsking when she passed by
somet hi ng he woul dn't have mi nded hi nsel f.

It was driving her crazy.

He knew it.

He didn't stop

As long as he had to be here, there was no reason why he shouldn't enjoy
hi nsel f. Aunt Susan had given up after ten minutes, claimng shopping to
be done and promising to return in tine to take themto the diner. He

had already read all the brochures in the air-conditi oned showoom sat
in all the cars, checked under all the hoods. Dickie Wirtan and his two



sal esmen | eft him al one. They knew what was going on; he could see it in
the way they ignored himand watched Nancy. Then he read the brochures
again and returned to the heat.

Tski ng.
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Noddi ng

Until Nancy halted hip-cocked in front of something that | ooked to him
like a pregnant blue roller skate and said, "Yeah," very quietly.

Bern couldn't help hinsel f: "Wat, that?"
She nodded without |ooking at him "I think so. It'll get ne around."
"So will your bike. Probably faster."

She turned then and sl apped her hands to her waist. "I amnot a
mllionaire, you know, for god's sake. W're tal king econony here. This
thing's a fuel-injected four, overhead cam front wheel, four radials,
and it'll get me where | want to go when | want to go and won't get ne
broke in the process.”

He gaped.

"It also has only eight thousand mles. If that creep tells ne a teacher
owned it, I'Il puke."”

He al nbst sm | ed.

"So," she said, pushing himaside with a palm "out of ny way, toad. |I'm
going to wait inside until Aunt Susan gets back. It's hot out here."

He wat ched her, | ooked down at the nonstrosity she wanted to call her
own, and sighed. Corvettes all over the dammed place, a Ferrari, an old
Jag that with some work coul d nake serious noi se on the back roads, and
she has to be sensible. He wasn't surprised. Their father woul d never
approve the sport cars, she knew it, and went right for what she knew he
couldn't argue against. It'll save hassles, no question, but it sure as
hel | wasn't any fun.

He headed for the showoom and swerved abruptly
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bef ore he had gone a dozen yards. A blotch of shadow fromthe arced sign
over the entrance wasn't cooler but at |east out of the direct sunlight,
and he | eaned a shoul der agai nst the white wood post, hands in his jeans
pockets, watching the cars shoot past as if they were driving through
eneny territory. A dark van marked with surveyors' synbols headed west,
and right behind it was his nother's car. He funbled a hand free and
waved, but she hadn't seen him and he stepped onto the shoul der to

wat ch her drift around the next bend. She's going to do it, he thought;
she's really going to do it. MIlionaires and executives craw ing al

over the place. Trees bull dozed. People sneaking out in the mddle of
the night to get sone free firewood. She really was going to do it.

From now on, life was going to be hell at hone.



He gl anced over his shoul der. Dickie Wrtan hinself-fat, bearded, and
nore hair than Bern had ever seen on a grownup-had Nancy in a chair,
smling at her, holding out a glass of clear liquid. He was smling. H's
head bobbed once. Another second, and the blinp will probably drop down
and ki ss her feet.

Hs lips curled in revul sion. He | ooked back, to the road. Houses on the
other side, old, one virtually tilting, divided by wooded or rock-pocked
lots slowy filling with garbage and rusted abandoned appliances. Once a
year Hunter sent trucks out to clean themup; less than half a year
later they were filled again. A puff-chested rooster with an iridescent
green hood and violently red wings strutted through the dust. Bern could
see a dozen hens in
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t he weeds behind it, keeping their distance but follow ng just the sane.
A hawk rode the currents.

A crow squawked at himfrom a tel ephone pole.

Sweat tickled down his nape, and he reached behind himto trap it on his
spi ne.

C non, Aunt Susan, he begged silently; please, get me out of here.

Then he saw the brown car and straightened, turned slowy as his father
drove onto the lot and pointed at himto foll ow

Ch shit, now what, he wonder ed.

Nancy had al ready seen @ enn. She was on her feet, pointing for Wrtan's
benefit as she dropped the papers she'd been holding, then hurried
toward one of the exits. Bern was in no rush-the excitenment and fun were
rui ned now that Nance had made her choice, and his father woul d probably
prai se her forty ways from Easter for being so | evel headed.

Dul |, he thought; Christ, how goddamm dul |

Nancy reached the car first, hands clasped at her chest, waiting for her
father to get out. When he did, hat still on, she reached out to take
his armand turn himaround. Bern rolled his eyes. Nancy dropped her
hand. d enn beckoned wi thout | ooking around and Bern didn't like the
feeling that wormed into his stomach.

He had no sooner reached the trunk than Nancy said, "Wat do you nean,
she's gone?"

"Who?" Bern asked, thinking suddenly of Pint and Dory, playing at the
bail field.

Hat | ow over his eyes, G enn | eaned back against the
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car and squinted at the showoom squinted at the sky where the hawk

still hung, black and silent, hardly nmoving. Then he stared at them
both. "Bev. Raddock."



Bern swal | owed. "She run away or what?"

"I don't know, son. Her nother saw her |ast, sonetinme yesterday
afternoon. She's a bit worried. Either of you see her since?"

"No," Nancy said at once.
Bern shook his head.
"If she got nad at her nother, or was feeling bad, where would she go?"

To ne, Bern thought, and checked hi msel f before he spoke. No. Not
anynore. That was yesterday, a long time ago.

Nancy gl anced at him "Mybe ... Thorny," she said in al nost a whisper

Bern's nod was slow, grudging. "Maybe." He | ooked at his father. "You
ask him yet?"

"Robbie's trying to right now "

"Tryi ng?" Nancy paled. "God, is he hurt?"

"No, just drunk. He's in the tank."

"Shit," Bern said, and didn't apol ogi ze when @ enn glared at him
Silence, then, until the w nd snapped the pennants.

And as his father explained what his deputy had found snagged on the
branch, Susan pulled up behind them frowning as she got out and | ooked
at themall. "Trouble?"

Nancy expl ai ned, and d enn asked themto keep an eye out, for Bev, for
strangers, and told themhe'd still neet themfor lunch in an hour
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It was as if nothing was wong. As if Bev was just off on a pout or
somet hing. As if nobody really cared because she'd show up sooner or
later. And it made Bern so angry he couldn't help the fists that bul ged
in his pockets, the pulse of a vein at the side of his neck. They were
goi ng to have lunch while Bev was gone, and tal k about a stupid goddamm
bl ue car Nancy woul d probably weck before she got it back to the house.

"Aunt Susan," he said, interrupting and not caring, "can | borrow your

car for a while? I ..." He looked at his father. "I'lIl bring it to
Duke's. One hour." lron across his chest; rust in his nouth. "Pl ease?"
"Bern," said Aenn, "I don't think-"

"Pl ease?"

"Dad," Nancy said quietly.

Susan bounced the keys in her palm then tossed themover with a quick
smile.

"Thanks," Bern said, |eaned over and ki ssed her cheek, and al nbst took



off his left hipin his haste to get the door open and hi nsel f behind
the wheel. He didn't check to see what kind of |ooks they gave himas he
U-turned and sped out to the road; he didn't check the rear view mrror
as he swung west and spun the trees into a blur. He didn't care. There
were only three places Bev could be if she wasn't with Thorny; if she
wasn't there, she was probably out of the state, or-

The ridge that formed the | ake's basin cane to an abrupt end half a nile
beyond the "Wl conme to Hunter" sign. The slope to the top was gradual
and marked by a rutted dirt road liberally studded with rocks partially
exposed by rain and wear. Hal fway up, underbrush and
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sapl i ngs began to close in, and he stopped the car, not wanting to ruin

his aunt's paint job. On foot, fifty yards farther up, he plunged off to
the right, following a deer trail that led to the cabin Bev had brought

himto the night of the prom

It was enpty.

But soneone had cleaned it recently-the mattresses had been repl aced by
a pair of arny cots, the cobwebs swept fromthe rafters, the dirt and
droppi ngs fromthe floor; cardboard had been tacked over the broken
panes, a ragged sheet of plywod over the back wi ndow. The fireplace had
new logs piled init. An enpty beer bottle sat on the hearth, a candle
jamred into its nouth, wax dried down its sides.

"Jesus, " he whi spered.

But Bev wasn't here, and there was no tine to wonder who had taken the
pl ace over. Some ki ds, maybe, though he hadn't heard anythi ng about it;
some guys fromtown, sick of the litter, wanting to use it for

what ever; the owner, whoever the hell that was.

It didn't matter.
Bev wasn't there.

Nor was she at the beach on the Spit, and no one had seen her, no one
had heard her tal king about taking off, which she generally threatened
six tines a sumer.

And she wasn't at the old well, on the other side of town.

It was visible fromthe road if you knew where to | ook, though its
roof - and- posts had |l ong since rotted and fallen away. The story was t hat
a small stone house, now nobss-covered renains behind the well, had

bel onged to a
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witch who used to live there during the Gvil War. The townspeopl e

tol erated her because she kept the crops growing and the cattle alive
and the | ake and creek wellstocked with fish. They nanmed the creek after
her, to keep her happy. But there was a drought. There was anthrax. In
the mddl e of a Decenber night soneone burned the place down, and the
witch hid in her well. They sealed the well with stone, and later with
concrete. Bev and he would come out here once in a while and | ean on the
chest-high well wall, trying to peer through the wi de cracks that tine



had forced in the seal. Together they had deci ded there was not hi ng down
there but water, and had pl anned, this year, to cone out one night and
break the seal free. Maybe even clinb down to find the witch's bones.

She called it "our place," because everyone el se thought they were crazy.
Bern called it "our place," because in the dappled sunlight spring and
sumer the red in her auburn hair seened |ike sparks, and in the
nmoonlight it seenmed like silver. The harshness that too often marred her
face was softened; the bitterness in her voice bled away into the dark
Here, nore than anypl ace el se they went, she was the Bev he cared for
liked to be with, liked to |ove.

But she wasn't there, and there was no sign that she had been.

He returned to the car and sat sideways on the front seat, the door

open, engine idling. He gazed across the road and didn't see a thing. He
stared at the sky between the branches and saw a dark cloud sweep over

t he woods, shortly trailed by another. He wanted to beli eve,
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desperately to believe, that she was okay. Nothing had happened, this

was Hunter, and she'd just taken off. A fight with her mother, or with
Thorny, and she'd taken off, feeling sorry for herself. She'd be back

Any m nute she'd be back

She had to be.

She was Bev.

She had to be.

Jesus, he thought, what the hell have | done?

Viciously he threw a stone, threw another, and swung in behind the
wheel. He drove as slowly as he could, waving traffic around himwhen it
crept up behind, staring into the trees, through the shadows and the
shade, al nbst stopping when he got to the Frennel house and saw Ms.
Frennel's car in the driveway. Maybe she had seen sonething-the red car
anyt hi ng-and knew it wasn't so. She was too busy with her husband in the
hospital. He drifted on, eyeing Nate Pigeon's house, not seeing Bev's
car and knowi ng that didn't nean she hadn't been there. It was possible.
But it wasn't very likely. Though he and every other kid in the county
knew how Nat e suppl emented his witing i ncome, he al so knew that Bev

i ked her beer and not much else in her system Thorny and his

sel f-indul gent friends were the ones with enough noney to bring Pigeon
and his merchandi se to the back door. Bev never did; she played her own
gane.

Before he knew it, he was back in town.

Before he realized it, he had parked in front of The WIlows and had
wal ked to the top of the stairs. No one was with him no one down bel ow
but a bored-I ooking
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cop sitting on the far bench. But his father had al ready been there, and
Sandera, and had found not hi ng.



A hand briefly touched the center of his back, making himjunp and grab
for the railing.

"I"'msorry," a gentle voice said. "I didn't nean to startle you."

He al nost swore, and snothered it with a weak smile when he saw the
bl ack suit, the white collar, the dark-tanned face. "It's okay,
Reverend. | was ... it's okay."

As he backed away a step, the nminister grasped the railing in both hands
and | eaned over and down, sighting along the creek. "It seens that |'ve
cone here at a bad tinme." Hs head turned; he smled. "Maybe |I'ma jinx."

Bern | aughed nervously, not knowi ng what to say. He couldn't even
remenber the nman's nane.

"Did you know her?" The man nodded toward the water. "The nmissing girl.
D d you know her?"

"Afriend," he said.

The minister lifted his chin. "Ah. Wll, friends sonmetines do strange
thi ngs, Bernard," he said. "They are, in many ways, nysteries."
"You can say that again," he nmuttered, surprised that the nan had
pronounced his nanme correctly, making it sound al most English, al nost

not half bad. And suddenly he was shaking the mnister's hand,
repeating the man's name, and feeling as if this stranger was soneone he
didn't have to suspect was pushing his profession instead of hinself.
The old rector had been a | ocal joke, as bad as the Bapti st
fire-and-brinstone preacher whose congregati on could be heard on Sunday
nmorni ngs all over town. They didn't sing well, but they sure sang
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l oud. The only sound ever heard fromthe Episcopal church canme fromthe
bell that rang before each service, and every Sunday sunset, until it
had cracked a few years ago and had never been fixed because the church
had no funds.

"We used to go together,"” he heard hinself saying, |ooking back at the
creek, seeing Bev down there with him hol ding hands, follow ng the
dragonflies Bev said were the witch's famliars hunting for her body. "I
haven't seen her for a while."

kay, Bev, he thought suddenly; goddamm knock it off, you've made your
poi nt, you can conme hone now, okay?

"My father thinks she's probably all right," he continued. "He's the
sheriff. Sheriff Erskine? | guess you net him al ready, probably. He
thi nks she's all right." He shook his head. "I don't know. "
Sonet hi ng spl ashed in the water.

The deputy was throw ng stones.

"You know," Bern said, turning with a grin, "she used to-holy shit."

The sidewal k was enpty.



He' d been talking to the wi nd.

Turning in a slow circle, he saw no one but a few pedestrians crossing
the bridge, a handful nore across the street heading for the shops. Back
at the creek, the deputy had his hat off and was furiously scratching
hi s head.

kay, he thought, and was suddenly angry. Too many dammed t hi ngs were
goi ng on around here, making himl ook the fool, making himfeel too
dammed hel pl ess.

He wal ked briskly, long strides, arms sw ngi ng and
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nmost rigid, ignoring the heat that slamred on his shoul ders, the glare
from shop wi ndows, the glares fromthose who brushed agai nst his

shoul ders because he wouldn't get out of the way. And by the tine he'd
gone a single block he felt his |l egs begin to harden, his breath cone
hard, and the sound of cars and chatter and radi o rmusic and f oot steps
becamre muffl ed as he struggl ed, seem ngly sw nmng through the humd
air, flecks of dimred at the periphery of his vision, spinning yell ow
stars that swooped in front of himand died. H s nouth opened, throat
dried. He blinked away stinging sweat. He stared at the sidewal k and
wat ched his feet nmove and didn't feel a thing. Sonething was wong, he
knew it, and was too hot to think about it. No thought at all. Just a
faint, distant hunming that grew as the red grew and spread as his back
and chest danpened and deepened as he slowed, and paused, then veered
toward a striped blue awning and | eaned heavily against a wall of brick
bet ween a wi ndow and a door to a shop he coul dn't remenber.

Soneone cane up to him a wonman, blurry face lined with concern, but

t hough her nmouth noved, he couldn't hear what she was saying and he
waved her away, his arm heavy, his fingers |linp. She shook her head and
reached for his arm He gestured again, tried to curse at her for
interfering but his lips wouldn't nove. She took his hand and tugged,
and he foll owed because he had no choice, across the street and into a
store where the cool air, the cold air slapped his knees to buckling.

"Ch god," he groaned, and dropped into a chair the wonan had dragged
behind him He wanted to throw
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up. He bent over, forearns on his thighs, and |l et his head drop

"Here." A hand with a plastic glass of water. "Sip it. GQulp it and
you'll cramp."

Twi ce grabbing before he was able to hold the glass, and he had to | ean
back to drink. And nearly choked when Aunt Susan took a handkerchi ef
from her pocket and dipped it in another glass she held.

She hushed him by nopping his face with the cold water, and as he
si ghed, and sipped again, he realized he was in Kornell's Shoes, and
several women with several children were staring at himfromtheir seats.

"What did you do, wal k from Phil adel phi a?" Susan demanded, kneeling
beside him fresh water on the handkerchi ef now cooling his wists.



He enptied the glass and just barely didn't choke. "I was going
to Duke's."

" From wher e?"
"The bridge."
Her expression was doubtful as she touched his forehead with the backs
of her fingers, brushed the hair back fromhis brow "C non, Bern, you

know better. Nobody gets overheated wal ki ng one | ousy bl ock.™"

"In this town they do," he nmuttered, puffed his cheeks, blew a breath,
and pushed hinmself to his feet. The ceiling | owered, the walls shifted,

and he rubbed his face harshly with both hands. "I'm okay," he snapped
when she nmoved to help him "I guess it was-where's Nancy?"

"At the diner. Wth your father. Waiting for you."
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She touched himagain, a cool damp palmgently to his cheek. "I don't
know what's the matter with you, kiddo, but you' re not wal ki ng anynore.
You stay here, I'll get the car. It is still in this state, isn't it?"

"Aunt Susan-"

Before he could stop her, she fished in his pocket for the keys, |ooked
exasperation at him and left. He ignored the wonmen; the children were
al ready checking out their new shoes. And he stood at the doorway,
seei ng nothing but the sun's glare until the white car backed into view,
causing nmore than one driver to lean on his horn at her maneuver.

When he got in, she waited until she could make a U-turn, saying, "This
is probably illegal, but what the hell, ny brother-in-laws the law in
this berg, right? You think he'll fix a ticket for nme?"

He didn't |augh

As they swung around he saw Reverend Zachi ah standing on the bridge. He
twi sted around to watch him and | ost hi mwhen Susan conpl eted the turn.

"I couldn't find her," he said, the car heading in the opposite
direction, the mnister gone. "I |looked all over. | couldn't find her."

"She your girl?"

He sl ouched down and cl osed his eyes. "Was."

"Carrying the torch?"

Shut up, he thought.

"No, not really."

"Ckay, " she said agreeably, and they were stopped by the traffic light.
"Dam. Honest to god, one lousy light on this stupid street and | have

to get it. Story of ny
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life." She drummed the wheel with her thunmb. "Nancy's picking up her car
t onmor r ow. "

He grunted.

"Cute."

He grunted.

"She says she's going to show it off to sone guy."

"Right," he said sourly. "Thorny, right? Jesus, what an ass."

The |ight changed.

"No. That wasn't the name, | don't think."

He opened one eye to |l ook at her, saw a bead of perspiration jewel on
her tenmple and sat up quickly. It was the sexiest thing he had ever seen

in his life, and Jesus Christ, Erskine, she's your aunt!

Susan shook her head slowy, frowning. "No. Some guy naned Jones." She
| aughed. "God, how original. Jones."

He was warm agai n and | ooked strai ght ahead. Your aunt, you jackass,
your goddamm aunt!

"Jones?"

"Think so. Maybe. Hey, a sign! It's a parking space!" Wthout warning
she turned sharply, throw ng hi magainst the door. "God, what |uck!"

Lucky I'mstill alive, he thought, and grinned at her when she smled
and asked if he was all right.

