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"u come when | call you

--what we say to dogs and children and those beyond our contro



| NTERVI EWW TH THE DEMON
The teenaged boy spoke into the tape machi ne:

*"'"i. Here's all | know. W did sonething terrible. It wasn't us.
But we let it in."

H s interrogator asked:

"How did you let it in?"

The boy sai d:
"If I tell you, you won't believe ne. |If | tell you, you' re gonna say
we're insane. |'mnot stupid. | know what you think. You think,

"here's this 16 year old who probably killed all these people and now
he doesn't want to have to take the blane so of course he blanmes it on
denons. "

But here's the thing: | was there. You weren't. | sawthem | saw
her." "Where?"

"Inside me. | saw her inside ne. She's inside all of us. |It's too
late.” "And where is she now?"

"I don't know. Maybe sl eeping. Mybe she's waiting. Maybe "
"Yes?"

"Maybe she wants all of this to be forgotten and then maybe she'll
back, years fromnow, maybe she'll cone back because we hurt



her, we wounded her in sonme way, and she doesn't have as nuch
power .

Maybe when she's all heal ed, she'll cone back."
"What did you do to hurt her?"

"Not just ne, all of us.”

"How did you hurt her.

"There are rituals. One of us knew how. Maybe he didn't know how.
Maybe he lied. You gotta understand it was crazy. It was crazy.

Everythi ng was burning. Everyone was dying or dead. It was like this
l[ittle point of--1 don't know -craziness that made total sense. What
we did. At the time. It seemed right. 1t seenmed like the only thing.
But now it sounds insane. It sounds |like sonmething evil. What we
did."

A pause on the tape.

The question was repeat ed.

"W stopped her," the boy finally said.
"You stabbed her with this knife that you nenti oned? The one that--"
"Sends people to hell. That's what it was supposed to do. But, no.

W didn't. W should ve naybe. You weren't there. |It's crazy. Wat
we

"What did you do?"

"All of us didit. W all did."

"How can you stop a oemon the man asked.

A girl said into the tape machi ne:

"I don't remenber what happened. You tell ne."

The man asked, "You nean you don't remenber what happened to fa ily?"
your m

Silence on the tape for several m nutes.

Then, "My grandnmother gave nme a Bible to read. Init, there are
denons, but none seemvery real. Do you believe in God?"



"That's the search of life. But yes, | believe in God. Perhaps not
t he way some people would think of God, but yes."

"I guess if you believe in God, you' d believe in denmons too, woul dn't
you?"

"Per haps. "

"I don't believe in demons. It's stupid to believe in denons, isn't
it? It's like fairy tales or dreans. It nakes no sense. | think it's
all alie. | think one of themdid it all. 1 sawhimkill my nother

| saw himkill all of them"

"Where are the bodi es?"

"I don't know," she said. "I don't renmenmber. | told you." Then
after a monent's pause, she added: "I do remenber one thing."

n \N]at ?II

"I remenber a wall. | renmenber a shadow on the wall. | renmenber

wi ngs, like bats, in a cave, all around ne ... and seeing a light so

blue that it was like a perfect sky and then I saw what | ooked like a
wol f above ne | ean down and whi sper sonething dreadful to ne."

"What did the wolf say?"

"My name. That's all. He called ne by nane. He knew ny name. But it
was a dream It was a nightmare. |'mawake now. It didn't happen.™

A different boy | aughed as the tape whirred. "This is a big fucking
contraption," he said.

"I don't like cassettes."
"Yeah, | guess they suck. So, | guess Peter probably told you that
Conpl etely nuts story about denons and stuff, right? Yeah, | knew he

woul d. He's delusional. There's no way that happened.™

"Alison told ne that you did it."



A pause.
"I's this for the cops?"

"No, it's for nmy own research.”

"Ckay. Well, | didn't doit. It wasn't me anyway even though | guess
nmy hands did sonme of it." He |laughed again. "All right, I'Il tell you
the truth. 1t wasn't denons, it was the Devil, |I'mpretty sure, yeah
It was like the Big Bad Guy. Possession and all that bullshit--1 mean,
"' m not

Catholic or anything, but | sort of believe in Hell at this point and
I

sort of believe in Heaven, and maybe |I'm as nessed up as all these docs
say and maybe | really think | saw the Devil or maybe it was like a
nmovi e of the Devil or maybe | really did murder a bunch of people, but
hell, find their bodies, ok? Find their fucking bodies. That's what
the I awers said. Find their bodies, and then you can cone execute ne
or whatever they do to kids who kill."

"What did the Devil |ook |ike?"

"See, | can tell you don't believe in this shit. That's cool. Most

jerk offs in this world think there's no such thing and that it's al

make believe and stuff, but that's because they never experienced it.
They never got touched by it, like we did."

"I'"ve studied cases of denonic possession before.

"Yeah, |ike The Exorcist, right? Shit, a kid in a bedroomspitting pea
soup's kind of sweet conpared to what we went through."

"Tel| me about the Devil."

"Ck. Well it's not just one thing, is it? It's many. 1It's goo

dri ppi ng out of sonmeone s brain and that someone still talking to you
and maybe it's got claws and maybe you're just dream ng standing
up--and maybe it crawl s across your hands |ike ants and scorpi ons and
then it just |looks |like maybe a pretty girl. A pretty girl who knows
how to get boys. A

pretty girl who has things inside her. WelIl, there was this girl wait,
she was nore |ike a wonman--and she was a denon only not |ike you think
of demons, and she could sort of change things, she could bend

t hi ngs,

you know? Like a mirror--like a funhouse mirror--and she had this
t hi ng where once she had you, you were hers and she nade all kinds of



t hi ngs happen .... " He kept |aughing as he spoke, giggling

sni ggering. "Like, you know, people would ... oh shit, | can't even
say it, you know | saw all kinds of shit stuff that you only dream
about. It was all in us to begin with. | don't think she could ve done
what happened without us. | think we were each part of her. But it
was all the Devil, you know? 1t was all this other thing going on, |
mean, | got this fromthe source, | got it fromthe person who knows.
Shit, we're still part of her. She's inus. | tried to stop her

Hell, we all did. | even had this knife this sort of ritual thing. It
was called an at hame It could' ve sent her to Hell. | know it

could' ve."

"Were you possessed?"

"I don't know, but even when |I'mtalking to you now, | can see her
over there, calling ne. But that's why I'mgoing into the |ooney bin,
ain‘t it?"

"Over here? By the w ndow?"

"Yeah. Right there."

"Describe her."

"Well, Christ, she's really pretty and she--wait ... she's

"What's she saying to you? Ri ght now?"

"If I was to tell you, she'd kill ne. And maybe you, too. | can't
tell anyone. |It's sonething that's between her and ne. Until the end
of time."

The | ast tape pl ayed.
"Who are you?"
A sound |ike rushing wind on the tape.

"I amthat | am

"Why are you inside hin?" He has sacrificed to me. He has given his
soul to ne."

"What do you nean to do with hinP"



"What | nmean to do with all of them Al of those | have touched.
Al of those who have partaken of ne."

And then, something that sounded |ike a screeching how, overlaid with
anot her sound, |ike hundreds of people whispering secrets in an echoing
cavern.

When the sound had finally stopped, the man asked: "Are you a denmon?"
am the eneny of your kind."

"And your name?"

"Lami a," and even though the voice was still the boy's, it sounded |ike
a wonman speaking fromwi thin him "Wy are you here?" "You called
ne."

"And why did you cone?

"These children. They have stolen sonething fromne. | wll never
| eave themuntil | have it again.”

"And what is it they have?"

The silence began, and it was a silence that seemed to stretch across
twenty years.



BOOK ONE
NOW TWENTY YEARS LATER
DAYS OF RECKONI NG

"The Heart is a Lonely Hunter" --the tide of a novel by Carson
McCul | ers



PART ONE: OTHERS
CHAPTER ONE

ALI SON, LOS ANCELES
"mcrazy," the woman said, blinking. "Right?" She |ooked from her
bandaged wists to the doctor and then at the bookshel ves. She was
sel f-conscious. She would crawl out of her skin if she could.

She had done sonething terrible once. This nmuch, he knew

She wore gl asses, and her hair was |long and light brown. She was
obviously very pretty although she had worked to frunp herself up by
wearing along skirt, and a gold sweater that gave a pallid cast to her
olive conpl exion, as well as enphasized her short waistline. Somewhere
in her life she had taught herself to not be too pretty. Perhaps she
rebel | ed against the pressure of living in the Los Angel es area, where
beautiful was the golden nmean. Perhaps it was somet hi ng deeper
Sonet hi ng that nade her not want to attract anyone. Made her want to
try to disappear within baggy clothes, honely outfits .... He knew from
readi ng through her file that she had been in and out of institutions
for many years, and now lived with her husband in the Los Feliz section
of the city, within a fewniles of the clinic. "I used to be schizo,
then just bipolar, and now, doc, | got to tell you, I'mnot so



sure." She had learned to be glib, in order to distance herself from
the ordeal she had lived through. Continued to live through. He had
seen patients simlar to this before; simlar, but not the same as this
one.

She was different.
She was trying to get at the truth of her life.
He knew.

Dr. Diego Correa, sitting across fromher at his desk, shook his head.
"I think you' ve been m sdi agnosed. Unfortunately, back when you first
underwent psychiatric treatnent, that |abel was pretty rmuch given out
across the board. Nobody should ever make that kind of pronouncemnent
on a girl of sixteen."

"I don't know, doc," she said, scanning the books on his shelf, "Schizo
seened as good a word as any." She giggled slightly, perhaps aware of
her own madness. She shook her head, dismi ssing a question only she

m ght know.

"I don't believe it," he said. "I've been working wth schizophrenics
for years, and you don't exactly conformto any of the known

behavi ors. "

She did that thing with her eyes again blinked twi ce before she
spoke,

as if she were still trying to control sonme inner rage--the clenched
fists on the arms of the chair, the blinking eyes, the tight set to her
lips. "I was in the

Fal nout h hospital for six years, doctor. | know crazy. Wen | talked
to them about denons, the other patients, they told ne they' d had
visits fromdenons, too. So, what, you're going to tell me that's not
a classic pattern? Delusions, denmons, all that stuff. | had it in a
big way."

"But you didn't see denons at Fal mouth, did you?"

The wonman shrugged. "I've seen them before, though.”

"I think you saw somet hing, too. Before."

She took a breath. Deep. She nust have been a snoker once, for she

breathed the air like it should have a taste to it. "I don't renenber
any of it."
"I believe you do. | believe that somewhere inside you is a key, and

with that key; the doorway to a nmystery."

"Your colleagues told me you were a bit unorthodox." She actually



smled, and for a nmonent he thought he saw just a brief image of the
girl she nmust once have been. Before the fear had set in.

The dread.

"7ctually, they laugh at ne. He grinned, finally. "But | have a
reputation, so they laugh and then they send ne the ones that don't fit

in their pigeonholes.” "Like ne." "Like you."

"Well, 1've been through el ectro-shock, and | alnpst O D.ed on
Thorazine before | was twenty. Now |I'mmid-thirties, and I'mtired of
the neds. | don't want any nore drugs. | don't want any nore

experinmental treatnents. So, what el se you got?"

"It's sinpler than that," he said. "Have you ever heard of regression
t her apy?"

"No, thank you. That sounds ... well ... nuts."

"Not as nuts as you think. [I'mjust going to hypnotize you. Nothing
more. |'ll ask you questions about your childhood. About that tinme. |

understand fromDr. Hart that you' ve been having sonme nore
probl ens. "

She sighed, and in that one brief exhalation of air, there was
resi gnati on, perhaps even acceptance of sonething she'd been fighting
for years. "Call it what you want. |'ve been seeing it again.”

n \Mat ?u

She | ooked beyond him through him as if he were just another in a
long Iine of doctors and psychiatrists and specialists she had seen and

woul d continue to see into eternity--and yet not really see at all. It
was as if she had told this story a million tines and would have to

tell it amllion times nmore. "The wall. It's a high yellowwall like
a garden wall. And there's this shadowon it, only it's made of bl ood.

It's a woman. And it noves.

And then my head starts pounding really hard. And | bleed."
"Nosebl eeds?"

"Nosebl eeds, mouth bl eeds other, nore private places." You
menst ruat e?"

She hesitated. Less glib about this aspect of her life. Then, al nost
a



whi sper, she said, "Yes ... Not on schedule, either. Maybe it's |ike
Dr.

Hart said, maybe it's just stress." Her voice changed, al nost
i nperceptibly, fromthe w se-cracking tone to this core of
vul nerability.

She was this beautiful child, untouched, somewhere inside the grown

[. wonman's body, confused by the world now that she had to live by

adult rules and beliefs. "I see this wall. And that's it. | break
out in a cold sweat. Something is comng over that wall, or |I'm going
over it.

Sonething. Something terrible.”

"Do you renenber anything other than the wall?" Not really. But it
terrifies me. And | know that's what it wants.”

"t on

"The denon. Do you believe in denmons?' She jutted her chin out like a
willful child.

He |iked seeing this spirit in her, just when he'd been worried that
her spirit had been broken on the psychoanal ytical wheel

"I'"'mnot sure,"” he said.
"Well, that's something. They put me in Fal mouth because of that.

Because | told them | knew a denmon. Those doctors were positive there
were no denons."

"Do you renenber how you net this denon?"
"Wuld you like to try a session now?"

"Regress?" She asked. Then, she nodded. "Sure. Wy not. "First,"
he said, "close your eyes."

She said, "All right, but prom se ne something."

"Of course.”

"Prom se me you won't do anything to nake ne afraid."
"I promse."

"It lives on that. Fear. That's why it never died. Because we're
still afraid of it."

"Do you think it will come and get you? |s that what you' re afraid
of 2. "
"Ch," she said, her smle trenbling, "I knowit will. As long as we're

all alive and safe and afraid, it's going to find us."



"Cl ose your eyes," he said. "Now, tell ne your nane."
"Yklison. Alison Chandler."

"What was your name when you were fifteen?"

"Hunt . "

"In the roomin your mnd, Alison, there's a mrror. | want you to go
toit, to look at yourself. | want you to see Alison Hunt when she was
seventeen. | want you to tell me what she |ooks |ike, and what she's

wearing. Can you do that for ne?"
"l can't renenber.”

"Till right. Look in the mirror. Alison Hunt is fifteen or sixteen
Can you see her now?"

"Yes," she said, "clearly. I'msixteen. I'msixteen. 1'min |ove.
I"mprett | guess. | look the way sixteen year old' s | ook, except for
one thing."

"What's that?"

"The blood. ©Onh, ny god, the blood. ©Oh, Jesus, look at it, look at al
of it."

"On your hands, Alison?"

"No," she whispered, "on ny lips."



CHAPTER TWO
SACRAMENT OF THE SACRED HEART CHURCH

'n another part of the city, a man listened for the darkness as it
appr oached.

It noved in a fog of silence. He could feel it.

Li ke a cold dripping cave, the snell of dead animals, of warm danp
decay. Wiat waited for himknew his real nane, the name of the Beast,
the Beast of his soul and heart and mind, for he had a name other than
the one he went by. Wat waited for hi mwould not call him The Face,
al t hough that was the name he had chosen to hide within. Wat waited
for himknew his secret name. The Face knew about names, how t hey
woul d betray you, how they would hold power over you .... But he knew
what he had been called before, and he knew that soneone would cone
calling for him

He had hoped to die before it happened.

The man who call ed hinself The Face had been living in the old church
for nearly eighteen years. 1t had once been called La Infantida,
nearly a century before, and then it was Saint Matthew s, and then
when World War Two broke out, it becane known as the Sacranent of the
Sacred Heart of the Blessed Virgin. It was a stone structure now,



al t hough the church had begun its exi stence as wood and adobe. It

had been added onto until it | ooked cold and severe and unapproachabl e.
Its dwi ndling congregation through the past two decades attested to
this quality--as if the church, Roman Catholic by design, required
abandonnent in order to fulfill sone architectural destiny. It was,
this man thought, nore cavern than cathedral, with its burrows beneath
the nave, and the | ow rent mausol eum bel ow ground; behind it, two small
bungal ows whi ch had served as church offices and shelters for runaways
and the destitute. That had been when there was still a congregation
when there was still a priest. When he had first cone, the stern
church had been sanctuary to him--he was not Roman Catholic, and he
didn't believe or accept the tenets of that faith, but he took confort
in a ritual which seened to stave off the |onesoneness of his

exi stence. He had performed nenial tasks for the priest. He hel ped
with the collection baskets on Sundays. He nopped the floor of the
basement before a neeting or a prayer breakfast. He had watched the
devout begin to attend services less and less, in favor of other
churches, as if this one had acquired an invisible stain since his
arrival

Because of the way he | ooked.

H s appearance was too frightening for anyone but the priest, so he
wore a makeshift veil across his face, beneath a baseball cap. The
pari shioners only knew that he was deforned; they did not know i n what
way. Certain children, m schievous, had torn the veil nore than once
to get a the Dog Man, or as sone in the nei ghborhood called him el
honbre etel diabla. The priest had been kind to The Face, but was a
drinker, and a smoker, and succunmbed within a few years to di sease.
Then, when the church had fallen on hard times, and the clergy and
congregati on both had abandoned it, The Face stayed on, sleeping in one
of the old offices. Wen the rats and the vagrants becane too
difficult to fight off, he had noved into the church basenent, which
was small, but he could | eave candl es around himall day to keep the
rats back, and he stayed up every night, waiting. Occasionally, as was
the case this night, he had a conpanion--an old woman who |ived mainly
on the street, dying of sonething in her gut, canme in and sl ept when



You COVE WHEN | CLL You the nights were too cold or the threat of harm
froma harsh city were too much. She might npban with pain now and

t hen, but she left him alone even when she sat near him It was good
to have some conpani onship, even if the two never spoke. The warnth of
anot her human bei ng was enough

Hs mnd grew dim but the sense of it had grown stronger with the
years.

He knew this was because She was growi ng stronger, like a radio signa
i ncreasing its wavel engt h.

The fires were harbi ngers of her approach--the nei ghborhood had house
fires periodically, and sometines the dry grass in the old park caught
fire, too. It all had neaning.

And the dead girl, left on the steps, a nessage. "W are those she
touched, " soneone whi spered to himwhile he was fighting to stay awake,
a whisper like a heartbeat, a whisper like wings nmoving in a dark cave,
"she's within us now. "

The vestibule was lit with votive candles. Their light allowed himto
read his books all night |Iong, and when sone poor soul canme into the
church, the candl es sonmehow hel ped cal mand confort them Sonetimes he
burned incense, just to rid the place of the snell of verm n and

m | dew;, the scent of the incense lingered fromthe previous night.

The Face felt older than years, and as She grew stronger, he grew nore
enfeebl ed. He passed his hand through his white hair. It was night,
and he stood before the space where the ol d wooden cross had once hung,
where his prayers at the altar had gone unanswered. How could there be
a kind God when such as those lived? The old wonman, honel ess and

di seased, lifted her head fromthe front pew. She nouthed a word. He
coul d not understand her

Passed through the blood Iike a virus, like a gene, like a throwback to
t he begi nning of the worM

He | ooked toward the sachristy door. He thought he heard a noise. The
peopl e who had set fire to the block two nights before had left the
Church alone. It would not be them

Who s there?



The old woman at the pew |ifted her head again, and gl anced toward the
door.

"Per haps we have a guest tonight," he said, but did not go to open the
dark wood door. He did not feel fear so much as the acceptance of what
was i nevitable. Wether this was the thing he dreaded nost or not,
now, did not natter.

What he dreaded nost would come to him Wuld find him

Then, whatever was there, in that room pressed the door open

As it swung w de, The Face whispered, "Is it you?"

He smelled the dry air, the dust, and the meat, like a
sl aught er house.

The ol d woman, seei ng what approached, opened her nouth in a silent
scream A sliver of blood slid fromthe corner of her lips. The

, candl es extingui shed all around, and the sounds of the dark grew
deaf eni ng.



CHAPTER THREE
D RATS I N NEW YORK

Dirty" filthy, said the thing with the red eyes, lurking there in the
dark corner like a thief, still here nmyiend, still waiting, and | can
wait alon long tinme to be let out. And you will let me out, ny boy,
you will all let me out because you've been very bad and you need to
take your medicine. Look, |ook where |I've gnawed a hole in your heart,
in your brain, like cheese, just nibble, nibble, nibble. Just us rats,
you and ne in here, just us rats.

Al of this was in his mnd, and the man who shoul d' re been sl eepi ng,
for he hadn't in days, kept his eyes wi de open. He surveyed the
street, and watched as several children stood gawking at himfromthe
si dewal k.

kay, Deadrats, its time to drink their blood. You want to do that,
don' tcha, huh, dontcha? Renmenber how good it tastes to |l ap at the open
sores and the wounds of the dead and the al nost-dead? Fucking

i ncredelicious, partner. Mke you feel like a kid again. He kept his
grip tight on the steering wheel of the taxi cab, and brought it over
to the curb at Third Avenue. The children just stared at him and he
noticed that their skin all seemed to be rotting, and the flies buzzed
around their festering Sores. Taste it don't waste it, Deadrats, ny
boy.



"CGet out," he told the thing in his head. "Get back in nmy brain
cave

Don't it just get that of" ticker beating hard and fast insido you, ny
boy, don't it give you a hard-on just like in the onen days when you
thi nk of the bl ood across your nouth, of pulling one of them screaning
ri ght down on your face' shutandup"”,takinghe said.a big of" chunk out of
themright between their ribs?

A young worman cane out fromthe gathering of children. She was the
nost beautiful worman he had ever seen, with sparkling hair, and the
cream est skin, but her dress was nmade out of sone kind of animal hide,
wr apped tight around her, and near her chest there was a gaping

ho |l eas if soneone had just stabbed her. And yet, she approached his
taxi cab as if she were just fine. She was not much out of her teenage
years, and when she smiled, she |ooked |ike an absol ute angel

There she is, the thing in the roomin his mnd said, go to her, ny
boy, she is the |ove of your life.

Sonet hi ng about her face, though, like it was nmelting wax in a burning
sun, for the skin dripped across the eyes, obscuring them and the lips
bl i stered down her chin.

He pushed the door of the cab open, and stunbled out onto the street.

For a second, it didn't look like a wonan at all, but something el se.
Not what she was underneat h.

Your eyes can play tricks on you, kiddo, ya never knowin this life,
maybe it's a girl, and nmaybe it ain't.

Maybe it's an from nman wearing a threadbare gray suit and hom ng an
unbrella in his left hand.

Maybe it ain't.

Li ght ni ng struck sonewhere above the skyscrapers. The | andscape
jolted. Manhattan nmelted down like ice cream hardening into a sandy
crust. He stood in a wasteland in front of a small, brown tract house
that was burning with no one around to stop the fire. He saw the great
swar m of bees burst above the fire, and the dead enpty white sky

expl ode with fireworks and bees and showers of blood |ike afternoon
rain.



And then, Manhattan again, Thirty Third and Third. The snell of
grease and rubber and trash and fl owers.

A woman wi th sonething in her hand, sonething she was hol ding out for
hi m as she approached. It was a mass of tw sted brown-red, and she
said, "Excuse ne, but can you take me?" Dirty, filthy, it said in his
head. He grabbed her by the neck an fromman with a face full of
surprise |like he had just encountered a ni ghtnare.

And she kept sniling even while he strangled her She brought the thing
in her hand up to his face and pressed it against his lips |like an
obscene ki ss And the children who stood around him all teenagers wth
their faces blistering, their skin peeling, continued staring at him
until sonmeone off the street came up and pulled hi mback, socking him
in the gut And he saw that he had alnost killed a man in his early
seventies who had, perhaps, just wanted to get a cab, and the girl, and
the voice of the bad thing in his head, were gone.

He knew that It woul d be back, too.

It wasn't a girl or an old nan or a swarm of bees, burning. It was the
orgasm of dammation. It was the torn face of the past.

Peter, he thought, is this happening to you, too? |Is she calling al
of us?



PART TWO THE BUNGALOW
CHAPTER FOUR

PETER, Los ANGELES

AND VHAT HE FOUND THERE

Aa er the riots and earthquakes of the previous years, Los Angeles d
transformed, not just physically, but as if the city had an enotiona
life that was no longer vibrant, a life with barely a pul se.

Pet er Chandl er sought out the dead streets, the parks that |ooked nore
i ke graveyards than pl aygrounds, the places where the pul se was
weakest. The buildings were enpty shells down the two side streets

al ongsi de the park. He had watched them burn fromthe hillside back in
the late spring a few years before. After the recent earthquake, there
were cracks along the foundations, chain Iink fences around the
apartments and bungal ows, red tagged by the city as uninhabitable. He
knew that this would be the place where he felt nbst confortable, the
bl ackened earth, the enptiness, the bitsbfpaper, w ndbl own, across this
desol ate stretch of the city. There was a beauty to torn brick and

br oken gl ass, to bungal ows strung end to end like Christnas |ights gone
out, to the



church on the corner of Fuego and Castor Street, the church called
t he

Sacranment of the Sacred Heart, with its boarded wi ndows, its bent and
haggard face. It was only another nmile to Little Tokyo, and he could
go have lunch at Su Hiro for a few dollars, and then wal k back up to
the park across fromthe church. He would not have noticed the church
except for the riots, when parts of the city were torched and palm
trees had exploded as if with napa/ mon the boul evards. But it was a
pl ace,

now, for him that seemed to be the threshold to a nenory.

It had been in May that the L. A tines had run the story about

Sacred Heart on Fuego, downtown, about how it had been shut down nearly
ten years before, and had fallen into disrepair in a nei ghborhood

whi ch had never known repair. How there had been a nurder at the
church, on its steps.

Sacred Heart.

No ordinary bullet-to-the-head murder, no knife-to-the-back, no
drive-by shooti ng.

It was a wonan who was killed on the steps of the Sacranment of the
Sacred Heart church, and the police thought it m ght be the work of a
religious group, perhaps a black magic offshoot of santeria or

somet hing even as sinple as an ex-lover seeking revenge. 1In blood,
killers had witten:

el co razon

The victimhad been operated on, while she was still I|iving,

heart had been renoved.

The nmurdered girl was only seventeen, the newspaper clippings when they
had finally identified her. Her face had been burnt recognition, but
the rest of her was unmarked.

Except for the wound.

VWnman's little wound.

The pl ace where her heart had been taken

Peter had been sitting at home, on a Friday afternoon, reading paper,

and when he had cone to this item in the Metro section, he | ooked up
at his wife. She was across the roomfromhim going to



You COVE WHEN | CLL You kitchen for nore coffee--in his mnd, she
froze, tine froze, and he w shed that he had not seen the paper that
day.

Oh, yes, the menories came back in a rush like a flooding river, he
couldn't spend his life pretending he hadn't done what he had done.

; But he could pretend for her.

At least, for his wife, he could pretend that nothing was up, nothing
was gnawi ng at himon such a fine day.

He gl anced back down at the newspaper, pushing a nore pai nful nenory
out of his mind for the noment.

The church.
The dead body on its steps.

Peter had a sudden feeling of displacenent, as if all that were around
him the snell of coffee, the newspaper in his hands, the taste of a
remenbered kiss, all of it were a dream

He went to find the Sacred Heart, and with it, he found the park
directly across fromthe church, and the young people who lived in the
enpty buil di ngs.

And he wat ched t hem

Weeks passed, and still he went, because he knew this was the tine.
This woul d be the place.

He wasn't fired fromhis job until the middle of Cctober, and this
freed himto keep his vigil nost of the time; he disliked lying to his
wi fe bout how he spent his days, but he knew that there was no choi ce.
He was not going to reopen old wounds for her, not if he could protect
her them



At night, he wote about his life--not because it interested but
because he could no longer hold it inside.