"Yeah. Thanks."

"No sweat." She giggled. "Sorry. No problem But we'd better get inside
before your father has a fit. He might think we've eloped."” She touched
his leg with a finger. "You going to pass out on ne?"
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"No." He opened the door. "Y know, the only Jones we know is a guy naned
Brady. "

"That may be him" she said, slammng her door, conming around the car to
take his arm "Escort ne in. Your father will think you' ve got manners."

"Don't bet on it," he said.

She hugged the armto his side and | aughed.
"And besides, it can't be Brady Jones."
"Why not ?"

Bern shrugged. "Can't be. He's dead.”
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THREE

Despite the tail end of the lunch hour, the diner had still been crowded
when d enn returned fromthe showoom praying the clouds he spotted
woul d bring sone cooling rain |ater on. Duke was fast at the grill while

Cornelia and the two other waitresses slipped between the custoners |ike
a breeze nore effective than the huffing air conditioner could nanage.
The conversation | evel was high w thout being noisy, three ceiling fans
brought the snoke up to formthin bands and drifting clouds, and when he
stepped inside, a pair of teenagers lingering at the magazi ne rack
suddenly decided they weren't interested in anything but finding a place
to sit.

He arrived al one. Susan and Nancy had decided to do sone quick
cel ebratory shoppi ng before eating. The papers had been signed, the
handshake done, and
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arrangenents made to pick the car up the follow ng noon. He'd been given
no choice, but he didn't m nd.

Luckily, there was an enpty booth toward the back and he'd clainmed it

qui ckly, called an order of coffee to Cornelia, Iit a cigarette, and

| eaned his head back, half closed his eyes. An inage of hinmself flashed
agai nst the opposite seat, and he managed a quick smle. This wasn't the
sort of place where he'd find people |like KimRaddock. Marj called its
patrons "hardware store types" without insult. And she was right. Road
crews came here when they were working in the area, clerks and tellers
and those pinching pennies, the older folks who didn't nuch care for the
frills of Vorssen's or The WIllows or the C earwater

By the time Nancy had raced in he was close to being as rel axed as he
could get, grinning as she perched opposite himwith one leg curled
under her and told himfor five mnutes wi thout taking a breath how she
was too excited to eat, and how Aunt Susan had spotted her car near the
bri dge and had gone to fetch Bern. She had chattered so rapidly he could
barely catch every other word. She had | aughed. She had al nost wept.

Twi ce she had | eaned over and kissed him And then, once again

apol ogi zi ng that she was far too excited to sit still, to eat, she'd
told himshe was wal ki ng home-to think about her car, what she would
call it, how she would take care of it, taking out the manual and

brandi shing it as she explai ned how she'd nenorize the whole thing front
to back. When she was gone, he had sagged as if he'd been bucking a
hurricane wind for the better part of an hour. But it was a good
feeling. A remnder of how it had been
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with his own first car, too many years ago to bother to count.

The nood hadn't lasted. By the tine the door had cl osed behind her, he
had realized with a start what a mess he had made of things that

nmorni ng. Two mi st akes, horrendous ones, that not even the rawest rookie
woul d have nade if they'd had any common sense.

From t he snaps and snatches of conversations he overheard, the story of
Bev' s di sappearance had already ripened on the grapevine. The spirit was



murder; the tone confusion. And it was all because he hadn't foll owed
his own | ong-established procedures, all because he had junped with both
anxi ous feet to the conclusion that the woman's top found at the creek
bel onged to the teenager and not soneone else. It was stupid, and
unforgivable, no matter how likely the assunption was. And he'd
conpounded the error by the way he'd spoken with Bern and Nancy, not
cautioning them but presenting her di sappearance with all the

i mplications of foul play. He hadn't realized it until Bern's
expression, nuch too late, registered. By then the boy was gone, and
Nancy and her aunt had herded himinto the deal er's.

Christ, he thought, maybe |I ought to retire.

Too ol d.

Jesus.

He yawned so hard his jaw popped.

Not ol d; just damed tired.

He |it another cigarette, |ooked up, and saw his son and Susan in the
aisle, armin arm and he couldn't help noticing the sidelong | ooks she
received fromthe nen at the counter stools. Approving. At |east one of them
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wistful lust. It cane close to making himlaugh, and as he half rose in
greeting, he was able to give thema snile that wasn't strained with

guilt. Bern he would talk to now, Nancy he would catch at hone.

"Not hing," Bern said glumy as Susan slid into the booth to sit agai nst
the wall. "I didn't see her anywhere."

Perfect, G enn thought, and bl essed the boy for giving himthe opening.
"Look, Bern, | should have nade it nore clear before that-"

"Hey, Sheriff!"

Sweet Aster stood in the aisle, beckoning.

"Cod," he said, and beckoned hi nself.

Aster pushed his way past a school of departing |lunchers and gestured
again. "Hey, Sheriff, Ms. Raddock's back at the station. She-"

Bern was past the deputy before denn could even nove. He | ooked an
apol ogy at Susan, who only shrugged ruefully and said, "Good luck," in a
smal | voi ce.

He grabbed his hat, slapped it on, and followed Aster to the door
pausi ng when he passed John Wortan drinking coffee at the counter

"John!"
"Hey, denn," the farner said. "How you been?"

"Fine," he answered automatically. "So what did the vet say?"



Wrtan frowned. "The vet?"
"Yeah, about the deer."”
"Dad, c'non!"
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Wrtan | ooked away, |ooked back, clearly puzzled. "What deer we talking
about, d enn?"

"Jesus, c¢'non, John, the one you showed me in your truck this norning."
The man lifted a hand. "Ad enn, | don't know what you're-"
Bern grabbed his arm and yanked hi m away. "Dad, for god's sake, c'non!"

The boy pulled himfor several steps before he shook the grip off to

| ook back at the farmer, who was staring after him Another summons,
this one fromthe deputy, and he cursed that there was no tine to ask
anot her question. Besides, how the hell could the guy not renmenber? It
took no effort at all to bring back the blood, the flies, the stench of
the carcass. No effort at all.

Then there was the heat, and the rush up to the station. Bern was

al ready at the counter, watching KimRaddock intently-she stood in

G enn's office, her back to the door, and Aster whispered, "She cane in
about five minutes ago. | just found out where you-"

"Don't worry," he said, and told Bern to either sit down or take a wal k.

n md' n

"This is not a negotiation, son

Kimturned at the voices, and denn pointed to the chair, then the exit,
before taking off his hat and hurrying in to join her. He closed the
door and offered her a chair. She nodded, stiffly, but remai ned standing
as he forced hinself to cal mwhile wal king around his desk. On it was a
pile of jewelry. Costune jewelry. Three
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smal | envel opes he knew bul ged with noney. Not very nuch, but nore than
Bev shoul d have.

Kims face was flushed, her eyes narrow and close to tears.
"Kim please. Sit down."

She batted the words away brusquely, bit her lower lip. "I called
everybody," she said, lifting her chin as if trying to see over his
head. "Twice. Probably three times. Wien | couldn't find her, I ..." She
exhal ed, closed her eyes. "I |ooked through her room | don't know. A
clue, | guess. Looking for a clue." Her eyes opened. She worked at a
snmle that snapped out when she pointed. "I found that stuff in her
closet." She did sit then, heavily. "It's her, isn't it. She's ..."

@ enn saw no purpose in lying. "Either that, Kim or she's hiding it for
someone. "



The hope in her expression wasn't surprising. "You think so? You think
maybe it wasn't her?"

"I don't know," he said truthfully. "The only way we're going to find
out is to find her. And so far ..." He shrugged. "No one, none of her
friends-"

"Nobody, " the woman confirned bitterly. A glance over her shoul der. "Bern?"

"Sorry, no. He told ne just a couple of minutes ago that he'd been to
their favorite spots, all of them and she wasn't there."

She began to cry. Not a sound, not a warning beyond a lift of her

shoul ders-just the tears that eventually streaked her makeup and

gat hered on her jaw before dropping onto her chest. He noved quickly to
stand beside her, offering a tissue she took but didn't use. A few

wor ds, usel ess, a pat on her shoul der, and he opened the
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door and beckoned Audrey in. A nod in Kinms direction. Audrey nodded
back and went i nside.

Bern was in a chair by the door.

Aster was at his desk, waiting.

"What did the kid say?" denn asked the deputy.
"Not hi ng. He's passed out."

"Shit!" He glared hel plessly around the room "Get down there, wake the
bastard up. Drown himin coffee, call a doc if you have to." He strode
to the counter and said, as Bern got hastily to his feet, "I want you to
go home. There's nothing nore you can do."

"But Dad-"

Bern cut hinmself off when he saw the | ook on his father's face.

Qovi ously nothing was going to change his mnd, so he said, "Let ne
know, okay?" and went out into the heat without waiting for an answer,
jamred his hands in his pockets and tried to figure out what to do next.
Sonet hi ng; he had to do sonething, for god's sake, he couldn't just go
hone and sit around and wait and "Jesus!" when a dark shadow passed in
front of him stopped and returned.

Rever end Zachi ah ducked his head in apology. "I seemto make a habit of
startling you, young man."

"I'm... it's okay, don't worry about it."

The minister gestured in thanks. "l just wanted to tell you that |

didn't nean to | eave you back there." He | ooked down the street. "At the
bridge. | sensed you wanted to be alone, so | just slipped into The

Wl ows, where | was heading for ny [unch when | saw you."

Ri ght, Bern thought, and left ne alone to talk to nmyself |ike some kind
of nut. Thanks a hell of a lot.



"No problem" he said, and with a vague farewel |
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wave wal ked of f, not knowi ng where he was goi ng, snapping his fingers
like a cat whips its tail, ducking off Springwood onto Lake Road, into
the shadows of the old trees. Trailing a group of kids in bathing suits
headi ng for the I ake, hurrying around them when they decided to start a
gane of shoving and nock snarling; standing on a corner to wait for

I roquois Trace to make up his mind which way he was going to turn in his
pi ckup; leaving the trees and shade and Hunter behind, kicking at
stones, at pebbles, picking up a length of branch and flinging it into

t he weeds.

Pausing at the ball field and wondering how the hell they could play
when Bev was mi ssing.

No one noticed him

No one waved.

He turned around and took the fork to the old stone bridge, veered away
fromit and crossed the footbridge to the Spit. The picnic ground was
crowded, only a few recogni zable faces as the sumrer peopl e took over,
proprietary and boi sterous. He followed the path to the beach and | eaned
against a tree. Watching the swi mm ng, the horseplay, unable to figure

out why he was here when he knew Beverly wasn't.

Unabl e to understand why he should care so nuch when it was she who
dunped him not the other way around.

A sail boat hissed past the float.
Beyond it were several nore, a pair of rowboats, a trio of canoes.

Across the lake, to his right and straight ahead, he could see blots of
color on the other beaches.

Bev was gone; |ife goes on; son of a bitch.
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When a smal |l beachball |anded at his feet, he picked it up w thout

thi nking, spun it in his hands, blinked against the sun and saw a little
girl waiting patiently on the sand. She waved. He smiled. She pointed.
He tossed her the ball and decided to go hone, maybe Bev had call ed,
maybe Nancy was there and coul d hel p himthink, nmaybe ..

"Dam, " he whi spered, and trudged back to the road, by the tine he
reached the house feeling as if he'd carried a boul der there on his
shoul ders.

The dock was deserted.

The house was enpty.

He considered going to his room changed his mnd hal fway up the stairs
and strolled into the kitchen where hushed hi gh voices brought himto

t he back door. Cheryl and Dory sat on the back steps, a backpack between
them heads close together; they seened to be arguing.



"Hi," he said, pushing open the screen door

Cheryl in her surprise bunped down one step, and Dory glared up at him
They both wore jeans and shortsleeved shirts, Dory with a red headband,

Cheryl with her baseball cap and

He crouched down at the backpack
guys goi ng sonewhere?"

"Canpi ng," Cheryl said quickly.

"Hi king," Dory said at the sane t

pigtails tied with rubber bands.

and poked at it with a finger. "You

i me.

He squinted past themat the slope. "It's hot. You'll fry. I'Il have to

pi ck you up with a sponge.™

"I"ve done it before,"” Dory rem nded himstoutly.

Ri ght, he thought; and the first
t hem scream ng for the police.

"Does Mom know?"
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"Sure," Cheryl answered, scranbl
pack into her lap. "W called her

"Just the two of you?"

woodchuck they see is going to send

ng back to the top and draggi ng the

at the office. She said it was all right.

"Well, you can't go, dopey," Dory said, then | ooked at her sister
| ooked up at him "W're supposed to get tired, see. You won't let us

get tired."
He nodded, then shrugged.
"So we can sleep, silly," Cheryl

"Ch. Ckay."

told him

"And then we won't have the bad dreans anynore."

He shifted to sit crosslegged. "Pretty bad, huh?" But they didn't have

to answer-he could see it in the

dark gat hered under their eyes, the way

their hands jerked when they spoke. "You figure tired will do it?"

They nodded qui ckly.

"Well," he said, untangling hinself and standing, "good |uck."

"Happy dreamns," Cheryl said.
"Huh?"

"You shoul d wi sh us happy dreans,
Cod, he thought.

"COkay- happy dreans."

not good I uck."



And when he returned inside, Cheryl leapt off the steps and shrugged the
pack into position. "C nmon, Dory," she said. "W gotta go now. "

Dory hesitated, the tip of her tongue pushing between her lips. "It's
scary."

"But we agreed."”
"Yeah, | guess."

Cheryl reached for her arm changed her mnd and started wal king. It
didn't matter if Dory cane. The
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chicken. If she had to, she'd do it all by herself. Besides, it was her
dream and she was the one who was causing all Daddy's and Mommy's
troubl es. She was the one who nade Beverly the Dope di sappear into thin
air. So she was the one who had to take care of it. She didn't really
understand everything that Daddy told her; she didn't know what kind of
probl ems she had that her brain was trying to tell her about. Unless it
was joining the Braves instead of the Yankees. But that was silly. And
anyway it didn't matter. She was going to have happy dreans no matter
what and make everything right again, and if Dory didn't want to help
her, she would do it all herself and be a hero. Maybe even get sone ice
cream Maybe sone cake. Maybe the boys would I et her play w thout being
such pains, so she wouldn't have to westle themjust to get a turn at
bat. It was easier in school, a |ot easier, because the teachers |et her
pl ay and the boys couldn't say no. In sunmer it was different. In sumer
they called her names and | aughed at her, and when Mommy told her it was
because she was better than nost of them it didn't make her feel any
better, not at all. It wasn't fair.

At the back of the yard she | ooked back at the house.

Dory stood on the porch, dancing fromfoot to foot.

"You com ng or not?" Cheryl called.

Dory kind of threw up her arms in a way that made Cheryl want to giggle
She | ooked like a stork. A fat stork. But she came. Slowy. And when she

was near enough she said, "Wy don't we take the road?"

Cheryl sighed loudly. "Honest to god, Dory, use your head, okay? Suppose
somebody sees us?" She pointed at the slope. "W have to go that way."
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Dory adjusted her headband. "I guess."

Cheryl |ooked at the trees, |ooked back at her sister and took a step
toward her. "W gotta get rid of him Dory," she whispered. "W just gotta."

And Dory nodded, raised a shoul der, nodded again and plunged into the woods.

Cheryl stayed in back, knowi ng that Dory would poop out in a few
m nutes, and then she could take the | ead. She knew the way better than
her sister. She'd already wal ked it three times, just to be sure,
spendi ng nost of yesterday dragging up the cots and candl es she'd found



in the junk her father piled in the garage and Bern never cleaned out

i ke he was supposed to. And if they didn't stop a zillion tines al ong
the way, they'd get there |ong before the sun went down. There woul d be
plenty of time to eat the cooki es and cupcakes she'd smuggled in the
pack, drink the soda, have the chocolate bars she'd taken fromthe
refrigerator. Mommy would be pretty mad, but by then it would be al

over and nobody woul d care.

"We're gonna get eaten by bears," Dory grunbled half an hour I|ater
"No, we're not," Cheryl said, "All you do is hit themon the nose and
they' Il run away."

"Who told you that?"

"I sawit on TV."

"That's dunb."

"I don't care. | sawit."

They followed a dry creek bed across the slope, left it when it headed
downward, and clinbed again, angling southwest toward the ridge. Birds
yelled at them a chipnunk darted into a hollow log, Dory with her arms
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spread wi de steered them away froma | arge patch of poison ivy.
"I'"'m hungry," she conpl ai ned.

"Not yet," Cheryl told her. "Not "til we get there."

" Dam. "

"And don't you swear at ne, Doreen Erskinel™

Dory munbl ed sonet hing she didn't understand, but she didn't ask her to
repeat it. It didn't nmatter. Not now. They were on their way. They were
really going to do it. And she was really secretly glad that Dory was
wi th her, because she didn't think she could do it by herself. Not
really. No. Maybe the wal k she could do because that was the easy part.
But not the other thing. She didn't want to have to do that alone. And
that made her think how gl ad she was that Dory had had the dreans too.
It was funny. She didn't think people could dreamthe sanme thing, but
Dory did. And that neant she had a partner, though she wished it was
Bern or Nancy because they were bigger and stronger, but she guessed
that big kids didn't have bad dreams |ike she and Dory did, and so they
woul dn't be any help at all. Nancy would only call her an airhead, and
Bern would only try to tickle her out of it. But not Dory. Dory was just
as scared as she was, and that was the best thing about it- Dory was
scared, and she was scared, and so they wouldn't do anything stupid
because they knew, better than anybody, what woul d happen if they did.

Dory stopped, stretched her neck, dropped onto a rock and w apped her
hands around her knees. "l can't see the house," she said when Cheryl
cane up beside her.

Cheryl | ooked down the slope-trees, and fallen
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trunks, and piles of |eaves fromthe winter before, and things noving
they couldn't see, and the sun not quite bright because of all the
branches that nmoved in the breeze.

"G

"So | can't see anything at all, that's so."

"G

Dory | ooked at her. "Are we |ost?"

"CGod," Cheryl said, and noved on, no | onger clinbing, using the contour
of the slope to take her south. The ridge, she knew, was only a little
way above her, but there was a trail there, and people used it, and she
didn't want anyone to see themand tell their parents. She didn't know
if Bern believed the [ie about the tired-

"Cheryl, wait up!"

-but it would have to do until it was too late for themto stop her
"Cheryl, damit!"

She whirled. "Don't swear! | told you, don't swear!"

"Why not?" Dory said angrily.

"Because he does."

Dory's nmouth opened, closed, and she | owered her head and marched on
using a thin branch for a whip and not |ooking up until at |ast they
reached the clearing.

"Ch boy," she said.

Cheryl hesitated.

The sun was out, but a small dark cloud took the nice fromall the bl ue.
Cheryl crossed her fingers; she didn't want rain. God, that would be
terrible. Rain, this time of year, neant thunder and |ightning nost of
the tine. She didn't want rain. She didn't want thunder

"I don't suppose you forgot the stuff,” Dory said.
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Cheryl swung the pack around to her chest, snapped open the flap, and
pull ed out a small bottle. She held it up for her sister to see.

They stared at it.
They stared at each ot her

Then Cheryl said, "Happy dreans.'