He called these witings his "confessions."
PETER CHANDLER CONFESSI ONS

| never thought |I would wite down what happened in California the

sumer | turned sixteen. | figured it would just away |ike the town
itself has, over the years. Maybe | just record straight after all the
lies that were witten and taken as the honest truth. | guess |

t hought if we never spoke of it, it mght sone of its power. And then
perhaps, the lie would become more W were--all of us--afraid that
someone would find out the true and try to find her through us--and try
to bring the pieces again.

| know it can happen
| feel it.

| don't think we really killed her, and I don't think she's given even
after all these years.

She' s al ways in ny dreans.
She never lets go.

| dreant of her last night. | was in a slaughterhouse, filled with
pat heti c whi nperings of hal f-dead aninals, sone just becom n conscious
of the fate awaiting them The) they had, in the extremty of their
tortures, passed the barrier divided humans and beasts. Skinless
creatures swayed in death fromthick silver hooks. Beneath them on

t he turquoi se nosaic floor, rows of buckets overflowed with clotting
bl ood.

She was t here.

She was at work on one of the animals. She'd peeled its skin



her fingernails. Her face dripped blood. She was unconscionably
beautiful with the dark liquid trickling |like tears across her cheeks,
down her chin, along her slender neck

She gave the call

| felt it rising in my throat when | awdke in a cold sweat to a dark
room-mnmy own bedroom

"You'll wake up in a cold sweat in the nmddle of the night," she'd said
in the dream "and you won't know where you are. And no matter where
you think you are, you are here, always, with ne. In here."

| got up and went into the bathroom | looked in the mrror to see who

this person coul d be.

My face was still there--but inside my face, | saw her, staring out
through nmy skin, a reflection within a reflection

| feel like she's here, sonewhere. The hallucinations, the dreans, the
tel egranms, even the riots.

Even the Sacranent of the Sacred Heart. |1'mgoing to go there, again.
| know she's there. Wiiting.



CHAPTER FryE
ANOTHER HOUSE OF DARKNESS

near dawn, in Los Angeles, in |late October, Peter Chandl er was sitting
with a cup of coffee on a bench in the park. He watched a teenaged
girl through the chain link fence that nmarked the boundary of Fuego
Park in downtown. The sky threatened rain, but one never knew wth
this sky; the ocean breeze could come down and bl ow the ash gray cl ouds
out to sea or across the hills to the valleys. He sniffed the air-the
city snmelled different, and perhaps it was the pronise of rain. Coad.
Needs it.

The girl caught his attention because she was al one.

There were a few other people in the park: Vagrants, and a strung out
| ooki ng woman with two very young children in tow

But the girl she was between fifteen and seventeen, and wore a bl ue
tee-shirt and bl ack jeans. Her hair was reddi sh; she was pale, and
appeared to be having some trouble noving. For a nonent, he thought
she wasn't there at all, and that he had i magi ned her. But there she
was, real. As she walked by him he felt sure she had seen him A
fear thrumred



agairst his heart, a dread he had forgotten about years ago. But
t hen, she went about her business--she was | ooking for sonething, as if
she'd | ost some noney, or |left a book, or a jacket, down near the bus
stop on the corner. She glanced up and down the street |ooking for the
bus, or a friend? She wiped at the hair that fell down over her
forehead. She must have sensed his watching, for she turned. It took
his breath away for a monent. When she did that. Turned.

Her face was |l ess than beautiful. Scraggly. Eyes like pennies.
hol | ows beneath her eyes, and her lips were drawn tight as if had taken
sewi ng needl es and threaded them toget her.

He could barely think the name, let alone say it. H's tongue was in
his throat when he called to her, and the worst thing that she do, she
di d.

She sm | ed because sonebody knew her nane.

Pet er Chandl er Conf essi ons

| looked at a picture taken of us, that sumer. Alison, Sloan, and ne.
The dog, too. Can't forget the dog. | see, init, Charlie is there,
too, way in the background, watching from Rattl esnake Wash. Probably
spyi ng on us, because he was always with Alison. There are sone people
in the world who believe that soul is captured in a photograph, and
wonder if it's true. Because she had all of us.

Alison, Nathaniel, Sloan, Peter, Lamm e, Charli e.

| got the telegranms this week, too. Some of them said: wong, don't
cone. don't return, no matter what. none of you together

Al'l unsigned. But one of the telegranms sticks out in ny nind.



It says, sinply, you are what you eat.

Peter, watching in the park across fromthe church, didn't know what he
would do with the girl, but he knew he had to stop her. He could not

i magi ne hurting a teenager, but he might have to do something to keep
her away from here

She may be a dream he thought. She may be a flashback through nmenory.
She may not exi st.

But part of himfelt conmpelled, even if this was a phant om

Peter got up, forgetting the book on the bench, and wal ked in her
direction. He thought it curious, this girl all by herself downtown,
so assured in her wal k, so determ ned.

Why am I fallawi ng her? he wondered, hoping he'd come up with an
answer. He couldn't say the nane again. The name he thought bel onged
to her, because he was afraid she would smile at himagain, and he
woul d have to swal |l ow a scream

What if he were right?

She turned left onto Castor Street, with its remai ni ng bungal ows. Wen
he turned the corner, she was out of sight. He |ooked house to house,
but did not see her hiding in any of the yards, and he did not hear a
singl e door shut.

He was relieved that she had not gone up the church steps.

He wal ked the block three or four tinmes, but none of the houses seened
right for her.

And then he stopped dead in his tracks.

Down an al |l eyway, al ongside one of the |larger houses, was a small
bUngal ow with a partially caved-in, fire-blackened roof. Plywod had
been nailed sloppily over the | arge square wi ndows. Trash had piled up
in the yard. No one lives there, he thought. Something haunting about
it, something which kept himgazing at the rotting house.



It was the graffiti that was spray painted across the chipped walls
that caught his attention. Mst of it was about gangs or Jesus, but he
saw the words, no man's land, sprayed in red, and he felt a jolt as
shaken by a brief and nearly inperceptible earthquake.

Then the world was still.

Peter felt a fewtentative drops of water on his face, and he away from
t he bungal ow and up to the skies. The snell and feel was not clean at
all, but dirty and wvarmlike a child' s hands. He his eyes and tried

not to remenber the girl's face. M imagination

Shrinks were all on target--hysteria, drugs, alcohol, inmagination. No
denmons. No nonsters.

"You're It!"someone shoutedomthe past, a child playing tag,
(R

He opened his eyes upon the bungal ow. He wal ked towards without really
wanting to. He nade fake promises to hinself, there and don't see her

I will go home and forget this and never go to park again. iF i get
there and the girl is there, with a gun to make sure she doesn't hurt
me. |If | get there boarded up | will pretend that it's too hard to get

in and | ook around.

He stepped over coiled barbed wire and | eftover cartons MacDonal ds and
Burger King. The ground beneath all the yard was bl ackened fromfire.
Wadded papers rattled as something through the yard he assunmed rats or
squirrels. He was not shocked see a pile of w spy blue pigeon's w ngs,
as if torn fromdead birds stacked up on the porch. This was a pl ace
of filth. Fromthe porch could snell the house. The stench assaulted
his senses: Human ani nal feces, rotting food and garbage. Peter
figured the place was of drug addicts or was a gang hang-out, or else
nobody was in there all ... and sonething worse than life existed
within those walls.

O soneone had died in there, behind that door, in one of roons,
someone had died and it was the death snell

And then he thought of sonething: the nurdered girl ... on steps of the



church .... VWat if she had been nmurdered around the corner fromthe
church, taken to the church steps as the sick est joke in the world?
The sacranent of the sacred heart.

He hadn't noticed until now how much this bungal ow resenbl ed the house
that he and his famly had lived in when he was a boy. The chi pping
stucco walls, the yard these dinmensions, the fam |y room w ndow on his
right, the door on his left. Even the trash in the yard-they had |ived
downwi nd of the town dunp, and papers would sonmetines drift into the
yard when the wi nds picked up. Even the disrepair. The house on the
desert, and this one in the city. Like a cyclone had lifted it from
its foundation and brought it down this alley. What if she cones to
the wi ndow? Pressing her nose up against the glass, her breath gging
up? What if she knows | followed her here? What if she's waiting?

Just like the ruin of the house in Palnmetto. And the snell. Even the
deat h smel
He coul d never describe it well--it was actually sweet and revolting at

the sane tine.
It was the snmell of the valley of the shadow.

Peter stood there, shoul ders shaking. He nmanaged to wi pe the tears and
the threat of nenory fromhis eyes. He took several steps back down
the alley, refusing to | ook back at the bungal ow. No, he would just

not go in there, he would go home. He had no doubt that this was the
pl ace where the girl had gone, but he woul d not go expl oring.

"You believe what you can't see, boy?" his father was aski ngom di st ant
nenory.

Peter had no answer then. Still had no answer. He was hal fway down

t he bl ock, on his way back to the park, when he knew that he should go
back to the bungal ow. Perhaps he had seen wong. Perhaps the girl was
just part of his imagination. So many years ago, and here he was,

still believing it. Believing what he couldn't see, and perhaps had
never seen.

By the afternoon, Peter Chandl er decided to break into the bungal ow.



He had tried calling his wife, but she wasn't hone--if she had been
per haps he woul dn't have worked up sufficient nerve to go back there,]
down that alley, in the rain. Hjust go in thejont. Not |ike breaking
in, anyway. The porch was rotted out; he had to step over and and
br oken boards to get to the front entrance. Just as he got up to door
nailed over with plywod, his left foot broke through a weak s of the
porch floor. He had to grasp the doorfranme for bal ance. Just drew his
foot back up through the hole, sonething down below bit his ankle.

A rat, he thought with a shiver, and brought his foot up

The plywood on the door was easy to break off in chunks; it, nost of
the house, was rotted to a cardboard thinness. Once he cleared a space
| arge enough to fit through, he tested the floor before placing all of
his wei ght over the threshold. The coldness of interior did not
surprise himtoo nuch the nights had been than normal lately, and
houses like this would retain the tern

The front hall was dark, and half of it was black and skeletal from
previous fire. 1t still snelled burnt. This is where rats cone to
die. wanted to shout 'hello' out of habit, but there didn't seemto be
need. Sonet hing about the bungal ow sil enced him

It was as if sonmething in the house woul d awaken if he s

The area that had been the living roomwas shadowy--diffuse came in
fromw ndows that were only hal f-shuttered with plywod. He took a
step into the room

Shapes were huddl ed together in corners, and fromthem snores.
Runaways, he figured, and he was just about to back out house and

forget the girl who | ooked |ike soneone he had

Sone ot her day, he promised, you'll follow her again. She may not even
her e.

A woman' s voi ce cane fromthe shadows, "Anywhere you like."



Peter gl anced about in the gray light. His vision finally adjusted,
he coul d distingui sh between the walls and sparse furnishings and the
sleeping figures. A young woman, as thin as he had ever seen a young
worman be, lay next to a sleeping teenaged boy. The boy was npani ng
lightly in sone dream The woman rai sed herself up and | eaned back on
one el bow. She watched Peter. "Just don't wake nmy old man," she
whi sper ed.

Pet er nodded, not know ng what to say.
"You're looking for a girl," the woman said, and Peter felt sweat break
out along his neck. Sheswiftly and silently disentangled herself from
her boyfriend, and rose fromthe floor. She went over to Peter

wal king as if she were stepping on hot coals, and grabbed himby the
wist. "Tanmy," she whispered her introduction. "It ain't much of a
house but it's paid for."

She took himback into what had once been the kitchen. It snelled of
grease and sonething el se--dead rats? The |light was better; the w ndow
above the caved-in sink was only covered with plastic wap. Tamy's
face was drawn and tight; her eyes rested upon bl ackened snudges. Her
hai r was shaved on one side, and wild, like tw sting branches, on the
other. The word eat: was tattooed into her scalp just above her right
ear. She was bone-thin around the arms, which were studded with welts
and bruises and tiny red dots. She wore a tight t-shirt, revealing

ri bs and col |l arbone; for shorts, she wore nen's boxers. You got to be
real quiet, dude. Hey, you here for Mace? He got the power, dude, he
got the juice, but he ain't been here yet, so we don't want no trouble.
You got bread on you?"

Peter said, "The girl."

"You got her," Tammy said, doing a clunmsy spin around to show of f her
body, then slapping her hips. She smiled a horrible grin, her teeth
yel l owed and rotted up through swollen guns. "For the right price, I'm
the right girl. You got reac.

He reached down into his pocket and found a few crunpled bills. He
handed the wad to her.



She | ooked di sdai nfully at the noney. "Shit."
"A particular girl. 1 think she lives here."

"Dude, we got lotsa girls here, boys, too, you can take your pick, but
my old man's gonna want nore'n this for even a feel. |1'mspecial."

"The young girl. Seventeen. Red hair. | just want to know she is. |
want to see her."

Tamy wrinkl ed her nose as if snelling something awful

was husky and low, and it was obvious that she thought he was vile
thing she had ever nmet in her life. "I know who you want.

"She just cane through here, | think."
" eah, yeah, that's her. You're kinda sick, y'know? W don't |ike
ki nda trade here."

"What's her name?"

She shrugged. "Lives downstairs. Cellar. She got her old nman, too.
You | ook kinda straight--she in trouble or sonething?"

"She rem nds me of sonmeone." Peter swallowed hard. Tanmmy sighed. "W
all do. Dude, | ambeat. You want a She reached into her shirt, and
brought out a crunbly cigarette and pack of matches from between her
breasts. "Hey, don't |ook at me that, you are straight, it's Marlboro
Li ght."

Peter gl anced around, peering through the ruins of the only seenmed to
be this one floor. Bungalows didn't have basenents This was crazy.

This was ... unreal. "Are there stairs down?"

"You gonna go down there?" She al nost burned her fingers on the

match. "Shit, dude, nobody goes down there'n ever cones back. | seen
my old man beat the shit outta one a his girls "til she was a and
seen nore O D.s than highs, but what goes on down there nothin' I|ike

you never saw."
He wanted to tell her, 1've seen a lot in my tine.

She was tripping over her words, as if she were afraid she be able to
get themall out of her mouth before soneone shut her "Shit, he takes
"em down there and they don't never see the sun again, and it stinks
down there, jesus, they live off a rats, and ny old man



we gonna haveta get rid da that geezer soon. Gves ne the fuckin
creeps."

She |icked her 1ips.

"What about the girl?"

Tammy stepped closer to him

Peter felt sonething, not the sexual heat this woman wanted himto
feel, but sonmething nore |ike hunger. What Sl oan nust'vefelt.

I ncubat i ng.

I nside. She |ooked at himw th her holl ow eyes, gazing seductively,
like a death's head mask. Peter disgusted hinself, repul sed by the
image in his mnd

The face like the inside of a furnace. The consunming fire.

He wanted to shut her up, somehow. Rip out her heart the thought cane
wi thout his bidding. Didn't she know how she snelled? Like neat.

Fresh red meat. Marbled with fat. He broke out in a sweat, but Tamy
didn't notice. She snmoked her cigarette and gl anced out the wi ndow. In
the thin shaft of daylight she hardly | ooked real: she | ooked like a
sket ch.

But that snell of neat.

Tamy said, "She does okay. He don't hurt her, | guess. But | don't

like her. | told Mace he gotta burn those two outta there. W had to
burn this other freak out once. W can do it. She got sumping in her
eyes, you know how you see people in the eyes? Well, she got nothin'
there but what's good and rotten. | told Mace she look like a girl but
she i' sumping else. Wat they do down there," and Peter saw a tear
trickle down the side of her face, "to others .... " Tanmy stubbed her
cigarette out against the wall; the trace of her tear glistened in the
light. "It's worst'n anything | ever hear da Awful. Just awful. A
sin." Peter found hinsel f asking what he didn't want to ask. "What do
they do?" It was hardly a question; he wi shed he could suck it back

into his throat |ike snmoke so she wouldn't hear it. He had lived with
the nmenory of awful ness nost of his life. He knew the worst. He
renenber ed ni ght mares beyond i magi ning. You could just take Alison
away again. Get as far as possible fromwhat's awmful in the world.
You' ve done t before, you we run

before, and it found you finally, it found you

"What do they do?" he repeated the question



Tomy barely parted her |ips.

"They hurt people," she said, slowy, deliciously. "It pleasures
them" Her eyes |lit up as she spoke, the tears maki ng them shine, as

i f she, sonehow enjoyed hurting people, and there was a nadness to he'd
seen this before, back in those days when he was a madness that was

i ke an animal cunning. "You should hear sonetines, down there, you
shoul d srmell what they do, you hear it, the |last sound they nake, the
last sound. It's nothing, |ike you never heard before. Like dirty
little children ... Like," she her eyes, renenbering. "Like their

hearts are being torn out."

Peter left Tommy standing there, tears staining her cheeks, an"

hal f-smile across her face, and went in the direction of the cellar
stairs down had been burnt out, but there was a | adder, and he took
step down. You believe what you can't see, boy? The up stronger from
below him Urine, feces, rotting neat. At the of the |adder, he
stepped into a pile of |eaves; as he the floor, he felt the icy chil

of water along the soles of his feet. noved away fromthe |adder, and
the water streamed al ong his soaking through his shoes. He heard water
running as if froma the holes and cracks in the ceiling nmade jagged
streaks of light the darkness; the air was filled with notes of dust,
floating in sonething noved through the shallow water, toward him He
held his breath, as the thing cane into the light. A rat.

But it was dead, drawn by some unseen drain in the mddle of cellar
floor, its fur matted and soaked through, its jaws opened in death
rictus. Caught with it, sonme | eaves and twi gs, and an old sock, as if
this were the funerary raft to carry this rat to the halls of dead.



Sonet hi ng el se, too.
Floating slowy with the rat and its barge.

It was only in the brown, dusty light for a monent. But it seenmed to
stop there, in the shaft of light, as if unwilling to be tugged toward
where the water flowed down. |If Peter had not had the extra second or
two, he might've thought it was an upturned leaf. But it was a human
hand, small and perfect. The hand of a young child.

"What kind of son are you, anyway?" his father asked, the hand coning
back i ke a whip, and down, and down, and down.

And then, it was gone, the child's hand, pulled back into the oily dark
wat er s.

It's not a dream you're not hallucinating, it's too real. Get out of
here, you idiot, he thought, run up that |adder and burn rubber out of
this hol e and don ever |ook back. You don't ever want to | ook back

renenber? You prom sed that, you swore it. That night, when you got

away, you made the deal, "don't ever | ook back." But the calling. How
the hell was | to know about the calling? That voice, over and over
again through the dreanms, "Peter! You got to get ne out! Peter! "And
how you repeated don't | ook back or it'll get you, don't | ook back

until you didn't hear the scream ng anynore, and then you were mniles
away and you told yourself it was probably over quickly, you told
yourself wouldn't even're hurt it was probably so quick, and what were
you supposed to do, anyway? After all of it, what were you supposed to
do? Don't |ook back. It gets you when you | ook back. Nobody
shoul d' ve | ooked back but they did, didn't they? They | ooked back, and
| ook what happened. |It's not your fault, so get the hell out of this
rat nest and get back in your car and get honme to Alison and nake sure
you never | ook back

But sonething else was nmoving. He snelled it: Sonething human,
Sonething alive. It was near the source of the dripping faucet. It
scraped agai nst a wall.

Peter noved away fromthe |adder, trying to adjust his eyesight to the
dar kness. Somet hi ng brushed his ankl es--another rat, but he held his
breath to keep fromgiving hinself away. He noved slowy backwards,
the chill of the water nunbing his feet. He nmet sonme resistance as

he



went, trying to avoid the spears of light, staying to the shadows;

but didn't want to find out what he was stepping on, or over, or bhy.
backed up to a wall. He thought he would try and make his way back the
| adder, when he heard voices coming fromthe upstairs. "l don't a
fuck," a man said, and Tanmy was whi ni ng and swearing, and watched in
horror as the |l adder was pulled up fromthe cellar

"You go down there, you take your chances," the man up in house said.

"We got to burn "emoutta there, | tell you," Tammy said,
nervous and crackl i ng.

Shout, dam it. Shout for help. Wy can't you shout? Peter felt
i nside, helpless. Let out a scream why don't you screan? But he
answer. He was scared. He tried noving his lips but only w nd

t hrough. No sound.

Soneone was spl ashing water over in a corner
Peter stood still. | will die here, he thought. | |ooked back, and
Dn going to die for it. Jesus, you noron, you didn't even bring a

How the hell do you expect to survive? You're going to die here even
going to know

Then it was quiet again. Just the dripping of water.
Maybe she's gone.

After ten mnutes had gone by--mnutes that seemed |ike hours him Peter
noved al ong the wall, stepping over dunps of fur and He had noticed
baserment w ndows on the outside of the Perhaps they were | ow enough
that he could break the glass quickly get out. Perhaps there was no

gl ass and they were nmade of boards could push aside. Got to try
somet hi ng, Chandler, or you'll go down drain with the rats. He stopped
every few steps to |l ook through lighted areas for the girl. dGrl. Who
knows what she is? He felt along the walls, until he thought he felt

t he edge of a wi ndow casing. He patted what he assuned woul d be the
pane, but was nerely cardboard. won't be hard. He pushed on the
board, and it gave fairly easily. It slinmy with mldew. He stripped

t he edge of f.



Daylight illum nated a triangular patch all around him The |ight
hit something at his feet.

She lay curled in the fetal position, raised above the water |evel by
bundl ed rags and | eaves and clunps of what could only have been dead
rats. Her face was upturned in the light, although her eyes remai ned
cl osed, and the gentle sound of light snores cane fromher nostrils.

Peter Chandl er didn't know what the sound was that came fromhis
throat, but it was |like a shiver and a scream and a whi sper--and
nothing at all.

"Wendy," he said her nane, for he recognized the brilliant red of her
hair, and the bone whiteness of her skin, and the turn of her carnelian
lips. And he reached down to touch the face, the way a child m ght
reach to touch fire even after he knows it mght burn him because he
felt a kind of reckless madness in his blood. How could she be? He
heard the | oud beating of his own heart.

H s fingers, as they grazed the sleeping face, cane away w th human
ski n.

He stood over a sleeping girl whose face had come off in his hand |ike
a mask, and beneath it, another face. A different face, rotting. W
are those she has touched.

"You're here with nme, in here, no matter where you are, "the face
beneath the face said, "and when | call you, you cone. "

"You believe what you can't see, boy." that voice inside him so
famliar. "1 know you, "it whispered jgomthe back of his head, like a
needl e thrust through grey matter, "I know you, inside and out. Al of
you. "

And then, something shi mered across the face, |ike heat, sonething

ri ppling beneath the skin.
It was a face that had been torn at by rats, its eye sockets enpty.

Its jaw sl owly opened, and roaches poured fromits nmouth as the light
fromthe wi ndow fell across them

Pet er backed away, and tore at the cardboard al ong the wi ndow. He
heard |iquid novenment surrounding him as if there were others



in the darkness with him He snelled sonething
di fferent--gasoline?

"Burn those fuckers outta there!™ A man upstairs shouted. As Peter
| ooked up to the cellar door above him He saw Tamry and a man with
wild white hair and a ragged face droppi ng wads of burni ng newspaper
down into a pile until there was a bonfire reaching alnost up to

t hem

The fire lit up nost of the cellar, a fire that floated unnaturally on
| eaves and newspaper over dark water, and Peter now coul d see what her
was surrounded by.

It |ooked |ike a snokehouse.
A sl aught er house.

Human torsos strung fromthe ceiling, and ribcages stacked knee deep in
the water. And the shadows of other body parts cast,

inthe growing flanes. And the snell. The snell of it. Fresh neat.

But the greatest obscenity of all was up against the wall on the o side
of the fire.

Anot her man mi ght've thought these were sinply masks or paper |anterns,
but Peter had seen too much in his life not to reco these for what they
were: faces of wonen and nen and children had been skinned and dried.

They formed one great tapestry of human suffering and carnage. The
fire caught there, too, and spread along the faces, flarin before dying
out .

The snell was |ike a barbeque--a town on the desert, burning. And
there was sonething there, with the shadows of the hiding its face.

A novenent .

He ripped the rest of the w ndow open, and | ooked back. The light
illuminated the cellar, and there, against the far beyond the hangi ng
bodi es, was an old man with his arns spread apart at shoul der hei ght,
his | egs corded toget her.



You COME WHEN | CALL YQU

H s face was long and twi sted along the jaw line, and his skull seened
too narrow to be human. |If Peter were to specify a creature which this
human face nost resenbled, it would be that of a skinned dog. And yet,
Peter recogni zed the face. Sl oan.

Cruc ed.

The man's jaw worked silently.

Peter noved as if in slow notion around the burning refuse, through the
muddy water, toward the man with his wists spiked into the wall.

The face was twi sted and el ongated, his eyes all but extinguished of
life. He began bleating |like a sheep about to be sl aughtered.

Peter reached him just as the fire burnt itself out, and only a square
of light fromthe casenment w ndow shone through the room

"My god," Peter said, and while he could no | onger see the face of the
man, he could feel his breath on his cheek as he got nearer to him

Light fromthe window illumnated his torso. "M/ god."

"Nah, " the man whi spered, "nah."

Tattooed on the man's chest was an image. It was a sketchy draw ng of
a heart rising off a thorned stem as if the heart were a rose, and

t hrough the heart of the heart, several knives. Tattooed beneath it,

in pale blue letters: e/corazon

Scars ran along his ribcage--heal ed bull et wounds.

"You're already dead," Peter whispered. "I killed you. | know | did."
The crucified man whispered, his breath rank as if what was in his
mout h and down in his gut was putrid and steany, "W can kill a

ni ght mare?" Then, he | aughed, like a mad man, only softly, and his

eyes stared at not hing.

And then, Peter felt no breath at all

He felt a strong chill wind go through him a blood nenory

The skin of the crucified man's face turned hard, and crinkled Iike
parchnent, folding in on itself, as if he had been dead for nonths and

only now all owed to decay.

Peter was not sure if he was capable of nmovenent. Then sonet hi ng



animal in himtook over, sonething beyond his thought process, beyond
his logical mnd. He raced for the open wi ndow, clinbing out, scraping
his sides on broken glass, just anything to get out of there, because
he felt it, something else in there, noving across the shall ow water
and filth, something not quite human. Hs heart was beating so fast he
could barely catch his breath when he stood up in the daylight world.
Behi nd t he bungal ow, the back entrance to the dil api dated church.
Sacranment of the Sacred Heart.

The house was on fire. He stood there, watching it as if he were stil
unsure whether or not this was a waking dream

Yes, of course: sacrament of the sacred heart.

That's what it had been, sonme part of him whispered. A sacrament.
What you did.

What happened in Pal netto, back when you were all young and i nnocent.
That night, Peter turned on the mcrocassette recorder and began: It's
in all of us, Dn sure of it. Delusions, waking dreans, hallucinations,
and some that are very real. Qur nightnmares are flesh; our flesh she
is comng again. W all feel her, still with us, her how ing madness,
taste of her, and now, just as we knew it woul d happen, her own way,
calling and draw ng us, wanting us.

And we have what she wants.