And Dory said, "Right."



And for a minute Cheryl thought she was going to cry.

Dory cl apped her hands. "Okay. Let's get going. | want to eat. | want
some chocol ate.” She grinned. "And then | want to knock that creep right
on his ass."

Cheryl started to scold her before she grinned back and said, "Happy
dreans. "

"The best."

"Damm right."

And t hey | aughed.
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ONE

"Relief!"™ Marjory cried in nock joy at the change in the weather. "Thank
you, God, | thank you!" Then she turned away fromthe door and rnuttered,
"I'f I really get lucky, it'll be a flood and 1'll drown."

No one responded. She was alone in the office. For the second day in a
row Kimhadn't conme in, hadn't called, and the other two agents Marj had
hired a year ago were out dealing with clients and not expected to
return unl ess a sale was made. VWhich she knew wasn't |ikely considering
the properties being offered. To remain here, then, was pointless. There
was nobody to contact, no followups to be nade, no filing, no typing.
Yet she didn't want to | eave. Instead she stood by the w ndow and | ooked
out at Springwood, convinced she could al nost see the tenperature
droppi ng as a gray-
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bottomed cloud drifted over town and buried the sun. When she craned her
neck she coul d see several nore behind it, and a bank of near bl ack that
crawl ed over the horizon

The air conditioning was of f.

The roomwas still cool

Sunlight returned briefly before fadi ng again.

A pal m pressed across her hair, slipped over her cheek and covered her



nmout h. How was she going to do it? How was she going to tell denn that
t he Hawkwood project had suddenly devel oped a probable fatal disease.
One of the surveyors had discovered it as he'd tranped with her and
Grover Pitt through the wooded tract west of town-underground springs.
The man woul dn't estinmate how many there were or how deep they were, but
as he and his partners had packed up their equi pment, he told her that
several days of good rain would make the center of the area sodden

wi t hout question. Foundations woul d soon weaken. Basenents would fl ood.
Lawns woul d grow nmoss. He coul dn't understand why they hadn't noticed it
before, couldn't believe they had thought it sinply standing water from
prior showers.

When they left, she exchanged the urge to cry for a jolt of tenper. "You
knew, " she accused G over Pitt. "Goddamit, you knew, didn't you?"

Pitt, his eyebrows up and his left hand raking through his chest-Iong
beard, said, "Wiat if | did? What if | lied? Wuld it make any difference?"

In her rage, and growi ng hum liation, she'd al nost slapped him and he
knew it and backed away with a cruel pitying snmle. But he'd said
not hi ng el se, and she'd done her best not to run back to the car. When
he finally
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called after her, asking her to wait, she ignored him He could wal k
back for all she cared; what she needed was tinme alone to think, a way
to approach the probl em w t hout pani cking.

By the time she reached the office, she knew that Hawkwood was dyi ng.
Dead, once the news got out. And if Genn smled, or even twitched in
that direction, she knew too that she would hit him O worse-she would
wal k out .

"Ch hell," she whispered, and rested her forehead against the gl ass,
cl osed her eyes, felt the heat even as the sun di sappeared again. "Ch hell."

She hadn't contacted Kiny the woman had enough probl ens of her own and
didn't need to hear this. But Pitt had called shortly after she'd
returned, speaking quickly to prevent her from hanging up, attenpting to
persuade her that too many potential |ocal jobs were at stake, too nany
political favors were on the line, for her to tell the devel opers the
truth and force abandonnment of the project. Let themfind out |ater

he'd said; let the builders handle it, they know about these things and
the springs can be worked around, no problem not really, it happens al
the tine, it's not the end of the world.

She' d hung up on him

He hadn't called back

"Ch hell."

For over an hour she'd sat at her desk, staring at nothing, hands
drifting and settling and drifting again, running through scenarios that
m ght, were they miracles, save all her plans; for another hour she'd
scranbl ed frantically through the agency's files, searching for

| oophol es, choki ng back tears, feeding her tenper again as she
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t hought of all the dreams Pitt had laid in her | ap and encouraged her to
nourish; then she'd gotten up, took the tel ephone off the hook, and
stood at the door, watching the shoppers, the traffic, the sky, the

cl ouds, and prayed that she'd be able to find some way to sal vage the
busi ness, protect it from scandal

If she failed, she was finished. Wrd would be out, and it wouldn't be
| ong before the listings dried up, conm ssions just snoke.

She didn't care how A enn reacted. She needed to see him She needed to
hear his voi ce.

Qui ckly she snatched up her purse, switched off the lights, and | ocked
t he door behind her. The air had definitely cool ed, and had darkened

wi thout quite growing dim The few people on the sidewal k noved

anxi ously, with anxi ous glances at their watches and the sky. To her
right, a block west, several teenagers clinbed up from Marda Creek and
boi sterously piled into a car that bell owed across the bridge behind a
corkscrew of exhaust. They made her think of Beverly, evidently not yet
found or Kimwould have called with the news.

Poor thing, she thought and turned | eft; poor ne.

The wi nd picked up, rustling paper along the gutter, snapping the
fringes of storefront awnings, kicking grit into her face and forcing
her sideways for several steps. She could snell the rain now, a coo
danpness and threat of thunder that renmi nded her to stop at the bal
field on the way honme and pick up the kids. Unless she called from
Genn's office to see if Bern was there to do it for her. Her own car
was in the town |ot, and once at the corner she al nost decided to get
it, in case the storm broke sooner than she thought.

225

An upward gl ance over her shoul der.

No. No need. There were still pale strips of blue between the clouds,
and those above the horizon were still no larger than a w de belt.

Besi des, she needed to wal k.

At the second corner she shaded her eyes and peered through Vorssen's
wi ndow i n hopes of seeing Nancy to give her a wave-until she renenbered.
And gl ared. And had to order herself to cross over before she went in
and tore the sonofabitch's eyes out of their sockets.

Anot her gust sl apped her back.

Nat e Pi geon stunbl ed out of Duke's and they nearly collided.

"Sorry," he munbl ed.

"It's all right, nmy fault," she munbl ed back, and hurried on

Does he know? she wonder ed; does he know where Beverly is?

The torn front page of a supermarket tabloid tangled itself around her

feet, lightly scratching, and she kicked out, swearing, until it
fluttered into the street.



Hot shot tycoon beats newsprint to death, news at el even

She grinned wi thout hunmor and paused at the third corner to take a deep
breath. It would do her no good just to barge in and dunp all her
problems in Aenn's lap. She had to have a plan. She had to know what
she was going to say before he made sone snide remark about Hawkwood,
and her job. But nothing either grand or poetic cane to mnd by the tine
she reached the office, and she stood there hesitantly, biting her lip,
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wat ching a portly deputy struggle with the flag as he tried to unhook it
fromits nooring.

Then his hat blew off, and she snared it before it rolled into the gutter
"H, Ms. Erskine," he said, grinning sheepishly.

"I thought you were supposed to have two people doing that, Sweet," she
said, striding onto the grass, the hat pressed to her stomach.

He grunted as he clunsily folded the flag into a serviceable square. "I
am But " He shrugged.

She returned the hat with a smle and followed himinside, shuddering at
the cold air now so obviously artificial. @enn's door was closed

"I's he in?" she asked.

Audrey, at her desk, nearly fell over in her haste to get to her feet.
"Hang on a mnute, Ms. Erskine. I'Il tell himyou' re here."

She didn't protest. Ordinarily, she hated the way the deputies treated
her, as if she were sonmeone special, someone to be curried. It made her
feel uneasy. Even after eleven years, she couldn't tell if they truly
meant the courtesy or were smrking behind her back. She started when a
hi gh-pitched yowing drifted up the back stairs just as Audrey knocked
on G enn's door and di sappeared inside.

Pete Gorder shook his head wearily. "Don't worry," he told her, taking
his cigar fromhis nmouth and spitting dryly. "That's only the AQlworth
creep."

"My god, is he all right?"

"Drunker than any ten sailors | care to nane," the dispatcher said with
contenmpt. "Stupid bastard keeps throwi ng up, screani ng about ghosts and
goblins, you
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nane it, he's yelling it." H's laugh was di sdai nful. "Damm fool knows
you can't see ghosts in the daytine."

"Ch." She dropped her purse on the counter and tried to make qui ck sense
of her wi ndblown hair. "Right."

"It's them Conmi es, y'know "



She knew better than to answer.

He | eaned back in his swivel chair and stared at the wall over his
equi pment. "It's all your basic m ndfuckers-sorry, Ms. Erskine. Drugs
is what | neant. Commi e drugs make you see things you ain't supposed to.'

"I see.”

He | ooked over his shoul der. "Like ghosts in the daytine."
She nodded.

And d enn's door opened.

Audrey hurried out with a strained smle, G enn appeared on the
t hreshol d, and Marj despite her vow couldn't help the single tear

Wth a long silent sigh, Robbie sat on the trunk of his patrol car and
took off his hat, held it between his knees, swung it back and forth.
Not fifteen mnutes ago, after talking with the sheriff about the

di scovery Ms. Raddock had made in her daughter's closet, he had parked
at the western end of Field Street, the |ast before Hunter gave way to
the | ake. He had stepped over the curb, wal ked ten feet through high
weeds to the chain |ink fence that narked the drop to the creek bel ow,
and he had stared at the water until his eyes began to tear. He wanted
to know i f Beverly had been down there. He wanted to know what the hel
he had mi ssed, what was
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hi dden in the weeds and thorn brush that would give hima hint. One
goddammed hint that would lead himto the girl.

But there was nothing. He'd been this far, down there, four tines since

returning with the photographer, and he'd found nothing at all. None of

the patrols had seen anything, none of her friends knew anything, no one
intown it seemed had ever seen her car

And now it was going to goddam rain, which would no doubt wash away

what ever footprints, signs of struggle, signs of ... whatever, he hadn't
caught .
H s chest rose, and fell, and rose again as he straightened to stretch

the stiffness fromhis back, and to renmind hinmself that he wasn't
Sher | ock Hol nes, deducing a man's wei ght, age, and occupation from
tobacco ashes. Already there were five bands of volunteers, picked only
two hours ago, searching the fields and the ridge. Twenty men in all. He
hinsel f had called the local farners and had bullied prom ses fromthem
to ride their own pastures, search their own streans and branches of
Marda Creek. By tonight the state boys would be brought in. By tonorrow
ni ght soneone woul d have to notify the Feds.

It didn't seemthat Genn's faith in himhad been properly placed

"Dam, " he said tonel essly and set his hat back on, slapped a fist into
a pal mand hissed at the stinging that |aced across the knuckles of his
| eft hand. A shake of his head at his forgetful ness and he blew on the
redness as he slid to the ground. There was no bl ood, and none had been
spilled, but Thorny had screamed and thrown wild punches one too many
times for Sandera's al ready
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exasperated tenper, and he had shoved the kid hard against the cell's

ci nder block wall, tripping over the cot in the process and hitting the
wal | as well, making himlook the dammed fool. Then and now he was sorry
it hadn't been the kid's chin. As it was, the son of a bitch had cackl ed
hysterically, and told himto watch out, the ghost was gonna get him
because the ghost was | oose and pissed.

At |east, he thought, as he made his way to the driver's door, there
hadn't been a crack about police brutality. That woul d have gotten the
kid a night in Hunter General. And hima week's suspension, if not
out ri ght canned.

He coughed.

He spat.

As he slid into his seat, he | ooked up the street and saw a man wal ki ng
away fromhim down the center line in the mddle of the next block

"Son of a bitch," he said, but couldn't nove. He didn't believe it.
There was shifting shadow, and dinm ng light, the w de-crowned chestnuts
lining the street waggling their |ower branches as the w nd gusted, and
settled, and gusted again. The | awns were enpty. No one sat on their
porches. The wi ndows were blind with curtains; a windchine rattled

i nstead of sang.

The man was tall, slender, and blond; his stride was steady, his

shoul ders slightly swaying; he wore a pink shirt with a white collar
grey trousers, and he carried a gun in each hand.

When Robbie fired the ignition, the man turned around with no haste at
all, and he recogni zed Ji my Hal e.
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"Holy Jesus!"

Hal e snil ed and kept wal ki ng. Backward. Bobbing his head as if he were
humr ng to hi nsel f.

Sandera unhol stered his revol ver, glanced down to be sure its chanbers
wer e | oaded.

Ch ny god.
Then he reached for the mke, taking care not to | ean over, and brought
it to his nouth as he switched on the | oudspeaker bolted to the

crui ser's roof.

"Hold it right there, Hale," he said, his voice magnified to thunder as
the wind | eapt fromthe trees and scattered | eaves fromthe gutters.

The young man didn't stop

"Put the guns down."



Hale raised his right arm raised an eyebrow, and fired into the air.
"Put 'em down, Hale. Now"

And the car jerked forward, settled and rolled slowy, as he felt the
saliva freeze in his nmouth, felt a chill shudder in waves through his
chest. He switched to the radio and swall owed a yel p when Gorder |oudly
demanded to know who the hell had interrupted his transm ssion

"Pete, it's Robbie."
"Good for you. What's the trouble?"
"You better get hold of the sheriff. You're not going to believe this but-"

Hal e aimed carefully at the patrol car and fired once. Robbie ducked,
and the right side of the w ndshield webbed around a sudden hol e.

" Robbi e! "

Wthout the luxury of thought, Sandera fired back, his left hand out the
driver's wi ndow, his el bow propped on
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the door. "Put it down!" Fired again quickly, and Hale jerked sideways,
staggered, came up with his right shoul der a sudden gl eam ng red. "Put
it down!"

"Robbi e, what the hell"'s-"

Hal e sneered and shouted and fired, and Sandera didn't know why the nman
didn't run, why he just stood there like a target, |ike sone kind of

i di ot cowboy, high noon in Hunter, the stupid son of a bitch; and he
returned fire alnost reluctantly and hit himhigh on the right |eg but
the man still didn't go down, he only fired again, once with each gun
still smling, not even staggering, until the cruiser reached the

i ntersection and Hal e dropped to his knees and began shooting as fast as
he could, driving Robbie to slamon the brakes and open the door and
drop fromhis seat to the street, listening to glass shatter, hearing
nmet al puncture, suddenly popping over the door to fire once, just as the
man stunbl ed back to his feet.

The i npact staggered Hal e back two paces.

Sandera yell ed, "Enough, Jimy! You're hurt! Put it down, put it down!"
Hal e cl osed his eyes.

Then Robbi e saw the dark rosebud in his forehead, just above his |eft
eye. "Ch shit," he whispered as Hal e toppled onto his back, the holl ow
crack of skull neeting blacktop carried to himby the w nd.

He wait ed.

Hal e didn't nove.

A |l eaf skipped froma maple and spiraled onto the young man's chest.

He wait ed.



The radi o stuttered.
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He reached in and took the m ke, stared at it for a nonent before

swi tching off the | oudspeaker and telling Pete Gorder to send an

anbul ance to Field and Grange because he'd just killed Jimy Hale. Then
he dropped to the seat and waited for the sirens.

"I"'mso sorry," G enn whispered into the sumrersnell of Marj's hair.

"Honest to god, love, I'msorry."

Her cheek rested on his shoulder. "I didn't know. | swear | didn't know "
"I know. And everyone else will too."

"But G over-"

"-will have a hard tinme designing a doghouse fromnow on. | swear to

you, Marjory, he'll pay. | swear it."

She lifted her head.

He ki ssed her.

"WIl you forgive ne?" he said, his |lips brushing hers.
"Yes."

"Do you believe me when | tell you that 1'Il do everything | can to make
sure you won't be hurt?"

She nodded.
He ki ssed her.
She squeezed himuntil she wept.

When Lake Road passes under the traffic |light on Springwood Avenue, its
nane changes to O d Farm Road in nenory of what had been there before

the town had grown. The bl ocks becone | onger, the street somewhat w der
as it enters the first devel opment established in town. The trees aren't
quite as high as in the old part of Hunter, the shrubs nore exact, the

| awns nmore even and less inclined to weeds. The acreage for each place is
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i mpressive, however, and a white Dutch Col onial takes up nost of one corner

On the second floor, in back, the master bedroomis vast, and Kim
Raddock used it as often as she dared wi thout being called a whore.
Besi des bei ng nobody's busi ness but her own, it wasn't her fault, she
bel i eved, that she enjoyed sex now and then; it wasn't her fault that
her former husband had dunped her and her daughter to live with a
virtual child in Tennessee; it wasn't her fault that Nate Pigeon
attracted her on a level she used to think was beneath her

She preferred to call it prinmal.



And when she was slick with perspiration, her hair drenched, her |egs
aching, the sheets soaked and stained and half fallen to the floor, she
gul ped for air and pushed himoff her. Gently. Very gently. H s npods
were hard to gauge, and when he was angry he tended to hurt her. No
brui ses. No punches. A grip here, a pinch there, a | ook that was nore
damagi ng than any fist he could use.

After much tw sting and grunting, she bunched a pill ow beneath her back
and lit a cigarette.

Nate lay on his stonmach, his head cradl ed on his arns.

"You know, " he said, voice partially nuffled, "one of these days you're
gonna kill ne."

She smled at the top of his head. "No such luck, lover. You won't get
away fromne that easily."

He grunted; it mght have been a | augh

The room was white and gold, the king-size bed the same, and the white
curtains on the floor-to-ceiling wi ndows darkened as sunlight slipped
away behind the clouds. The nol ded doubl e doors that led to the hallway
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were cl osed. Cool air breezed down from hidden grates in the ceiling's
corners.

She wat ched the snoke swirl away.

Nat e groaned and stretched and cradl ed his head again.

"You have a hairy ass, you know that?" she said. And he was pal e, always
pal e, never taking the sun, never going swi nming, hating it when soneone
even mentioned sailing or boating or having a picnic on the Spit. "I

mean, | think you have nmore hair on your cheeks than you do on your face."

He turned his head toward her. "Thanks. | think."

She inhal ed, blew snoke, watched it swirl and vanish. "That's not a
conplaint. It's ... it's you, you know? It's what nakes you special ."

"A hairy ass makes nme special ?" He closed his eyes briefly. "Swell. You
can put that on ny headstone.”

She grabbed his shoul der, dug in her nails, and bared her teeth when he
tried to pull away. "Don't," she said tightly. "Don't you dare talk
about dying."

He pushed hinself quickly up on one el bow "Hey, Kim take it easy." His

free hand covered hers and removed it carefully fromhis shoulder. "I
was only kidding." He blew on the red marks that puckered his skin. "Jesus.'

She felt her lower lip begin to trenble, held it still with her teeth.
"I"'msorry."

"It's okay."

The cigarette was stubbed out in a crystal ashtray, and she fol ded her



arnms over her chest, grabbing her shoulders, staring at the curtains.
"I'"mcold."

"Il warmyou up. Just give ne a mnute."
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"No, Nate, I'mcold." A blanket had been thrust to the foot of the bed,
and she tucked her feet under it, as gooseflesh pinpled her thighs. Her
knees were red. Her stomach began to hurt. "lI'mcold."

He sat up then, crossed his |egs Indian-style, and reached out for her
but she shook her head and | ooked away. "I don't get it," he said. "You
said you were cold."

"I feel like I'mdead," she whispered.
"Hey, Kim knock it Of."