BOOK Two
THEN,
PALMETTO CALI FORNI A, TVENTY YEARS BEFORE
"Ch, Wistle, and 1'll Conme to You, My Lad"

--the title of a story by M R Janes



PART ONE: THE SOURCE
CHAPTER SI X
VWHEN | T FI RST ARRI VED

t cane to the Hi gh Desert of California at the onset of sumrer with the
dyi ng of the dried-blossomjoshua trees, with the deflowering of the
desert, in the formof a man. He had once been called M chael Southey,
al t hough he hadn't used that nane for years, not since he'd caught it
at his father's tent revival in sone desert shit-dust town. It had
been passed to Mchael by a little girl whose nother clainmed she was
possessed by denons, a child who swore with such passion, screaned the
vil est obscenities, barked |like a dog, even tried to bite, and from

whose very fingertips fire spat. |In those days, M chael had hinself
bdi eved that the girl was inhabited by a nest of denmpbns. It was the
| ate 1960s, and he knew t hat devil worshippers were everywhere: in the
growi ng hi ppi e comunes and the LSD psychedelic culture. It was the

Devil's time. He was sure. He had laid his hands on the girl to cast
out her denons, and cast them out he did.

When Jesus cast out denons, he sent theminto swine, and sent the SW ne
to their deaths. But the denbns M chael Southey cast fromthis girl
cane into



hinsel f: she bit himon the armas he laid the flat of his palm
agai nst her forehead.

He became the vessel

M chael Southey | earned that what had gotten inside himwas a glinpse
of the Eternal. He thirsted for the know edge God had bestowed upon
him As it took hold and became part of him he acquired a new nane
through its baptism

He call ed hi msel f The Jui cer.

The man stood five foot eight inches and wore a smle across his face
like Alfred E. Neuman, with the gap right in the mddle. H s eyes were
yel low with di sease; a browni sh, scaly crust had al ready begun to sea
them hal f-shut around the lids. H's face was the color of sunmer
squash, and seenmed to have dried out as rmuch fromlack of spirit from
the desert air which he had been living in for the past six nonths.
When he snmiled that What, me worry? grin, he didn't seemto have |ips
at all, just deep red gunms engulfing gray teeth. He wore the clothes
he'd torn fromhis fourth victim-torn those clothes off with his hands
while the terrified man stood paral yzed with fear. Stood waiting for
what was to cone. \Wat he knew woul d be his destiny.

"Cause | ama fucking celebrity, the man on the hi ghway gi ggl ed
hinsel f. And that dunbass bastard was just waiting for ne to give him
Squeeze

The clothes were filthy. They'd been that way since the day taken
them alnost a year and a half ago. But the man with the toothed grin
| oved the smell of them those folks he'd squeezed orange, their
pungent odor when they brushed against his shirt, the crotch of his
pants.

Dried bl ood caked the Polo shirt until it had gone froma |lavendar to a
br own bl ot chy shade.

H s sl acks, once a bl eached khaki col or, now were tie-dyed bl ood and
yel low urine stains. Sonetimes the material chafed himaround his
crotch; a rash had spread out along his I egs fromhis down.



ade himfeel nore alive than he'd felt in years.
He scratched his balls just thinking about that warm itchy feeling.

He renenbered the woman's face fromlast winter, after he had pulled
her out of the hot tub, when she realized who he was.

| am the Juicer, bitch, and God has sent ne to squeeze his harvest, the
grapes of wrath, bitch, make wi ne out of human bl ood and turn flesh
into bread, for this is your body and your bl ood which is given for ne,
eat, drink,

and be nerry, bitch, we gonna nmeke juice of you, we gonna make
t heeshest fucking blood juice and then In gonna sit down and have
api tcher of J}esh squeezed bitch, yowzah,t

The wonman | ooked |ike she was about to scream so he grabbed her by the
lips and stretched them across her face. She still screamed, but it
sounded funny. He even |aughed when he tore her lower lip right off.

And then he juiced her.
He |iked that part best.
He was damm strong. The strength of God pul sed through his veins.

God was in him and the Holy Ghost, too, and no man alive could stop
him Her eyes were the best part, the way they kept watching even
after all the blood had been hosed out of her, her baby bl ues turning
to pink when the end cane. Juicy bitch, she was.

But then, after her, the | ast one, God had done what He al ways did:

He left the Juicer to his own devices, to let the denbns eat away at
hi m

fromthe inside.

"hats just the way inspiration works, the Breath of Godgets in you for
atine and then blows out your ass like a Santa Ana wind. M

Daddy told ne there'd be tines when God would | eave, but not to fee
beat, oh, no, "cause God abide th in the Soul of Man even when he
sl eeps,

yowzah. When Daddy heal ed the sinners, he gave 'em God in a hand
sl ap

a squeeze on the shoulder, and they cameomtheir wastel ands to Daddy's
tent for that squeeze. But even then, God could be cruel, |eaving
Daddy to die in a drunk tank. But Daddy's soul flew on, he got juiced
by the

"Holy Chost and got drunk by his Heavenly Maker. So the Piece of God
t hat passe th understandi ng, that one Piece that gets in ne and gives
ne



the power to Juice, it cones and goes. Wen it goes, oh, Lordy, when
goes it don't |eave nothing behind.

So he'd spent the rest of the winter and spring hibernating here the
desert canyons, eating jack rabbit and rattler. He didn't j because it
wasn't tine. God had not conme back into him Even had his tine

wi thout God in the wilderness, tenpted by the devil, the Juicer was
beyond that, because he knew that God and the were two sides of the
same coin, the greater your tornment and the finer the redenption, and
the Juicer's denmons hel ped send onto God, and now God | ay sl eeping. The
Jui cer accepted this, prayed nightly for God to shoot back into his

vei ns.

He wal ked al ong the highway at four in the norning. The Wwo Called Hm
Home, the Chosen Vessel of God, led himin hour of darkness, called him
back in these enpty days. He hadn't the child since the first time it
was sent into him since the first day truly accepted God in his life,
the Dark God who willed himto And the girl. Her face would be
different now She would be ol der.

But there was still a squeeze or two left in him god-wlling,
he woul d return the gift she'd given him
The Holy Mt herfucking Gft.

The Juicer could feel the Piece of God throbbing in his groin, the need
to Juice boiling inside him Ch, road, that | night juice and send her
soul to the Lord Al mighty who bel ow, that she m ght be saved join
eternal fucking damation, and m ght take on her sins, the Sins of the
Wrld, that through her juice | m do the Lord' s work and turn her

bl ood to wine and break this her eat for this is the bread of the
covenant, yowzah,t

He gl anced at the green sign at the highway's edge. NARANJA CANYON had
been crossed out with spray paint. Witten in its place: N TRO
Beneath this, PALMETTO, 3/ nile.

And there was God, |ike cocaine up his nostrils until he could



the blood trickling down through his nose; he poked his tongue out
his mouth and slathered it on his upper lip to catch God's blood as it
dri pped down.

God said to him Juicer, ny man, yau will find a shitlaad of sinners in
there, just waiting far redenptian. Send "era to heaven, baby, and
take on their sins. Your CGod is a jealous God, Juicer, and a thirsty
one, too, so lets get the vineyard pauring, "cause this is the vineyard
for fresh-squeezed souls. A lonely wind bl ew across the desert

| andscape.

A musky sexual scent mxed with dust came to him

He gl anced over in the direction of the scent--shadows of trailers out
al ong a yell ow nesa, backed by rocks formed from anci ent vol canoes.

The canyon was sketched in purple and red. Sharp dawn sunlight sl ashed
an arrow between the trailers, and God illuminated his work for him

The Juicer, feeling the word of God bl ocking his sinuses, turned off
onto the gravel road towards the canyon

He knew that this would be the last day of his life in the flesh. Ah,
he thought, the eedom of having no skin, no jail of bones, only the

wi nd across the filth of Iife, and the sweet fire of darkness expl oding
across the desol ation

Fromthe sunmit of the Naranja Pass, the road descended, briefly and
sharply, into an area that could not properly be called a valley. It
was nore of a bow with a crack inits side. This was the Rattl esnake
Wash, which ran between the two sections of Palnetto: the town itself
goi ng nort hwest on H ghway 4, and Naranja Canyon, or Nitro as it was
nore popul arly known, which sat upon the edge of the crack. Before
1953 there was nothing here other than the Boniface Ranch and Well, but
beginning in the fifties, a man naned G b Urquart begat a vision Wich
begat a tract housi ng devel opnent which, ulitmately, begat a tOamn and
several fast food joints along the section of the highway known



as The Strip. Uquart had a dream then, that this would be a comm
town for those who worked down in the Springs, or over in San and
briefly, the dreamhad flared, and then, like all msbegotten died,

| eavi ng t hese houses peppered across the high desert, a town that was
dyi ng before it could even be born

There was an old nan who slept, as often as not, at the

Wash, within the circular pipe that was thrust beneath the cracked:

pot hol ed highway as it crossed over this point. He had a bl anket and
pillow and an old gas lantern. He was not exactly honeless, for a
ranshackl e spread up in the hills beyond town, but he was what mi ght
call crazy, and what he might hinself call "afeared.” was Lucas

Boni face, and his grandfather had officially settled this in the way
back, but few people in town knew himby his real name, was mainly
cal l ed Bonyface, or sonetines, sinply, The Bone, and had adapted quite
wel |l to this noniker.

And as Bonyface |lay there, dreaming his scorpion dreams, as sun's first
light cut through the purple dark, he sensed it, for he had, they say,
the nose for it, and felt sonething churning in his gut made hi mwi sh
he' d never been born

As he awoke, he said to the tabby cat that slept beside him always
cone back, I|saac."

He | ooked out of the hole, into the wine dark |ight of morning, sawthe
hi gh yellow wall of the big house that was called Garden Eden to the
right, and the trunpet flowers that grew fromvines over its edge; he

heard the bees, too, for the Beekeeper still there and had boxes of
themin the garden of the great house. And damm roses, the bel oved and
accursed roses, their branbles clinging to the walls of the house, |ike

in Sleeping Beauty, ready to scratch the out of anyone who dared enter
that castle. Every norning when the man awoke, he | ooked at the yell ow
wal |, its snaky roses along its and cursed the nane of the Beekeeper
and all who had taken the fromhis own famly.

But this morning, he cursed no one, and held his breath. He



sof a cushion that soneone had dunped by the hi ghway, and covered his
ears with it so he could block out the annoyi ng buzzing of the bees.
"Denons," he nuttered. "Lord of the flies cone back, dammt."

The sun would come up in a coppery blast shortly, but for now the
| andscape was al nost lunar, veiled in a purple-blue, with a thin white
spear of sunlight thrusting out fromthe eastern nountains.

To the inhabitants of the town called Palnmetto, this time of the
nor ni ng, before seven, before the rush of the day, before the heat
became unbearabl e, was a soft tine, a | azy waki ng hour of cool ness and
taking a nonment to reflect and plan and to | ook at the beauty of the
purpl e and bl ue and yell ow desert. The norning tenperature could

al nost be described as a goose bunmp chill; before the sun was

conpl etely up, the heat would bl each bones through skin. This was the
desert, as summer approached, as spring died.

Thi s was predawn.

Sone called it the Magic Hour

But the man who called hinself the Juicer, noving on up the road, did
not notice the dawn or the encroaching light, nor was he aware of the
man who tried to go back to sleep beneath the curve in the road.

Sonething called to him 1like alonging, |ike an ache. Like hone.

He could snell it through the air. Wen he heard the truck approach
he moved quickly to hide so he wouldn't be seen fromthe road.

The driver of the truck was a woman. He took a deep breath of air and
held it within his lungs: barely a woman. A girl, really.

And it was time to do the ultimte juicing.



Wendy Swan had beautiful red hair down to her shoulders. wore a
t-shirt and jeans and a scarf around her neck as if to offset casus al
appear ance. She parked her truck al ongside the highway, of the big
house. A jet-black pit bull sat up in the truck bed, with a chain. She
got out of the truck, and wal ked over to the the house. She |ooked as
if she were about to beat on the door, for raised her fists up, and
then let themfall to her sides again. watching her, you would think
that there was sonething within walls surroundi ng that house that this
girl wanted badly.

You could snell her, though, if your senses were strong enough, were
the Juicer, and you were sniffing for just this one girl, how pretty
was, how sonething within you knew her scent, had it alnost. inside
you, her chem stry sonmehow m xed with your own, how you kne, that she
had brought you to this desol ate | andscape, called you in inexplicable
way.

And sonehow, she knew you would conme to this place at this time, the
final juicing of the flesh harvest woul d begin.

If you were watching her, you would notice that she turned her head the
leas if she could sense you were there

The girl | ooked at the man who had come fromthe road.
A stranger.

The feeble light of dawn cast a cold streak of pink down the side his
face.

At first, she thought she knew him and was about to say

Bef ore she could, he grabbed her around the shoulder. She o nouth to
scream but he covered her lips with the palmof his Wat she saw of
himwas a face that |ooked as if half of it had burned, the other half
mldy deformed |ike wax left too long in sun. There were things
nmovi ng on his face, things that worns caught on hooks, but it was too
dark, and he was novi ng



face rapidly fromside to side so it blurred. Pain, too, along her

ri bs and back, and she thought she heard sonething snap. He began
squeezing her so tight that she felt |ike she was going to burst at any
m nute, and she wondered, as she grew faint and could no | onger
struggl e, why no one was coming out to help her

"For you," the Juicer slobbered into her ear, his tongue nopping across
her cheek, "for you, | give ny--"

The Jui cer opened his nouth inmpossibly wide, and the girl thought she
saw sonet hing el se down there, in his throat, something nmoving swiftly
up to his nouth.

Sonet hi ng that burned.

The last thing she heard was the pit bull in the truck, snapping and
snarling, breaking free of its chain.

A word, too, and she wondered if it were the voice of Death, for she
was fairly sure that she was dying now, but thankfully the pain had
st opped and she was nunb.

The voice, fanmliar and tickling, whispered her nane.
The old warnth spread through her, and she was no | onger afraid.

The house called the Garden of Eden was of noorish design, with its
high walls making all but its fake mnarets invisible to the outside
world. It was built in the 1920s, and then restored again in the 1950s
when the current owner bought it. But now, nore than two decades after
restoration, its beauty was fading, and it had nore the | ook of a
prison than a mansion. The garden had overtaken the yard, the roses
had clutched the walls for so long that they were |less wall than vine
and



thorn. The Beekeeper was up early, at six, withdrawing the thin
drawers of the boxed hive, and pouring the honey into a gallon jar. The
for that was the only name that the kids in town knew for the owner
wore a pith helnmet with long white netting around it, and | eather

gl oves, while carrying no other special equipnent. Wite and boots,

all protective fromstings, but gave the Beekeeper a anonynity in the
conmuni ty--some said the Beekeeper never anything other than honey.
Sone said the Beekeeper's face was and deforned fromtoo many stings.
Sone kids thought it was like Invisible Man, with nothing beneath the
pure white of the grown-ups in town had never seen an inch of the
Beekee skin. The bees flourished in the air; but the Beekeeper ignored
and went about the norning' s business.

By the time the sun had risen, the Beekeeper noticed |lying by the road,
beyond the thin iron gate in the wall.

Saw somret hing el se, there, too. Lying on the edge of the highway It
was a girl's scarf, red, danp, torn. Beside it, a human hand.



CHAPTER SEVEN

DoG DAYS

News itemfromthe Palnetto (CA) Tribune, June 18, 1980

KI LLER | DENTI FI ED: "TELLTALE TEETH'

he man known to nost of Southern California as "The Juicer”

because of his bizarre habit of crushing his victins to death, was
positively identified yesterday as the victimof a wild animal attack
on Hi ghway 4.

H s real nane was M chael Southey, and he began his reign of terror in
Cct ober, 1975, killing some seven people in the Southern California
area, with possible links to three nmurders in Taos, New Mexico. His
final victim Dina Lockhart, died in Cathedral City in Novernber of |ast
year. Although Lockhart was found dead in her wi nter home, she was the
only of his victins to bear teeth marks on her arms and al ong her

neck.

"The Juicer,"” in his frenzy, left those indentations as a calling card,
which later led to the identification of his body. Southey's body was
found scattered in pieces along the two nmile stretch of highway j ust
south of Palnetto and the Naranja Canyon exit.



An investigator on the case told this reporter that M. Southe) a
from Santa Fe, New Mexi co, had evidently been wandering Pal nmetto,

per haps | ooki ng for another murder victimwhen some ani mal nust have
attacked him

"W were picking up bits of himw th shovels and dumping into wash
buckets," said one nmenber of the Yucca Valley department, who prefers
not to be identified. "It was a grisly Rem nded me of that old Jim
Croce song, you know where he says guy |ooked like a jigsaw puzzle with
a couple of pieces gone. That's this guy |ooked like--a couple of

pi eces gone, and what was left pretty. W were all pretty
nauseated--is that the right word? Yeah, nauseated, but now that I

hear it was this Juicer guy |I think he was comng to him Makes you
think there is a God."

Wade Franklin of the Animal Control Board confirmed the o held by the
police, that the animal that attacked and killed Southey was probably a
sick wol f that wandered out of the

"It was the fires up in the hills. Drives themdown into the canyons,"
said, "But we're on the look out now for this aninmal, which night a
threat to our conmunities."”

Pet er Chandl er Confessi ons

| saved the article fromthe | ocal paper about the Juicer because
know that's howit all started in the past.

I magi ne the world that |I'm al nost two decades away from and world | am
convinced, were | to clinmb in a machine and go back to year, that
sumer, | would not understand the | anguage, | would be able to breathe
the air. And yet, | do go back there, in often, to try and nake sense
out of what happened to me, to the of Palmetto, California, to Naranja
Canyon, to the Rattl esnake



But nmost of it seens like static on the radio: | pick up the vaguest

i dea of that year, the pop songs, the tv shows, world politics. Al
the things that |I've used to block Palnetto, to bl ock those signals,
especi ally what hltppened there with Kevin Sl oan and the others, out of
my mnd, off ny wavel ength.

And her, the girl of ny dreams, the girl of all our dreans.

| was fifteen--a no-good age. | wouldn't turn 16 '"til the Fourth of
July, a few weeks away. You couldn't drink, or snoke, or see R-rated
nmovi es; you couldn't drive by yourself, you couldn't vote. Except for
voting, every fifteen-year-old in Palnetto, California, had, of

cour se,

done all these things: what was stopping us?

But by the end of that sumrer, | had done rmuch nore than | ever thought
possible. By the tinme | turned sixteen, | had comrmitted the nost
atroci ous act imagi nabl e.

Who knows what the human heart is capabl e of ?.
"Yau are uhat you eat, "as Than Canpusky woul d say.

You couldn't live in Palmetto, California, for nore than twenty ninutes
wi t hout running into one of the Canpusky clan. The mailbox in front of
t he cinder bl ocked Canpusky conpound read: Canpus Fanily, but they were
Canpuskys and everyone called them Canpusky fromlittle Lollie who was
two, all the way up to Hank and Greg, the twi ns, who were al npst
twenty-three. Twenty three years Ms. Canmpusky had spent bearing
little Canpuskys like a Queen Ant living out her years in the Iinoleum
dar kness of her kitchen and bedroom barefoot, pregnant, and strangely,
happy if you can imagine it. At |east she was always jolly. But
twenty three years! Panmpers, Huggies, Gerber's Bl ueberry Buckl e!

Fi ghts over television shows multiplied by ten! Flu viruses which
nmust' ve seened eternal! Twenty three years of refrigerators being
ransacked after nmidrfight by those hungry, devouring creatures! Twenty
three years of Snickers, Devil Dogs, Twi nkies, Little Debbies, Charms
Pops, and Chicken Pot Pies! They ate so nuch food out of the can, the
jar, the tin foil, the box, that the youngest thought her nother's nane
was Sara Lee.



And Than was the forgotten Canmpusky in all that. H s noth always
dragging little ones around |ike burgeoni ng ball s-and-chai ns her

ankl es, and his father was wi se enough and cruel enough to only Iong
enough for the next conception, then off on the road with his truck. It
was said that Ms. Canpusky's ovaries were |ike poppers and the desert
heat kept her puffing up with a pregnancy. Wo's to question such a
runmor? She hadn't had a since 1964.

Who coul d then have tine for a boy like Than? Hi's brothers sisters
were off in their own worlds of gluttony and sloth and re-runs. Than
was bi gger than they were: he out-Canpuskyed Canmpuskys.

For all that, underneath the fat you could see a nice guy, perenniel
reject, struggling like a noth in a cocoon to enmerge and shining and
adult. He had dear blue eyes, high, cheekbones over which jow s hung
i ke heavy velvet curtains. H s black hair shone |ike dark onyx in the
sun and was always stringy. H's shoulders were actually broader than
his hips, if that humanly possible. He had huge hips, which had
apparently earned the nicknane "Thunder Thighs." Even in ny own
nonent s adol escent cruelty, that seenmed tao cruel. H s better physica
were hidden for the nost part beneath the fat and the twin curses and
tits. The pinples were endenmi c at our age; Than referred to "facial
henorrhoids.” Hi s chest on the other hand was uni que was | arger than
any girl's in town.

| had only been in Palnetto two days when this overwei ght introduced
hinself to me as Than Canpusky, the boy with the tenperanent. |
renmenber thinking, ah, sweet Jesus, the seeking ne out. Than was fat,
near si ghted, zit-peppered, and he his farts for special occasions.

Still, one sumrer night, when he persuaded nme to one form of rea
entertai nment the town offered, he could be a friend.



In palmetto, in 1980, what passed for real entertainment turned to be
the pit bull fights.

The hot dry air of the sunmer night sucked at the back of Peter's as he
gasped, cooling down fromhis run. He had had to sneak [ out the back
wi ndow of his house, and hightail it. H's dad had been drinking so he
woul dn't notice. His little sister Annie would squeal on if she so
much as heard a floorboard creak after ten at night. He didn't Iike
jogging much. He wasn't all that athletic, and had, in fact, all the
way fromhone in topsiders. It felt like he had blisters all around
hi s toes.

He searched the shadowy crowd of faces al ong the edge of the Wash,
across nen the size of boulders, in red t-shirts, checked flannels,

t hreei day ol d beards, red-rinmed eyes, baseball caps, |ong greasy hair;
a fewin the cromd, too, skinny, hungry-Iooking wonen with |ong bl ond
hair, breasts standing straight up as if ainmed skyward, tight jeans and
t-shirts, even tighter skin.

Headl i ghts fromcars and trucks provided the only illunination the
pi npoint light of stars. Peter heard the sound of a dog and al nost
junped as he passed a silver white pit bull in a chicken wire cage that

sat in the back of an open jeep. The dog began gnashing its teeth and
foaming. A few of the nmen laughed. The air was thick with snmoke and a
swanpy smell of beer--but above all of it, was the pungent stink of dog
and man m xed |i ke poison

Than whistled for Peter fromone of the cars parked al ong the gravel
road. He was sitting in the back of a flatbed Ford truck, drinking Dos
Equi s beer out of the bottle. He had a Big Mac, too, which he was just
finishing off between beer gul ps.

"What took you so long?" Than asked when Peter approached him out of
breath. Than held his hand out for noney.



"I only have ten bucks,"
out a wad of bills.

Peter said, reaching into his pocket pulling

"I don't know, man, you know, it's supposed to be nore." "Yeah, well,
how rmuch did you pay for the privil ege?"

" eah but | know people. See that guy over there?" Than raised.
eyebrows and Peter |ooked back over his shoulder. A short, shoul dered,
paunch-bellied man in a red sweatshirt and white stood in the mdst of
the other men; he was taking noney fromthem "He's Peppy, and he's ny
friend. You can talk to himabout nmoney, but he's a tough
son-of-a-bitch, 1'll tell you."

"Campusky, | think the other ten bucks was to buy your way "No dub
man, no shit, sherlock, and that calls for nore Than said, tossing his
enpty bottle back into the truck. It rolled across the metal, hitting
something in the back with a soft thud.

"Hey!"™ A wonman's voice cane from beneath a black tarp that bunched up
and, now that Peter |ooked at it, was rippling in of the truck; it
shimrered |i ke water when a fish surfaces.

Than grabbed Peter by the neck and brought himcloser so he whisper,
"Someone' s hunpi ng soneone back there.™

Peter snelled beer breath fizzing against his ear.

Than |l et go and grabbed another bottle out of the ice-filled trash
"Some sl eazy set-up,"” Peter said, "how nany beers you have so Than
shrugged. "Four? Six?" "Wat if cops show up?"

Than bel ched. "They won't. It's not like |I'm snoking grass.” nade a
feeble attenpt to twist the cap off the bottle, groaning with effort.
"That's the Big What If, isn't it? Quy, Chandler, that's one of |east
attractive qualities, always worrying about the Wat Ifs, Wat If
someone catches us, Wat If you go blind fromit, Wat If Wat If," he
hi ccupped.

Peter reached into the trashcan, grabbing a fistful of ice. He nost of
it to the ground, but sucked on a couple of ice cubes. you re wong?"



"Hey, | been wrong before, I1'll be wong again."

Peter turned and wal ked back into the circle of men. Their whispered
excl amati ons sounded |i ke an auction with the vol une turned down;

every one of them |l ooked |like a down-on-his-luck pirate, bandanas or
basebal | caps on their heads, dark, greasy features shining in
headl i ght s,

ripped shirts, torn jeans, wild eyes, all of them fanning thensel ves
wi t h paper noney, talking about killing: "Rip you to shreds, nmofo,"
"Gonna take you apart, sucker, You got a woosehound, man, |'mgod bite
your head clean off."

The man in the center was the only silent one. Peppy Alvarado. He
just kept taking the cash, folding it neatly as it was passed to him
Sonme he thrust into his back | eft pocket, some into his back right,
some down into his breast pocket.

"You Peppy?" Peter asked as he approached. Soneone in the crowd
turned a flashlight on him and then, just as quickly, the light went
dead. The flash blinded Peter for a few seconds, and when he | ooked
back at the man call ed Peppy, he seenmed to be envel oped in a shining
aur a.

Peppy squinted at him looking like a wild ani nmal cautiously sizing up
its prey within the canmoufl age of desert brush; he pushed one of the
other men aside. His face was sharp and long like a coyote's, with the
same mxture of fear and curiosity and balls in his small dark eyes.
Then Peppy's face transformed: he had, in a split second, sized Peter
up and now he | ooked at Peter the way a butcher does a skinny animal,
to see where the knife would dig in with the | east resistance. "You
Nat hani el ' s am go?"

Pet er nodded.

"Who you on?" Peppy's voice was | ow and barely audible. He stood

there, his sharp chin thrust out, arns crossed over his chest, I|ike
he

Owned everyone and everything within his sight.

Peter didn't understand.

"I mean, who you puttin' nmoney on?" Peppy grew quickly inpatient.

Ain't no slowtrain here, boy, we got the fight in five, so who you
n?"



Peter held up the wad of bills. He stared at it dunbly it would
speak. H s face was turning red.

One of the nmen in a baseball cap grabbed the nobney from Pete hand.
"Silver Molly, put it on Silver MlIly!"

Peppy held his hand out and the man passed himthe noney. counted it
out, one bill at a tinme. "Ten bucks, boy, not enough to on. 1| told
Nat haniel to get in he got to bring in |l east double this. |ousy
bucks!" he shouted, and the crowd |l et out a streamof F the way a tent
revival congregation m ght burst forth with "Arens" "Hall el ujahs!"

Peppy tossed the noney down on the ground. The other nen away fromit
like it was poison. "You and Nathaniel, you want to be ganblers, you
need to take the stakes higher, boy, bigger risk, gane."

Peter nmuttered under his breath; Peppy Al varado was | aughing him

Peter went to his knees and began gathering up the bills. A cot of
them had fluttered down to the edge of the Wash

Than waited cautiously by the truck until all the nmen had away from
Peter. "I told you twenty."

"Ni ce cromd you know, Canpusky."

Than broke out in an ear-to-ear grin, "Yeah, but you're in Peppy let it
go--1've seen himtoss people out on their asses if weren't in. You
passed, nman. You're in."

"I didn't want to bet on the dogs."

"Don't attack me. This is the nost exciting thing going. | did this a
favor to you, be grateful."

"Why are we friends? What do we possibly have in comon?"

Than turned pensive for a monent. "Nobody el se wants to be friend."
with us?"

Peppy shouted out, "Sloan! Hey! Any you guys see Sloan?
the fuck is Sloan and that bitch of his? Sonebody wantin' to go get

"en? You boys know we don't get no show on no road 'l ess we got his
bitch."



A few of the drunken nen volunteered for the mssion, and dust rose
fromtheir jeeps and trucks as they swerved out the dirt road to the
hi ghway.

"Who's Sl oan?" Peter asked Than

"Slaan." Than whi spered the nane like it was an occult invocation

"He and his girlfriend: white trash city. They Neanderfuck. They do.
He' s a Neanderfucki ng caveman. He's a nmean one, and his dog's mneaner
than he is. Sonmebody even said that he ... his dog." Than nade a
gesture with his fingers to simulate sexual intercourse: his forefinger
thrust through a hole created by the thunb and forefinger of his other
hand.



CHAPTER EI GHT
NI TRO

"itro slouched beneath the shadow of the canyon |ike a bum sl eeping off
a three-day drunk in a ditch. It had no gas stations, no big nane
fastfood joints the way Palnmetto did. There was a taco stand (Paco's
Tacos) at the edge of the highway just at the turn off to the Naranja
Canyon Mbile Home Park. There was a sal oon, Coyote Cantina, with an
enornous parking lot that was never quite full up even on a Saturday
night. On the front of the cantina was a picture of Wley Coyote
chasing the Roadrunner, with the words "Beep! Beep!" in dark letters
above the bird's head. A large novie-style marquee procl ai nmed:

Bl NGO - THURS THRU SAT I N CACTUS LOUNGE LADI ES
NI TE VED/ LVE ENTMENT FRI SATSUN DARK MON.

O her than these two conmercial ventures, Nitro was a graveyard of
trailer parks: six of themin a five nmle stretch, Naranja Canyon
Mobi |l e Home Park, Sun Dial Trailer park, Joshua Tree Gardens, Ed and
I nez Home On The Range" Park, Quail Mdtor Honmes, and the nore sinply
named, "Park."

Ri ght now, at ten minutes after m dnight, nost of the elderly residents
of Nitro were asleep. Qhers sat up in their beds watching



tel evision, sone played cards with their buddies on card tables
beneat h green-striped plastic awnings in front of their nobile |anps
pl ugged i nto outdoor sockets. But sone of the men and a few the wonen
were down at the Wash, placing bets on one of Nitro's popul ar
summertime sport: the dog fights.

Fights in the Wash usually didn't get going until twenty after the
hour, and on this particular Saturday night, it would be 12 before they
began because one dog had yet to show up

Qutside Kevin Sloan's trailer at the Sun Dial Trailer Park, a and two
jeeps pulled up, headlights hitting the dark pit bull that sitting in
front. The dog scanpered beneath its hone.

A man | eaped fromthe back of the pick-up truck. He was

He wore what appeared to be the uniformof the evening: a red

/

cap, t-shirt, jeans, and beer-gut. He yelled, "Get your ass out
her e,

we gonna howl tonight!"

"Hell, man, they're fucking like bunnies in there," the driver jeep
said. He'd slid out from behind the wheel and was now on his tip toes,
peering through the back wi ndow of the trailer. "Let's take Lamm e and

leave himto his fun. No man wants to get with his dick hangin'
out."

The first man crouched down on his hands and knees and beneath the
trailer. H's gaze was net by two flaring red eyes back at him

The dog growl ed at him from her shadowy hidi ng pl ace.
She'd dug a shallow ditch there beneath the trailer and was up in it.
The man stuck his hand near her nuzzle.

She snapped her jaws, and he jerked his hand back just in tinme avoid
getting his fingers chonmped of f.



"She tried to kill me," he said, clutching his hand agai nst his chest
like it was a wounded bird.

The other man came around and swatted at his cowering buddy. "Get out
of there, Junior, let me show you what a real man can do here."

"You're full of it, Fisher."

The man fromthe jeep went down on his knees. The dog's red eyes
flashed out at him The growl. "You got to know Lanmi e, now, you got
to appeal to the woman in her. Come on, sweetcakes, we gonna take you
for little ride in my car.”

This was Nitro at night in the sumer.

"Hey, Alison!" Charlie Urquart shouted.

He was in the backseat of his father's Miustang convertible, drunk off
his ass. Fuck Dad for telling me | can't go out tonight, luck himthe

old fart can go to bell for all | care. The voice inside Charlie's
head t hat spoke those words didn't seemto be Charlie's at all, at
| east not to bin,; it was sonmething that just got |oose inside him

sonmetines, a kind of wildness that turned off the regular Charlie npst
of the other kids knew, it was |ike automatic pilot, and it usually
cane on after his father gave hima talking to. That's one, Charlie

t hought, knocki ng back the |l ast of his Budweiser. He waved the can
around, crushing it in a fist. He was wearing his letterman's jacket,
and was drenched with either sweat or beer or both a senior from Yucca
Vall ey, Billy Sinpson was driving the car (he was only hal f-drunk),
whil e Terry Boyd, who had once streaked across the gym floor during one
of the girls' basketball tournanents, rode shotgun and spl ashed beer

i ndi scrinminately around the uphol ste

They were parked in the circular driveway of a small gray stucco house.
Al t hough the front porch and driveway were lit up, the house was
dar k.



"Nobody's hone," Terry said, "Let's go."

"Di ckhead, she's in there, she's in there, | can snell her," snarled,
"don't you think I fucking know her snell by now? Shit a tuna
factory."

When Terry gl anced back at his buddy, well,

Urquart at all, and both Terry and Billy knew that when Charlie |ike
this, drunk and zoned out, his personality became |ike sharp, glass, to
the point that even they didn't want to be around him

"She dunped you, man," Billy said, slapping himon the shot
"' menber ?"

"Dunped you like shit," Terry added.

Charlie's eyes were like glinting steel. "No, ny friends. She dunp
me. She just made ne want her nore.”

Life sucks and then you die, Alison Hunt considered as she out the
living roomw ndow, trying to keep her head | ow so the the Mistang
woul dn't see her. She'd been watching enjoying her evening of having
the house to herself--her nother father had driven to Redl ands to have
di nner with her Aunt Jenny, her brothers were down at the garage
wor ki ng on sone project were keeping to thenselves (although Ed, Jr."
kept slipping up nmentioning her recent birthday, so she thought they
must be fixing the old T-bird for her)--and then she'd heard the
shouting fromdriveway.

"I love ya, Alison!" Charlie shouted. H's voice sounded |ike he
chewi ng gravel and spitting it out. "I want to shoot you ful
bul l ets!™”

Terry and Billy were | aughi ng and maki ng pi g noi ses.
"We know you're hone!" Billy shouted.

"Yeah, cone on, baby, we just want to nmake you feel nore like a
girl!:



sai d, |eaping uncertainly out of the back of the car, scratching a
line down its side. He landed on his hands and knees on the driveway.
H s beer can clattered into the | ow juni per bushes, spraying beer as it
rolled. He sprang up in the air like a Jack-in-the-box, touching down
on the balls of his feet, wobbling. He was grinning as he wal ked

towards the front porch. "Tllison, come on, you know |'mthe only guy
for you, rweetneat, | know you're sonewhat confused about us. But
you're all woman to me, babe. Terry--wasn't | just telling you that

pretty little thing shouldn't be a grease nonkey or playing basketball?
Wasn't 1?" He grinned Iike he was going to split his face open with
his teeth. "You thould be on your knees, bitch king

"Hey, man, what ya doin'?" Terry asked, sloshing beer over his
shoul der. "We're gonna miss the Big One, and like what if her Mons
home or--"

"Her Manma ain't home, birdshit, and you can bite the big one for all
care."

Alison had kept her head low, to the left of the drapes, but she noved
for a second, and his eyes followed the notion. He saw her now. He
waved.

Alison shut her eyes tightly, so tight it hurt. Just go away, just go
away.

As if to answer her, the doorbell rang. There was a pause. Then
anot her di ng-dong, and anot her and another, and she thought he woul d
never stop.

She arose from her hiding place and pulled the drapes aside. Charlie
stood directly beneath the front porch light. He was the kind of high
school - handsone that nmade her sick: alnost too pretty with his red
lips, dark eyel ashes, and dark penetrating eyes. A shock of dark thick
hair fell over his forehead, fanning down around his eyebrows. And
yet,

he had been his girlfriend for alnmobst a year
You stupid noron, she recogni zed now.

In the year she had dated him her reputation had been shot to hell



and she had only found this out when Than had told her to her face.
know it's not true, but he's naking up stories, |ike that 'cause you
spread so easy and stuff. "

And then it had taken her another three nonths to dunp the Charlie saw
hi nsel f as the Big Man On Campus, and when kids liked him it usually
was because of his being sinultaneously: he had a thing for torturing
smal | mamual s, and wasn't too bad at mnd-fucking his fell ow students.
But Alison had liked himfor another reason. Pathetic, she thought
NOW.

Al t hough, at the tine, when he had opened up to her
up, and told her his deepest, darkest secret in the whole world,

felt he was good, at least at heart. They had that as a bond. But no
nor e.

"What do you want?" Alison asked, rolling open one w ndows al ongside
the picture wi ndow But she knew

He wanted to terrorize her

Charlie licked his lips as he glanced towards Alison, staring at from
her living roomw ndow. "I see you, Mson. | SEE YOU." "Get in the
car Uqu!" Billy called out. "It's probably

W thout turning back to his friends, Charlie flipped the bird them

"Hurry it up, willya, Uqu?" Billy gunned the notor. "Just give ne a
sec so | can piss on her door--it's their territories and I wanna nake
sure no other dog gets to her first, want her all to myself,” Charlie

sai d, unzipping his jeans. He back and forth on the balls of his feet
while he fiddled with his "I want her, man, she's my girl."



"W're leaving," Terry said, no |onger |aughing. "pussies."

But Billy did not drive off.
Alison shouted, "My brothers'll get you for this!"

Charlie Urquart cackled. "You gonna send the retard after me, Al ?
what's he gonna do, drool me to death? O is it gonna be the faggot,
find I guess we all know what he'd try to do. Tell ne, sweetneat, if I
was to rape you, would you let me, or just try and beat nme off?."

Al t hough Alison could not quite see what Charlie was doi ng because he
had positioned hinself so close to the front door, she heard the steady
hi ssing stream as he uri nat ed.

She turned and ran down the front hallway towards her bedroom hoping
he woul d not |eave until she'd returned.

When Charlie finished peeing, spraying sone |ast drops of urine on his
shoes and hands (he wi ped his hands on his red letterman's jacket), he
heard the bolt dick in the front door. Then the door opened slightly.
The chain was off. The door opened wi der

The first thing he saw was the thing pointing directly at his balls,
which still hung out of his fly.

An arrow with a sharp netal tip.

Alison stood there in a white tank top and bl ue shorts, barefoot, her
bl ond hair pushed behind her ears. Her blue eyes gleaned with the
tears she was fighting. She had a bow and-arrow in her hands; her
hands trenbl ed; the bow was stretched tight. |In another second she
mght let go of the string, and the arrow woul d | odge sonewhere either
in his



right testicle or his left, although she nmight be able to skewer both
t hem shi sh-kabob style, if she gave a little twist to her wist when
shot the arrow. Her lips curled back in anger

"I amless than a foot away fromyou, Charlie. Now you know aimis
pretty good, 'cause you' ve seen ne hit targets out at the O course,
sonmetines | have been known to miss the bulls eye but | tell you, this
is one time |l won't mss. If you want to take the that I will, well,
be my guest. Now, get off my porch, and you your boyfriends can go and
do what you little boys do without girlfriends on a Saturday

eveni ng. "

Charlie grinned, nodding. "Very good. You're bluffing, Hunt, I'm not
gonna to let you win this round."

"CGet the fuck off ny property,” Alison snarled.

Charlie | ooked her directly in the eyes. "I will tell everyone Unless
you cone out tonight."

She hesitated a monent, closing her eyes. | will not cry, | amweak
he can't hurt ne anynore.

"I mean it," he said, alnost softly, "baby, you know how | ove you, but
| mean what |'m saying. W' re good together, you it. That girl in
Yucca Valley didn't mean a thing. It's you, babe, you."

Slowy, she |owered the bow and arrow. "Good girl," he said, "that's
my good girl." "Bastard," Alison whispered.

Charlie went back and clinbed over the side of the car, fallin the
back. The Mistang backfired.

As he revved the engine, Billy said, "I"msure we mssed the Alison
cane out of her house, turned to | ock the door, and without saying a
word, got into the Miustang next to Charlie. She |Iike sonme part of her
had died within just a few m nutes.

He put his arm around her, and whispered the nost vile she could
i mgi ne in her ear.

"Good girL" he nurnured so close to her ear it was like a



jacket buzzing there. "It was only four nmonths al ong, anyway, and
nobodys gonna know but me as |ong as you behave yourself."

But she had al ready bl ocked out the pain she was feeling, and pretended
that this wasn't really her life at all. She had become good at that,
because everything in life since she'd becone a teenager seened |ike
not hi ng but pain.

Back at the Rattl esnake Wash, sonme of the nmen had gone to get Sloan's
pit bull, and within ten mnutes, the fight had al ready begun

"Jesus Christ," Peter gasped, flattening hinmself against the side of
the truck. Than had convinced himto drink a beer ("You'll be |ess

pi ssed of fat me," he'd said with typical Canpusky |ogic, over Peter's
prot ests-and Canpusky |l ogic won out.) Peter was feeling buzzed, it was
his first beer ever and he had becone suddenly paranoid that the cops
were going to bust him

"Right, Chandler, they'll bust you," Than grinned, his eyes w dening
with glee, "then they fingerprint you, then they put you in The Cell.
And then ... then," he rubbed the palms of his hands together, "then
you're in with five hardened crimnals for along hot night. And one of
them the one who snells |ike sweaty underarns and | ooks |ike a Shernan
tank | ooks at you and says, "You're kinda purty.""

Peter stared over the bed of the truck and thought he recogni zed the
voi ce of soneone shouting; flickering Iights nmoved in off the
hi ghway.

"What is it?" Than | ooked over the truck to see if someone was coning
their way. The fight had only been going for a few m nutes. Some of
the men showed up with a large growing pit bull in the back of another
truck. Peter couldn't see the dog clearly: it was as dark as the

i nside of a cave, and | ooked to himlike a denbn with its ears pointing
straight up, its eyes reflecting red in the glare of headlights. There
wer e about sixteen nen standing around the edges of the Wash | ooki ng
down



into it, swearing, waving their cash in the air |ike fans,
alternatelyl and coaxing the two dogs down in the fight. And then
there was endl ess grow i ng and snappi ng of dogs.

Nei t her Than nor Peter had been able to bring himself to | ook, into the
Wash at the danmage the dogs were doing to each other. the group of
men, two headlights had just turned down the dirt road the Wash.

"Canmpusky, Jesus Christ," Peter whispered a third tine.

you tell me he was going to be here?"

"Who he?" Than asked, but then saw who Peter nmeant. "Charlie
Urquart."

O not quite Charlie, but his father's red Miustang converti Kkicking up
gravel and dust as it turned off the highway and onto ridge overl ooki ng
the Wash. Looked |ike one of Charlie's Unhol Billy, was driving--and
Than made out Alison Hunt sitting in the seat next to Charlie.

"We could run," Than blurted out.

"Not a bright idea, the only direction is out there," Peter towards the
endl ess canyons bl ossom ng beyond where they stood. don't even know
why | turn spineless around that guy. |It's factor com ng through."

"I think when you deal with a kid who uses switchbl ades to nmake point,
we can safely assunme fear," Than said, "but he's probably interested in
bothering us tonight. And if he is, it's probably you who gets it.
Seens to nme he owes you one."

"Al'l right, bitch, stay in the car for all | care,"”
here when | get back."

Charlie spat. "Just

Charlie Uquart slamed the car door shut; the noise in the canyon,



above the whi spered exclamati ons of the above the snapping of the
dogs in the Wash. The air carried the acrid scent of cigarette and
marij uana snmoke, the smells of beer and Brut After-Shave. Charlie
gl anced down at the dogs.

The dark one they called Lammie had Silver MIlly by her throat and was
shaki ng her mercilessly. Then Mdlly tore herself free, bleeding
beneat h her collar, blood spotting her muzzle, and rose up on her hind
| egs, coning down agai nst her opponent with all her weight. Lamrie was
monentarily crushed beneath the | arger dog. She rolled over, her

ni pples flattening across her belly; Silver Mlly went for her stomach,
sharp teeth flashing in the headlights fromcars above them Lanmie
rolled out fromunder her and spun around to face MIlly. Jaws snapping
like steel bear traps, dripping with foam nuzzles bl oody and
wrinkling. Lanmie went down on her forequarter and | eaped for Silver
Mol ly's throat again. Her jaws slamred together, teeth al nost touching
through Mol ly's fur and skin as she shook the dog nercil essly.

From t he edge of the Wash, above the dogs, Charlie slapped Peppy
Al varado on the back. "Hey, Pepperoni, hows it hangin', mmn go
"Too late, Charlie, we already got two dogs--no need for you, too."
Peppy didn't turn away fromthe fight.

"Hey- hey, good one, wasn't that a good one?"

Billy Sinpson and Terry Boyd passed the joint they'd been snoking back
and forth, but Charlie waved it away. They grinned stupidly at their
| eader.

Charlie Uquart reached into his back pocket. H s hand cane out with a
wad of cash. "Fifty bucks, my man, count 'em fifty." He waved the
money in front of Peppy's face. "I bet you could buy a |ot of poon
with this."

"Also too late for your bet--we got Lammi e up against Silver Molly. No
second fight tonight."

"Now that is a pity, ny friend. 1Isn't that a pity, boys?" "Really,"
Terry coughed, sucking on the joint. "Sure enough is," Billy added.

"Maybe," Charlie shouted, and a few nen turned to his voice, "one



of your illegals would want fifty bucks to fight one of those dogs.
some real entertainment here, conprende?"

"Maybe you should get the chin ga out of here," Peppy spat out.
"Translate, Wlliam" Charlie said, turning to Billy.

"I think it's their word for 'fuck', man, yeah, |I'msure."
"Chinga, chin ga chin ga Charlie said, "that's cool, Pep, that's coo

"You boys excuse ne," Peppy said, brushing Charlie to one side, got to
get back to the fight."

"Hey--" Terry started after Peppy, but Charlie socked himin
shoul der.

"Leave Senor Avocado to his fight. | spy sonething that has
possibilities for fun ... give me that," he said, grabbing the joint
fromBilly's fingers, "you been bogarting it too long." |long drag on
the joint, Charlie waved towards the truck where and Peter stood.

Pet er Chandl er Confessi ons

Al it took was ny first sip of beer, and instead of the bravado

al cohol is supposed to give you, | becane a shrivelin was fifteen, but
inside | felt about seven years old. All because Urquart, pointing at
me and Than over by the truck.

| compl etely understood what Charlie had against ne, but |

if we had net under different circunstances he mght not be at throat
so much--perhaps if we lived in a town where there was nore do on a
Sat urday night than bet on dogs. Not that | would ve Charlie very
much: he was a sadistic son-of-a-bitch, but one thin | earned from
constantly being uprooted is that you can get along with | ot of

di fferent kinds of people if you put your nmind to it, bitches included.
But we'd net in March, at school, about the



Than Campusky and | were getting to know each other, soon after noved
to Palnetto. And | guess, as Charlie hinself would say, he ne one"
after our introduction to each other

New ki ds are al ways easy targets.

You couldn't be Charlie Uquart, quarterback, heartthrob, son of man
who devel oped Palnmetto into the mddle-class slums it had by 1980, you
couldn't be Charlie Urquart, brown-noser [extraordinaire, wthout
wanting to nutilate poodl es and pumtmel a few [kids senseless. It cane
with the territory. Charlie always "owed" sonebody ['one," because the
one thing everyone pretty nmuch knew about Charlie was that his old man
beat himup and otherw se terrorized himon a regul ar basis, and

guess Charlie was just giving back to the world a little of what he
got. He and | actually had a lot in common, cone to ' think of it,
only I handled ny end of things in a different way-or not at all
Charlie, he lashed out.

It was runmored that he popped Bl ack Beauties like they were goi ng out
of style, too, and in his letterman's jacket pocket he usually carried
a paperback Satanist's Bible.

What had endeared ne to Charlie in March occurred, as do all bad
menories of high school, in the | ocker roomafter gym

| was coming in fromintramurals when | heard sone boys yelling, & uea
like a peeg!" Students passed around Deliverance that year in the
library, along with Portnoy's Conplaint, The Happy Hooker and Fear of
Flying, reading only the dog-eared passages (so the only novel anyone
read straight through was the Xaviera Hol |l ander opus). Sone of us
managed to see the novie of Deliverance, too, with that scene where Ned
Beatty is about to be raped by the weird backwoodsmen--so | recogni zed
the "pig" line when | heard it. Fromthe steany yellowtiled | ocker
room cane the sounds of a ruggle, the dang-bangi ng of | ocker doors
slamm ng, the wet snaps of rat tailed towels hitting soneone's
backside, and finally a boy's weak tenor |ueaking "Q nk, oink
reereeree!"

| went to the back of the room through the msts of the showers, the
graveyard snell of dirty socks and greasy jockstraps digging up into



my nostrils like fingers. There, pushed up against the m | dewed
wal I's, just inside the shower was the fat kid I'd spoken briefly
Ceonetry class: Nathaniel Canpus, aka Than Canpusky.

He stood there naked, his eyes open wide with practiced fear, gym
shorts pulled down around his ankles, his t-shirt tossed on slippery
floor. The only nodesty al owed himwas an athletic

Four naked boys, clutching their white towels, twisting theminto
tails, surrounded him

One of those boys had a switchbl ade, blade out, circling right nipple
with the bl ade.

This was Charlie Urquart, a junior

He and his cronies had pinned Than in that position. Charlie drew a
thin red line of blood across Than's chest, his nipples like
connect-the-dots. "You put Raquel to shame," |aughed, while Than
continued to oink. "Wat do you think? You maybe Canpusky's tits are
bi gger than Alison's? What do you Canpustule, a 44-triple E?"

"He's gonna squirt mlk in a second, renenber that novie the giant
tit?" one of the other boys said.

"You ny two-ton-fun-bun, Porky?" Charlie asked.
Bef ore Than coul d answer, | said, "Leave hi mal one, asshol es."

Charlie turned around for a second, |ooked right through me was not
there.

Then he smacked Than across his chest.

"It's a rite-of-passage, Campustule, isn't that right? You' ve got
branded by ny bl ade."

Then he turned back to nme. "Every boy in this school gets Even you,
geek. "
"Listen," | said, "just because your life is shit doesn't nean you to

make everybody else live it."

Chadi e drew the bl ade back in. The other boys grinned stupidly,
followed Charlie as he stepped back out of the shower area into |ocker
room



But before Charlie was conpletely out of sight, he glanced back at ne
as if he were nmentally taking a picture of me, to keep for future

| knew then that he owed ne one for that, because Charlie U quart not
the kind of guy to get back at you on your time. He had his own he
liked his revenge cold, when you didn't expect it. Maybe when you'd
forgotten he owed you one.

"So Chandler," Charlie said, lifting the snouldering joint, "you want
drag?"

Peter held up his beer bottle. "Already got this, thanks."

"Pretty neat fight, huh?" Than asked nervously; his jow s trenbl ed.
"Yeah, it's cool," Charlie inhaled the sweet snoke. His eyes were as
he held his breath, and then exhal ed. these wetbacks standing
around---doesn't it nmake you feel like in a call to Inmigration or
somet hing?" ' "That's a good one," Canpusky chortled, "Yeah, that's a
real good one, Charlie."

Urquart did not take his eyes off Peter
"You think it's funny, Chandler?"

"Not half as funny as you are," Peter said.

"I think you' re funny, Chandler, | think you' re a regular |augh
riot."
"I"'mglad | can provide you with entertainnent.” And Peter wondered

drunkenly: did | really just say that?

"You and ne, Chandler, we're |like those dogs down there, it |ooks I|ike
we're at each other's throats, out for blood, but really, we're just

pl aying a gane."

"A gane."

"Yeah, that's right, you know, boys will be boys, dogs will be dogs."

"God," Than said drunkenly, "this rem nds ne of this show | saw Tuesday
where this guy--"



"Shut your face or |I'mgonna have to break it, Canpustule," said.
Than bel ched.

Charlie stepped closer to Peter; just a fewinches fromhis face.
could snell his own breath, thrown back to himthrough the marl" snoke
that Charlie exhal ed.

Charlie stepped forward.
Pet er noved back.

Charlie took another step forward, and as if in a dance, Peter back
anot her step.

"We're missing the fight,"
turns out?"

Charlie said, "don't you want to see it

From behind him Peter heard the dogs, grow ing and agai nst each ot her
in the Wash.

Bel ow hi m
Charlie took another step
Cl ose again to Peter.

Peter's head began to spin with. the beer, the stars and the spun with
him He did not step backwards.

Charlie said, "You sure you don't want to puff on this?" He held the
joint to Peter.

Behi nd and beneath Peter, the sound of snapping steel jaws, gnashing
teet h.

Charlie reached out and tapped lightly on Peter's shoulders. he drew
somet hing fromhis jacket pocket. Steel shone in the light. "Don't
you think it's about time | branded you, nanoaer. The swi tchbl ade
popped out, inches fromPeter's neck

"I could cut your heart out with this, boy,"
it down your throat while you die."

Charlie whispered, stuff

"Shit!" Peter cried out, "you' re psycho, Urquart,
his ankle turn as he fell down the side of the Wash

stepping feeling



CHAPTER NI NE
VALLEY OF THE FALLEN

eter rolled onto his back, and then sat up. Hi s side hurt, and

somet hing was wong with his right ankle. He |ooked up to the around

t he Wash, and then down again, hearing the growling of dogs. He
guessed that the dark dog had snelled the bl ood on his el bows and his
right knee. Lammie, the mdnight-black pit bull who was the victor and
had managed to sustain no wounds, snelled his blood fromas far away as
she was--the opposite end of the Wash, closer to the highway. She

grow ed, raising wobblingly up onto her haunches to sit the air; then
on all fours as she noved towards him her head towards the ground to
sniff; growing between sniffs.

The dog | ooked like a demon fromthe wong side of the tracks in
Hel |

On his knees, his shirt ripped, his right ankle aching and swelling for
all he knew, Peter let out a cry for help that came out of his nouth in
a gasp of wind. His throat was desert dry, he had no voice in him He
tried to stand, but his ankle hurt so nuch he fell down again before
he'd eVen risen; started to craw back to the wall of sand and gravel
that rose up to forma side of the Wash

Above him Peter heard these two nen | aughi ng drunkenly, stil



betting on the fight. The one that was about to occur between the
kid and the pit bull

Jesus, they're betting against ne.

Than, with that half-nmoon grin cutting across his round pudgy his jow s
starting to flap like a lizard's dewwap in its mating ritual, something
unintelligible dowmm at him Charlie U quart, stoned out his mnd, was
| aughing with his buddies.

And the dog was getting closer; its thick saliva dribbled down throat;
it was hungry and flush with its recent victory.

Peter finally found his voice: "Get me the fuck outta here!™ craw ed
like a crab, but with every novenent, his ankle felt like it on fire he
screamed on the inside as well as the outside of his go Then, the sound
of a gun shot, nearby.