She shook her head again, then stared at the white tel ephone on the

ni ghtstand. "I've been on that thing for hours. My ear is ready to fal
of f. Do you have any idea how many hours |'ve been on that thing?" She

| ooked at hi m sideways. "Hundreds. It seens |ike hundreds. And do you
know what they say? 'Sorry, Kim | haven't seen her today.' 'Sorry, Ms.
Raddock, we're doing all we can, but she night have run off because she
was afraid she'd get caught.'" A dry racking |augh. "Caught? My Beverly?
Hel I, those dammed cops couldn't catch her if she robbed the bank naked
in the mddle of the day."

Nat e eased away from her, one inch, another

"I don't know where she is, you know. | haven't the faintest idea where
nmy daughter is. And do you know sonething? The only tinme | cried is when
| dropped that crap on Erskine's desk. And do you know why?"

Nat e munbl ed sonething, it may have been, "No."

"Because | was so goddammed enbarrassed! Can you believe it? | was
enbar rassed! "

She could tell by the way he contrived not to neet her gaze that he was
unconfortable. She didn't care. She didn't care if he | oved her (which
she knew dammed wel |

236

he didn't), she didn't care if he only liked her (which she doubted and
al ways forgot), and she didn't care if he was running from her bed
straight to Loretta Frennel's (which she knew dammed well he was). He

t hought he was using her, using her noney, using her house, which only
proved how asinine a vain and stupid man coul d be.

She | owered her arnms and shifted to sit in front of him her |egs out,
her gaze forcing himfinally to lift his head and see her

"Does that make ne a sl ut?"

"What ?" He was comical in his confusion. "Wat, crying because you're
enbar rassed?"



"No." She took his right hand, held it when he tugged, and pressed it to

her breast. "Because |I'mhere in bed with you instead of |ooking for Bev."

He squirned forward, straightening his legs, lifting hers until they
rested across his thighs. "You can't be everywhere at once, Kim You
have to rest sonetinme or you'll be no good to anyone, |east of all her."

She | eaned into his hand, |eaned close to his face, searching his eyes
for sarcasm testing his breath for hypocrisy before letting herself
smle and sliding up his legs until she was able to squeeze his wai st
wi th her thighs and feel the perspiration run again.

"You're a real cold sonofabitch, you know that, Pigeon?"

Bef ore he coul d answer she kissed him as hard as she could, hearing his
startled protest the noment she tasted his blood, |eaning her head back
to look himin the eyes and dare himto stop her now, dare himto pul
away, dare himto tell her it was late and he had to get back to his
goddammed dusty typewiter before he |lost his
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goddamm inspiration, dare himto tell her that Beverly was all right
when she knew dammed wel| she was dead, out in the goddamm woods
somewhere, probably raped and torn apart, and her mother was in her
ki ng-si ze sil ksheeted bed fucking a man who pretended to be a witer
when all he was was a whore with a bankbook between his |egs.

She didn't |love him

She didn't like him

But right now she needed him so she kissed himagain, tenderly,

l ongingly, until the double doors opened and sonmeone gasped, then began

to | augh.

Nate junped as if an electric wire had touched his back, scranbling to
yank the sheet over his |ap.

Kimonly stared, not sure if she should screamor cry.

"Well," Beverly said cheerfully, "do you mind if | cone hone?"
Kimcontinued to gape, flustered, enbarrassed, finally | eaping off the
mattress and running to her daughter, who deftly swept up a ni ghtgown
fromthe vanity bench and tossed it into her arns.

"My god," Kimsaid, reaching out, drawi ng back, wishing to hell she
could breathe. "My god, nmy god, where have you been? Al this time ..
are you all right? Oh ny god, Beverly Ann, are you all right?"

And she wept. And grinned. And didn't care what her daughter thought of
the man cringing in the bed. Didn't care that the girl had been gone so
long without calling. There were no scratches, no bruises, no bandages-
"Ch god, Beverly Ann, Jesus, what happened to you?"

Beverly |l aid her hands on her shoul ders and ki ssed her
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cheek, smiling broadly. "You get dressed first. 1'll tell you all about
it. I'lIl rmeet you downstairs." She |ooked at Nate. "Alone. | have a cal
to nmake."

"Ckay, okay, whatever you say." Hating the tears she couldn't stop and
the knot in her throat and the lead in her chest and the ice in her

belly. "I"ll be down in a second. You're calling the police?"
"No," Beverly said. "I have to call Bern. I ... he'll be worried sick."
She smled softly. "I think he |loves ne. He has to know. "

The doors closed w thout a sound.
Ki m spun around and threw out her arms. "Jesus, Nate, she's back!"

Laughi ng, skipping, she raced across the roomand threw herself onto the
bed, knocking himonto his back. "Don't you dare get dressed," she

whi spered in his ear, tickling him kissing himwherever her lips
lighted. "Don't you dare nove, you bastard, you hear ne? Don't you dare
move. |'Il find out what the hell happened, and then I'Il be right back
And then, you little prick, you're going to screwme to the wall."

@ enn held her until Gorder pounded on the door, yelling the news that
Sandera had shot down Hal e. Marjory backed away, eased around the desk
and dropped into his chair while denn yanked on the knob and cal med the
di spat cher down. He coul d hear Audrey whistling. Aster was on the

t el ephone, covered the receiver and called out, "Beverly Raddock's hone.
She just wal ked in the door."

denn stared fromone to the other, not sure if he should smle, remain
sober, do a jig, collapse. Finally he
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took a deep breath and ordered Aster to Kim s house to find out what had
happened, told Pete to send Plowight over to assist Robbie until he
hi nsel f could get there, and backed into his office, shaking his head.

"I ncredi ble," he said.

Marjory grinned up at him "One of your banner days."

He wasn't sure. A man was dead, but a girl had returned fromthe
all-but-dead in the mnds of those who'd been searching for her. Nancy
had her car. Bern would stop noping. And if Cheryl had hit a home run
and Dory hadn't gotten into a fight with her, he couldn't think of
anything left to conplain about.

"I just don't believe it. I... just don't believe it." He reached over
the desk for his gunbelt. "I'Il have to go out for a while, hon."
"That's all right," she said. "I think ... | don't know, but | think

maybe Hawkwood deserves to die." Then she held up a warning finger. "It
doesn't mean | won't stop trying, though, denn.”

He grinned. "That's okay by me. If you had, | would have taken you
straight to a shrink."

She | aughed.



He wi nked. "Y' know, this is getting to be like one of Cheryl's happy
dreans." And when Marj frowned puzzl enent, he expl ai ned the advice he'd
gi ven her and Dory the other day, chuckling now at the sinplicity of it.
"Fly?" Marj said. "You dreamthat you fly?"

"Did," he corrected, and grabbed up his hat. "But it doesn't matter. If
it works, who cares? At least they'll be getting their sleep.”

Marj picked up a pencil, tapped it against her chin. "WII| you be | ong?"
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"l doubt it."

"Mnd if | wait?"

“I"1l be busy when | get back."

"I don't care."”

He bl ew her a kiss. "Then stick around. 1'Il hurry."

And thought damm but | |ove her as he stepped into the outer office just
as the door slammed behind Aster.

"Happy dreans?" CGorder said, close to smrking.

"Pete, it isn't nice to eavesdrop."

Corder spread his hands. "Who's eavesdropping ? You were practically
shouting." He | aughed and put a match to his cigar. "Besides, that isn't

all so far-fetched, y'know "

"What isn't?" he asked, know ng he shouldn't, hoping to forestall a
| ecture by noving toward the exit.

"Controlling your nobods and stuff with dreams,"” the dispatcher said,
raising his voice. "Ain't you never had a dreamthat cane true?"

"Not so | renenber," he answered

somet hi ng bad

"Audrey, did Alwrth come for his kid yet?"
"No, " she said.

"Call himagain. If he isn't here in five nmnutes, throw the bumin the
gutter."

"Well, they do," CGorder insisted as the radio hissed to Me. "And
sometines they cone true before they cone true.”

d enn exchanged arused | ooks with Audrey-
somet hi ng bad, daddy

-and hurried around the side to his car in the back lot. Marj was at the



wi ndow, and he waved as he got in, blew her another kiss, and saluted as
he left.
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He' d been wi shing for a nornal day, a normal start to the weekend, but
the way things had turned out, abnormal wasn't turning out so bad either

Mars stood at the front door and barked, |owered his head and grow ed,
backed away, barked agai n.

Trace stood in the kitchen doorway, an unl oaded shotgun in his hands.
"What ?"

The dog bared its fangs, and barked once.
"What ?" he demanded

Slowy Mars turned and | ooked at him turned back to the door and sat
down. And bar ked.

Loretta marched into the hospital, glowering at the receptionist, daring
her to stop her as she veered through the |obby to the corridor that
woul d take her to Hugh. Enough was enough. Doctor M Irosse could huff
and bl ather all he wanted, but she was taking her husband hone. If al

he was going to do was lie there, eating noney, breathing noney, taking
up space, she could manage just as well in their own house. Besides,
Hugh was terrified of hospitals, and staying a week in one couldn't be
doing hima dam bit a good. Probably it was maki ng hi mworse. G ving

hi m dreans. G ving himideas about death and dyi ng and maki ng hi m weaker
than he would be if he were in her care. It couldn't be good for him It
dammed well wasn't good for him and as she rounded the corner and
headed for the nurse's station, her heels sounded |ike whip-cracks, her
fingers began to snap, and Doctor M Irosse hinself |ooked up and sniled
just as she reached him handed her a sheet of paper before she could
say a word, and told her that all was
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wel |l at |ast, that Hugh was already dressed and waiting for her in his
room She al nost argued, al nbst accused himof |ying, instead snatched
the release formfromhis hand and continued to march, not caring that
the nurses glared at her for the noise, not bothering to check the other
patients as she usually did, to see which had survived, which had noved,
whi ch beds had been stripped to make room for someone el se. And at the
door she paused, took a breath, and pushed in, and knew she had to be
dizzy fromthe heat or too furious to see straight or too astonished to
bel i eve her senses-he stood at the window, fifteen pounds lighter, his
clothes slightly baggy, his face | eaner, his arns and chest nore

muscul ar, his smile nore tender when he suggested they hurry because it
damed sure | ooked |ike rain.

" Hugh?"

He took her shoul der, drew her close, held her snugly and whi spered in
her ear, darted a tongue at her |obe that made her squirm and giggle and
throw her arnms around his neck and draw his lips to hers, kissing him
harder and nmore fervently than she'd done in nonths, drawi ng back in
amazenment when she felt how ready he already was and ki ddi ng hi m about
losing it before they got home. He grinned. He kissed her again. He



suggested that if they didn't hurry, either the rain would danpen his
ardor forever or he'd have to lock the door and let the tight-assed
nurses in this place hear a thing or two, or three, or four. And
Loretta, sonewhat |ightheaded fromher swing fromrage to delight, held
himmore tightly, snuggling her cheek against his while she thought of
all the tinme she'd wasted with assholes |ike Nate Pigeon, feeling an
abrupt wash of renorse bring
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tears and let them|oose, feeling an abrupt prayer for redenption bring
sobs that nearly choked her, feeling his arms and his breath and his
hands and his |l egs and pulling away, breathless, to shake her head and
grin when he asked her if she were all right, reassure himthat she
never felt better in her life and they'd better not linger or tightass
M1 rosse woul d think of another reason why Hugh shoul d spend just one
nmore ni ght, in observation, on the machi nes. Hugh agreed. Loretta kissed
hi m on both cheeks, wi ped the tears fromher face with the backs of her
hands, and turned toward the door just as her husband said, "Did he cone
yet, Loretta?"

Nancy lay on the hanmock with her hands cupped behind her head, her | egs
dangling to either side, rocking her gently. From Bern's w ndow she
could hear raucous rnusic, deliberately cranked up to annoy her. But
today she didn't mind. Momhad just called with the good news about
Beverly, there had been an actual honest to god Shootout in town, and
toni ght Brady Jones was going to call her for a date. It had to be for a
date. And though she was nervous, she couldn't quite hold on to the fact
that it was real, that he'd really talked to her and asked her

perm ssion, for heaven's sake, to get back in touch

If she was going to be honest about it, it made no sense.

If she was going to be nore honest about it, she hadn't even thought of
himfor well over a year. \Wen he'd attended the high school, he had
just ... been there. A not quite hunk who really didn't interest her
except that once in a while she would run into himin the school hal
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and remenber his nanme. Then he was gone, and forgotten, and not even
Bern had tal ked about hi m since.

So why did he want to see her?
There had to be a catch

Maybe Thorny had barfed up sonme |lies about her, sliny |ies about her
telling himshe did it, all the time, with anyone, sonmething like that.
She woul dn't be surprised. Thorny was capabl e of just about anything
when he couldn't get what he wanted. But if that was true, it didn't say
much for Brady, did it. Wong. It said tons about Brady Jones, and none
of it good.

No. She didn't think that was true because nothing Brady had said or
done the other day sent her warning signals, and she knew she was
getting dammed good at recogni zing them Vorssen, the pig, gave her nore
practice than she want ed.

The nusic was turned down; she coul d hear her brother singing. Bad.



Godawful . She giggled and shouted, "Are you dying or what?"

"Drop," he yelled back

"You wish."

"Damm right."

So why in god's nane did Brady Jones want to see her?

She gave up and rocked hersel f, watched the | ake darken from sky blue to
cloud gray. The wind had settled itself to a steady cool breeze that
chilled her pleasantly. Tiny waves nore like ripples noved away fromthe
dock toward the Spit. The sail boats sped now, bellies filled and hulls

| eavi ng white wakes that rocked the float at the Spit, and she could

i magi ne herself on the deck of
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one, stretched out, cool and warm at the same tinme, rocking side to side.
God.

Ch god.

"You want sonething to drink?"

She started and nearly toppled fromthe hanmock, glared at her brother
standing at the screen door. "No, | do not want something to drink

t hank you."

"Whoa!" he said, backing away. "Sorry | asked."

"Don't be."

"Hey, what the hell's wong with you?" He cane out then and punched at
the sky. "It's a great day, right? You got that thing-"

"Car, you creep."

"-and Bev's back okay and the bad guys are lying all over the streets of
Hunter. What the hell nore could you want ?"

"You goi ng over to see her?"

He shrugged, scanned the water with feigned nonchal ance. "I don't know.
Maybe. CGotta call first, though. Her nother's probably ream ng her out
for ... whatever. Later. Maybe after supper.”

She nodded knowi ngly. "Sure."
"Aunt Susan wants to know what we want for dinner."

Her eyes closed. "Ch please, give ne a break. Let's talk Mom and Dad
into taking us out instead."

She heard hi m |l augh, heard himcross the porch to the far side. Wen she
| ooked he had perched on the railing, heels hooked to steady him

"You got a problen"
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"l don't know, " he said.
"Boy, you sure don't know nuch, do you?"

He | eaned back, rocked forward. "Nance, Aunt Susan told me you m ght go
out tonight or sonething."

"Yeah, so?"

He | aughed shortly. "Well, | was just nosy, that's all."

"M nd your own business."

"She told ne you were going with Brady Jones, for god' s sake."

She planted a foot on the floor to stop the hammobck's notion and sat up,
swung her left leg over and stared. "Wat's the matter with that?"

"Hey, c'non, Nance."

"No." She stood. "I want to know what's wong with that? Not that it's
any of your business."

"Jesus," he said and | ooked away to the |ake, |ooked back at her
sideways. "I mean, that's an okay joke for Aunt Susan, | guess, but |

know better, okay?"

She wanted to yell at him chose to stonp inside instead and march into
the kitchen. Aunt Susan wasn't there, but there were pots and a frying
pan lined up on the counter. A jar of olives, a jar of sweet pickles,
two jars of nustard. Her stomach |urched, but she decided that Bern
woul d be on his own tonight. Whatever all this was for would serve him
right.

In fact, she thought as she left the kitchen and headed for the
staircase, she m ght even have a couple of suggestions for her aunt as
to Bern's favorite foods.

At the top step she paused when she heard the screen door open and cl ose
and felt her brother staring up at her

"What, damit?" she said w thout | ooking around.
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"Nance, | already told her about Brady."

She did turn then and grabbed the railing. "Ch really? And what did you
tell her, snmartass?"

"Nancy, it was in the paper, for Christ's sake!"
"What ? What ?"

He noved to the stairs and cupped the newel post with both hands. "He's
dead. Don't you renenber? He's dead."



She forced a harsh laugh. "Right." And would have continued on to her
roomhad it not been for the way he | ooked at her-sad and fearful at the
same time, as if he thought she was going crazy. It wasn't an act. She
knew himtoo well. Just as she knew that Brady couldn't have died

wi t hout her knowing it because she knew himin high school, and ... that
was two years ago

"Can't be," she said, the words sprouting barbs that caught in her throat.
Bern started up toward her, but she waved hi m away.

"Can't be. | mean, it can't be, Bern. | saw him | talked with him
Jesus, he rode nme hone on ny bike, for Christ's sake."

It was his turn to sputter, to be doubtful, but a decisive shake of his
head seened to clear his mnd. "Nance, he was killed in an autonobile
accident just before the end of his freshman year. He was buried out
there." Slowy he lowered hinself to the bottomstep. "Wy the hell," he
said quietly, "do you think I don't want a damed car?"

A |l augh escaped before she could stop it; a hand cl anmped agai nst her
nmout h; her legs carried her back to the wall where she | eaned, heavily,
until her knees grew
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too weak to hold her up. She slid to the floor, could just see the top
of his head down there, at the bottom

"Bern, | talked to himon Wdnesday."
He didn't nove.

"He rode nme back on mny bike."

The head noved, only slightly.

"Cheryl and Dory saw himtoo." She shaded her eyes with one hand. "Dory
wanted to know if I'd kissed him"

She wat ched hi m push hi nself up, backward, one step at a time, until he
could see her; then he turned and rested his back against the wall,
grabbed his knees with his hands as he stared at the banister

"Maybe," he said, "it was the day."

Per pl exed, she frowned

"I mean, it was pretty bad, right? Vorssen made grabass at you,

renmenber? You were pretty shook. | nean ... you could have ..." He
didn't turn, but she saw his face, sawit twist as if he could tw st
sense of sonmething that made none to him "It could have been the day."

"I wasn't hallucinating or whatever," she said, confusion replaced by an
unr easonabl e anger. "I touched him okay? Goddamit, | touched him"
"Touch himall you want,"
he's still dead.”

he told her calmMy. "Touch himall you want,

She waved her hands at himangrily and scranbled to her feet. "You're



trying to mess nmy mind up, that's what you're doing," she snapped.

"You're trying ... I'Il call his parents, damit." She glared at him
"That'll doit, won't it? | call his parents and then you stop nessing
with my mnd!"
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"God, Nance," he said wearily, "they noved a year ago. They even gave
the house to Momto sell."

"Ch sure, right," she said. "Sure. And Mom..." She dropped onto the top
step, stared down at the door. "Jesus." She swall owed and hugged
hersel f. "Jesus, they used to live-"

"-in the Lincoln Log place," he finished for her. "Yeah."

She listened to the wind then, and felt it slip into the house, curl
around her ankles, touch the round of her calves. "Bern," she whispered,
"l touched him™"

There was thunder, faint and distant.
Loretta felt as if she were going to fly.