The nmen up on the rimof the Wash scattered, shouting dropping their
liquor bottles, dragging their wonmen and their dogs with them even the
bl oodi ed silver dog in the Wash which fromthe place where it lay

bl eedi ng--a big nuscul ar guy | eaped into the Wash and grabbed his

| oser-dog while one of his buddies their jeep over the road, down into
the gull ey beside him The white dog groaned, and the nuscle man threw
t he wounded ani mal the back of the jeep and hopped in hinmself while the
vehicle noving slowy down the Wash. Peter | ooked up to the edge of
Wash--all he could see were the red lights of retreating trucks,
Charlie Urquart's Mistang coughing up dust as it sped out to highway,
even Than Canpusky had vani shed that w np.

The other pit bull, Lamm e, watched the rimof the Wash. Dead silence
after the gun shot, after the jeeps and down redneck nobiles
high-tailed it for the road.

Then, the crunching of gravel as soneone--no, two approached.

They stepped into the light fromthe flood | anps that bedecked outer
wal | s of the Garden of Eden

A guy who | ooked |Iike he was eighteen with al ong



dar k shadows beneath his eyebrows, and a clunp of prematurely hair on
his scarecrow head, glared down into the Wash. In spite slender frane,
he seemed hul ki ng, dominant, as if he imagined If to be a inpenetrable
fortress dressed in human skin. He was |ocked, unreadabl e,

unf at homabl e. His dark gaze was terrible, shadow eyes fixed on the
dog. A handgun trenmbled in his hand;

crushed his white-knuckled fist around it as if to keep it still, to it
fromshooting again. A puff of snoke lingered about the barrel. Then
a girl sidled up next to him practically bunping himwith her a tall
sl ender read headed was man actually; and she was pretty. Younger

ol der at the sane tine. Her hips, pressed against the man's, were
perfectly horseshoes, her breasts small and high, her shoul ders slung
back in Her tight jeans huggi ng her hips, her blouse sheer like a
curtain partially blown back by a breeze. She was the kind of woman
who inspired countl ess adol escent wet dreans.

-' Her hair, like fire, cooled by sonething in her face, a void there
in her eyes looking to be filled. She |ooked Iike a worman waiting
for

The man said, "Lanmie. Cone."

The pit bull noved to the edge of the Wash, hunkering down,

as if she'd been sprayed with ice water.

The man with the gun said, "Fuck himfor stealing her like this." The
worman said, "You'll get your noney."

Then she noticed Peter, shining a flashlight his direction. "You hurt,
boy~?"

Peter kept |ooking back to the gun in the man's hand. "Sloan," she
said, "he may be hurt. W should do sonething.” The man called Sloan

grinned, turning his attention away fromthe dog. He shook the gun in
his hand, pointing it at Peter. He said, "Maybe W should put the boy
out of his misery."



Sloan and his girlfriend introduced thensel ves: Kevin Sl oan
Chandl er, Peter Chandler, Wendy Swan, as they helped himinto truck
his ankl e hurting; Wendy exami ned it.

"It's only bruised," she said. "And bleeding. |If you' d sprained would
be a balloon." She massaged it with her warm fingers, and soon forgot
about any pain. Peter sat between themin the truck, she nassaged;

Sl oan snoked a cigarette and turned back to pet to dog through the
sliding glass wi ndow between the front of the and the back

"The G ubman's bound to cone along after that shot,"” he referring to
the I ocal policeman, named Chip G ubb but kn, universally as the
Grubman. Sl oan passed his cigarette to Peter, took a lungful and then
passed it to Wendy.

Al nost scared and alnost thrilled, Peter said: "|I've never that stuff
before,” waiting for the thrill of getting high to come him

"What ? Canel s?" Sloan said, and Peter felt stupid: afcourse, just
pl ai n t obacco.

Wendy stopped nmassaging his foot as she snoked the cigarette; kept
glancing in the side mrror, |ooking back; Sloan passed a Peter drank
it and felt terrified to be with these people and happy at |ast he had
found sonme escape fromthe abyss of summer.

Wendy was the first to see the flashing red lights of the police it
turned of f the highway onto the gravel. "You were right G ubman," she
said. Her face was a shadowy silhouette. The smell the truck was
stal e beer and cigarette ash; enmpty cans knocked other on the floor. In
t he back of the truck, the black dog barked, when Sloan turned to say
somet hing to Wendy, his breath was and beer.

Sloan said, "It's that prick all right."



"just gonna sit here?" She said. For Peter, it was like sitting

bet ween two rednecks, their accents Sout hwestern and enphasi zi ng every
other word as if not conprehending their own speech. Than had been
right-white trash city.

Sloan flipped off his truck's lights. He turned the key in the
ignition. "Beer's under the seat, boy."

Taki ng the orders, Peter reached down and brought out a tall can of
Pabst Bl ue Ri bbon. It was warm and sweaty. He popped the tab and took
aswig. It tasted like spit; it tasted great.

"Gonna wait 'til he's right on ny ass," Sloan said "G me a beer

boy. "

"You only live once,"” Wendy whi spered, |ooking back at the slowy
approaching police car. Wndy was getting tense--she slid her left
hand down Peter's right armfromhis elbowto his wist. Her
fingernails felt like they were digging into his flesh. She turned and
whi spered somet hing specifically to him her breath was al nost
unbearably sweet, |ike orange bl ossonms; "he's like this"; but her words
were |l ess inportant than the fact that while her fingers dug into his
pul se, she knew what effect she was having on him He felt it. She
knew t hat just her touch had aroused him Even her painful touch

Sl oan heaved his foot against the accelerator. The truck sped down the
dark Wash, blindly, chased by flashing red lights and the snell of beer
and orange bl ossons all around, and those fingernails digging into
Peter's wist. Sloan turned up his cassette of Bruce Springsteen's The
WId, The Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle, and Peter Chandler felt
like he was on the wildest ride in the world.

"You was shittin' bricks back there," Sloan said to hima half hour

| ater.

The cop had given up the chase as Sloan pulled into an arroyo,



turning the engine off. The truck snelled like burnt rubber and They
wat ched the police car spraying dust as it drove on, around, turning
back up to Hi ghway 4. Peter's heart was beating He was drunk and
enbarrassed, and there was nothing but |like a deep cave around the
truck. How many Bl ue Ri bbon cans had finished off?. Six? Seven?
After the truck's notor died, he had been transported to the bed of the
vehicle. Sl oan and Wendy back at him

Peter's mind blurred like a frost-covered wi ndow. He saw but they
didn't quite register on his brain: where was he? Wo these people?
Had he been drinking? Ws he getting sick? Wuld dad kill himwhen he
returned home? He was in a truck with strangers, a pit bull and a
handgun. He might as well have crossed anot her dinension, this was so
far renoved fromthe life. This was outlaw country.

Sonmewhere in that night, Sloan said to him "You ever kill kid?"
"Huh?" Peter asked.
"Nothin'. Forget it."

The noonl ess but clear night spread out like a thick arnmy went on
forever in constant notion, jittery stars between |ike his insides,
jostling, quivering and enpty. Drunk, he saw nbs where there were
none; he felt his teeth with his tongue; it felt |ike would drop out of
his mouth. Sloan's Ford pick-up had searched the rocks and bunps of

t he wavy desert |andscape, and with each of the truck, a correspondi ng
| eap threatened to erupt fromhis

They had travel ed across a lunar territory, craters aboundin
acconpani ed by a silence as if the world had.

Laram e, the nonster dog, who had promi sed Peter a death down in that
Wash, a demon fromNitro Hell, nowlay, inits collapsible wire cage,
as friendly as any dopey puppy, goofier. 1t whinpered. When he

gl anced at it, between sips of beer, wagged her tail and grinned--if a
dog can grin, if a pit bull fresh



bl ood fest can grin like a nerdy kid who has just discovered or
chocol ate or dirty jokes. She now | ooked Iike the |ovable pup the "CQur
Gang" comedi es. \When he petted her, he found that her seened full her
ni ppl es hangi ng down. He was about to say, | think your dog's
pregnant," but when he opened his nouth, a eries of hiccups interrupted
hi s wor ds.

Then

Peter vom ted over the truck's side, ral phing as Canpusky ral phing his
guts out; then he was standing beside the truck a cold sweat, listening
to coyotes.

And then, who knows how nmany drunken nmoments |ater, he the shadows of
this redneck couple thrust agai nst each otherusky had been right, they
wer e Neanderfucking for all he knew, he listened to the nusic: the
radio played in the truck, a country band was singi ng about bad times
and bad wonen. Before he passed you're just |ike your old man, born ta
be a drunk and a ount to nothing, the dog |icked his hand--Peter was
about say sonething al oud when he heard the shadows whi sper obscenities
grunt and nmoan. The noonless night filled with the yips of jeal ous

That night, for the first tine in two years, Peter Chandler did not
have the nightmare in which his father beat his nother to death.

Instead, it was Peter hinself who was raising his bloodied fists over
not her' s face.



CHAPTER TEN
MORNI NG RI TUALS

"ornings always began with darkness. In Nitro, within a trailer, Wndy
Swan stirred in her sleep, her eyes noist with tears.

The sound of the dog's whini ng awoke her
Her eyes opened suddenly, as if shocked from sl eep

She had been dream ng about that other woman again, the face in
profile, the anger flashing in the eyes, the head turning, bearing down
Her not her.

She stretched her arns over her head; the bed creaked. She heard the
sounds of trucks passing on the highway, horns bl ow ng.

"Sloan," she whispered. She lay next to himin the bed he'd fashioned
froman old table and two mattresses piled one atop the other. Her
head pushed in an unconfortabl e position agai nst the w ndow of the
trailer; whenever she slept with himthe back of her neck al ways seened
cold from being pressed agai nst the window. There was a chill for her
that had nothing to do with the external tenperature: it had to do with
an enptiness she felt inside, whenever she awoke suddenly, a feeling of
not being connected to the world to which she was waki ng.



Instinctively, she reached up and touched the beaded scar her neck
just beneath her chin. "Looks like. case of hickeys "he'd said the
night they'd net |last year. He had along the ridge of the scar when
they made | ove that night, and she saw the approaching climax in his
eyes she pressed her neck his lips and he had | apped hungrily at the
scar as if he were some; trying to reopen a wound.

Soneone trying to reopen the wound and within each wound, She didn't
bother trying to wake himagain. Fromhis snoring she knew he was
still too drunk. Sloan hadn't even take the baseball cap o its rim
poked up from beneath the sheet, his nostrils shaped |ike al nonds,
flexing with each snore. She turned awkwardly in the small bed.

Qut the window, the Sun Dial Trailer Park's |lights were footbal
stadium creating an artificial day |ong before sunrise. The trailers
were still; no doors slanm ng, no other dogs barking. there was a hint
of lavendar that m ght've been dawn just stretching the East, but it

m ght' ve been the glare fromthe trailer park's lights.

She gl anced at the Budwei ser clock that Sloan had stolen from Coyote
Cantina: 4:20 a.m It was two hours off; the damm thing kept good tine.
But she knew the tine. She felt tine passing, sure why, as if a nenory
were repressed within her.

Carefully, she slid the sheet off her body. Her skin shot snoot h;
she'd turned seventeen | ast Decenber. But she felt old, desert had
made her dry.

She slid to the end of the bed. Sloan sniffled and the fell backwards
off his head. H's eyes opened briefly, fluttering, seeming to
recogni ze her, and then closed again. Hi s peppered hair matted agai nst
hi s scal p.

Sl oan, in bed, nade hawki ng noises in the back of his throat. shook
his head dreanmily, opening his eyes. H's slate-gray eyes outlined with
red, bordered by dark circles.

"Hanster eyes," she whispered softly.



Cwhat was--did you hear sonething?" he coughed, clearing the of his
t hr oat .

You were dream ng," she said, "sweet little hanster eyes."

- "Oh," he closed his eyes, sliding his armout from beneath the covers
the enpty space next to him "Back to bed."

"In a mnute."

"Sl eepy. "

"Sweet little hanster eyes.”

He turned, drifting off to sleep, murmuring her nanme, "Wendy.

Swan. M ss Wendy Swan the love of my life. M mate." He was to her
getting up this early, going for a drive in the truck. Once, he
foll omed her out, and watched the truck kick up dust out to the

She had parked al ongsi de the gulley near the Garden of Eden

just gotten out of the truck and stood there, watching the old as if
she were trying to menorize something about it.

He stretched his arns across his face, and his nmouth opened slightly.

Later, after the enormity of sunrise was upon the town, Wendy Swan
smal | stoop of cinderblocks that Sloan had erected beneath narrow front
door of the trailer. She shivered fromthe cool norning covering
herself with her white terrycloth robe. The doors of other and nobile
hones creaked and grated as peopl e awoke and went work. She wondered
what they all did what did people do in anyway? Wat was the purpose
that kept them waking up in

, what made themtake that first step? The thin wi nd coughed nonoxi de
fromcars starting up, mngled with the odor of instant coffee. The
hills and canyons were pal e blue, the sky, dead enpty. Beer

Coca- Col a trucks, Arrowhead Water trucks, trucks |oaded w th oranges
and avocadoes, rolled and bunped al ong the pass over the

Ratt| esnake Wash on their ways through to Pal netto.

When Wendy went back inside and showed himthe chewed | eat her nuzzl e,
Kevin Sloan was sitting in his jockey shorts at breakfast table; he
rubbed his white-socked feet together where the had bitten in the

ni ght .



"I heard sonmething earlier,” Wendy told him "But by the got out,
she was gone."
"Dam dog," Sloan said. But Sloan was always like this before had his
nmorni ng Ovaltine and cigarette. She set the |eather nuzzle in front of
hi mand went to the cupboards by the sink

He lifted the torn nuzzle up in front of his eyes as if it expensive
di amond neckl ace. "I shoul da known she was gonna do But | guess it
nmeans she's a fighter, don't it?"

"She ran off sonewhere.” Wendy sniffed at the quart of milk; it
partially soured. He might not notice if he'd already started

She mxed it in a glass with Ovaltine. Then she reached into her z
pockets, withdrawing a couple of cigarettes. She slipped these her
lips and lit them both. She inhaled. She took the cigarettes her
mout h. She bent down over Sl oan, kissing himdeeply, snoke into his
nout h.

He coughed, "whew, " pulling his mouth free of her

"Wendy, honey, | think we both got a case of the zacklies. Mista been
i beers last night zacklies' is when your nouth tastes zackly

She felt his hand rubbing her |eg, searching for the gap in bathrobe.
When his hand found it, Wendy stepped away fromhim thrust one of the
cigarettes into his mouth. She puffed on the

Sl oan took a drag on the cigarette, He said, "I love you
Wendy. And | know you don't |ove ne. | know about you."
"Ch, you do?"

"Yep, | know all about you and your nysterious past.
secrets.”

She sai d not hi ng.
"Yep," Sloan hacked, but continued pung on the cigarette. didn't run

away fromno hone in Bakersfield, that's the truth. fromhere, right

here. | know. | know about the way you go the Beekeeper's place. He
your daddy or sormet hi ng?"

"Not my daddy," she said, and then grinned, sweetly. "You're smart,
baby. "



"Where'd you cone from then?"
"Ch," she said "A very dark place. A very cold dark place."
"Tell me," he whined.

"I'f you want to know," she said, |eaning back against the small range,
putting her hal f-snoked cigarette out in a bow of |eftover Kelloggs
Corn Fl akes, letting her robe fall open. "It's all there. Inside ne.
Do you want that? Boy? Do you want that?"

"Yes," he gasped, coughing into his glass of Ovaltine and practically
falling back in his chair, "Jesus god yes."

"Show me how much you want it," she said, |eaning further back
reaching for the barbed wire that she kept for such occasions in the
cabi net above the sink

An hour |ater at the Sun Dial Trailer Park, four nmen sat on a concrete
deck outside a double nobile hone. Another hot Sunday norning, none of
them wearing shirts, with their beer guts hangi ng down proudly across
their laps. They were hung-over, still sleepy. Their wonen had sent
themout of the trailers early; they wore sungl asses to hide the

sl eepi ness; one man flexed the tattoo on his biceps; the nan on the end
spat a wad of brown chew ng tobacco every few seconds.

Wendy Swan wal ked by, carrying an open unbrell a.

"Ain't norain likely," the tattooed nan said.

She didn't look their way. She wore a pair of aviator's dark gl asses
whi ch gave her face a vaguely com c | ook. She wasn't smiling. She
seened to be headi ng somewhere, although there was nowhere to go in the
trailer park but to the desol ate hi ghway.

"Lookit her."

"Al'l you ever gonna get to do's look."

"Bet she's been had by the best and the worst,"” another said.



Spit. "Sloan may be the worst. Bet he's had her every which "Thinks
he's hot shit fresh out of the cow s ass."

"He beats her. See those brui ses about two weeks back?"

"I"d treat her sweet if she was mne, that's all I'msaying. He hits
pretty thing?"

"She was all bl eeding one norning. G nger told ne about" she saw her
getting out of her truck one nmorning, and she was all and bruised. Son
of a bitch."”

Spit. "Jesus, God, it's gonna be a hot one today."

The tattooed man whi spered, nostly to hinself, "Pretty little like
that. Qughta report it to sonebody, 'bout himhittin' her and 'fore he
kills her."

Anot her shook his head, "He ain't gonna do nothin" worsen her heart."

Charlie Urquart awoke that norning one of his favorite ways: boner in
one hand, a beer in the other. The beer was a | eft-over from previous
ni ght, but the boner was new and shiny (at least to hin there was a
nane attached to it, and it was the name of that girl he'd seen out at
the Wash, the one with that redneck, Sl oan. Wndy sonething, that's
who she was.

He had seen her once before, in Nitro, he and Billy and gone trolling
through the trailer-park once or twice to get ass idiot to start a
fight so the boys could cl obber hi mwhen Charlie had caught a glinpse
of her naked-fresh fromthe shower-he noticed her white thigh-where
soneone had branded her

Jesus, it got himhard just thinking about it. Hadn't had sex



five nonths, ever since Alison's little mshap, and now he wondered
how he was going to get any satisfaction her pale white thigh, the scar
ti ssue around the brand, the glow of her face .... Charlie resuned his
second favorite activity (next to torture.)

Anyone who has ever lived up on the desert will tell you: no one goes
tolive in towns |like Palnetto unless they're hiding from sonet hi ng.

They hi de under rocks and in houses and in shady bars, waiting for the
day to pass.

And pass it does, slowy, into the afternoon, a Sunday when the streets
are enpty and the churches are full and night will not descend for
several hours.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
SECRETS OF THE BONE

he town was originally called Boniface Wlls. Back in 1897, a good
twenty years after the mning disaster of the El Corazon Mne, Norton
Boni face deci ded that the natural springs beneath the ground were
curative, and attracted a followi ng as a preacher and heal er who
finally succunbed to a bad case of |ockjaw in 1927, having refused al
medi cati on which m ght have easily renedied his condition. H's w dow
rai sed their four children, although only one survived into adulthood,
naned Lucas, who then went and took a wife at the ripe age of forty.
Thi s woman was bad- everyone said it though few ever net her--and
married Lucas because she needed the solitude he took for granted. But
Lucas was | and-rich and cash-poor, and his wife was then given to
certain extravagant habits, so when G b U quart cane along and offered
himtwenty-five thousand dollars for |and that was basically shit-dust,
he took it, and kept the land around the Rattl esnake Wash as well as
the mniature castle his father had called, in his extreme vanity, the
Garden of Eden. The story was, Lucas' wife left himafter she lost a
child at birth, but there were enough fundanmentalists in Palnmetto to
spread the story that she worshi pped the devil, and was insane, and
never turned



toward the true light. These were the founders' families

After his woman ran off, Lucas Boniface fell apart. Someone took over
the big house, and Boniface hinself just went to seed. Urquart then
took the ball, and ran with it, building nearly ramnmshackl e devel opnment
houses, all |ooking nostly alike; he in investors, and soon there were
burger joints along the narrow hi Naranja Canyon, transformng into
Nitro, sprung up full blown the Wash, as soon as the trailers parked
across the rocky soil. Gb was a man with vision and drive, both
rarities up on the high and soon he actually had the place incorporated
and was, running the subatomic particles of the Iocal political machine
and a grand old tine.

And then, for no reason other than the difficulty with which is grown
at such altitudes and in such heat, the town died, and Urquart's
fortunes declined, and although they still had the annual Cook-Of on
G ub- Stake Days in July, and still had a small outpost civic and | egal
matters, Palnmetto, and its sister, Nitro, bar el the |ocal naps.

There it is. Hstory of a snall place. N ce and neat.

But anyone who has ever lived up on the desert will tell you: nore. |If
you di g.

It was the beginning of the week, or maybe towards man that |ived
beneath the road didn't have nuch use for a cal endar. awoke

stretched, snelling the dirt of the Wash. Someone was sonet hi ng

near by; sonething that stank, along with nmesquite. would be |ighting
afire in the morning? Holy noly. He |ooked at the that he had hangi ng
around his cat's neck: it was closer to noon like to adnmit to. "Denopbns
are here, Isaac. | got the juice but it They been tryin' nake a nest
here since back before | remenber."



| saac, the tabby, snarled at sonething, the hair on his back rising
up, his ears going back. Something was down the other end of
corrugated steel cylinder that supported the road and provided a 'over
the old man's head.

He picked up the flashlight near his pillow and shined it down to dark
end.

The light hit two small red eyes. Fierce eyes. Denon eyes.

"The Lord is with nme, Evil One," the man gasped, using his free to

reach for a bottle of hootch. It was Thunderbird, and even he had the
nmoney for better stuff, his tastes were sinple. "Yea, | walk through
the valley of death, still | don't fear evil." He a good |ong sw g,

and felt sweat break out across his forehead. He snell his arnpits
stinking with fear.

| saac hissed, noving towards the Dark Thing with the Red Eyes. "I knew
you cone back," he said, "I knewit. | snelled you out there on the
road that day. | found what you left behind. But | ain't scared a

you. Nossah. As in the |ast days, ye shall reap what ye sow, and
what you gonna reap ain't gonna be ny soul. | know how to stop you.

He set the bottle down, and reached beneath the serape upon which he
sl ept.

He drew out a large knife, alnost a buck-knife, but fancier

He shined the flashlight on the blade. "Looky here, demon, | got the
one thing you scared of, the one thing turns you to chickenshit on a
shingle. You know where this is gonna send you? Straight to hell, you
"bomination. And this," he said, remenbering the thing in the
handker chi ef .

What he had found.

He redirected the light back to the denon eyes, and the Thi ng noved
closer, well into the light.

Before the old man could see what it was, he snelled it.

The cat backed away, yow ing.



"Shit," the old man said, because it wasn't a denon odor at all, b
the stink of a skunk. Sure enough, the polecat started running
straight for him and he and his cat both backed out of that cylinder
as fast they could. He ran out into the Wash, stinking to high heaven,
little skunk, its tail raised high, running off in another direction

This was not an untypical morning for him and as he stood shirtless,
catching his breath a few nonents |ater, he saw two boys on the road
and waved to them because he was friendly and | onely crazy.

And because soneone had to warn people of what was to

Than Campusky said, "there's the Bone. dd Bonyface. See hinf? He
pointed to an area up along the thorny brush on the of the highway.

Pet er saw not hing other than the endl ess Joshua and the crunbling adobe
arch that was the beginning of the old graveyard beyond. They'd been
wal ki ng through by way of a shortcut fromN tro, where nost of the
fast-food were, back home to Palmetto. Peter still had a bit of a linp
where right ankle had tw sted, but he endured the pain sonewhat only
nmoani ng when he wanted synpathy. They were out | ooking sumer
jobs--and barely speaking to each other, because the heat getting to
them and they were angry and tired. They had only able to fill out
one application, at Paco's Tacos, because they quite sixteen. Sixteen
was the magic age, and Peter would turn in just: couple of weeks, but
Than woul dn't get there for five nore nonths.

"Hey, you're not still nad about |ast night,"” Than said,

"Gve me a break. Wat was | supposed to do? Junp down in fight off
t he dogs? Jesus, sonebody shot agun! So | was either shot or get ny
balls chonmped. W nmomid kill me if she knew | down there!" Than was
always a little too excitable.



"Forget it." But it was all Peter could think of---not his anger at
but the excitement of riding with those two--Sloan and Wendy-[' bei ng
drunk for the first time. O knowi ng that he didn't have to be od kid
anynore who obeyed the rules and did what was expected

"him He was al nost sixteen. He could do anything he wanted.
He could practically taste freedomin the dusty air.

Even sneaking in through his bedroomw ndow at three a.m and the first
time in his life, not getting caught and puni shed even that
sormet hi ng.

"Winder what the Bone's up to." Than pointed again towards the side of
t he hi ghway.

Pet er saw somet hing noving, but it didn't seemto be quite a man. Low,
down al ong the scrub, between thatches of tunmbleweed, the old lizard
wriggled. Peter had heard about Bonyface now and then at school, but
had never actually experienced a sighting. It was as good as seeing a
U EOQO because the Bone was supposed to be |ike a chanel eon, able to
blend in with the desert perfectly. Actual sightings were rare and
somewhat suspect. The only evidence of him they said, were the
Thunderbird bottles strewn al ong the Wash

"He sees everything that goes on in this hellhole,” Than said. "I bet
he wat ched you fall into the pit last night. | bet he sat there and
| aughed and drank his Thunderbird. | bet he knows what everybody does

inthis town. C non," Than tugged at Peter's dirty T-shirt. "Let's
check himout. He's good for a laugh.”

Than hobbl ed ahead of Peter, not bothering to | ook both ways as he
crossed the road.

The sun was burning. It turned the land into a griddle, and the heat
seened to seep right through Peter's sandals. H's ankle still hurt
where he'd twisted it, and he was still a little cotton-mouthed froma

bitch of a hangover. H's dad had haul ed hi m out of bed by nine and
told himto get his ass out and find a job, Jesus Christ it was al npost
fucking July and he hadn't earned a penny, what kind of goddamed

| azy-ass pussy kind of son was he raising, anyway? Hi s nother grabbed
Anni e and had gone



of f to church--the Baptist Church over in Upperville, where she speak
in tongues and avoid reality for at |east one day. Life as was a

pi ssant hot day and he was sick of this one horse town; he knew his
life had to change, one way of another, because right it was just

frying.

"Peter!" Than turned, raising his hand, waving hi mon through

shi mering heat that rose and curved off the bitter highway. we can
have fun with the Bone!"

"Boyz," Bonyface said, covering his face with his hands. "You | eave
the ol d Bone al one, now, you hear?

| know who sent you, that Devil, torment the Bone, but here now " He
ki cked his feet out, shooing up flies and small He was barefoot, and
Peter noticed that there were thorns and and fox tails stuck in his
toes and soles. A mangy |ooking followed al ong side him rubbing up
agai nst his ankles. boys weren't going away, the Bone dropped his
hands fromhis settled down.

"Jesus," Peter gasped, on seeing his face. It was studded appeared to
be small silvery thunbtacks. Through his lips, a all the way up to his
left nostril; along his ears, several small pierced the |obes.

Than apparently knew what the Bone | ooked like this him "He's into
body piercing or sonething. He's like

Bonyface, watching the disgust on Peter's face al nbst kept it alive by
sayi ng, "Look here, boyz."

He grinned, his nouth open wide. There were small fish thrust into his
guns around his teeth, and two through his ton old man reached in and,
carefully, as if he were working a tiny hook fromthe pink, receding
flesh of his gum and held



"It don't hurt, boyz, it don't hurt. |It's atonenent for ny

sins:ain't about hurtin', it's nmore 'bout sufferin'. You wanna know
sin? Ask that godl ess Beekeeper in the big house. That's a soul al
about sin. M hooks, they ain't bad. It feels good, as a matter

feel s damm good. Wanna see sonething nore? Sonething real special?
you ain't never see before?"