One m nute she was in her husband's arnms, weeping in relief as he nade
verbal love to her and | aughed and told her he adored her, and the next
m nute she was in the hallway, the sweat fromthe sun still drying on
her arms and back, her eyes still working to adjust fromthe afternoon's
gl are.

A touch of heat stroke, she thought; that's all it is, a touch of heat
stroke. Wshful thinking. Prayer. Wanting hi m back so badly that for a
nmonent she'd had him and all her sins forgiven

And now she felt as if she were going to fly. As Doctor M Irosse
expl ai ned so maddeni ngly patiently that Hugh had entered a sudden

i nexplicable critical phase of his unknown ailnment, her head filled with
helium her arms puffed and chilled, and her | egs demanded rel ease from
t he burden of hol ding her up. The man was |ying. He
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had to be lying. If there had been no heart attack, no stroke, how the
hell could he be critical, for god' s sake? And MIrosse finally | owered
his head and told her he didn't know It happened sonetines, that's all
and he didn't know why and he didn't know how and they were, she had to
believe him doing all they could to bring himback. But she didn't

beli eve him She pushed himaside and strode into the room stil
feeling like flying, and saw her husband in his bed. Tubes. The hiss of
artificial breathing. Pallor. Bruises where the needl es had struck and
sucked and struck again. Swollen hands, wattled neck, the top of the
green hospital gown pulled askew to expose a portion of his chest.

M| rosse stepped in behind her. She felt him She didn't turn. She

wal ked to the side of the bed and barely heard the doctor explain that

i ntravenous feeding often caused such swelling, that |ack of exercise
often resulted in such bruising, that he wished to hell he knew what the
hel | was wong because only that norning Hugh had sat up and nade a

| aughi ng pass at one of the nurses. Loretta spun around, fists at her
wai st, and she told himthat her husband never, ever, nade passes at

ot her wonen.



The young doctor's eyes w dened.

Loretta nodded sharply. "So tell ne another, Doc."
Hs Iips quivered.

She sneered and turned around.

And Hugh's left hand was there. Right there. Poised at her breast. IV
tube dangling and swayi ng and surgi cal tape stained and swollen fingers
graspi ng and she caught her breath and held it until the panic she
abruptly felt subsided into relief. She took the hand gently and didn't
flinch when it was col d.
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"He knows |'m here," she said quietly.

"Ms. Frennel." Cautious footsteps on the tile floor. "Ms. Frennel,

think you' d better |leave now. |'mgoing to have to do some tests and-"
"You're crazy." She | eaned over. Hugh's eyes were still closed. "He
knows |'m here.”

"Ms. Frennel, please. I'"'mgoing to need tinme to examne him alone."

She refused, shaking her head curtly. She kissed the bul gi ng knuckl es
and pressed the hand agai nst her chest. "Hugh?" she whi spered. "Hugh

it's ne, baby. I'"'mhere. It's all right, I'mhere."

M| rosse stood at the foot of the bed. "Ms. Frennel, |I'mgoing to have
toinsist."”

"Insist all you want, hon, |I'mnot |eaving himagain until he can wal k out."

Hugh's eyelids danced, and opened, and Loretta smled and cocked her
head, and gasped when the hand broke from her grasp and snared her neck
and pull ed her down until she could snell his flesh and the nedici ne and
the dry foul breath that slipped between his chapped and peeling lips.
"Hugh, honey, please, you're hurting ne."

Ml rosse hurried around the other side of the bed and reached for the
armto pull it away.

"Hugh, pl ease, honey, please."
Hugh stared at her.

MIlrosse called for a nurse and orderly, reached again and grabbed the
arm and yanked.

Loretta kept on smiling. Hugh was half awake, half dream ng, that's al
it was, he was in the mddle of a nightmare and didn't know it was her
and as soon as he
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recogni zed her he'd stop trying to choke her. But it was hard to take a



breath, and hard not to hit him and harder still when he jerked his arm
and she sprawl ed over him yelling, kicking the IV stand agai nst the
wal |, feeling MIrosse's hand beneath her, still gripping Hugh's arm and
pi nned now, pushing at her, kneeling on the bed, calling |ouder for

assi stance, while she felt again the urge to fly because it was, as she
stared into her husband's dead eyes, the only way she was going to get
out of this place alive.

"Hugh, " she gasped.
And Hugh bit her nouth.

The brown car coasted to a stop, sputtered, and G enn sat for a few
seconds to sumon cal mbefore he left it, reached in and grabbed his
hat, slapped it on, and | ooked around.

What sunlight remained as the clouds continued to thicken nmake the area
| ess bright than sickly, the rooflines unnaturally sharp, the flowers
unnaturally vivid; and the steady breeze had strengthened to a light and
steady wi nd, underscoring the nei ghborhood's curious silence with a
const ant snakeli ke hissing fromthe foliage above him Leaves killed by
the heat crept along the pavenent. Behind him on Springwood, a car horn
sounded, another responded.

The intersection had been bl ocked off in all directions by patrol cars
parked at uneven angl es across the streets, roof lights nutely fl ashing,
deputi es standing beside themto warn off the small knots of people
drifting down the sidewal ks, across the | awns. An ambul ance from
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Hunter CGeneral idled in the center, its back doors open, an attendant in
the front seat, snoking a cigarette

d enn prayed there had been no conplications. There should be
excitement, buzzing, chatter, novenent. Yet it was alnost as if no one
here knew what to do, how to behave. Like extras on a novie set, waiting
for directions.

But the wind only blew and the people only drifted and a twi g snapped
under his boot, |ouder than it shoul d have.

At | ast he spotted Sandera, |eaning against the side of the anbul ance
wi th head down and bare, apparently listening to | ank and gi nger-haired
Hank Plowight standing in front of him Iips and hands noving. Only

Pl owri ght noticed denn's approach, and he canme toward hi m qui ckly, one
hand on his gun, the other tucked in his hip pocket.

"Hank," G enn greeted, and scanned the blacktop for the body.
"Sheriff."
"What's goi ng on?"

The deputy winced. "Well, nothing, sir. W, uh, we decided to wait for
you before ... well, before we cleaned things up. That's okay, right?"

d enn managed not to sigh aloud. Plowight had been on the force for
only a year, too young and eager to make rmuch of an inpression other
than that of a puppy who demanded its right to tangle up your feet. For



him problenms of enpty ticket books were on a par with robbing one of
the | ocal banks.

254
Plowight finally gestured toward the anbul ance. "Hale's in there."

d enn said nothing, eased past the man with a good work smile and wal ked
over to the vehicle. Inside was a stretcher covered with a sheet stained
with bl ood at head and waist. An intern sat beside it, |ooked up and nodded.

"Dead?" d enn asked.
"Coul dn't be nmore," the man answered. "Your man's ki nda shook, though."

d enn backed away and cl osed the doors carefully, noved around to the
side and stood besi de Sandera, who, when he gl anced up, couldn't have
been nore pal e had he been dead. "What's the problem Robbie?" he asked
gently.

Sandera yanked on the brimon his hat. "I killed him denn. Jesus. |
shot the sonofabitch three times. Here"-he stabbed his thigh-"here"-he
j abbed hi s shoul der-"and goddamit, here!" He pressed a thunb agai nst
his forehead before dropping his hand to his side.

@ enn saw the deputy's cruiser, windshield nearly shattered, hood
pocked, left headl anp shattered. "He shot back?"

"He shot first."
"You all right?"

"Never hit me." He shuddered violently, straightened and grabbed G enn's
arm pulled himto the front of the anbul ance and poi nted wordl essly at
the ground, at spatters of dark blood, and a small pool of it to one
side, a leaf trapped in its center. "He fell right there, @ enn. Right
goddamm there. Jesus Christ, | shot him"

This was no tine for speeches and brom des, so d enn
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touched his shoul der once, a signal to stay and stay calm and wal ked
slowy around the space left clear by the vehicles, knowi ng he was being
wat ched, doing his best not to play to the crowds he heard whi spering,
once or twice calling softly. He resisted gazing at the trees, noved
instead to the battered cruiser and poked his head inside. Blinked
slowy. Stood, and grabbed at his hat to protect it froma sudden gust.

Sandera was a good man. He knew that. And he knew that good nmen didn't
have gunfights every day, not even in Philadel phia, with shadows in the
m ddl e of the afternoon. Shadows that fought back. Shadows that bled. No
cop of his acquaintance, either small town or big city, enjoyed using
hi s weapon; that crap was saved for television and novies and the
speci al effects nmen who had never seen a man die.

Hel |, he thought a little sadly, and returned to Sandera. "C non, let's
go back to the office.”

The deputy | ooked at him eyes pinched in a squint.



"Hank," d enn summoned, | owering his voice as he headed for his car

"it's time to clear this nmess up. Make sure Hawk has all the necessary
pictures, talk to as nany people as you can. See if you can find soneone
who saw Hal e, saw where he came from Maybe you can find out where he
was hiding. Go house to house. Check the yards and garages, storage
sheds, you know what | nean. And get somebody-no, go with the anbul ance
yoursel f. Make sure Hale gets to the norgue. Call me when you get there.”

Pl owri ght nodded ent husiastically, stanmered something G enn didn't
under stand, and damm near came to attention as he threw a sharp salute
and hurried off.
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d enn watched himfor a nmonent, not sure if he should smile, then
beckoned to Robbi e, who pushed off the anmbul ance as if he were an old man.

And when they were in the car, G enn spotted John Wortan in the crowd,
pushi ng back his cap to scratch at his head. H s hand froze on the key,
and he swal | oned when Sandera sl anmed the door hard.

"Sheriff," Robbie said, "I shot him"
"It was sel f-defense, Robbie."
"Yeah. Yeah."

He turned the key, slapped the wheel, and recklessly maneuvered the car
about until he could turn around. As he drove, he held up a hand for
silence, glanced in the rear view mrror and saw t he anmbul ance craw

t hrough the congestion. Its lights were off. It stopped when Wrtan
stepped up to it and said sonething to the driver

"l shot him"
"Deer," denn said.

"What ?" Sandera gaped, astounded. "What the hell are you talking about?
You trying to say this is |Iike shooting a goddamm deer? You think a
goddamm deer shot ny vehicle full of holes? You-"

"No," denn interrupted, voice |low and steady. "No, | didn't nean that."
"Then what are you tal ki ng about ?"

He wasn't sure. And he didn't try to explain.

When he pulled up at the parking | ot behind his office, he could see
someone sitting in his chair. Marjory. Damm, he'd forgotten about Marj
waiting for him He opened the door, got out, |eaned his el bows on the
roof and waited for Sandera. Then denn told hi mabout
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the deer he had seen in the back of the farmer's truck. The
conversation. Then the diner and the denial

Color had returned in blotches to the man's face, and he shrugged. "So
what does that have to do with the price of apples and nmy ... Hale?"



"I don't know," he answered truthfully. "Beats ne, but | don't know"
Sandera groaned and said, "I need a drink."

@ enn grinned and suggested they talk first, take the epi sode through
step by step so their report would be coherent, all bases covered. Cet
it on paper. Cold paper. And forestalled a sputtered protest by wal ki ng
away, listening to the nan follow, stepping inside just as Marj left his
of fice. As soon as she saw the | ook on his face, she ducked back inside
and reappeared with her purse. He lifted an eyebrow She gl anced

poi ntedly at Robbie as the deputy passed w t hout acknow edgi ng her, and
Genn lifted his hands.

The breeze becane a wi nd that slapped agai nst the w ndow.

"I"'mgoing to get the kids," she told him touching his arm Kkissing his
cheek. "Cheryl's probably having fits already."

"\Why 2"
"Didn't you hear the thunder?"

He hadn't. He shook his head.

"Dory's probably teased her to tears by now "

He heard the |long scrape of a chair across his office floor. "Ckay," he
said. "I'll get home as soon as | can."

Her | ook made hi m uneasy. "Anything wong?"

He felt Audrey and Pete watching. "Not really," he
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sai d, keeping his voice down. "Robbie's just shot his first nman." He
ki ssed her quickly. "I'"lIl talk to hima while. And there's a ton of
paperwor k. You head on home, save the kids fromthe storm 1'Il call

l et you know when I'mfree.”

He patted the small of her back for reassurance, and waited until she
was outside before he hurried into the office, sat down, and said,
"Robbi e, before you say anything, let nme tell you you're not in trouble.
It was selfdefense, and this isn't one of those paranoid places where we
have guys running around, trying to pin things on their owm. Hale was a
psycho. A killer. For god' s sake, the man beat his own parents to death
after raping his nother."

Sandera | eaned back in the chair, legs stretched out, hands linp in his
lap. He stared at the ceiling. "You ever shoot a man, d enn?"

"No," he admitted. "I've had the gun out, |'ve popped a fewin the air,
but I've never ... no."

Sandera pulled at his nmustache, hard, harder, until he wi nced and
dropped his hand. "It shits."

"You coul d have been killed yoursel f."



"I know. It still shits."
No ki ddi ng, he thought.

The room darkened swiftly, greylight relieved only when the ceiling
lights in the outer office were switched on. They sank Robbie's face in
shadow, but he coul d see the younger man start when thunder nuttered,
and nuttered again.

He reached into a drawer and pull ed out several blank forns he pushed
across the desk. "Here."

The deputy | ooked at them | ooked at d enn
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"You fill them out, you go home, you do what you have to do. You cone
back on Mnday. "

"I"'mnot a baby, denn," Sandera said resentfully.
"No kidding." He tapped the papers. "That's why you get to fill these
out before you | eave."

A typewriter clacked; the radio sputtered.

"Right," Sandera said with a ghost of a grin. He scooped up the forns
and rose, picked up his hat and wal ked carefully to the door. A | ook of
gratitude over his shoul der denn acknow edged with a w nk.

The tel ephone rang.

"CGot it!" he called, and snatched up the receiver. "Sheriff's office,
Er ski ne here."

"Sheriff, would you mind telling me just what the hell is going on down
t here?"

G enn stared at the receiver. He recognized the voice-it was Don

M1 rosse from Hunter CGeneral, who because he | acked seniority had been
put in charge of the norgue, such as it was. The man took his duties
seriously, even though he sel dom had to exercise them

"Doctor," he said, "I'mafraid | don't-"

MIlrosse wasn't listening. "l've got one sem -hysterical wonan here
whose husband can't make up his mnd to die, a farmhand who's been
chewed up by a baler for Christ's sake, the roads are packed with idiots
com ng here for the weekend just asking for accidents, and | can't
afford to have one of ny anbul ances tied up for nothing."

d enn covered the nout hpi ece. "Robbie, in here!" He renoved his hand.
"Look, Doc, | don't have the slightest idea-"

"What are you peopl e thinking of, anyway?"
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"Doc," he said sternly. "Doc, if you would tell me what's wong, |'1]l
gi ve you an answer, okay?"



Sandera paused on the threshold, a formin one hand, pen in another.
d enn waved himin, then said, "Wat? Repeat that, please. | didn't get it."

Ml rosse snorted. "OF course not. And you're not getting another
anbul ance, either, until |'mpositive there's soneone to put init."

G enn stiffened. "There was sonmeone in it, Doc. Jinmy Hale. And he was
dead. "

"I say again, Sheriff, there was no one in the anbul ance when it

arrived. No corpse. No injured victim No blood. Just a poor slob in one
of your uniforms who | ooks like he's ready for one hell of a long
vacation. He says you sent himhere. You have that much manpower,
Sheriff, that you can waste a deputy's time |ike that?"

"Now hang on, Doc," denn said, "there's sonething wong here. | saw"

"Dam right there's something wong. And as soon as | get things cleared
up here, I'mgoing to find out exactly what it is, and then I'mgoing to
have your goddammed badge!™"

d enn opened his nmouth to retort, scow ed when the receiver slamed down
on the other end, and threw his own into its cradle. "Pete!" he yell ed.
Then, to Sandera, "Plowight has screwed up." CGorder |unbered into the
of fice, cigar snapping. "Get out to the hospital and find out what the
hel | happened to Hale's body. MIrosse says it never got there.

Plowight clains | ordered himto ride back in an enpty anbul ance." He
glared. "Find out, and bring ne soneone's scalp."”

"I"ll go," Sandera offered instantly.

261

"You stay." He waited until Pete left, bellowing at Audrey to take the
radi o, then pushed back his chair and turned so he could see the parking
lot. The tree was in a frenzy, lashing at the wind, spilling | eaves and
twigs onto the blacktop and cars. Night's cone early, he thought, and
hoped Marj had reached the kids. Then he stood, shoving the chair away.

"Watch the phones," he ordered as he left the office.
"Hey, denn!"

"Watch the phones," he repeated. "lI'mgoing out for a mnute. I'll be
right back." He paused at the door. "Do those forms right, Robbie. I'm
going to use themto hang sonmeone's ass."

He didn't take his car

He trotted down to the corner, hesitated only a second and swung ri ght,
del i berately hol di ng back froma dead run, refusing to think about
anything but not tripping until he reached Field Street three bl ocks

| ater. Then he stopped. Held his sides and gul ped for air. Blinked a
stinging drop of perspiration fromhis eye and wal ked west as fast as he
coul d. Another three blocks, and he stepped off the pavenent, w ped his
face with a palm glared at the sky, and stood in the mddle of the
enpty intersection

There was no bl ood.



None at all

He hunkered down and traced the street's rough surface with one finger
bef ore kneel i ng.

No st ai ns.
None at all

The bl acktop wasn't porous enough to have absorbed the bl ood he'd seen
| ess than half an hour ago. And
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there was no sign that sone queasy homeowner had washed it away with a hose.
He had seen it. He had snelled it. And now it was gone.

| mpossi bl e.

deer?

He started back for the office.

what deer you tal king about, d enn?

And when he hurried inside and sl aimmed the door behind him Audrey
swi vel ed around the radi o and Sandera stood in his doorway.

He tried to tell themwhat he'd found, what he hadn't found, and turned
instead to the wi ndow. He opened the blinds and | ooked out at the street.

"d enn?" Robbi e said.

"I ..." He was cold. Mich too cold.

The tel ephone rang.

Don't answer it, he thought; just ... don't answer it.

Sandera opened the flap and canme through the gap. "d enn, you gotta tel
me what's wong."

Not hi ng i s wong, he thought, except things aren't right. Things that
can't be, are; things that were, aren't any | onger

The tel ephone rang.

"It's raining," he said.

A faint drizzle, barely seen, that stained the sidewal ks dark brown and
raised a stench fromthe tarmac. It struck the wi ndow with drops barely
seen, startled pedestrians into holding up a pal mor checking the

| owering clouds or lingering in a doorway just to see if they weren't
dreami ng. The traffic didn't hurry. Wndshield wi pers remained in their
wells nore often than not.
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W ndshi el ds abruptly streaked with color as the streetlanps flickered on
and neon buzzed on and speckles of reflections began to gather in the
street.

Sandera stood beside him "You went to the corner?"

He nodded.

" And?"

G enn's inhalation was halting, a struggle that ended when he opened his
mout h deliberately wi de and rocked his jaw side to side. "Nothing.

didn't see anything." He took hold of the cord and pulled the blinds up
Then he | ooked at Robbie. "I didn't see the blood."