"Yeah," Than said, grinning.

Peter took a step back. "I better get hone," he said.

"Chi cken," Than sai d.

"Yeah," Bonyface nodded. "Chicken. Bwawk-bok-bwawk!" He folded his
el bows up and flapped them His skin was pal e-wormwhite ound the
arnpits, and |like burnt steak on the forearnms and up by the

Shoul ders.  "You don't want to know 'bout no devils in this town, but

t he Bone, he sees 'em They been here before, in that devil girl, and
t he Beekeeper called 'em back, that one did. Can't help it, no suh

You can try to kill all your babies, but if one lives, it's bound to
its nature, just like a scorpion's bound to its stinger, and a rattler
toits poison spit. A dog to its bite--you follow? But | know how to
stop her, boyz, and none of you is gonna listen to the A d Bone, is ya?
Dermon's back. Only way to stop her is divide it up and serve it raw
and ripe."

Than said, "I don't believe in denons, Bone. | don't think I do. Not
Bonyface | aughed, and sl apped his thigh, turned to his cat and said,
"Hear that, Isaac? This boy don't believe in what's all around us. You
want to tal k denons, boyz, you come see the Bone sonetime. | got |otsa
books with pitchers."

Peter tapped Than on the shoulder. "Let's go, Than."

"You go," Than said. "See if | care.”

C nmon, Than, this is too weird."

"Looky | oo ky the Bone said, and brought a handkerchief from his back
pocket .

C non, Peter said, but even saying this he wanted to see what the
Wirdo had to show



The Bone delicately unw apped the handkerchief, a trail of hanging at
the edge of his studded nmouth. "The Beekeeper wanted but Bone was
wat chi ng, and Bone run up and git it 'fore the got to it. Looky Ioo

ky

The handker chi ef was spread backwards, and Peter thought what was in

the mddle of it was a small, curled starfish, or large, dead
tarantul a.
"Holy shit," Than said. "It's a hand."

Peter lip-farted. "Nah. |It's fake." He reached over and tot and then
withdrew his fingers as if he'd just touched a live wire. rubbed his
fingers together.

Bonyface had a | op-sided grin, and when he opened his was pure 100

proof. "Hush now, boyz, Bone don't want over and takin' it. It ain't
just a hand, boyz, it's a Hand of nurderer's hand, it's got bad nagic
all around it, it crawls inside and stays there. | seenit, | seen it
all, what the wild thing did to tore himlinb fromlinb, | saw the
denon come outta him | saww ld thing drink the denon juice, too nuch
at one draft, | saw the thing crawl into her, passed back to her after
all these years--all to do was get home, its hone, its nest. | sawit
with these two eyes, | got ne a souvenir. Looky," he said, and with

his free hand, fish-hook fromhis skin and jabbed it into the center of
the curled of dory.

The fingers twitched. "It's powerful, boyz, you get near it, fire,
gives off heat, burns into your brains, into your dreans."

Peter and Than al nost junped back, but the old man | aughed, covered the
hand up again. He smacked his lips. "Only protection the devil's if
you drink the denon juice, best fromthe heart, it for sure.” H's nose
wrinkled up |like he was snelling sonething "Don't |ike denbns, no sir,
but just some blood is good, only not much or you get 'fected with it
you self You go like this,” he hand up to his nmouth, nipping the edge
of the thunb.

And sucked.



By the time he stopped to take a breath, blood on his lips, the two
boys were gone.

"Jeez," Than said, after he and Peter got out of there. "Holy nother
Creepy, huh?"

"That man is insane," Peter said. "M dad's always tal king about the
feebs in this town ... | touched that thing."

"Maybe you'll get sone di sease. The Bone disease.”

Peter | ooked at his | eft hand, the one that touched the hand. He
brought it up to his nose. Sniffed it.

"What's it snell |ike?"

Peter thrust his hand under Than's nose. Than junped back. "Holy
shit!"

"Snells like a dead aninal ," Peter said. "God, Than, | just want to
get it off me." He wiped his hand on the side of his shirt, and then
brought it back up to his face. "I can still smell it. Yuck."

Than | ooked about the nournful highway, to the south, the trailer
parks, but they were too far and they'd just come fromthere. To the
north, was the beginning of Palmetto, and the Magnificent Di ner was
over on the other side of the road.

Then, there was the Garden of Eden, with its yellow walls.

"Let's go to the diner,"’
wash up."

Than said. "I'mkinda hungry, and you can go

But Peter had spotted, not twenty feet away, a spigot on one of Eden's
wal I s, and began wal king toward it. The gate to the great house was
slightly ajar, and Peter wal ked right up to it. He bent over the

spigot, and turned the rusty lever until brown water cane out. It
turned clear, and he thrust his hand under it. It was warm He
squatted down and rubbed his hand in the soil, and then under the

runni ng water again. The spigot squealed as the water canme out. He
shut the water off. He



sniffed his hand. "Pretty much gone." He turned around to | ook
friend, but Than was standing a ways back by the road. He shield his
eyes with his hands in order to see himthrough the the sun. "What's
the matter?"

Than sai d not hing, but watched the house. He rubbed his left; over his
ri ght.

Peter got up, w ping his wet hands on his shorts. He heard a and
turned to | ook over the iron gate. Inside, there was a garden, wld,

vi nes snaki ng across vines, flowers bloonm ng al nost and between the

pl ants, gray wooden box upon box against the walls, with a thin path to
the front door. Above sone of flowering plants were pink bed sheets,
spread like tents, no provide shade for the nore delicate specinens. A
bee flew F over the gate, and down into the garden. Peter noticed that
anot her flew about, flower to flower, in and out of the boxes.

They nmust waste a hell of a lot of water to grow all those

He had never seen a garden like it on the desert, anywhere. there was

the retired Col onel out on Canyon Road, with his resistant garden, and

there were sonme cactus gardens in the some of the tract houses. Nothing
could conmpare wit this garden

What anazed hi mnost of all were the squat trees--three beneath the
narrow wi ndows of the house: orange trees. There snmall round green
oranges hanging fromthe branches; the dull and orange ones had al ready
dropped to the ground. Peter stood on toes to see further into the
garden. It was so beautiful; he had no that anything was this
beautiful in this wasteland. C osed his snelled | enon, honeysuckl e,
orange bl ossom and a rich fertile if the earth itself within those
wal I s was one huge nulch pile forth seedlings. The sound of the bees
surrounded him and he the gate a bit. It opened further

He took a step forward.

"Peter!"™ Than called out. "C non!"



Pet er gl anced back. Than was waving wildly, like he had to go to
t he

, mor sormet hing.

He | ooked at the garden again. Eden. There were roses on trellis
work, clinbing up the walls of the house,

sand yellow wal l's, cracked fromtime. Just like Granma's garden in the
rase vines, and the wysteria, before G anma died, before so much,
befareMomlos tit He had been nine when rand nother had died, and it
was one of the worst things in his |life she had been his protector, and
seened to keep Momsafe, too. would sit with himin her garden for
hours reading stories about and dragons and rescuing fair dansels from
high towers. It was this place, a sanctuary. He wondered, for a
second, if the oranges good. There were still small white bl ossonms on
the trees, and the circled the branches like jewel ed bracelets. Then
he noticed sonething el se. Fromone of the |ong wi ndows, a face.

At first, he thought it was an infant's face, staring out froma dark
and he felt a chill run along his spine.

But when it noved--for whoever was there noticed himhe saw was a wonan
staring out at him

"Cet away from here,” Than said, grabbing himby the shoulder. Peter
cone on, man."

Peter felt as if sonething had slipped beneath the surface of his skin,
and he al nost jumped when Than touched him

"I thought you said it was | ocked," Peter said.
"It used to be. A kid went in there a buncha years ago," Than said.

al nrost got stung to death. By a gazillion bees. He just got over the
wal I's, and he fell into one of those boxes. The County Health



Department cane out and tried to get the Beekeeper to get rid but
they couldn't do it. The kid was trespassing. The kid knew the were
there. The kid was allergic to bees. That was the story. He eight
years old, man. But | heard sonething el se," Than's voice dropped to a
whi sper, as if he were afraid of being overheard by sonething in house.
"But it's all bullshit, | guess.”

Peter listened intently, glancing back and forth to the vines, and the
pal e green | eaves.

"Cron, | hate this place. Woever lives in there doesn't want around,
believe you me. And anyway, |'mhungry. Let's go "You' re always
hungry. "

"Hey, |I'ma growi ng boy. You conmin' or aintcha?"



CHAPTER TWELVE
THE MAGNI FI CENT DI NER, LOVE AT FI RST Sl GHT,
AND JoE CHANDLER

Virtue ran the Magnificent Diner just the Palnetto side of the highway.
It was a brief walk in searing heat which nmade it seema nile. Once

t he boys got inside the chrone and wood di ner car, conditioning was
going full blast. Than picked out a dark wood part of the diner
add-on, and sat down. CQut the wi ndow, you see Hunt's Garage, and, just
the other end of the diner, the of the fountain of Palmetto goods and
services: the All Nte

Sundries, a Baski n-Robbins, the Shoe Brothers Laundromat, and a
Christian Science Reading Room The diner was lit |ike a hospital
ward--too quiet, pale green, and snelling of rubbing al cohol, because
Trudy kept it so dam clean. Three nen sat up at the counter, while a
Wman and her little girl sat at the small round table. The juke box
Wasn't even playing; Peter dropped a quarter in the selector at his
tabl e, but nothing played, and the quarter canme back out. The one bald
man opposite Peter and Than had to put his hat back on his head the
shine fromhis scalp was too much for Trudy Virtue, the bad eyesight.
Her boomni ng voice ripped through the silence



like a cannon. "Can't see in my own place, mister, you should go'
for Edison, nmake sonme real nmoney. Now, where the hell is Anybody seen
the girl who's supposed to be working here?" She larger than life,
with a head the size of a nmelon, and big liver eyes like fish. She
wore an ol d-fashioned waitress uniformthat small for her, and she
turned to Than and Peter and snapped, be."

"Pie," Than said inmediately. "Boysenberry pie."

"Qut. Ran out of'it this norning, ten a.m," she said, then, at Peter

"You gonna eat, kid, or just watch my tits?"
"I wasn't " he said. i She waved her stubby pencil in front of him
like it was a wand. "You was, you was. W got specials, we got ham
steak, liver and onions, we got homenade guacanol e and carnitas, we

apple pie."

"Apple," Than corrected his order. "Wth ice cream"” "You want cheese
with it, not ice cream Nathaniel. Apple cheese is like a kiss without
a squeeze." She grinned, showi ng yellowed teeth on the top, with gold
fillings back to the her throat.

"lce cream" he insisted. "Vanilla." "You?" she turned back to
Peter. "Just a Coke."

"Just a Coke," she said flatly, and wal ked back to the shouting, "Coke,
pie with, and where the hell is ny

And then, for Peter, one of the wonders of existence, the all human
nmysteries, showed its face for once in his life.

For, coming out of the back of the diner, was the nost beautiful he had
ever seen. FEach tinme he saw her, he tried to deny that, |ike denying
breath, or denying heartbeat. She wasn't girl in existence, he knew
that, but sonething about her captured him and he didn't think he
woul d ever quite feel that. wore a blue-checkered dress, with a
grease-stai ned apron; her hair



back in a pony tail, although a stray shock of it had cone | oose down
over her forehead; her eyes were the darkest brown, and nervous smle
seemed to lift the entire diner out of its doldrums. He even seen her
before in school, but never like this, and he realized diner truly was
Magni ficent. She stood there while Trudy baw ed out ("You sneak
cigarettes, you do it on your own time, honey, .... |
| was just " "Just go take this out. Booth two."), and all Peter
was that she was sweeter and nore lovely nowin this setting, slightly
just a touch of rebellion to those Iips, than when he'd her at school
Alison Hunt. "It's Uqu's girl,"” Than said. "I w sh she were mne."

She approached the table, with the Coke in her left hand, a gl ass of
water in her right. Peter noticed that she had a | ocket around her in
the shape of a heart. Slow notion, she came to him carefully her
burdens, not yet noticing who she was waiting on; she flustered and a
little lost. Alison Wanderland. She wasn't |ike although Peter
conpared the two for a noment in his head:

was rough and wild and trashy, but Alison, Alison Hunt was and had

ki ndness in her eyes. He felt something that possibly fifteen year old
boys feel, that fleeting nmoment of wanting to marry have children with
her and grow old with her. There were other

hormonal I y encouraged thoughts, too. But god, she was pretty.

Wth out wanting to, he sighed as she set the Coke down. "Hi," she
said. He knew t hen

He knew the way you know that things will work out, or won't work
out .

He knew the way he could tell when sonmething felt confortable. He
knew, but he wasn't sure. What if he let this pass by? Wat if would
never run into each other again? What if she knew right then that it
was | ove at first sight, but because he didn't pick up the it would be
anot her Great Lost Love and he would end up in



one of those awful marriages like his folks had and he'd be a drinker
a wife-beater and a creep?

He couldn't let it pass.

"Hey, Alison. | thought you'd be at your dad's garage." Alison shook
her head slightly. "Not this sunmer. Morn unladylike for ne to be a
grease nonkey, so I'mstuck in this dive. Wuo has the Coke?"

Peter grinned. She set it down. She set the ice water in Than.

"So, how s Charlie?" Than asked, picking up the glass and the water.
Alison didn't take her eyes off Peter; her |ook wasn't dreany, it
curious. She said, "I guess he's fine. After last night, | don't

t hi nk seeing much of him"

"You two broke up?" Peter asked.

"Along tine ago. Alnpbst a nonth."

Peter didn't hesitate. "You want to go out sonetine?"

"l don't know. "

For a nonent, he was plunged into the despair of human and his heart
sank.

Then, she said, "Ckay. Maybe to the novies.

weekend. My shift on Monday to Thursday is ten to four. | can

| got ny license, and |I've got the car. The rest is up to you. But I
a real date--you call me, you take nme out, and don't expect ne anything
on a date your sister wouldn't do."

"My sister's nine."

She grinned. "Well, you know what | nean. You call nme okay? |If you
don't call, forget it. | don't wait by the phone." Then, wal ked off
to take the bald man's order.

Peter closed his eyes; opened them tasted his Coke.

"You | ook |ike Polly-fucking-Anna," Than said. "Hullo, Peter, in the
there," he waved his right hand in front of Peter's face.

"She seenms pretty nice. |'ve never really spoken to her before.™



"There's a lot of stories about her, but nice isn't one of them
She's a

She's Urqu's girl."

"Shut up. Don't talk about her like that," Peter snapped. "You heard
broke up." He scratched the back of his scalp, and w ped his across
his face as if trying to take the silly idiotic feeling of a crush

of f his skin.

"Maybe according to her. You don't know Charlie Urquart all that do
you?"

"Well enough to know he's a jerk. Wo cares about hin? Did you see
her smle? She's got a great smile. She's supposed to be smart, too

| mean, she seens smart. | sound like a two year old," he finally
relented. "It's only a date. WMaybe she wants me to call her just so
she can laugh at ne." But he didn't believe it even when he said it.

"All I'"'msaying is, you go out with her, you' re asking for trouble.

But," Than arched his eyebrows. "She does have her driver's license--I
see that as a major plus in her favor."

Peter flicked the top of Than's forehead with his thunb and forefinger.

"I"mbeginning to think that you're the one who fell into the beehive,
Canpusky." He | ooked at his watch. "Damm it, ny Dad's gonna be pissed
off. |I'm supposed to be home for supper by now "

It took alnost a half hour for Peter to make it home, |inping nost of

t he way, and he knew he was in for it.

"Peter!" Joe Chandl er bellowed fromthe back bedroom "Goddam it,
Peter!™

Peter had barely just gotten inside the house; the door shut behind
him Hs little sister Annie was staring, transfixed, at the

tel evision, although it wasn't even turned on. He saw the back of her
head, the light brown curls going down her neck, the white dress she
al ways wore to church on Sundays. He knew his nother woul d be

sl eepi ng- - she



was either in church or asleep or reading in order to avoid If she
were asl eep, she woul d've taken sone sleeping pills, dead to the
wor | d.

He heard the kitchen clock ticking, and sonebody's dog, out trash dunp
that was a quarter mile behind the house, howing barking, maybe
chasing a jack rabbit.

H s sister was noving her head slightly, back and forth, forth, the way
she had when she was three and they'd called her even though he knew
she wasn't. She was just doing what his norn too: avoiding.

She was crying, only she didn't have tears in her, just the of
weepi ng.

"Coddamm it!" his father roared, and then Peter knew he was because he
could hear the clonp of the heavy feet, like bull's the carpet, and the
scrapi ng of his hands down the narrow hallway Chandl er was a big man,
six four, and nearly as broad. When he mad he | ooked just l|ike a bul
with his nostrils flaring, and his going all red and fiery, and his
skin, too, turning color, alnpbst he were so angry that he had told hold
his breath so as not to let rage out at once. "Damm God damm!" he
shout ed, comni ng corner

Peter just stood there.
The late afternoon light, through the curtains,

spilling across his father's features. The Mad Bull was out of the H's
hands were curl ed.

"You m ssed supper, your nother was worried, we don't know kind of
people live around here. And just where the hell have you his father
demanded. When his father spoke, Peter snelled Brown |iquor always
seened to change his father froman into the Mad Bull from Hell
"Looking for a job."

"I mean | ast night, you pussy."

"l went to see Than."



"Where? Where'd you go?"
"No place. Around.”

"I was down at the Cantina, boy, and | heard from some goddam that you
been down to the dogfights. Hanging out with rednecks,

Peter, you're just |ike your nmother's famly, all trash. You don't
around with these people. They're common, and | won't have a of mne
becom ng some trash hound, you hear nme? You hear nme?" father cane

cl oser, and seened to cal mdown the nore he spoke. had small eyes, no
| onger fiery, now dark and beady. He hadn't and the stubble | ooked
like nold al ong his chin.

Peter hung his head. He was furious, but he knew better than tor it.
He' d spent nost of his life |l earning howto hide his true feelings one
person who knew how to stonp on themthe hardest. "Yes

"I am not gonna have a son of mne becone sone comon white fuck-up

Christ Almghty, sonme candy ass hick. You're gonna end sone goddammed
feebl e-m nded--you don't mx with these people, you' re just gonna ness
things up for ne again, aren't you, just |like San D ego, you goddamn,"
and his father came at him and hi m back agai nst the door. "You're

gonna tell the whole orld a pack of |lies because you want everyone to
feel sorry don't you? Don't you? Open your mouth goddamm it and say

Peter crumpl ed down, and stayed still. He knew howto play this. Hs
father would take a few nore hits at him and then stop

"C nmon, pussy, c'non, fight back, you damm we---" but his father only
gave himone swat on his head, and then stopped. "Jesus, you're not
even worth fighting, are you? | wish |I'd never had a son."

What happened next, Peter thought only happened in his head. He didn't
realize that he was actually saying the words. "Up yours, asshole," he
nut t er ed.

"What ? What the hell did you just say to ne?"

Peter knew it was too | ate.



So, he repeated it. "I said, 'up yours asshole."" It was knew, but
he was getting sick of sitting back and taking it all the Hi s dad was
just like Charlie Urquart, only grown up, and he and tired of putting
up with it, of his nmother for putting up just about everything. He
t hought: you cone near ne again, you, dad.

Joe Chandl er | ooked at his son, as if he could not believe the For
Peter, those words, up yours asshole, seenmed to hang in the air like a
fine mst. He snelled his father's breath. H's father's nostrils
flaring. H s father's hands uncl enched.

H s father wasn't going to hit himafter all.

Joe wore a grin on half of his face like the other half was "Well,
you're not totally spineless, are you? Cone on, get up, son." father
reached a hand out to him

Peter hesitated. He |looked at his father's hand. It was un call oused
H s father would never condescend to do any labor. It was Peter and
hi s mot her who had al ways had to do the and | awn and garage work. Joe
Chandl er had been raised in a famly, not Ckies like his nother's, but
a good upper mddle and he had been sent to the best schools, and
shoul d've a lawer. H s hands, Peter's grandnother used to say, were
the a surgeon, or a witer. Nothing as common as the working cl ass
towns |like Palnetto. The only things that even approached | abor that
his father knew about were hunting and fishing, and | was convinced it
was because his father liked to shoot and kil

Remenber Jaspar? Tail waggi ng, happy to see just about anyone, within
six months with his father, the dog was turned into a sniveling basket
case until finally the dog got kicked one two dad, and then went
berserk and ran. Peter knew about running. He run away from hone five
ti mes since he was ten, back because he didn't know how to survive, and
he was tied, to his hatred for his father

Hs father's snmpboth white hand



Peter took it, and his father grabbed himand yanked himhard to a
position. "You idiot," Joe Chandler said. "D d you really think were
gonna get away with calling nme that? Wat do you think your old man
is, boy, a horse's ass? You kids, you goddamm ki ds, think you know
everyt hing, don't you?"

And his father threw hi macross the room



CHAPTER THI RTEEN

COVE SUNDOMN

"ere's what happened in town before sundown: Trudy Virtue baw ed out
Alison Hunt for not w ping the tables enough. She took Alison table by
tabl e and showed her the way to do it. Then Trudy told Alison that if
she didn't shape up,

| ooking for work, "Because | can't take none of that teenage in ny
diner, mssy, | have a reputation to protect." Afterward, went hone to
her trailer at the Ed and Inez Trailer Park, and put in a bucket of
warm water with Pal nolive and Epsom Salts, and

Si xty M nutes.

Alison waited outside the Magnificent Diner for her brother Harv pick
her up. She didn't like the wait, because Charlie sonetinmes by--he
worked at the AlINite Rx and Sundries, which his dad

She was hoping that she woul dn't ever have to see hi m again,

knew that in a town the size of Palnetto, it was inevitable.

or it fights back.



Than got home in time for supper and played his ol der sister's.
stereo--she only had an old Jackson Browne tape called, Late

Sky, and Led Zeppelins Stairway To Heaven. She owned about others, but
they were in her car, and she was in Yucca Valley boyfriend. So he
pl ayed them both, and ate beani e-weenies with bread. He listened to
the noi se outside his sister's always noise at the Campusky Conpound,
and he al though he never tired of famly sounds. He was pretty happy
nonent, too, because he had Peter Chandler as a best friend,

pretty nice famly, and even if the Bone had scared hima little,
house, that awful house, had scared hima lot, |life was okay

But that house.

Hate that place.

He knew he shouldn't have |lied when he had told the story house to
Peter, but he just didn't want Peter to go in there.

He knew he shoul d've told Peter the truth.

After all, Peter was his best friend.

After all, Peter had told himhis deepest darkest secret,
about how his dad hit himand his nomand sister all the tine.

pretty bad for Peter, if it was true. Than sometinmes made up about
t hi ngs, so he was never sure if other kids didn't do the sane

But he was pretty sure that Peter was on the |evel
It was nme, Peter, ne.

| was the one who fell into the bees and got stung.
But sonebody el se was with ne.

Sonebody who ki nda changed afterwards.

We both know and hate him

Charlie The Irk Urquart.

Only he didn't just get stung, no sir. He went down into the through
t he basement door.



, Ssaw somet hi ng down there

Charlie used to be a nice kid, nost of the tine. Not that nuch
di fferent

Pet er.
But he changed after that.
He changed |i ke nobody's busi ness.

Bonyface got back into his tunnel with his cat |saac and fini shed off
of T-Bird, and then he got his flashlight out and flicked it on

opened a book and began reading in the dark of his cylinder. It was
book on denonol ogy, and he read and read and read.

The Daughters of the Western Star had just put up the Pioneer and Days
banner, strung fromthe one-room school house that was now the Pal netto
Chanmber of Commerce building, all the way across Hi ghway 4 two | anes as
it went through townw o the Col gotha Free Ordai ned Church. Actually,

t he Daughters thensel ves, conposed, in Palnetto, of seven elderly

| adi es who were also quite good shots wit ha rifle, did not put the
banner up. It was Thaffs ol der brother Greg and a ni neteen-year-old
naned Phil Philbrick. Wen they were done they went and | ooked at the
banner, realized it was upside dowmn and swore to hi gh heaven because
now Greg had to clinmb back up to the steeple to Swing it around. Hy
Giffin, the preacher who ran the church, | ooked out his small office
wi ndow at the boys and wi shed to God the young nmen in town weren't so
dammed attractive. The services that day had been | ong and pai nful

and there'd been nmuch speaking in tongues and calling down the holy
ghost, so he was ready for a big night out, maybe, just maybe he'd take
a drive down the hill to Pal m Springs, or maybe



he'd brave the three hours to Los Angel es where nobody coul d
recogni ze him

Kevin Sloan was out with his pit bull, Lanmmie, trying to run, but

somet hing was wong with her, and when he checked, mad that the bitch
wasn't doi ng what he wanted, he felt her and saw that her nipples were
all puffed up, and he realized that going to have puppies and he hadn't
even known it. That's wh" off, he thought.

"Who the hell knocked you up, girl? Better not've been sone Can't make
no money selling pit poodles, 'cept maybe to sonme But, for once, he
actually showed the ani nal sone tenderness, back to his truck, and set
her up in the bed, covering her had a gun in the truck, and he went and
got it. He sat with his pointed the gun at rocks and shot at birds and
jack rabbits,

He couldn't stand Wendy anynore, and had spent nost in the mddl e of
nowhere, by the caves of No Man's Land,

because he just wanted to be as far away fromher as he could It was
the feeling she gave him |In the dark

He had fallen for her because there was so nuch nystery to was such a
babe.

But in the dark.
Sonet hi ng el se.

Sonet hi ng had changed about her. Just in the past week Sonething had
cone over her, but he didn't know what.

And when they'd played their games with the barbed wire and] handcuffs,
and he had been at her nercy, he felt her skin, and it what he thought
it should feel Iike.

It was rough.



It WaS |i ke a snake.

He was scared, but thought he nmight be going crazy |ike everyone in his
fam |y had.

"Cause he knew he was bound to go crazy soneday. It was just |like M
had al ways said, "You're just like your Pa, that |ying son of a psycho
fromhell."

i s he watched the sun nmove westward, and the shadows | engthen, i didn't
know whet her to keep shooting at the tweet birds or just put gun to his
own head and do what he'd been trying to do for the past

What do dogs dream of 2. \Wen their |egs kick the dust, and they as

t hey chase sonmething down in the tw sting avenues of their what do they
run after? The dark pit bull, Lammie, lay sleeping Sloan's trailer

The cries and the sl apping sounds that had been frominside the trailer
had not kept the dog up. There was his and her nmistress, and when they
fought, she took it as dogs take |lying down. The dog basically viewed

her master's life with a sniff, but did not appear surprised by any of

it.

But in the dog's belly, something noved, sonething hit her in the this
woke her. Her puppies. It was alnost tine. To pretend to an ani mal
such as this dog was thinking would be foolish, not be hard to guess
her notivation as she began digging the soft dry earth beneath the
trailer, not if you knew what had with her last litter, how they'd al
been pulled away from her they were born and sold to evil |ooking nen
who had no love | -anmie was going to dig herself a safe place in which
to have her a place that even her master would not easily be able to
get to. By sunrise, perhaps, she would rest again.