Robbi e said it w thout speaking: inpossible.

"Sheriff?" Audrey said. "Sheriff, it's your wife."

"Later," he said dully. "Tell her I'll call her back later."

A trio of young wonen scurried past the office, heads bowed agai nst the
wi nd.

"Sheriff, | think you'd better take it."

Across the street, standing with his back to the wi ndow of a stationery
store, was Reverend Zachi ah, head bare and face in shadow. d enn al nost
waved, but a station wagon intervened, and Audrey called hi magain.

The station wagon passed; the cleric was gone.

"Later, damit!"

When she didn't respond, he | ooked inpatiently over his shoul der

"She says it's inmportant,” Audrey explained apol ogetically, pointing at
a tel ephone on one of the desks. "Really inportant."” Another apol ogy,

this tinme a shrug.

Sandera held his arm let it go, and he wal ked slowy to the desk,
pi cked up the receiver, and said, "Marj, |'ve got-"
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"denn!"

He al nost dropped it, held it with both hands. "What."
"Cheryl ... Dory ..."

"\What ? Where are they? What happened?”

"I don't know." He could hear the fight against weeping. "I don't know
Not hi ng happened. | don't know. | "

Muf fl ed voi ces then, and Bern canme on the line.

" Dad?"



"Ri ght here, pal. Wat's going on?"

" Dad?"

God, he thought, and sat on the desk's corner, shaking his head angrily
when Sandera and Audrey | ooked anxiously at him He could hear fear in

his son's voice, sonething a great deal nore than concern. In the
background he heard Nancy; it sounded as if she was calling someone's nane.

"Bern, what the hell-"

"Dad, it's crazy here," Bern said rapidly. "W can't find Pint and Dory,
and Nancy says ... Jesus, Nancy says she's seen a ghost."

"He's not a ghost!" denn heard his daughter shriek

"Brady Jones, Dad," Bern said quietly. "She says she tal ked with Brady
Jones. "

d enn rubbed his forehead, shoved the hand through his hair back over
his ear. "Look, where are your sisters?"

"I don't know. Dad, you gotta get hone. Now Things are-"

The recei ver changed hands agai n.

"denn?" It was Marj. "G enn, |'ve called all over
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They weren't at the field, they didn't play ball |ike they were supposed

to. Nobody's seen themall day. denn-"

"I'"ll be right there," he said.

"d enn, please-"

"Damit, I'Il be right there!"

He hung up, sagged, gripped his knees and held t hem

The tel ephone rang, and he junped off the desk, backed away fromit to
the counter, then ran into his office for his hat and jacket. \Wen he
returned, Sandera was already ready to | eave, and Audrey | ooked terrified.
"What!" he demanded.

"Sweet," she said, the receiver hard against her chest. "He wants to
know ... he wants to know what he's supposed to tell Ms. Raddock about
her daughter."

"But she's back," Sandera rem nded her

Audrey shook her head. "Sweet ..." She held the receiver out, pleading,
and d enn grabbed it from her

"Aster," he snarled, "what the bl oody hell is going on out there?"

Al he heard was a dial tone.



Al he saw was a flash of |ightning before thunder ripped above the
building like a sheet tearing in the w nd.

After that, there was nothing.
Al the lights flared, and died.
Bern lay on his bed and listened to the storm

Nancy and his nother were downstairs, feeding on each other's grow ng
hysteria, and he couldn't take it any nore. Al they'd done since
calling his father was yell at him at each other, pacing through the
I'i ght ni ng-fed
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rooms until, suddenly, the electricity failed and they'd screamed and
clutched each other, and he'd fled.

The sheet was cl amy.
Li ght ni ng bl eached the posters he'd taped to his walls.

He |istened for the rain, frowned when he heard none, but he didn't get
up. There was no way he was going to go downstairs again, not until his
father cane hone. He didn't know what to do, didn't know what to say,
and the ook in his nother's eyes had scared himto death.

He propped hinsel f agai nst the headboard, left foot tapping the wall
nervously, right |leg hanging off the mattress, sw nging, kicking, sw nging.

He ought to get up. He ought to throw on a coat, get a flashlight, and
go find Cheryl and Dory. He'd forgotten all about their hiking
expedition until his nmother had said sonething about not finding them at
the field. He tried to tell her when the phone |ines went down, but she
woul dn't listen. And Nancy was no better, babbling on and on about Brady
Jones and | osing her mind. He ought to get up. Pint was out there in the
storm probably near the ridge, scream ng at every lightning bolt,

shri eking at each peal of thunder, and Dory would be no help at all. No
hel p. He was the only one. He ought to get up

He did.

And he stood at the wi ndow, averting his face fromthe next flare of

bl ue-white that et himsee the whitecaps on the | ake, the waves

sl appi ng agai nst the dock, the trees that had lost all their color and

had beconme solid bl ack

The door opened, hinges squeaki ng, as thunder deafened him nade him
hunch hi s shoul ders.
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Aunt Susan canme in. "Are you all right?"

A dark figure, and small, the white of her white bl ouse and shorts
phosphorescent wi thout casting a gl ow

"Yeah," he said shakily. "It got a little hairy down there, that's all."



"They're afraid," she answered softly, and took another step. "I'd
forgotten what these storns were |ike out here." She hugged herself and
shivered. "Brutal ."
"Sometines, | guess.” He lowered hinself to the sill, felt the cold of
t he pane behind him "The wind s up, though. It won't last long."

"Scary," she said.

He nodded. "Yeah, some."

"Very," she insisted.

He lifted a hand and nearly slipped off his perch. Her |augh was quiet,
and friendly, and he could see her gl ancing around, exam ning the room
But he couldn't see her face. It was m dnight outside, six hours before

its time, and when she nudged his foot with a toe, he started, not
realizing how cl ose she'd cone.

But he still couldn't see her face.
Thunder .
"At least," she said with a quick laugh, "I"mnot on the road. I'd

probably run up a tree."

He answered her |augh with one of his own, forced, uneasy, as she noved
to stand beside himand | ook out toward the | ake.

"CGod, " she whi spered.

He stared at the open doorway.
Li ght ni ng.

He cl osed his eyes.

Thunder .
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She said, "It's tinmes like this, you know, when | niss Wsley the nost."
Her hand fl oated, hovered, rested on his shoulder. "Wen stornms |ike
this came up, he used to laugh at me, talk to ne like | was a kid or
somet hing. Every tinme. He would tell nme, every tine, that thunder can't
hurt ne, and as long as | don't stand in the mddle of a field or stay
inthe water, | won't get hit by lightning." The hand gripped, and

rel axed. Her voice quavered. "Christ, it isn't easy."

He had to | ook at her then, and exhal ed sharply, felt his nmouth remain
open-while her left hand held his shoul der, her right had been
unbutt oni ng her blouse. Wite skin and a |line of shadow. A shinmmrering as
her chest rose, and fell, and rose and caught, and fell. She still faced
the I ake, her profile steady as she shrugged the bl ouse off her right
shoul der, used her right hand to slide it off her left.

Ch god, he thought, and couldn't nove. He tried to push off the sill,
but he couldn't nove. And he couldn't take his gaze fromthe darklight
that made her breasts seemlarger, fuller, the sheen of perspiration on
her skin nore |like moonlight than |ightning when the |ightning flashed



again and she said, "lIt's not easy." Softly. Very softly. As her head
turned slowy, and slowy she |icked her upper lip and slowy shifted
her hand from his shoulder to his chest and slowy worked at the top
button until it was free and her hand was on his skin and he shivered
and cl osed his eyes, and stiffened when she pressed into his side, his
arm bet ween her breasts, and her breath warm and sliding across his
neck, his cheek, the [obe of his ear

"Aunt Susan." A croak.
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Her thigh noved against the hand he used to grip the sill's danp I|ip,
nmoved across it, into it, pinching flesh agai nst wood, until her left
| eg nudged it way between his and she pulled her right leg after it.

He coul dn't see her face.

He swal | owed. "Aunt Susan." And stared over her head at the doorway. He

didn't dare ook down. He didn't dare call out. If his nother saw him
if Nancy saw him... he didn't dare nove and he didn't dare | ook and

he bit the inside of his cheek as hard as he coul d when her other hand

joined the first inside his shirt, unbuttoned to his wai st though he

couldn't remenber when, and his stomach muscl es junped when her thunbs

brushed across them and his right knee jerked, and his throat filled

wi th sonet hing that burned but not badly. "Aunt Susan, it's ..."

She | eaned into him and he could feel her breasts against him

Rai n snapped at the w ndow.

She seened to stunble, and he grabbed her shoulders to prevent her from

falling, snatched his hands away when she sighed, put them back on her

upper arns and held her, tried to pin her, but couldn't push her away.

Her 1ips touched the hollow of his throat.

He could snell her hair, alnost taste it, and a strand lightly tickled
t he underside of his chin.

"You don't know," she whispered, hands slipping around his sides,
fingers spreading across his back. "You won't know for a long tinme, Bern."

"Know ..." He swall owed. "Know what ?"
She | eaned her head back.
He coul dn't see her face.
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"What it's like." Her eyes. He could see her eyes, glistening as if they
were dianonds, or filled with tears, or smling.

He managed to shake his head. "I guess not."
Her tongue touched him he started.

A whi sper: "Do you nake love with your girlfriend? Do you, Bern? Do you
make | ove?"



Jesus. Oh Jesus. Please, Jesus, don't let this.

"I ... no.
He coul d feel her breasts.
He coul d feel her stomach
Rai n | ashed agai nst the w ndow.

She brought her left hand into the open and ran a finger down his chest,
swirled it across his navel, ran it up again to his chin. "Never?"

Thunder .

He cl osed his eyes.
Jesus, pl ease.

A whi sper: "No."

The heel of her hand pressed agai nst his buckle, and slid downward al ong
the I ength of his zipper until she was able to cup him and hold him
and take a deep breath that made hi m nmban without wanting to, and shift
wi t hout neaning to, and open his eyes at the next bolt that expl oded on
the ridge just above the black rock.

And he saw her face
And screaned.

Kimstood in the open doorway, her negligee poor protection against the
stormcold wind that slammed inside, pressed the silk against her body,
rattl ed a | anpshade and flipped a magazi ne's pages. The rain
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wasn't quite a downpour, yet hard enough to thrumon the roof and bounce
fromthe steps onto her bare feet. The entire block was dark, and she
didn't doubt the whole town was as well. Nate Pigeon's car had vani shed
in the gloom and she glared at the place where she'd | ast seen it, then
glared at the sky and dared it to rain harder. Prayed that the cop who'd
di srupted her celebration with her |over had sonehow fallen into the
preek, which would already be swollen by now, deep enough to drown the
dunb son of a bitch

She massaged her upper arns.

Nate had bolted the nonent the deputy had left, nunbling sonething about
seeing her later. Next week. He'd call. See you around.

She saw soneone coning toward her through the rain.

A step back, and a one-eyed squint, and a man strode across the | awn,
bent against the storm For a monent she thought the cop had returned to
apol ogi ze for getting her hopes up about Bev. Then the wi nd shifted
direction, the rain parted, and she saw that he had no uniform only a
suit jacket drenched and dark, his pink shirt virtually invisible, white
col lar without tie.



He didn't | ook up

She backed into the house and cl osed the door, reached out to turn the
bolt, and | eapt to one side when the door smashed open and the man st ood
there in the rain.

"What the hell do you want?" she demanded. "Get the hell out of herel™

He shook his head, raked back his hair. "Hello, Ms. Raddock," he said.
"Renenber nme?"
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d enn charged through the door, Sandera right behind him and they were
met by Marj and Nancy, hol ding candles. Before either could say a word,
he heard Bern scream and flung himself up the stairs and around the
corner. Too fast. He hit the opposite wall and had to throw out a hand
to keep his bal ance. As he did, Bern staggered out of his bedroom shirt
open, feet bare. \When he saw d enn, he sagged agai nst the frane and
covered his face with his hands.

"Bern," denn said anxiously. He glanced into the room let |ightning
show himit was enpty. "Bern, you okay?"

Foot st eps behi nd him
"Yeah," Bern said, lifting his face, blinking hard. "Yeah."

Marj brought a candle, protecting its flame with a cupped hand. "What ?"
she asked timdly.

"A dream" denn told her. "Looks |like he had a bad dream that's all
don't panic." Then he took her el bow gently and | ed her back to the
stairs. "Throw sone cold water on your face, son," he said wthout

| ooki ng around. "Change your shirt and conme on down."

He heard a nunbled, "Right," and steadied his armaround Marj's wai st.
She | eaned into himand trenbled. He held her tighter. And once in the
living room he sat her on the couch before telling Nancy to dig up al
t he candl es she coul d, Robbie would help her, he wanted light in here,
as much light as they could nuster. And sonething warmto drink

"Aunt Susan's in the kitchen,"
put the kettle on."

Nancy said as she left. "She's already
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"Dory," Marj said weakly.
"It's okay," he assured her. "First | find out what's happened, then
we'll go find them"

She | ooked up at him cheeks holl owed by the candl elight, eyes
red-ri med and getting swollen. "You' re thinking |like a cop, denn. Cod,
they' re your daughters."

"At this point, thinking like a father isn't going to find them" he
told her, hoping he didn't sound as cold as the words had felt on his
lips. "For a change, having a cop for an old nan may do them sone good."



He smiled. She nmade a poor attenpt to respond. "It'll be okay. We'll-"
Li ght ni ng.
Marj ory whi nper ed.

In less than five minutes there were candl esticks and saucers, two |unch
plates and an old silver tray, and the light was strong and gol den and

t he shadows on the walls had not been born in the wind. Marj and Nancy
sat on the couch, Sandera and Bern stood by the door, and Susan bustl ed
silently in and out of the room carrying steam ng cups of tea, of

coffee, and one cup of hot chocol ate she'd made for herself.

G enn wanted to screamat the time it took to get themsettled, nore
than once started for the door to begin the search for the children
wi t hout them But each tinme he did, he | ooked at his wife and grabbed
the reins and held hinmself and held, until the scream ng faded.

"Al'l right," he said at last. "One at a tine. Too nuch tinme has been
wast ed al ready, so don't nake a production, okay?"

"denn," Marjory cautioned.
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He nodded. "Sorry. Just ... tell ne."
Li ght ni ng.

And she did, explaining howthey were to be at the field, playing ball,
then at home for supper. Nothing unusual, until she'd driven there to
pick themup and found the field deserted. She didn't worry. There were
friends. But none of the friends had seen them not at all, not all day.

"That's because they weren't there," said Bern, pushing off the wall to
stand behind the couch.

"I know that," she snapped. "Honestly, Bernard, haven't you been |istening?"

"I mean, because they went hiking,"'
top of her head.

he snapped back, glaring down at the

She twi sted around. "Hi king? What are you tal king about? They didn't go
hi ki ng, for god's sake.™

"Bern," G enn said quietly, "how do you know?"

"They didn't!" Marj insisted.
"I saw them" Bern said. "This afternoon. After | got hone."

G enn listened then while the boy told themwhat Cheryl and Dory had
said, and watched his wife swing fromrage to terror, watched Bern grow
nore distressed as he realized his sisters had tricked him had |ied.
And when he was finished, denn held up a pal mbefore Marj coul d speak
held it while he closed his eyes and tried to force hinmself to think.
But all that happened was an i nmage of his children wal king through the
storm trees falling around them branches |ashing at their heads. He
grunted. The hand became a fist.



Happy dreams, he thought.

"Jesus Christ," he said aloud. Then he said to
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Sandera, "Robbie, make sure the first aid kit's still in the car, wll
you, and bring it here. Marj, check the bathroons for one." Wen she

| eapt up, eyes wide as a startled deer's, he took her arns and

whi spered, "Just in case, okay? Just in case."

She nodded jerkily.

He smiled as best he could and |l et her go. "And change into sonething
warm " he called, know ng nothing he could say would keep her in the
house. "Bern, those old blankets in the garage. Get them W nay need them™

"What about nme?" Susan asked.

"The tel ephone,” he began

"They're down," she reminded him Then she | ooked to the w ndow and saw
the storm "Maybe ..."

He couldn't help a grin. "Maybe you should stay here. In case the phones
cone back and you can call around again. And have warm soup, food, dry
clothes, stuff like that ready when we get back, okay?"

Her gratitude at once annoyed and relieved him and she vani shed into
t he hal | way, popped back and bl ew hima kiss he returned with a sinple nod.

" Daddy ?"

He sat beside Nancy and hugged her around the shoul ders. "Don't worry,
we'll find them If | know Dory, they haven't gotten very far. 1'Il bet
they' re holed up-"

"Daddy, what about Brady?"

It was her voice nore than the words that made him |l ook at her just as
Sandera returned, a plastic raincoat over one armher face was taut with
fear, near to breaking, and the violent shudders that rocked her against
hi m made hi m groan in silence.
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"Darling," he said, "Brady's-"

She pushed hi m away and backed into the corner, |egs curled, clutching
her ankles. "I touched him" she said. "CGoddamit, | touched him"

And Sandera said, "Jimmy Hale."

And d enn thought deer just as Bern slammed the door open and said,
"Dad, those cots? You know, the ones we kept under the bl ankets?"

He didn't speak

Candl el i ght danced, streaks of dark on the walls that |ooked not at al
i ke shadows.



"They're gone, Dad. They weren't there."

Enough, d enn pl eaded as he pushed heavily to his feet; dear Cod,
enough, | can't think, | can't-

Marjory stood at the foot of the staircase, a first aid kit in one hand,
the other pulling at her throat.

"What ?" he asked, and gestured angrily at Bern to close the door before,
all the candles were bl own out.

"I"'mnot sure," she said. She'd changed into jeans and a sweater, hiking
boots on her feet, obviously changing her m nd about remaining in the
house during the search. "That bottle of sleeping pills ..." She swayed,
and Bern grabbed her. "The bottle's not there, denn. It was nearly
full. Nowit's gone."

The tel ephone rang.

He could see themthen, falling apart in stages around him cracks in
facades and cracks in voices and hands begi nning to scrub hands raw. He
turned his back on them He stared at the candl es, shunted panic to a
sidestreet, filled his lungs and held it. Al right, he thought. Al
right. All right. One step. One step. Cheryl and Dory
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have a place somewhere. They have the pills. They're trying to make
t hi ngs better by dream ng better things.

Jesus Christ, Erskine, you' re out of your goddamm ni nd.

He | owered his head and breathed through his nmouth, one breath at a
time, quick, shallow, slower, deeper. He swallowed a taste of acid and
turned back to them hoping his expression was one of confident comrand.

Susan came to the doorway, |ooked around and said, "That was for Nancy."
Nancy cowered, knees against her chest. "Wwo was it?"

"I don't know, sweetheart. He said to rem nd you about your date
toni ght, and then we were cut off." She shrugged nervously. "I thought
the lines were down."

And Nancy screaned, and Marj ran to her and grabbed her and pulled her
face into her shoul der while she wept and beat the arnrest with a | oose
and weak fist.

d enn | ooked at Sandera. "A nightmare,”
goddamm ni ght mare. "

he said. "Today's turned into a
"CGet them back," Marj inplored himover Nancy's sobbing. "Dear god,

d enn, get them back."

"It's Pint," Bern said then

Scornfully, denn dismssed himwith a glance, and told Susan to show

Sandera where the flashlights were. They'd need them Al of them In
the woods it would be dark, too dark to see in spite of the |ightning.



And he called after themto bring all the slickers and raincoats they
could find. And hats, if there were any. Anything el se they could think of.
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"Dad," Bern insisted, nmoving hesitantly around the couch
"Marj, you're going to have to stay with Nancy."

Marj resisted, finally nodded when Nancy tried to curl and clinb into
her 1 ap.

"Dad, listen to nme!"

"Dammi t, Bernard-"

Bern grabbed his arm hard. "Damit, it's Pint!"

somet hi ng bad, daddy

They're all nuts, he thought, briefly finding despair; nmy god, they're ..
what the hell deer you tal king about, glenn

"Happy dreans," his son whispered, |eading himto the wi ndow, rapping a
pane with a knuckle. "Renmenber?"

"Sure," he said. He waved at the storm "This is all her doing, right?
W're in a dream right? None of this is happening, right?" He yanked
his armfree and glared. "Wat the hell are you tal king about ?"

deer you tal ki ng about

He shook his head. No. No, | amreal and this is real and we're wasting
ti me because Cheryl and Dory are out there right now in a goddamm-

Sandera flanked himon the other side. "G enn," he said, keeping his
voi ce | ow, glancing back at the wonmen huddl ed on the couch. "d enn, |
shot Hale in the head. You saw himin the anbul ance." He grabbed his
el bow, shook it once, let it go. "He was dead, d enn, now he's gone."
The tel ephone rang.

Nancy whi nper ed.

@ enn wanted to scream hinsel f, to bring sanity back
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to his house on the lake; but all he could do was push the two away from
himand stalk into the hall, to the table mdway toward the kitchen
where the tel ephone sat.

And rang.

And Susan stood in the kitchen doorway, shadowed, arns up and pal ns
pressed agai nst the frame. She was naked. She was smiling.

There was |ightning-her face was a skull, charred and snoki ng.



There was thunder, and she was at the table in her tennis whites, afraid
to touch the receiver, hand out and snatched back and out again, unti
he eased past her and picked it up

The |ine was dead.

A moan: "Oh god." He sagged against the wall and set the heels of his
hands agai nst his eyes, gripped his head. "Ch god." And | owered his
hands and | ooked at his sister-in-law. "l just saw you naked," he said
flatly.

"Too late," she answered with a quivering smle. "You |lost that chance a
long time ago."

"Sue, |'m not kidding."

Moverment to his right, but he was too drained to nove away, and nearly

slunped to the floor when Marjory slid out of the dark, candl elight

behi nd her. She seenmed conposed, and he wondered; she seemed cal m and

he doubted. And he heard his own voice crack when he said, "I don't know
| don't know what's going on."

She said, "I think Bernis right." "Marjory, for-"

She hushed himw th her fingers, then ordered Susan into the kitchen to
start getting the food together, took
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hi s hand and brought himback to the living roomwhere, as Bern rolled
up the bl ankets and Sandera handed out flashlights and rain gear, she
rem nded himof the nightmares, and Cheryl's earnestness in w shing
things could be better, for her, for themall

Happy dreans.

Marj tied a scarf over her head and nodded when Sandera told her quickly
about Hal e and the deer, and she suggested that Cheryl was trying to
create a new place of her own, where she was a fanmous ball pl ayer and her
ol der sister had a boyfriend and her father had no bad guys left who
could hurt him Bev had run away because Bev had hurt her brother

"It can't happen," he told her, desperately wanting to believe it. "You
can't change reality just by dream ng the change. It's inpossible."

"You told them about your flying."

"My god, it's atrick, that's all. It's a stupid trick to get me to
sleep.” And he laughed as if trying to hunor hinself back to the way it
had been this norning, when Hal e had been di sposed of and Beverly

Raddock had returned and "Ch Jesus," he said, and thought: it was a trick.
Thunder .

He stared out the w ndow.

Happy dreans.

somet hi ng bad, daddy



"She knew, " he told them gal vanizing hinmself, slapping on his hat. "I
don't know how, but she knew Hal e was comi ng." No; inmpossible. "And
wherever she is, that"-and he pointed at the storm"is scaring her half
to death." Which brings Hal e back fromthe dead, and
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sends Beverly off again, and who the hell knows what el se?

Bern struggled into a poncho, swore when his arnms didn't i mediately
find their holes. "Dad," he said, "how"

"I don't know," he admitted. "Maybe we're just as nuts as we sound. But
what el se expl ains what's going on?"

Bern waved himsilent. "That's not what | neant. | believe it. | think |
do. But... so how do we tell what's real and what's not?"

G enn didn't know, didn't want to think about it, wanted only to find
hi s daughters and get them safely honme. Once that was done, he would
consider it all again. But not now

The tel ephone rang.

"Don't answer it!" Nancy yelled, and pleaded with her nother not to

| eave her, not to go. Marjory soothed her then, caressed her hair,

ki ssed her cheeks, reminded her that Susan would still be here as she
hel ped the girl to her feet. denn and the others followed theminto the
kitchen, tested the flashlights, and |istened as Bern told them again
what Cheryl and Dory had told himthat afternoon

A secret place, denn decided; kids always have a secret place, and
that's where they went. Maybe a cave in the hillside, or something
they'd built on their own. He wouldn't be surprised. Cheryl was clever
enough, and Dory strong enough, that a nansion wouldn't be beyond their
capabilities.

Ri ght.
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He grinned mirthlessly.

He opened the kitchen door, closed it and told Robbie to check in with
Audrey before they let the stormtake them

"denn, we're wasting tinme," Marj scol ded.
"Just a minute, that's all," he said, tapping a hand against his leg, a
foot on the floor, watching Nancy foll ow Susan around as if she were

afraid her aunt woul d vani sh

Then Sandera returned on the run, shaking his head, handing over to Bern
the first aid kit he carried. "I gotta get back," he said breathlessly.

"What ?" d enn denmanded.

Sandera gl anced at the others, and said, "Pete just found Ms. Raddock
She's ..." He | ooked around again. "She's dead, G enn. Mirdered."



"Ch shit,” @enn nuttered. He should go; he was the sheriff. He should

stay; he was a father. Sandera's expression gave him his answer. "Okay.

Go. And tell Audrey to have the others keep an eye out for my daughters.
Do not try to take Hale on your own, all right?"

"Hal e?"
"Well, who the hell do you think it was?"
Sandera left with a hasty salute.

And G enn automatically took a step to follow, slapped his hip, and
said, "All right, let's go." There was no need to say anything else. He
had no doubt that he would find the girls and find them safe; what he
didn't know was what else he would find, out there in a world whose new
god was a frightened child, a thought he inmediately rejected with an
angry grunt as he marched
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across the yard, gasping at the rain that |ashed his face. He couldn't
think like that. He didn't dare, neither for his sanity nor for his
children. Think like a cop is what he had to do; anything el se would
lead himto disaster.

At the back he paused, beckoned the others to | ean their heads toward
him "W don't have to stay together," he said |oudly, above the w nd.
"We' |l never find themif we're bunched up. But don't get out of sight
of the flashlights, okay? As long as we can see them we'll be fine. And
when you find them screamlike hell."

Marj ory nodded, |eaned over and kissed him

Bern only | ooked up at the sl ope, dark and changi ng, and w shed he
hadn't let his sisters go. It was stupid, himbelieving a story I|ike
that, and on an ordinary day he would have called themon it. Not that
it mattered now, he thought glumy as he thrashed into the underbrush
and felt the wet | eaves and needles steal traction fromhis feet; not
that it mattered.

H's mother was to his left, his father already farther on and hi gher. He
used the flashlight like a spear, stabbing into the brush even though he
knew they weren't there, slicing through the foliage in hopes of finding
a treehouse or platform Cheryl had knocked together fromold wood.

Li ghtning crackled |ike dry wood on the hearth, and instantly there was
t hunder that made hi m hunch his shoul ders, rolling across the hills,
echoi ng and doubling back. The force of the rain neutralized whatever
protection the | eaves might have offered, and water nore like ice found
gaps in his collar and froze his spine, burned his chest. It was
difficult to breathe, and he soon found
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hi nsel f gasping, spitting, continually w ping his eyes clear even though
t he poncho's hood had a beak that should have hel ped him

He wasn't sure he conpletely understood all his nmother had said about
Cheryl and Dory and their dreanms. But he believed it. He had been with
his aunt in his bedroom seducing him while she'd been down in the



ki tchen. He had seen the bl ackened skull where her face shoul d have been

A fallen log tripped him He fell to his hands and knees, and swore when
the flashlight trapped his fingers beneath it. The |ight caught the
rain, slashes of dead white.

Unl ess she really had been there. And had returned to the kitchen only
after he'd shouted. Real upstairs, real downstairs; it nade himdizzy
trying to think.

"Cheryl!" One hand cupped the side of his nouth. "Pint! Dory!"

He went to his knees again when a bed of leaves slid out fromunder him
and he rolled onto his back, close to weeping with frustration. Wen a
voi ce call ed his nane, he answered and pushed onto his knees, saw a beam
of pocked Iight waving and responded with his own.

He st ood.

He swayed and clinbed on, grabbing for branches to pull him upward,
hi ssing at the sting and burn on the cold skin on his pal ns.

"Dory!"
Beverly.

A pine cone thudded agai nst his back and he whirled, swinging his free
arm wi de.

God, was she back or wasn't she?
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Li ghtni ng, distant, barely illum nating the trees.

Automatically he began to count the seconds to the thunder, reached
three before it came, soundi ng sonewhere behind him The storm was
sai ling east.

"Cheryl, c¢'mon, it's ne!"

A heavy tangle of laurel; he knelt down, jabbed the |ower branches,
knowi ng the kids weren't there, they couldn't be, not in this rain, but
not wanting to be the one who had missed themif they were.

H s nanme again, and he waved his light to prove he was still there,
still noving, still all right. Then, when he saw the beam agai n, he
realized he was being signaled. He ran. A foot against the bole of a
whi ppi ng birch launched hi mupward and to his left, listening to the
dull crackle of plastic around his ears, grunting when a branch | ashed
t he backs of his knees. He fell again and crawl ed a dozen paces before
standi ng. And runni ng again. Seeing at last his nother |eaning hard
against a tree that was nothing nmore than a bole and a single branch

"What ?" he shout ed.
She turned, saw him and pointed to a spot above her

When he reached her, he realized she'd been stopped by the creek bed,
even now carrying only a desultory trickle of water



"Does that |ead sonewhere?" she asked. "I can't get your father's
attention.”

"No, not really,"” he said. "It cuts across here for a while, then
flattens out. There's nothing there."

"Ch god," she said, vainly dried her face with a forearm "Ch god."
"Mom are you okay?"
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She nodded, and hoped he wouldn't see the lie. Her stomach was filled
with bile, her throat dry fromcalling, and if she tried to stand now
she woul d col | apse, she knew it, and nothing was going to prevent her
fromclinmbing this goddamm hill. Nothing. Not even if her heart stopped.

"I"'mall right," she told her son. "Just a little pooped, that's all.
Not used to it."

"It's a bitch," he agreed.

She smled, squinted up the slope and said, "Is the ridge nuch farther?"
The dark had taken the trees, the increasingly infrequent |ightning had
t aken away nost of her reference points, and only the angle of the
ground told her which direction she was noving.

"A hundred yards, nmaybe nmore," he answered. "I'mnot sure.”

She put a hand against his arm and pushed gently. "Go. I'Il be okay."

H s hesitation came close to breaking her, but she pushed hima second
time and pushed herself clear of the tree, feet apart and knees | ocked
until he finally smled and noved away, follow ng the edge of the
depression. She watched himfor a while, then used her flashlight to cut
her a trail down the shall ow bank and up the other side.

Her scarf was sodden, no protection at all, her hands so numb with wet
and cold that a touch of a twig, a snap of a | eaf nade her grinmace and
want to cry. Her feet were numb and close to hurting. She could feel her
nose running, could feel the occasional tear that ran with the rain down
her cheeks and dripped and ran from her chin.

She sneezed.
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A enn was far on her left, his flashlight's beamw nking at her as it
touched a bole, swept a branch, and nore than once she wanted to forge
over there and et himhold her, if only so she wouldn't feel so al one.
If only so she wouldn't think about today and Cheryl and happy dreans
and ni ght mar es.

It couldn't be, of course, and it was.
Steppi ng on a rock she stunbled, cried out at the fat needl e that

stabbed up her calf and toppled her into a cage of white birch, where
she clung to the slippery bark until the pain faded.



It couldn't be; like the day Susan called her to give her the bad
news-that their father had died quietly in his sleep the night before.
Mot her was al ready gone, a decade ago. Now she was al one, and she
couldn't imagine it, couldn't believe that so much of what defined her
past was no longer with her. It was, at first, inconceivable; it was, at
first, terrifying, even though she was a parent herself, well past the
age when a scrape or a bruise would have her crying on her father's
shoul der.

It couldn't be, and it was.

As a child's innocent wish and will affected what was real, or what,
until now, she'd always believed was real

Suppose-no,, she ordered as she whi pped aside a shrub. Think Iike that
and you'll never get out of bed in the norning.

Thunder wi t hout 1ightning.

She blinked the water from her eyes and saw the ridge just ahead, open
easi er going, and she scranbled up the slope to reach it, to stand
upright, to look at the sky and demand to know where her daughters were.
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She was col d.

She wanted to go hone.

She felt her skin turn to ice as she staggered south al ong the narrow
trail, and saw @ enn waiting for her, arns at his sides, water pouring
fromhis hat-a dark defeated figure against the clouds that showed
streaks of sickly white and patches of |eprous grey.

They enbraced.

He shook his head.

They turned when Bern called them saw himrunning, saw himfall

Marj broke away and stumnbl ed back toward him dropped to her knees as
Bern pushed hinself up and grinned at her stupidly.

"I know where she is," he said, through the blood that ran fromthe gash
in his brow

Loretta felt the doctor's hand on her shoul der as she stood at the foot
of the bed and stared at her husband.

"I"'msorry, Ms. Frennel,"
consci ousness. "

M lrosse said. "He just never regai ned

When the doorbell rang and someone poundi ng on the door echoed through
t he house, Nancy grabbed a carving knife fromits place in a kitchen
drawer and told her aunt not to answer it, please, don't go.

Susan gl anced down the hall, trying to snile

"Pl ease, " Nancy begged.



The doorbell rang.
"Nancy, we can't just ... suppose it's that deputy?"

Nancy shook her head wildly. It wasn't Sandera. She knew it wasn't. He
was out in the storm trying to catch
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someone. She coul dn't renmenber. Soneone bad. And when Aunt Susan
started for the hall, she raced ahead and bl ocked the way. Wth the knife.

"Nancy, for heaven's sake," Susan said sharply.

The doorbell, and the poundi ng.
"Il go," she said.

No, she thought; don't answer it, it's Brady and he's going to take you
away and he's dead don't answer it, use your head and don't go.

She stood in front of the door, sensing her aunt hovering in the hall.
Don't answer it.

The knife was warmin her grip, and she took hold of the knob, turned
it, stepped away qui ckly as she yanked the door in.

"Ch thank god!" Beverly cried. "Thank god soneone's hone!"

Trace prowl ed the kitchen restlessly, knocking a plate fromthe counter
when hi s el bow passed too close, kicking aside a chair when it got in

his way. He didn't care. The floor was strewn with filth, but it didn't
matter. The bastard was com ng. He knew it in the way the storm how ed
and thundered over the house, the way the rain found all the cracks in
the roof and had stained the wallpaper in his bedroom in the bathroom
and collected in quivering puddles on the floor in the upstairs hall.

Mars knew it too. The Great Dane sat in the mddle of the living room
facing the front wi ndow, nuzzle trenbling, saliva in droplets falling to
the rug. Every few seconds he would shift his weight fromone pawto
anot her,
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and growl so softly the sound was swal |l owed by the thunder

Trace checked the rifle, the shotgun, made sure they were both | oaded.
Three times an hour he checked every w ndow in the house to nake sure
they were | ocked, the curtains and drapes drawn. Every five mnutes he
tried to sit and wait, heel junping, hands kneadi ng, tongue testing the
air as if he were a serpent. But it did himno good. Sit, thunder, stand
and prowl ; and watch the black dog stare at the w ndow.

Any m nute now.

Any minute that sonofabitch would try to get in, would try to kill him
and Trace was ready. He'd not tried to understand why the bastard had
gone free, why all those high fancy | awers and faggot judges had | et

hi m | oose. Who cares? Qut was out, and free was free, and dead was goi ng



to be dead damm soon if he had anything to say about it, and by Chri st
he woul d because he wasn't about to stand around |ike sone |inp-wisted,
knee-jerk, bleeding heart and let Jimy in and try to talk to him and
under stand himand give hima chance to redeem hinself in the eyes of
the I aw and the eyes of the Lord. The eyes were blind. Jimy had poked

t hem out and | aughed in the doing.

Trace paused at the back door, checked to be sure the boards he'd nailed
across it still held. They were danp. Lightning flickered around the
edges, touched his undershirt with silver

H's arns were bare. The shirt he'd put on earlier in the day had | ong
since been discarded-the sleeves were too tight, they didn't give him
enough room enough qui ckness, and he'd stripped it off, paying no heed
to the
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way his skin turned clamy and the sweat stank and the nuscles of his
scrawny arms remained on the verge of cranping whenever he lifted nore
than a griny hand.

Mars grow ed.

Trace hurried into the front roomand stood to one side of the drapes,
carefully pulled aside an edge and | ooked out at the street.

The rain had becone a downpour, the wind shoving it aslant, and the
gutters flooded and rushed like rapids as the stormdrains on the corner
became bl ocked with fallen | eaves and twigs. The air was slightly
l[ighter, but he still had to squint to see the house opposite, and the
man wal ki ng head down, bent into the w nd, passing beneath a willow and
pausi ng, | ooking up, |ooking straight at him | ooking down and novi ng on

Trace grunted derision. He wasn't surprised that a preacher would be out
on a day like today. They were nuts. Al of them Ginning about God as
if God were their best friend, while all the time God was wiring
electricity to the doorknobs and wi el ding bats agai nst skulls and
letting bastards like his grandson walk free in the world while his
child was trapped in a sodden grave by Marda Creek. Stupid bastard.
Sonof abi t ch. Not enough sense to conme in out of the rain.

He grinned.

He turned to Mars and chuckl ed.

H s cheek pressed agai nst the pane as he strained to see the far corner
turned his head to | ook west and nearly pulled the drapes down from
their rod

"Stand," he whi spered harshly.

Mars bared his teeth and stood, and was silent.

Men nmoved over there, furtively onto porches, one
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ducki ng behind a hedge, and he was dammed sure he'd spotted that spic
with the mustache driving past in a car that didn't belong to the cops.



They noved so fast, were gone so quickly, he was ready to believe it was
the drumming rain, the soughing wind, that had tricked his eyes; grey
ghosts, nocki ng phantons, pretending to protect hi mwhen they coul dn't
even keep a fucking kid in jail.

The car drove quickly by the house left to right.