Here's what their fathers and nothers did:

Alison's mother was reading a romance novel, and her |ooking at the
dirty magazi ne pictures he kept out in the gas garage that he
ran--while her nother's book was called Love's Triunph, her father's
magazi ne was called sinmply, Jugs. Alison's was reading in bed at the
Motel 20 with Chip Gubb, also The Grubman. Chip snored, while Alison's
not her, wondered how to di sentangle herself fromthe |life she had been
Peter Chandl er's nmother pretended to be asl eep, because sick of all the

fighting. |If the truth were to be known, she and harnony above al

t hi ngs, which is why she kept a snmall i miniature bottle of Jack
Dani el s beneath her bed, along pills that hel ped her pretend to sleep
If she took all these, she will to fight back agai nst her husband. Her

husband Joe had again, for a drive, because he was so angry at his
wussy-ass son. '

Than Campusky's not her was cooki ng, which, given of children she had,
|asted all day and all night. Hs father was | road with his truck,
but woul d be comi ng back through four in the norning.

Charlie Uquart's father, G b, watched Laurette

Heal er Lady, on tv." who believed that if the Spirit is Strong, Can
Happen, Al is Possible. Charlie's mom d adys, was out cards with
three other ladies. "Playing cards" was another way "getting pl owed,
getting faced, getting plastered,” but nice Palnetto who wanted to
climb out of the wastel and never called Playing cards was good enough
and around about el even, she drive hone sonewhat shakily, perhaps
taking a turn just a and if she were lucky, she might avoid hitting
smal | ani mal s.



Wendy Swan's not her | ay down in darkness.

O hers, too, finished suppers and watched tel evision or went for
eveni ng wal ks, for the tenperature dropped to a good seventy as the sun
itself dropped.

Few stores stayed open past six on a Sunday in the Palnetto-Nitro
al t hough the AlINte Rx and Sundries was open 'til nine, with other
than Charlie Urquart behind the counter

"Well, hey, sweetheart,"” Charlie Urquart said, a big old shit-eating
his face like he just got laid. He put down the Playbay ,gling, and

nodded to Wendy Swan. "You | ook about out of place in a drug store as
| do."

She didn't smle. Her sunglasses seened inpenetrable. "You look right
in like a pack of Trojans," she said. "Lanbskins or Ri bbed?" It was

al nost closing tinme. Charlie hated ned sunmer job business, but his
dad practically handed hi mone, seeing as how the O d Man owned t he
AllNite Rx and Sundries, even though it was billed as All Nite it

hadn't been since 1973, a it had opened. Only a bunch of old biddies
comng in for Som nex and Epsom Salts since he opened at ten that

nor ni ng- - M ke pharnmaci st was off on Sundays--and damm, he hated wasting
sunmer behind the counter

"What are you | ooking at, boy?" she asked.



"Somet hi ng that | ooks good enough to eat."

"I"'mafraid |'ve got to get back to ny boyfriend," she said, but nove.
"W're going out tonight."

"Wy | figure it, it's a good four hours or nmore '"til night." She
finally smled. "lIs that what you want?" "What--1--want?"

"I's that what you want? My body?"

He gul ped, finishing the last of the Ice Cold Cherry Gushee, down the
Pl ayboy and the paper cup. "Yeah, sure," his voice whisper

"I'f I give you what you want," she said, "will you do ne at

"Anyt hing," he gasped, and felt nore like a little boy than he had in
his entire life. Damm Alisan far dunping nme, anyway.

Urquart was going to get some tonight. "Were can we go?" "M
pl ace."
"I need sonmewhere dark. | want to do things to you in the "I know

where," Charlie said, and all of it was forgotten he closed up shop
how they got in his car, how they noved fromliving roomto the garage
because she said she wanted to feel himdirty, greasy, cold.

In the dark.

"Don't touch me," Wendy said. "Not like that." White |light shone

t hrough the cracks in the garage headlights to his nother's car. But
Charlie knew his nother open the garage door, not if she'd been out
pl aying cards. She left the Cadillac in the driveway; sonetines she
forgot to turn headlights.

He hated his nother. He heard the door of her car creak open



the uncertain steps of her heels on the wal k. She had forgotten to
the door. Then, the clatter as she tried to westle her keys from her
then the sound of the front door opening.

The shards of light that penetrated the cracks in the garage door the
objects around themin white shadow. a bicycle hangi ng above, a small
car--his dad's Miustang--draped with a cloth, cans jutting out fromthe
edges of shelves, two plastic trash barrels sentries guarding the door
into the house.

H s own shadow, nelding with hers. H's breath was all Pabst Blue and
Certs, with a touch of Listerine, because he'd gargled just he'd shut
the AIl Nite Rx & Sundries dowmn. He wanted to kiss but she hadn't
allowed himthat privilege. He brought his fingers shoul ders, but she
pushed hi m away, hol di ng hi m back. H s weakened him-he wanted to hold

her, to have her, to screw her. "You're night and day, you know t hat ?"
H s voice was scratchy, alnmost "I thought we were gonna have some fun
Hel |, we coulda it at the drug store. But you wanted to do it in ny
old man's

"I want to do it in your old nan's bed."
"Kinky," he said, not thinking she was serious. "But he's there
"You boys are easy," she said. "You promsed me you'd do ne a

"I meant it. But you prom sed sonething, too, and you better
deliver."

"Little boys like you," she said, her hands sliding down his waist
"until he shivered because he was so damm horny. "So easy."

"Is this a little boy's?" He grabbed her wist and cupped it over his
crotch, deftly unzipping his pants with his free hand.

"I said, don't touch nme," she spat the words at him wiggling free of
his grasp. She'w ped her hand agai nst her stomach. "I'mthe one doing
t he touching, she warned him "If you touch nme again, when | don't
Want it, that's it, | slice it off."



G ven the tone of her voice, Charlie Urquart believed her had never
bel i eved anyone ever before.

She cal ned down. "Tell me what you want. Not what you're to getting,
but what you really want."

He couldn't bring hinmself to say it, not because he was i enbarrassed,
because very little every enbarrassed Charlie U quart, but because it
was sonet hing he'd been dream ng ofsincei been a little boy, sonething
that would feel like a danp hum d curtain drawn across his nerve

endi ngs, sonet hi ng beyond what peopl e expect ed.

"Tell nme," she said.

He al nost had tears in his eyes when he asked for it--he, Urquart
Scourge of Seven Pal ms Hi gh, Quarterback In Training,

The Thruster--tears and fear and even a little terror. "I ... |...
he stuttered. "Want it." "Wat is it?"

"The big one. The Big O The Big O Please."

Then, |ike night and day, she changed, her nood, her hands caresses,
because he had told her what he wanted from her. She him

She gave hi mwhat he craved.

But afterward, he felt different. 136



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHARLI E URQUART AND THE BIG O

truth about Chadie Urquart was he woul d've given his right ball for the
Big O It was sonething all the guys tal ked about in The nind-bl ow ng
orgasm at the end of the universe. That's Canmpusky had put it. "The
pl ace where your pecker neets nirvana and bol dly goes where no man has
gone before.” As if knew

Charlie knew there was sonething to what Canpusky said. out there the

Big Owas waiting for themall, all boys as they went into manhood. Had
his father ever experienced the Big O? O could you only get to that
state of orgasmic grace with a wonan so wild, so uninhibited, like the

worren i n Penthouse? Charlie's ex-girlfriend, Alison Hunt, she only put
out under intense pressure, and he knew what she had really wanted to
do: force himinto marriage, when that was the last thing that Charlie
was ever going to do. There were too many nice girls in Palnetto,
anyway. He had wat ched Wendy for the weeks follow ng the end of the
school year. Never seen her before that, but Jesus H when she sidled
up to him what else could he do but pop a boner? A guy couldn't spend
the rest of his life living on a diet of



porno mags just because one bitch dunped him could he? Wndy was
the kind of girl who took care of the needs of guys |like was sure of
it.

Sex was weird with her, but even nore of a turn-on than no because of
it: she wanted total darkness as if she were asharn her body. She had
told himto imagi ne that she was any girl he her to be. She nmade him

| ean back and then clinbed on top oft rocking back and forth, breathing
in a way that was demandi ng, wanting, and he lost hinself in the
sensations. At first, it was Wendy, riding him Then he let his mnd
go, and he was with Alison doggy style while she protested, and then he
was eh, Ms. Gaffney, the school nurse who was ugly as a cow with
heads. He imagined fiddling with her innards until she singing--then
it was Alison again, he was pumping Alison she did to me, the I ook of
superiority in her eyes when her famly nothing but trash, what woul d
that bitch |l ook |ike nmoaning on him under him begging for it, deeper
deeper....)

For just a second, a blink, a shiver, it was in the cellar of the was
ei ght years from he was |ooking at a face, something so had no nouth
at all just skin and scar tissue beneath the nose, but its staring at
him and the sound, the whatifwhatifwhatifwhatif, w ngs beating, and he
| ooked up, because whatever was there down for him and he called out,
"CAMPUSKE. | " but no one was save him or help him and when the thing
above him grabbed him |ooked at the nouth | ess face and was sure he
heard a scream cone although it nust've been in his head. ' Then, it
was Wendy in the dark, shuddering on top of him

He was sure if there were a Big O out there, this was the woman i take
himto that peak, to push himover that edge.

Afterward, Charlie Urquart felt like he'd been up two weeks row,
drinki ng coffee and poppi ng speed down the back of his He felt
twitching in his face, his eyebrows, his cheeks, his nose, spasns
running the length of his neck, tugging at his adam s apple,



rippling through his chest, across his shoulders. He felt like he'd
a marat hon: he was sore all over, and his nuscles were cranping up him
But he also felt nore alive than he ever thought he would feel, : felt
like he could do anything he wanted to, he was the Desol ati on he had
dreaned of becom ng, he was a fucking destroyer

Sa this was it, the Big 0, holy shit! He was stronger now, that's how
changed, his battery was recharged. He was a man, he could take the
uni verse. How had she done it? How had she sent himthere? He conbed
his fingers back through his dark greasy hair; bit his until he drew

bl ood; he could feel his skin glowing with difference. The change.

"I feel like I'"ma god or sonething," he said.
He was answered by the dark night, by the sound of a howing dog, , the
worman | ying naked next to him her right |eg draped over his

Wendy Swan said, "Now you're nine."

They lay there entwi ned for what seened like hours while Charlie
punpi ng through himlike it was gasoline and he was revving engi ne up
It burnt and it tasted sour in the back of his throat, but as if he'd
been injected with heroin or something, and even while to | eap up and
race down the streets into town, raising hell,

paral yzed, unable to nove: the signals in his brain weren't to his
nerves. Even though he felt |like hot shit he couldn't bend one | ousy
finger.

Now when he asked her, there was a trenor in his voice: "Wuat did you
do to me?"

"You got what you cane for. And so did I."

It was as if he'd been under anaesthesia, because he could recall the
of building, Iike a rocket |aunch, the ten nine eight seven six of
countdown, the sweaty sucking sl aps her thighs nmade as she rode him
But the noment of orgasm was forgotten, a blank, as if he'd gone from
hard to soft with no fireworks in between.

Where had his mnd flown in that mllisecond?

Wher e had she taken hinf



As they lay there, together, he felt sonething different about. Her
ski n.

It was slick, alnmost oily.
She whi spered in his ear, "Now you have to do what | ask." "Ckay."
She pressed a hanmer into his hand.

Just then, he heard footsteps coming to the door that led into
ki t chen.

The door opened.

H s father stood there, staring into the shadows of the garage.
Flicked the light up

When the |ight flooded the garage, Charlie saw that he was there, on
the hood of the Miustang. Naked.

Hammer in his head.
"What in the nane of God are you doing, Charlie?" H s demanded.

Charlie sat up, and hefted the hammer. It was a good-sized one he had
used to drive in stakes around the property before they'd the fencing
up. Sonething in his head hurt, real bad. Like there animal in there,
scratching at his skull. It was a big headache on, and his father was
yelling at himwhile the headache grew a big ball oon of a headache,
with some wild animal in there pop it.

"Charlie," his father said. "That's one. Now you get inside explain
to me what's going on here."

But in his head, a galloping fever, a scratching claw, a gnawi ng he had
a tunor growing and this animal this thisdeadrats dead rats behind the
reJigerator was trying to claw its way through him



oUT OF M¥ HEADI" Charlie shrieked. He was about to the hamrer into
his ear just to stop the pain, but his father rushed the steps and held
his hand down, trying to peel his fingers off hamer.

"Gve me the hanmer, Charlie," his father said. "Charlie, obey ne,
now that's two."

i For a monment, the noise in his head stopped.

Charlie sighed.

Hs father's face was red. Wen his father got angry, his father got
angry and did the one, two, three routine. "That's one, " his father
and if Charlie didn't stop what he was doing it becane, "that's and if
he STILL didn't stop, it turned into, "that's three," and the becane
unbear abl e.

Now, if G b Uquart had stopped there, Charlie figured, perhaps
woul d' ve turned out different.

Perhaps Charlie would're just lied his way out of this situation, gone
heard the end of it. H's father woul d've gone to bed, his nother woken
up the next nmorning to make scranbl ed eggs, bacon chicory coffee, and
life would re just greased on the way always had in the past. I1fGb
Urquart had just let it go, maybe Charlie too.

f But he didn't.

"That's three, son, now give ne the hamer, put your pants on and
i nsi de the house this mnute."

Deadrats said, "Dirty, filthy, naughty man, you want the hamer?
t he HAMVER?"

G b Uquart |ooked at his son strangely, as if he were seeing himfor
first time. Funny what you notice about people you ve known all life,
because when Charlie | ooked up at his father he saw a paunchy gray
hai r,

pink nulti-veined nose, a lipless mouth, and yellow teeth that sone
polishing to nake them shine. But he wasn't scared of his man anynore,
nosi r ee.



Not with Deadrats out of the brain cave "Yes, Charles, |'d |ike the
hamrer." "Say pl ease.”

"G ve ne the hammer."
Charlie obliged.

It was just |ike hanmering the stakes into the ground, one by The first
bl ow knocked his father out, and then the next made sound just behind
his ear.

Charlie went for the nails that his father kept in a mason one of the
paint cans. There were thirty nails or soinit, out. He returned to
his father who was still breathing.

The nail was |long and slender, and Charlie positioned it his father's
left ear.

And he hammered. And he hammered. And he hammer ed

When a boy works that hard, hamering away, there's bound sone noi se,
and even when someone, say, his mother, has been and then falls asleep
on the couch in the living room even then, person will hear the noise
and call out to see what the ruckus is

And when that person, say the boy's nother, goes out to" smiling
drunkenly, why, that boy may see that he's got to stop her screaning
because it hurts his head too much, and the Thing in head doesn't |ike
it.

Oh, but he doesn't need a hammer anynore.

Ch, no.

Now he feels the claws in his fingers. He feels the snarls in his
throat. He snells the neat.



The walls, coated with blood, |ook |ike the entrance to sone red full
of red birds, their red red feathers flying.



CHAPTER FI FTEEN
SUMMER Da s NI GHTS

the face?" Than Canmpusky's nother asked him Gretel Campusky was
overwei ght, but not unconfortable | ooking, with her hair up in pink
foamcurlers for the night, and her green sateen robe wapped tight
around her breasts and thighs. He |ooked down at her-he was now, at
five foot three, taller than his nother. She seened to be the only
person shorter in all of Palnmetto. He nunbled somet hi ng about a gl ass
of water.

"I figured you were up for water, Thaniel, but why the face?" "I'm
tired. Can't seemto sleep."

"Poor baby," his nother said in nock-synpathy, and padded on down the
hal Ilway. It was nearly three a.m" and the baby would be crying for
mlk soon. He watched his nother turn left, back toward her bedroom
The baby started crying, and the coyotes began yipping out on the
nesa.

He went and poured some water, and passed his nother again in the
hal | way. She had the baby up to her breast, but had covered it well
with the robe. "So why don't you tell me why you can't sleep?”

"Ch," he sighed. "I don't know. | don't feel so great about
t hi ngs."



"You did fine in school |ast year. You do your chores. You have
friends That's life."

"I know Mom "

"I's it something about a girl?"

"\What ?"

"I have raised three teenaged boys before you, Thaniel, and

what boys your age think about. Grls, girls, and nore girls."” "It's
not about girls. It's about ne. I'mfat and I'mugly. | "So when did
this delightful nmood cone over you?"

"I don't know. | went around with Peter all day. And there's this
who's sort of pretty, and she only | ooked at him G rls never |ook at

| don't blane them either. Peter's gonna have a girlfriend soon, and
be friendl ess forever. 1'll go live in sone dark cave and eat bats and
ol d al one and die and nobody will care."

"Let me play the world's snmallest violin and weep while you tell your
sad and pathetic fate," his nother shook her head. "Well, you an
overactive inmagination, Thaniel, and a you're just growi ng. And you
can't be ugly. Al ny children are and smart, a genius each and every
one."

"Yeah, Mom Sure."

"And another thing, if you lose a friend because he got you didn't have
a friend to begin with. You read ne?" "CGoodnight, Mu."

"Nighty," she said, holding the baby cl ose.

He went back to the room he shared with two of his brothers clinbed
into the bottom bunk. His small bedside |anp was on. Hi s brother
Greg, who had the top bunk, was snoring away; the bed across the room
was silent. Than opened up one of his magazi nes, and nunched on sone
graham crackers, wondering was going to get any sleep at all



Than had left the light on, so, half-asleep, he reached up and
switched off.

He gl anced at the w ndow because he'd caught some novenent out of the
corner of his eye. Could be an earthquake, way the w ndowpane's
rattling. Wenever there was any shaking at all, earthquake or no, he
al ways wondered if this were the Big One about to send California out

, Hawaii. Wbuld the upper bunk with Fat Ass Greg sleeping in it

protect himfrom being buried alive beneath the rubble, or would it
snother himright away |ike the way the bed in the horror novie
Thirteen Chosts cane down on Martin Mnmer in the end? Than had wat ched
so many horror movies in his life, including Earthquake, that he | ooked
upon -very ordinary objects as potential instruments of death. His

bi ggest fear in the event of the Big One was never instant death from
the walls falling on him It was living burial that bothered him
Having to claw at the unyielding walls of sone makeshift tomb. O
starving to death and hearing people outside trying to rescue him but
knowi ng the situation was hopeless. |If this is the Big One, he thought
while the window rattled, will | be buried with Geg and Les, and w |
we end up drawing straws to see who eats who? WIIl Geg' s porky arm
taste good, or will it taste as bad as he | ooks? WII | have to eat ny
toes one by one, like Vienna Sausages?

He thought this fear out extensively. He mapped it in his imagination
and as irrational and unlikely as it seenmed, Than held the theory that
human bei ngs could only fear what was inevitable--that if the thought
arrived in his brain it was only because it was bound to happen sooner
or |ater.

So, as he awoke, he sat upright. Then, he felt paralyzed with the kind
of fear one can only feel in the dark, at four a.m" before eyes can
adj ust to the darkness.

He watched the rattling w ndowpane.

A face burst across it just as if someone had shoved it against the
gl ass.



But the wi ndow didn't shatter
Than felt his heart freeze.

The gl ass began to nold itself around the shape of the face, towards
Than' s bed.

Only a dream Than was sure now.

Than couldn't find his tongue anywhere in his mouth; his becane a
frozen river; his heart no | onger punped.

The man's white hair flew long and wild behind his high

H s skin darkened with dirt and scum He |ooked as if he'd just out of
the earth. Small silver fish-hooks pinned his eyelids back his brow.
Where his nose shoul d' ve been was a gaping hole, a sore beside it. The
man grinned, for it could not be helped his were peeled back with nore
tiny hooks. Hs entire face was wi th hooks connected to thin nylon

i nes which tugged at him to hold himback in the darkness on the
other side of the window man's clenched teeth flew open, his |ower
jaw dislocating, into the back of his throat, |odging further down near
his adams The man was trying to scream the same way that Than was
scream Than's nouth opened wi de, but nothing came out.

He had no breath.

Ch ny god hell) me. Screamyou idiot, I can snell his snells ..
dead.
The man behind the nolten glass struggled to break through it, Iike

strands of a spider web, the nore he pushed and pressed to flee, the
nore the glass clung to him Then, the nylon threads hi m becane
taut--something was pulling him The hooks in his tugged at the doughy
skin, his scalp stretched backwards. Still, the pushed outward wth
his hand, pleading for Than to grasp it and himthrough. His
fingernails were long and curled, and the liquid glass.

The gl ass shattered around his hand, shards of glass slicing into
wrist, digging down.

Sawi ng.



hand was cut clean fromthe wi st.

The wriggling hand flew towards Than just as whatever mad puppet eer
this phantom pulled hard on the fishing lines. The face, the the arns
were gone, drawn back into the deep waters of night.

As if it had only been a few seconds, Than reached for the bedside
, and turned it on.

The wi ndow was still. Unbroken

| was dream ng

No gl ass, no hand, no face out in the night. H's brother Geg was in
t he upper bunk, snelly feet hanging over the end; Les was in bed, too,
swaddl ed in sheets, lying on his stomach.

Even t hough Than Canpusky knew it was only a dream he woke of his
brothers up a good two hours before they had to get out of just so he
woul dn't be the only one watching the wi ndow at four in the norning.

He renenbered Bonyface's words only after he'd calmed down. "Tt's
power ful , boyz, you get near it, it's like fire, gives off: heat burns
brains, into your dreans. "

Than Campusky was a young man who believed in such things.

Alison Hunt woke up at six, just before her alarmwas about o go She
set the alarm even in sunmer, because she wanted to try and her

dreans. She had even bought a notebook just for the of renenbering
dreans. She had read an entire book, Freud's Analysis, both because
she wanted to nmaybe be a psychol ogi st (or a veterinarian), and because
she woul d try just about anything inducing dream ng. She awoke staring
at the the ceiling, trying to the puzzle of whatever she'd just been

dr eam ng

She wote in her diary: Parents are shadows. M nother is heavily in
the Chili Cook Of:celebration for Gub Stake Days, and she



keeps telling me that | should starve nmyself so that a nice boy aider
my shame with Charlie U Lighter note. Peter C said he'd call. Don't
know why hi gh school boys think it's their right to just do want and
expect us o go along with it. | think, if he does end up punish him by
not being available for a few days. | hate Charlie, maybe |I should
just apply that hatred to all men. | hate Charlie. Wat he nade ne
do. What | made nysel f do.

Alison had kept a diary since she was el even, although past year, her
life had been recorded with such scrawl s as: Saunders. Had ny first
peri od, yuck. Then, at thirteen, she'd Diary of Anne Frank, and had
begun witing as if she were silent house with the Nazis tapping on the
walls. O Harriet crossed with Nancy Drew, discovering the secrets of
t he human spying on her friends. Her diary had grown to severa

vol umes, found that it becane her obsession at tines. The previous
witten twenty tines:

["MIN LOVE WTH CHARLI E URQUART
Then, in Septenber, all she wote was: oh shit.

She chronicled their break up in excruciating detail, but the one najor
event which she could not bring herself to record diary, but she knew
she didn't have to, because it would be until the day she died. The
abortion. Charlie's and hers.

How did | ever let that happen? She had asked herself the question a
t housand tinmes. She had no real answer, nothin for her. The only

t hi ng she knew was she had to get away and Charlie had done that trick
for her while they were never been hone.



At least Charlie said he |oved ne, even if he doesn't know what it
nmeans soneone.

In her diary, she wote: Peter Chandler is asking me out to the novies.
He says he's going to, but boys. W'IlIl have to see about this. He
seens okay. | don't know. \Who boyjiend anyway? He's nicer than
Charlie, but once begets to know dunmp nme. Once Charlie has told al

the stories about me wants to, making me out to be a slut, then
nobody's going to want ne.

Then 1'Il never get out of this house.

Ti me passed--that's the best one can say about sumer on the high It
passes slow, it passes hot, and sonetine acci dents happen. went to
their sumer jobs at the stands and stores, while planned trips or

pl anned new air conditioners; a few people the exorbitant price for

Bet amaxes and VHS pl ayers so they could only they had to drive all the
way to Pal m Springs the nearest video store; some still went to the
Drive-In in Yucca others managed to forget that they lived on the
desert and stayed nobst days and just watched network tel evision, as
cable tv was for the big cities and had not yet snaked into Palnetto. A
kid Rory Wallace fell down one of the old mines out in No Man's and but
only broke his arm when the fire marshal from over in brought him out
of the hole, he laughed and told Rory's nmorn in breakable Alison Hunt,
in her souped-up T-Bird alnost a weck with Ernie Al varado, Peppy's
cousin, out on the highway, but to bring her car off-road and avoid a
collision; the Nevilles, a new famly to Palnetto who had noved to a
smal |l three bedroombig three baby famly just after Peter's famly had
nmoved to the area, their neighbors left and right because they wanted
to put around their property; Than began stayi ng away



from people, for his nightmares seemed too real, and Peter no out
wi th himmd-week; G nny and Boz W nberger began a the County Water
Aut hority over problenms of pipes and |ack drinking water on their
property, but they knew they wouldn't w n; Alvarado decided there'd be
no more pit bull fights for a |l until the cops laid off him Than sought
out Bonyface to ask him about his dreans; people went to work just

i ke anywhere el se, town, and sone far away, and sone stayed home and
col l ected and unenpl oynent; nei ghbors began asking Charlie Urquart
father's trip, for Charlie had already begun a story that his dad and
had fl own off one night on a second honeynoon and would not until after
the 4% the Daughters of the Western Star were all at nights working on
their chili recipes because this year's GubStake a desert variation on
Founder's Day--woul d no doubt be the conpetition of all; the G ubnman
shot a coyote up in the hills clainmed sonme of them had been eating one
too many cats lately; Hi ghway 4 grew a big crack or two just as it

al ways did over the years, and yes, people like Vince Davis and Chase
no end about how the county needed to spend a little tax repairs even
if Palmetto was not as valued as Yucca Valley; and G b Urquart had not
taken off on his inmpronptu vacation, he'd have sone road workers out
there even if the tenperature had risen degrees; and then that pit
bull, Lanmie, felt the stirrings within her master, Sloan, wanted to
ask sonmebody if it was usual for a bitch birth just a week or two after
bei ng pregnant, but he was drowni ng cheapest whi skey he could find and
pi ssed of f because Wendy still told himwhere she went at night, and
somet hing and he didn't really have the balls to find out exactly or
wi th the damm dog; and then, sonething happened that for a good day or
two in the boredom of sumer heat, and up for a nmoment fromtheir
dreans of reality.

A truck crashed at the Rattl esnake \Wash.

But there was nore to it than that.



H s name was Orson Ledbetter and he drove trucks for the Sunny
Springs conpany. He was not neant for Palnetto or Nitro,

in those days, you could cut across the nountains a little faster by
t hrough Hi ghway 4, particularly if you' d had a few beers at the

Cantina in the late afternoon and maybe if you had a girl up that your
wife didn't know about, a girl of 33 who lived at the

and still believed that married nen left their wives when it felt
true love--but then, in her 30s, she still believed that she was a girl
to love as any sixteen-year-old. Oson had two hours to get back

he hills and out to San Bernardi no, and after a quickie and those he
wasn't quite sure if he'd arrive in tine to get water that to the sane
thing as what canme out of the tap to all those and thirsty people in
the valley. So he might've just hit his alittle too hard, or he

m ght've just |ost control of the wheel he hit one of the newer bul ging
cracks on the highway. That's what they said |later, nmainly because
O'son didn't survive. What Orson knewin that nmillisecond before he

al so knew that he not live through the crash was that sonething

ni ght mari sh had

What he didn't know was how it had gotten onto the hood of his
It didn't quite look like a dog, and it didn't quite |look like a nman,

it didn't quite ook |ike anything that he'd ever seen before, but the
second one burst through his open wi ndow, and he saw what knew to be a
denon fromhell, but with a face very nmuch like a face only recently
been in the news But he couldn't quite remenber the news story or why
he knew t hat

He screamed, and then he swerved, and then before he knew it, the was
on fire all around him



Orson Ledbetter didn't die just yet, but |lay upside down while spread
fromhis truck and covered all he saw, including the two; which

m ght' ve just been | arge puppies, and their human faces" echoing his
own, as they burned, too.