A grow of his own, and Trace tried to see the other end of the bl ock,
but a mist had risen fromthe street, fromthe gutter, and if other nen
were there as well, they were invisible-grey ghosts and nocki ng phant ons.
Mars growl ed and turned his head.

The ghosts were real

Jimy was on his way, and Trace rel eased the drape and sprinted for the
ki tchen when he heard the crash of jars below his feet, in the cellar

The ghosts were real

And Mars bounded to the cellar door and started barking, and claw ng at
the wood, and snarling at the knob, and backing away, still snarling,
when the knob began to turn

Sandera cursed vigorously under his breath as he made his way cautiously
across the back yard of the house that backed onto Trace's. It was bad
enough he'd been so anxious that he'd forgotten his poncho; now he had
to cut through a goddammed mine field of rusted appliances, bedsprings,

t he skel etons of discarded chairs. There were ordi nances agai nst things
like this, and as soon as he was sure the old man was still safe, he was
going to come back and wite up a few dozen tickets.
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He stifled a sneeze.

Li ght ni ng bli nded himfor a nonent.

He squinted through the rain at the high, thick evergreen shrubs that
served as a fence between the two properties and hoped to hell he'd be
able to find sone shelter in all that tangle.

And hesitated when he heard the unmni stakabl e bl ast of a shotgun.

Shit! he thought, and ran.

A second di scharge, a high-pitched screaming wail, and he threw hinself
at the natural fence shoulder first, broke through so easily he stunbl ed
and nearly fell. Then he charged up to the back door and wasted no tine

knocki ng. He raised a foot, he | ashed out, and the door splintered off
its top hinge. Alnost i mediately he was inside and crouched, his gun
out and sweeping side to side.

He froze, and whi spered, "Dear Jesus," in the few seconds it took to
under st and what he saw.

a hallway was directly ahead, and in it sprawl ed the biggest dog he'd
ever seen. It was covered and punctured by splinters froma ravaged
cellar door, and nost of its head was nothing nore than running bl ood;



the kitchen itself was a shanbles, and off to his right was a table.
Trace lay on it, on his stomach, and over himstood a man in a torn pink
shirt, who turned and grinned and lifted the bl oody knife he held in his
[ eft hand.

| killed you, Sandera thought, wiping his face with a forearm Jesus
Cod, | already killed you!

Jimy Hal e gl anced down at the body of his grandfather and said, "Three
down, one to go."
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Sandera fired.

Wth a grunt, Hale twi sted away and dropped the knife as the bullet
passed through his upper arm "Dam," he said, and reached for the
fallen bl ade.

Still without issuing a warning, Sandera fired again, knocking the man
agai nst the counter, spilling pots and pans to the floor. Hal e gasped,
straightened, then tried to stagger toward him arm outstretched,
fingers arched into trenbling cl aws.

"Aw Jesus," Robbi e whispered, and pulled the trigger as fast as he
could, not aimng, just shooting, until the gun was enpty and the front
door was bashed in and what seened like a score of cops rushed into the
room all shouting.

"I killed him" he whispered as he sagged agai nst the doorfrane.

"No shit," said Sweet Aster. "Looks |like you blew off his fucking head."
"I killed him"

Aster put an arm around his shoul der

"He's dead, Sweet. | killed him"

"Right," the man said, and led himto the back door. "So let's get back

to the station, huh? W'll get you sonme dry clothes, give the sheriff a
call."
Sandera nodded. "I killed him" Then he | ooked up and said, "Do you

really think he's dead?"

Under a sky now shedding strips of cloud the cabin | ooked too small,
canted in the back, dark-stained and abandoned. Around it the grassless
earth had turned to nud; an old tree, several tines |ightning-blasted, had
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fallen into the clearing, the great bulb of its netted roots washed by
the storm

G enn jamed his flashlight into a pocket and noved as swiftly as he
could toward the front, Marj and Bern on either side, none of them
speaking, all of them gasping, half bent, half shanbling. He wanted to
ask his son what this place was, how he knew about it, but thunder, too
distant to be nore than a disgruntled runbling, forestalled him and he



deci ded that questions would have to wait. The noment he'd broken free
of the woods he'd thought of the pills taken fromthe house, and he
could see it in Marj's eyes: how many had they taken?

The door woul dn't give

He stepped back and kicked it just above the latch, kicked it a second
time and fell into his son's arns when it gave way. And they stood
there. In the rain. Looking in.

Marj was the first to nove, and he didn't stop her. He foll owed behind
Bern, glancing around as he stepped in, at once grateful for the respite
the cabin provided fromthe storm and hating the man who'd built it and
thus gave his children the shelter that had no doubt fanned their plans.
The wal |l s oozed water |ike sap, there were too nany puddles to avoid,
and snuggl ed cl ose against a piecewrk fireplace were the cots, and
Cheryl and Dory, lying on their stomachs, blankets and pillows half
covering their heads.

W appers from cupcakes and candy were crunpled on the floor; two cans of
soda, a pile of chocol ate crunbs.

"Jesus," he said quietly.
Marj instantly went to Dory, yanked the bl anket
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aside, and turned her over, lifted her wwth a hand behi nd her head. She
whi spered, "Wke up, darling, wake up, it's Mnmy, wake up."

d enn went to Cheryl .

"Ch lord, Pint," he said, gently renoving the blanket and taking her in
his arms as he took her place on the cot. "Ch lord, you' re a dope." He
ki ssed the child' s hair, her cheek, and slapped her lightly severa

times. "Come on, Pint, let's wake up, conme on, the Braves are waiting."

Movement shifted his gaze to Bern, who stood in front of him holding
out hi s hand.

d enn cl osed his eyes.

Dory noaned, and Marjory | aughed and said, "Sleepy head, get it going,
c¢'non, darling, let's get it going."

The anber bottle was enpty.
d enn | ooked up. "How far is the road?"
"A couple of mnutes. Not far." Bern pointed toward the door

"Go. Flag soneone down, get to a tel ephone, call the hospital and the
of fice. Get someone up here. Now "

" Dad?"

d enn's hand was on Cheryl's chest, and he couldn't feel her heartbeat.
"Go!" he ordered, and Bern was gone without a word.



Dory noaned.

d enn's hand woul dn't stop shaking as he searched for a pulse, held her
closer and listened for her heart, and heard nothing but the waning. The
bottle lay on the floor. How nany? he wondered; Jesus God, how many?

"Move it, Doreen," Marjory said, scolding, pleading, |aughing at the
same time. "Let's go, honey." She stood,
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the girl too large for her arms and not large at all, as she paced the
cabin briskly, one hand sl apping Dory's face hard, then harder, grinning
at denn and winking and telling him "Thank God," before saying, "Dory,
cone on, sweetheart, cone on, cone on."

On one of her passes she opened the door and let the wi nd in.

During another she tried to stand Dory up, but the child' s legs stil
woul dn't hol d her, though her arms grabbed Marj's wai st.

He fl opped Cheryl onto her stomach across his thighs and pried her mouth
open with one hand, slid a forefinger over her tongue. "Toss it," he
urged. "Damit, Cheryl, toss it."

There was no shudder, no gagging, no reaction at all.

He stood as Marj said, "G enn, what's the matter?" and carried the child
into the open air. Held her away fromhimat arms [ ength and shook her
once, shook her again, slanmed her against his chest and started wal ki ng
toward the path he saw | eading west fromthe clearing.

"denn!"

He turned. Marj stood in the doorway, Dory still in her arnmns.
"denn!" It was a wail, and a beseeching, and she tried to run and
nearly fell.

He sl apped Cheryl's face and bent her double and sl apped her again, used
the finger again as deep as his knuckles would let it go; no reaction
none at all.

"denn!" was a shriek he heard as if it had been nmuffled by a pillow, a
shriek he ignored as he stunbled with his daughter through the weeds and
mud and saw the downward turn and took it and stumbled on. daring
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at the face turned up to the rain, demanding it stop fooling, the
party's over, the gane's undone, and if she didn't answer himand answer
hi m now he was going to give her a tanning she hadn't had in years.
"denn," frombeside him Marj peering fearfully at Cheryl from over
Dory's shoul der.

"l don't know," he said at | ast.

And Dory threw up down her nother's back, began to cry, began to
struggle. Marj | owered her gently to the ground, but G enn kept on



wal ki ng, talking to Cheryl, threatening her, telling her what an idiot
she was for doing such a thing, how could she, did she think she was
magi ¢, did she think she had some power?

"Cheryl ," he snapped. "Goddamit, Cheryl, wake up!".

Anot her sl ap, and the rain stopped, and the wind died, and his left foot
slid over the top of a rock and he fell backward, pressing his el bows
close to his side, holding tightly to the girl who didn't nove when he

| anded and there was fire and there was scream ng and sonething in his
chest expl oded just before he heard the siren

"d enn, please," he heard a nonment later. "d enn, please, let her go."

He couldn't see, but he felt a tugging and a proddi ng and soneone tried
to pry his hands apart and soneone tried to take his child; he couldn't
see, but he could fight and he would not |et her go; he couldn't see,
and she was gone, yet his chest still held her weight and he shook his
head, clenched his teeth, when soneone tried to make himstand, tried to
get himto his knees, tried to force his eyes open by pulling his
eyebrows up.

299

"Pl ease, denn, please."

Al the way into the dark where nothing waited and not hi ng wat ched and
not hi ng warmed hi m and nothing fed him and nothing made sense when his
eyes finally opened and he saw the pale green ceiling and through the

wi ndow saw the stars and saw Marjory on the bed, by his hip, his hand in
hers. Her face was |ong and pale, her hair disheveled, a thin white

bl anket around her shoul ders.

Her eyes were dry, but she'd been crying.

"Ch god," he said.

And Marj whispered, "You tried."
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The dream when it comes ..
the spectered shadow of a cloud
302 Charles L. Grant
302
303
The sun was white, the water flaring, the dock too warmto touch wi thout

caution. He sat on the edge with his trousers rolled up to his knees,
his battered grey hat tugged | ow across his brow, and watched the ducks



circle a blossoning lily pad in the cove. Far behind him in the
driveway, Susan's car throbbed its inpatience, backfired, and nuttered
and was finally switched off.

There was no sil ence.

A jay scol ded deep inside a maple's crown, there were boi sterous
swimers off the Spit, and the reeds and weeds al ong the shoreline
rustled dryly in the breeze; a pickup stuttered past, a cyclist with a
radio, three girls on the road | aughed and pushed and chattered; a crow
called and a dog how ed and sparrows fussed back on the | awn.
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In his hand he held a red-streaked pebble he tossed up once in a while,
judging it, weighing, until at last he laid it beside himon the | ast
pl ank and nudged it with his thunb. Watched it wobble toward the edge.
Snapped out his right hand, and missed it, and it fell, and the splash
that it made shook his head and made hi m sigh

Sl ow; too sl ow

Christ, he thought, don't you know anot her song?

He noved his feet and felt the water cold against his skin. A finger
like a wiper took the sweat fromhis forehead and flicked it into the

| ake. A pain in his stomach made himstiffen before it passed, and he
knew he hadn't felt it, that it wasn't there, it wasn't real

a d; too damed ol d.

" Dad?"

Laboriously his head swi vel ed, shoul ders and neck protesting, and from
t he shadow beneath his hat brim he saw Bern on the road, Dory beside
him Beverly just behind, her face still marked wi th fading bruises and
| acerations.

"H," he said.

Bern shifted unconfortably side to side. "W're going. You sure you
don't want to come?"

"I can see themjust fine fromhere," he said, using his thumb to point
to the Spit, and the beach where the Labor Day fireworks would be
float-based this year. H s son would be gone in a few days, plenty of
time for goodbyes w thout the intrusion of strangers.

"You'll miss the party, Daddy," Dory protested. She wore a dark bl ue
basebal | cap, and orange shorts. "Lots of garbage food." She grinned and
performed a quick and silly dance step. "W can eat 'til we barf."
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Di sgusted, her brother shoved her into Beverly's side.

@ enn adjusted his hat lower. "No offense, but I'll pass. You guys go
ahead, have a good tine."

Bev waved shyly, and he sniled, and turned back to the water before the



sni |l e became a grimace and the grimace becane a snarl

Is she real, he asked the pearls that rose and fell on the water's
surface; if you're so goddamed snart, can you answer that for ne?

Ji my Hal e had abducted her when she'd picked himup on the road outside
of town, beat her senseless with his fists and used her car to take him
to her house. Kim had been raped, and strangled, then bludgeoned with
the flat end of a hatchet he'd found in the garage. Bev had awakened,
hot-wired the car, and in her half-deranged condition had driven away to
find Bern. And found Nancy instead, who alnost killed her with a knife.

But dammit, who is she?

A child on probation and about to | ose her best friend, a small part of
a smaller part of his mind answered softly, making himsigh. She had
freely, even gladly, admtted hol ding the things Thorny had stolen from
all those houses, but a lenient judge and denn's plea had kept her from
a cell when it had been surmised that it had been Hale who'd left the
nmessages on the wall and in Loretta's car

The ducks signaled softly to each other and, single file, took their |eave.

He watched them then shifted his gaze back to his feet, distorted and
swol | en beneath the surface, even as he noved themto try to see them
nore clearly. H's arns
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becarme rigid; he lifted hinself fromthe dock and swng back and forth,
seven tinmes before he tired.

Sl ow; ol d.

The hill let loose its shadow, and the sun turned white to red, and a
swarm of gnats nobbed the air until the bass began to feed and a bat
swept fromthe trees and the stars came out w thout a noon.

H s stomach grunbl ed.
He ki cked the water

Col ored bul bs strung through the trees on the Spit reflected dimMy on
the | ake; a bonfire on the sand; figures w thout shape or sex bl ended
i nto shadow.

On the far side of the | ake he noticed a spinning flash of red and bl ue
that marked a cruiser on the road, nmoving slowy, wthout sirens,
probably giving sone kids a ride to the party. Sweet Aster, he deci ded,
Pl owri ght woul dn't have the nerve, and Pete was at the station, and
Robbi e was out with Susan, he had no idea where they'd gone.

A throat cleared behind him

He lifted a shoulder to show that he'd heard.

Marj sat beside him and did a great deal of unnecessary fussing with a
smal | picnic basket covered with white Iinen. She flipped aside the

linen and placed a bottle of wine and two gl asses on the dock between
them There were sandw ches in there as well, and two sal ads covered



with clear plastic wapping. "The back of your neck is red as a beet,"
she chided gently, pushing her hair fromher eyes as she peered across
the lake. "You'll pay for that in the norning."

The house lights were out behind them the late rising nobon not yet
ready to work, and in the dark he could
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barely see her, and saw her perfectly, every detail, braille without a
t ouch.

"I want to quit," he said abruptly.

She | aughed and punched his arm
"lI'm serious."

She | aughed again. "Shut your mouth."

"Now wait a mnute," he began

She cut himoff with a painful jab to his bicep, another to his hip. "I
sai d shut your mouth, Erskine. You want nme to get the spoon?" A |oud
exhal ati on, her hands sl apped to her bare thighs, a survey of the cove
and the | ake and the boats gathering near the Spit. "I got a call from
New York today. The corporation is going to | eave me out of the lawsuit.
Gover's on his own, the son of a bitch." She | ooked at him
unrepentant. "I hope he fries."

"At least," he said, trying to catch her spirit, "Suncrest didn't go under."
"Nope. At |east not yet."

"It won't," he told her. "If it did, you and I wouldn't have anything to
fight about anynore."

"Don't you believe it, Sheriff," she contradicted with a broad wi nk.
"I"'mnot quite ready to get all that dull.”

A firecracker popped and echoed.
Sonet hing | arge splashed in and out of the water at the back of the cove.

He wanted to ask her then how she could do it, laugh and drink and tease
him and get up every norning and not want to cut her throat, or rage

t hrough the forest, or tear the house down with her bare and bl eeding
hands; he wanted to ask her about her nourning, why she'd surrendered it
so soon, why she'd accepted the grave and
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headst one and not |ost her mind. And knew instantly it wasn't so, that

he wasn't being at all fair. At odd times at night she wept w thout
sound; at odd noments during the day she wept wi thout drying the tears;
when she saw Dory with Cheryl's cap on he'd seen her clench her fists so
not to scream She |ost weight. She cut her hair. She let Susan do al

t he cooking and, for a while, Susan had rmanaged all the cleaning as well.

"I shoul d have known how," he confessed, hearing splashing and yelling



and | aughing fromthe Spit.

A few seconds passed before she touched him let himgo. "I shouldn't
have had the bottle."

He grunted. He refused to continue the litany he had created, and for
whi ch she voiced all the proper responses. He should have done this and
she shoul d have done that, and why didn't they try this, and if only

t hey had done that, and the flagellation had been such that at the end
of July Bern had finally lost his tenper and threatened to nove out
because he couldn't stand it any longer, they were killing the house and
himand why the hell didn't they just stop it and |l et thensel ves al one?

@ enn had alnmost hit him
Marjory had left the room

And Nancy had called fromthe hospital to ask if anyone renenbered that
she was there, and awfully lonely, none of the doctors were any fun at all

She was still there, inmproving daily, and denn had visited her that
aft ernoon and prom sed to bring her honme the first thing Monday norning.
Her therapy had been decl ared successful by nmen who hadn't been there.

"I"'mnot crazy," she had told him "I'mnot crazy anynore."
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"Jesus," he'd answered, and enbraced her for an hour, stroked her hair,
rocked her tenderly, and didn't think it was the tine to tell her that
Thorny's family attorney had sonehow finagled himprobation. If G enn
and Gorder had anything to say about it, Olworth would be Iike Nate

Pi geon before the autumm was done-gone and not m ssed, forgotten except
in lying stories only fools told over drinks.

"Do you know what |1'mafraid of?" Marj said, pouring themeach a gl ass
of wi ne.

He knew dear god, how he knew but he said, "No, what?"

She sipped; she wouldn't finish. "I keep thinking, and | know that it's
crazy, but | keep wondering if Cheryl ... that she isn't ... wasn't the
only one who could do it." She | ooked at him despite the night he saw
t he need. "Suppose there's someone el se? Suppose it isn't over?"

Suppose, her expression asked, it wasn't Cheryl but Dory?

He put the gl ass aside and took her in his arms. It was the only thing

t hat kept hi m sane-during the days through his | eave of absence conbi ned
with vacation tine, during the evening when he yawned and was afraid to

fall asleep, and especially when he | ooked in at Dory and was tenpted to
shake her awake, to kill the dreans she m ght be having.

"Hal e is dead," he remni nded her.

"How do you know?"

He hugged her tighter. "Faith, my love. Faith. Right now, it's the only
way. "
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The first rocket exploded above them a green unbrella of sparks
drifting down onto the |ake.

Wien she nodded, he kissed her, and knew that all he had to do was
believe it all hinself. Wich he supposed he would, given tine, and the
i nsistence of his son and the return of Nancy, and the stubbornness of
Dory to find herself a boyfriend, and the godawful food Susan woul d
prepare until she left.

The second rocket was a screaner, the third and fourth in swft
successi on had Marjory appl audi ng, and he | aughed when small soft arns
suddenly wrapped around his neck and Cheryl whispered in his ear
"Daddy, all that noise is scary."