The fire flashed, and Orson was no nore.
It was a big to-do out at the Wash, what with a truck on fire.

Everyone turned out to see it, and the fire trucks came over Yucca
Valley to make sure it was contai ned.

Thi s event brought the Beekeeper out of the Garden of Eden white
uniform netting over her face as she stood at her gate Peter was there
with Alison, and Wendy Swan, too, standing away fromthe crowd, with
the I ate afternoon sun casting copper her features. Charlie sat on the
hood of his father's Mistang, friends kept their distance fromhim

But the accident was forgotten in days.

The heat picked up, and July was nerciless as it arrived. Peter began
to forget about friends, and even sto Somnethi ng had happened, that's
what Than thought, but Peter talking.

And no one asked Bonyface his opinion about any of this,

if they had, he would've told themthe tinme of denbns was u

Kevi n Sl oan remai ned drunk for three solid days, and his at the Sun
Dial Trailer Park were kept awake at all hours by his and his

screeches. He slept in his jeans and Western shirt the tinme, too, and
mar ched around his trailer slamring his fists into



"Wirren and fucking dogs!" he'd shout, the room shaking as if an

eart hquake. "Well, fuck you, fuck everyone of you! Unnatural things!
| don't know what you done, but you done it to her nade ne--made ne
hear all these things and see themthings-made me want to Wendy get out
of nmy head! Get out! "

He had seen the puppies as they had crawmed fromthe hole in the just
as the sun had been noving to the West, just before the had crashed
less than a mile away, he had seen them and had run his gun to kil
them as soon as they had come out of Lanmie, but r were gone when he
ret ur ned.

And while the truck had burned, he had pointed his gun to the side
"his beloved dog's skull and wept bitter tears as he killed her. And

doing it, he had lost what little mind he had left. He didn't even
renmenber fighting with Peter Chandl er



CHAPTER SI XTEEN
TRUE CONFESSI ONS

Witten and then destroyed by Peter Chandl er can recount every little
thing I've done wong in ny life before | was sixteen, fromthe tine |
cheated my sister out of a dollar owed her a bet when | was thirteen
or the nonent when | knew | despised [ny father and would lie to him
every chance | could, or even the tine | cheated on ny third grade
history test. But the summer | turned sixteen, everything was w ong
and not hi ng woul d be right ever again.

| had begun dating Alison, just a novie here and there and sonme maki ng
out in the back of her car, but nothing too heavy even though | knew

she was "the One" even then. A, A, Alison, there are things |'ve
never told you fromthat time, things |I've wanted you to forget, thing
I wish | could burn out of ny own nmenmory. | suppose | should go back

and forgive that teenager naned Peter, but | don't feel nuch renoved
fromhim

| knew what | was doing. | knew it was wong: | let it happen
I went out to see Sloan after the truck fire in the Wash, but all |

found was a man standi ng beside a dead dog--the pit bull called Lamm e.
Her head had been torn apart by a bullet, and there he stood | aughing



over the dog's body. He began babbling incoherently--and I'd
listened, | woul d ve begun to understand what was to come, | knew was
t he asshole had killed a dog and was | aughi ng about

"Her babies, Peter," he gibbered, drool slipping fromhis lips. them
There was two! Two! They al nost | ooked |ike dogs, but shit, had these
faces, Peter, and they had these bodies, bigger than puppies | ever

saw. Unnatural nonsters! Seriously, Pete, | ain't you! 1t's Wndy,
Peter, she brought it here, | saw their faces, man | their fuckin'

faces, and she knew, ny poor poor Lanmie got it sonmehow, but she knew,
Wendy knew, she's not a woman, nope, | i her in the dark, in the dark

Peter, when she clinbs on ne somet hi ng' s changed, sonething gotten
into her, she's a fuckin sone ning

Rage and | aughter mixed in his voice with whiskey that the space around
him and w thout knowi ng why | went right himand raised ny fist. |
barely remenber the fight, but was hurting in every place a boy can
hurt, and he was still pointing to the dead dog. | went and threw up
behind the trailer,.; that's when Wendy slipped her arm around ne,
offering me watet ny lips with a towel and whispering, "He's gone nad,
Peter. | need help. Please.™

And perhaps if | had just left her there, things would be iF i had just
gotten her to the police or to sone other place. If | had not felt
aroused by her need. If it had not made m nore |like a man, bruised as
| was, taking her into the truck and the keys from her, and driving her
out onto the desert, out to Land, where the hills rose sharply, where
we drank sone beers she wept, telling nme stories of his abuse, of how
he'd threatened to her like the dog. And then, in nmy arns, weeping,
she | ooked face, and | knew she woul d kiss ne.

And | wanted her to kiss ne.

And | thought of Alison while she kissed ne and then, |ate, cane on,
and we had done nore than kiss.



- She whi spered, "I need you, Peter, | need all of you." "Al of
us?" "AIl of you."

The night and that weird aura of the desert seened to change the she
| ooked--she seenmed to glow in the gathering darkness. For a

I thought | saw sonmething in her eyes like shiny glass. And then for a
second | saw what was beneath her skin. Sonething oily and coated with
slime. If I closed ny eyes it was as were enbracing a |large wiggling
eel with spines along its back

| had the sensation of being within a nightmare, of having dreaned
entire day, and | felt ny skin break out in goosebunps as she |icked
"ear. "Al of you," she repeated.

| tried to struggle fromher arnms, but it was as if sone creature had
tentacl es around ny back. "Wo are you? W the hell are you? vyou
even human?"

Wendy, placing a kiss on ny lips, a kiss so hot as to burn, with a of
wet fire pressing into nmy mouth said words that seened to in nmy mnd

wi t hout coming fromher lips--"1I amall you want

| tasted the blood fromthe back of her nouth.

And then ny body betrayed ne.

And | was no |onger where | thought | had been.

And she had ne.

| can still recall, years later, the feeling of entering her body. It
was skin were being slowmy ripped frommy flesh

And the shivering, erotic intensity of the pleasure, there, in the
dark, the caves.

The intensity was what | began to crave.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE TAPES AND A CONFESSI ON

the interview with the boy named Peter continues all believe that you
were insane. There was a history of abuse in your famly. They dug up
records in San Diego." "Abuse. Sure. M dad liked to hit. So did
Charlie's dad. For all

all dads like to hit. And drink. And wish their sons had never up to
the high desert to get away fromeverything. no, | wasn't sonme victim
of abuse who suddenly got together with friends and decided to... do
what we did."

Why wont you tell me nore about her

"Why do you think?"

"Because it keeps her alive?"

You re the smart one, you tell ne.

"Because you' ve seen sonething that nmost human bei ngs never in
count er

Lucky rme.

"Tell me about the others. Aison. Wy did her grandnother pul
away?"

"She had nothing to do with it."



"I spoke with her."
"Alison?"
"No, her. Wendy."

"That's not possible. No way. Not after what we did. Even' becane

Silence for several mnutes.

Then, the boy says:

"Well then, you'll bring her here, to us, won't you? W what happened.
But you're going to bring it back again, aren't don't even know what
she is. You can't even imagine."

He catches his breath.

"That's it. No nore interviews. Wat are they going to do to "Not as
much as you'd think. You'll probably undergo nmore "I mean, after al

that. Prison?"

"Charlie confessed. You'll probably go to relatives or foster You
m ght get emanci pation status so you can work

| guess. |If that's what you want."
"Charlie?"
"I doubt he'll serve tine. Mght end up in a boy's

A boy can confess to anything he wants, but unless his fingerprints are
there, it's tough to prove anything. Caw marks don't cut it.
bodi es? Were are they?"

"I bet they're still up there, sonmewhere. | bet the Devil has hiding
his work. You can send cops and investigators and FB

and back and | bet they'd never find a single canpfire."
"It was the Devil ?"

"No. | don't know. It was ... | guess denbns are no what happened.
don't have word for what | saw. Maybe

Denmons is the best | can do."

"I believe you, Peter."

"Then ... help us. Help me. Help Charlie."
"Al'l right. 1'll do what | can.”

A momentary silence. Then, "Thank you."



taped interview with Alison, continued
"Who am | speaking w th now?"

"One of the thousands who occupy this bitch."
"Devil s?"

"Fuck you."

"What do you want from her?"

"W want to be born."

"But you already exist. Wy be born?"
"Because we nmust cone through. ™"

taped interview with Charlie, continued
"That's an interesting knife."

"Yeah. You read Latin?"

"Yes, | do."

"What's it say?"

"It says that this is an at hanme |It's a cerenpnial blade. It's
rat her

"Does it mention denons?"
"A particular one, yes. It calls her Lam a, Goddess, Mdther, Fertile

Mstress of Howing Night. And then it has one other word.

as obhwon.

"Hell," the boy said.

Per haps. "

"You believe now? | nean, | told you where to find the knife. | want
it too. | knowyou can't give it to ne now, but | want you to

prom se



you'll keep it safe and | ocked up and then you'll give it back to ne
when through. If | survive whatever fucking |looney bin | get shipped
offt "I promse." "Good."

"It's at least a thousand or nore years old. Did you know "No. |
think it's older. | think someone with a ot of power it to stop her
before. They just didn't."

"Sendi ng denons to Hell," the man says. "You kids out fighting this
thing. Believing. Charlie, why don't you just retract you told the
police? You won't be dealt with so harshly. After all, weren't the
only one."

"I have a lot to make up for."

"I'f it was a denpon--"

"I don't think you get it, doc. Nobody does. Not even nme. | do
don't. | guess nobody does until they're right in the shit mddle
"Fair enough. But why you? Wy you and Peter and Alison?" "I don't
know. | guess 'cause we were there. | guess 'cause we ready. Maybe

because we could be had. Wy does anybody get hit car? O end up on
the one jet that crashes? Wy does the sanme cliff that a hundred other
j erks have been hiking years?"

"And what about her nother? Wo was she?"

"She's dead, too. W killed her. She was nobody. She was of a denon.
That's all."

"Al'l right. And her father?"
PETER CHANDLER CONFESSI ONS
Portrait of Palenetto, California, in the sumer of 1980. |t was

begi nning of the terror. Charlie was the first to kill. Didn't know
who



in that Garden of Eden, not until aider Charlie had killed his folks,
and bCore the rest happened.

What Wendy had inside her.
It's calling.

Wo's lej, | wonder? Wio will hear the call?



BOOKX THREE
NOW

THE CALL

20 years later

"The devil resides in the heart." --old Wl sh saying



PART ONE: LOS ANGELES
CHAPTER EI GHTEEN
THE | NTERROGATOR

i ego Correa drove a nmuddy green Mistang which he'd had since 1976, and
al t hough the seats had been falling apart for years, he enjoyed the
symbolismof the car. It had been bought with the first royalties of
his first book, The Rain Dwellers, and although it was in terrible
shape and was in the garage two days out of three, to Diego, synbols

were all. But it was raining--sprinkling really--and one of the tires
was bald, and the brakes weren't in the best of shape. Still, if he
drove carefully, slowy, he would not have to worry about sliding. "Ch,
Teresa, but | will never get used to this traffic,"” he said aloud to

hi s nonexi stent passenger as he fiddled with the radio.

As he turned left into the parking lot, he saw three of his fenale
students standing in wait for him and he cringed. You are sixty-twa,
why woul d those college girls even pretend to be entertained by your
fromst aries They should get out there and live, not listen to some am
man tell of his adventures!



"Dr. Correal"™ One of the wonen called out, a young woman he not
recogni ze fromhis classes, and he pretended to be deaf as he got of
his car and wal ked swiftly towards his office.

After class, Diego went back to his office just to snoke a ci and

rel ax. He enjoyed the corridor the nost when everyone was He could sit
and read with the office door open until one or two the norning; he was
wor ki ng his way through Jung again, as always did in the fall. \When
Teresa had died--at least |left the who knows where her essence has gone
on to--he hadn't enjoyed home. Although his housekeeper, Ms. Warhol a,
kept the place and cooked dinner for him she had her own famly to
care for, and she wasn't interested in talking, particularly about or
religious experience. Teresa had gone very quickly, while he been
away; he had only heard she had pneunoni a one day, and the next that
she was dead. It had been just like her to do that, to so quickly.

She had done it to himbefore, in smaller ways. She gotten tired of

t he Andes, when he was doing his research on sacrifice, and had just
gone out to get a cup of coffee. The next knew, she was calling from
Los Angeles to say she mssed the and had work to do in the garden, and
couldn't he come horn Another time, in Nepal, she'd taken off for a
weekend with to Bangkok and only breathlessly told himan hour before
she to board a plane. He adnmired her for it: neither of them had up

wi th such independent parents. In his household, his been master and
hi s mother had been servant, and he'd always felt great sense of shane
for the role his nother had had to play, that she was the nore creative
of the two. Once he had asked not her why she was content with such a
situation, and she had him "lI'mnot. 1've never been happy with it."
But his nother i 170



been on the cusp of the old ways; Teresa had just caught the tide of
the new It was why he still loved her, still felt her beside him She
had taught him so many things that he woul d never have | earned on his
own. "It is because of my cold heart, Teresa," he said, speaking as if
she were hovering nearby. He |eaned back in his cushioned chair,
settling in to read. "You warned it for awhile, but you had to take
of f in another direction, didn't you? And leave this old man to teach
like a used up bit of gray matter."

Di ego al nost junped out of his chair when he glanced up from his book
and saw a wonan standing in the doorway. He glanced at his watch; it
was only eight a.m Perhaps she was the worman applying for the new
secretarial position. "Hello?"

"I"'mlooking for Dr. Correa," she said. She lingered in the doorway,
as if stepping in his office were tantanount to dropping off the edge
of acliff.

"You found him"

And that had been a red letter day for Diego Correa, because it was the
first day of treatment with Alison Chandler, a wonan he had net and
spoken with briefly when she had been just a girl.

That had, for him reopened the dreamof his life: to get to the root
of what had happened in Palnmetto, California, in 1980.

A town that burned, that was abandoned, around which | egends had
ari sen, and what coul d' ve happened to a town on the high desert in
whi ch its occupants di sappeared?

Denons, is what the children had said.

No one had |istened; no one except for Correa and sone of the tabl oids.
Even the authorities had abandoned their search for bodies, as if

somet hing up there in that place had convinced themthat there was no
answer .

Correa began to nmeet with Alison Chandler twice a week, to help her
find what had been denied both of themfor too |ong.

The day that Peter Chandl er saw something in the basement of a bungal ow
was the date of the sixth session that Diego and Alison had



together, and it was the first in which she nentioned the town
Palnetto, California, directly.

"The case. 1980. | know you studied it in detail,"” Alison said. read
a few of your books. The one called The Secrets of Chil dhood,
Mysteries of Yauth. You devoted three whole chapters to it. the
vani shing of a town."

"There was little to study, but | spoke with two of the boys. girl."
She smled. "One was mny husband. ™"

"And you were the girl."

The smile vanished. "I don't renenber."

"l know. Your husband...."

"Hease, | feel like I'"mbetraying himby just being here," she said,
directly into his eyes for the first tine. Before she spoke he felt
his heart a beat because in her eyes was a softness, an understandi ng
he had found with one other woman, and it terrified himwth its
intimacy. Then it was gone, that light in her eyes it ny imagination?
t wondered. "M husband lied to you. Wo can by doctors and
reporters. Anyone would've lied just to be left alone. thought he was
crazy; you know. But he lied to protect ne."

Di ego took a sip of coffee. "The original story they gave was anot her
girl. And a monster. And demons. And a dog. But neither agreed on
what happened. Do you know what happened?"

"I don't remenmber ... | told you. | want you to take me back |'m
ready. "

"You're sure? You weren't ready before. Something always hel d back
even when you were under. And | can't prom se nuch," said. "It
probably won't be pleasant, because whatever happened was extrenely
traumatic for you."



"I want to go back there," she said, and he did not need to |l ook into
her eyes again to know that she was weeping. "I lost all that tine.
Al the menories.”

Di ego Correa nodded. "All right. Let's put you under." He spoke the
words he had used before to help ease her into a rel axed state of mind
He pl aced his hand over hers to cal m her

Then the woman's eyes gl azed over, as if he'd keyed into some nmantra
with the sinple phrase: what if. Her hands, a nonent before cold,
began to warm and she would not let go of his hand. Her own hand felt
so hot to himit was as if her blood were boiling beneath the surface
of her skin, and he was afraid that they would both burst into flane if
he did not let go of her hand.

"I saw a man eating his own skin," she said,-but her voice was
different. It was the voice of an adolescent girl. A very different
young girl who was nore confident than this wonan sitting before him
"Peter," she said, her eyes noving rapidly in their sockets as if she
were dreaming with themw de open. "I can't go back there. Don't make
me go back there ever. Pronise. Promse."

When the session was finished, he waited while she slowy awoke.
"Shall | replay the tape for you?" he asked.

"Did | say anything bad?"

"You're not a little girl; you're allowed to say a few bad things."

She grinned, covering her face as if trying to hide the fact that she
was blushing. "I say far too nany bad things as it is."

Because the session had | eft himperspiring, just hearing what she'd
said while she'd been under, he opened his top desk drawer and took out
a pack of Salems. "Do you snoke? | do, | hope you don't nind.

didn't start 'til | was sixty, and then only because | had dreaned al
my |ife of snmoking and had put it off because of the health hazards,
unti |



finally I thought: what are you waiting for? But | only onto

somet hing, which isn't often.” Diego shook his head as he cigarette
"My dear, | feel like I'"'mon the threshold of absolutely
illum nating."

Why has she bewi tched you, abuelo? 1Is this young wonan the key door
you wi sh to unlock? O are you del uding yourself yet again, down a
phant om whi ch only exists in the i mginati on? Her hands pal e and
snmooth. He wanted to touch her hands, in confort, but when he had held
t hem before, ah, the heat generated. "I will tell you what happened.
said two words that sonething, perhaps a nenory. And then fromthere,
you were quite anenable to answering whatever question | could think e
play the tape for you and you will not be so worried about i sanity."
He reached across his desk and pressed the play button Sorry. "I wasn't
qui ck enough to press the record button at first, begins in the

m ddl e. "

The voice on the tape sounded different, younger, nore than the wonan
who sat in front of him

"Ever. Not ever. Promise nme, we don't have to go 'kre you talking to
your husband?" "Peter."

"Tknd your nane is?"

"dison. Alison Hunt."

"And, Alison, are you scared?"

"The scared Alison is gone. Really gone. | killed her. |

she died. Peter helped bury her. | don't ever want to go back
under st and?"

"What was Alison scared of?."

"Denons. "



CDenmons? But there aren't any, are there?" Yes. There are."” CYou
saw t henP"

"No. But not everything is visible. Some things you see and sone you

don't. | didn't see any denons, not the way denpbns are in but | saw a
girl eating something terrible. Sonething bl eeding over her hands. She
ate as nuch of it as she could.” "Wy did she do that?" Silence.

"Alison? Wy did she do that?"
She paused, and then said slyly, "because she liked the taste. "

Alison reached across the desk and shut the tape nmachine off. "I

hear the rest. Not now. Mybe never. | don't need to hear But maybe
you can tell nme about it. About what's wong with ne."

Di ego | eaned over the desk to her. "You are either insane or bl essed,
and ne tell you, it may be the same thing. Don't be afraid,"” he said,
"you're just because sonething happened to you along tine ago." "Have

to go," she said, standing up abruptly, alnost knocking her over.

He nodded. There would be other days; there would be time. Ybu nust
not let your excitenment scare her away. She has been through so mnuch.

I amhere. You call ne if you want to. | would like to speak with you
some nore. | think | can help you. | don't think you're in any kind
of trouble. But | would like to help you. Here," he reached for a
pen, and tore off a piece of paper fromthe cal endar on his blotter

"My home nUnber." He began witing the phone nunber down for her

"Look, | think I was wong to cone here," Alison said.

When he | ooked up fromhis desk, she had already left his office; he
heard her foosteps as she hurried down the hallway.



Diego listened to the rest of the tape. Wen it was done playing
rewound it and played it again. At first, Alison was speaking
yout hful , confident voice, but as she continued speaki ng, her sente,
broke down into fragnments that he hadn't understood: "denon skyi is is
not snake skin red flower dog dog dog what if big what green rat wall
wall wall.... "And then, even the |anguage had shredded, until was
maki ng noi ses in the back of her throat as if she had sonel forgotten
how to form words.

D ego stood, stretching, and went to his file cabinets. He opt the
m ddl e drawer. Dust blew out fromthe crush of yell owed pa The
interviews with the children. One of the two boys he'd spokea woul d
grow up to be Alison's husband. You will be up all night, fromn
readi ng about it again. About the denons he had spoken off too, but
when no one believed him Not even you. Back when you thought m ght
be nothing nmore than a boy's imagination. He found the note he was

| ooking for. It was marked: Peter C." January, 1981

How t hat boy kept her safe all these years, and how wong he was it,
how w ong and how under st ahdabl e. Di ego opened the the first page, and
chuckl ed, because he renenmbered how this one had changed his story
three times, three times, and never lying at all

It woul d be several days before he would see Alison

Early one evening, Diego Correa | eaned back in his chair, o his Alison
not ebook, where he'd left off scribbling the final page read: ... but
what real progress do we make, she and Lv | junble, the clutter of
non-sequiturs, and she seens nore confused with



ession. Mist speak with husband, he's got the connecting tissue.
Only he can help open up her mnd and help her grow What kind of a
man woul d want to dwacher life like this? She is so innocent, so

terrified, and yet so strong. Strong, but breakable, like a spider's
thread. Abuel o, how have you come this far and gone nowhere? How many
years of this nust you docunent boeore you find that illum nation?

Mention possibility of brain henorrhage,

fever. |s she seeing sonme physician? He barely noticed Alison's
entrance. He |ooked at his watch. She was early. "I didn't expect
you for another hour."

"I know. 1'mbeginning to think I'musing our sessions |like a drug.
Leave it to me," she plopped down in the chair opposite him She
seened to be getting nore nervous as the sessions wore on. He wondered
if he was only doing damage to this woman, or if sonme good woul d cone
of his explorations of her subconscious.

"You seemto be a quick study. It's amazing to me that the doctors
you've seen in the past wouldn't try to regress you. M guess is you
were too smart for them" He watched as she bl ushed--she didn't take
conpliments easily. "That's the up side. The down side is you seem
rat her young to have had a stroke. You did have sone sort of stroke,
didn't you? Wen you were younger?"

She heaved a great breath, as if a trenmendous | oad were taken off her.
"What do you how do you know- -about it?"

"Your voice, your |anguage. You have worked on your voice. You have
had to | earn your voice over again, haven't you? You |lost words or
conpr ehensi on at sone point."

Alison was finally trusting him opening a little nore. She stood and

went to pour herself a cup of coffee fromthe pot by the window "M
husband taught nme. It took six years, and every day he had to sit down
with nme and the al phabet, and records, and times tables, but | finally
rel earned things. And then school. | officially graduated from high
school at my grandmother's in San Francisco, but it was Peter who
Cheated for ne so 1'd get by. I'mnot sure if I can do anything by
nmysel f."

"Yet you project a great deal of confidence."



She | aughed, sipping fromthe styrofoamcup. "I can for about an

hour. It's having to talk with other people and That's half the reason
| work with animals. |, um get along aninmals, and, like | said, with
people | can fake it." "Wat's the other half?." "Excuse ne?"

"Way you work there? You inplied there's another reason not dealing
well with people."

"Did | say that? That's funny. Maybe there's no other reason. |

a hard tinme keeping nost jobs |'ve tried. Sonetimes | say these "But

there's anot her reason. Something about dogs." "I can't think what.
I just like animals."” "Wy do you like then"

She considered this question a minute. "You're going to find strange,
and |'ve never even told ny husband this. But it's about the snells.
The way animals snell. It makes nme fee

know -safe or sonething."” Alison went back to the desk and

She began conbi ng her fingers through her hair.

Di ego turned his tape recorder on. "lI'mgoing to put you out "You are?
But we've done it twice this week. | thought you wasn't a good idea to
keep at this thing," there was a worried note in his voice. "You said

that a couple of times a week was enough."

"I think it's reached a crisis, Alison. | think we can make sone
progress."
"Ch," she seemed to calmjust a bit. She closed her eyes. "Al "Fee

all the tension nelting fromyour body. Think Cool darkness. And in
t hat cool darkness, what if there is a dog, you know that dog, what
if...."

She whi spered, "dog bl ood dog Peter Wendy Sl oan Charlie."



CHAPTER NI NETEEN
CONFESSI ONS
eter opened his notebook computer and began typing:

| am scared shitless. The bungal ow. Hallucination? Madness? Seeing
hi m down there, after all these years. Crucified. The basenent |ike

the Corazon. The bodies. The faces. The fire. | have been wong.
She will not
She will not let us alone. Twenty years have not bought us freedom

She is wwthin us. She is back.

She wants what we took from her.



CHAPTER TVEENTY
ALI SON RUNS A FEVER
lison eyes. She didn't recognize the older man at first.

slowl y--and she realized she was |ying back the |Iounge chair in the

of fice of the nythologist and witer, Dr. Diego Correa. She felt
somet hing hard and thin, like a glass straw, stuck beneath her tongue.
She tried talking, but the straw was in the way. Diego |eaned over her
and plucked it fromher mouth. A thernoneter? She couldn't renmenber
it going into her nouth. Just a few seconds before he'd told her he
was putting her out.

"You' ve been running a fever," he said, his voice full of concern

"Don't nothing--understand,"” she said, trying to sew the words together
correctly fromthe junbl e of |anguage in her nind.

"You were out quite awhile--three hours--and one thing |'ve noticed is
body starts, well, overheating, for lack of a better expression

you start this trance state. So | took your tenperature every half
hour, and you got as high as 104, and then dropped down in the |ast
mnutes. Usually, in a trance, the body cools off a bit."

am | sick?"

"Perhaps you should get a physical."



G
"Did | talk the entire three hours?"

"Gve or take a few mnutes for the thernmoneter, yes. 1'd like to to
your husband if | could."

"No. | don't think so. He doesn't even know |I'm here right "Do you
t hi nk what we're doing here is bad?"

"I almost feel like I'"mcheating on him or something." "Wy is
t hat ?"

"Private reasons. If I'mgoing to work through this, it's wthout
Peter knowing. That's it."

"Fair enough. Wuld you like to hear the tape?"
“Shoul d | ?"

"You repeated one phrase the entire time. Nothing although I'mcertain
you'll know what it means. You said: fire light blood. | stopped the
tape an hour ago. | asked you questions it, but it's all you said.
There's anot her word you' ve been past four sessions, and when | ask
about it, you go back to that "Wat was it?"

"Lami a. Do you know what that means?"

She shook her head and al nmost grinned. "That is one never run into."
She was afraid her voice was sounding too her head was beginning to

t hrob, and there was sonething word that nade her w sh she'd never
heard it. 1In crazy. The whole is In crazy and Peter's just been too
good a man to tell me. to Dr. Correa was all wong. Mybe it's
unsaf e.

Correa smled, too, but sonething in his dark eyes made that he knew
how scared she was beneath the surface. "Lamia. while | haven't had
much experience with them | have seen whi ch worshi pped or feared such
t hi ngs under various guises. femnine personification of the darkness
of the universe, related to vanpires as well as serpents--and even

wol ves. The shifter. |In nmyth, her children were nmurdered and she
roans the stealing the children of others. Wen the took hold, she
becanme, as did all good fallen gods, a denon.



ur husband, when he was in his teens, he nentioned her

He al so spoke of the territory of demons, a place called no man's
What does that nean to you?"

But she drew a bl ank, and what was finally energing in her mnd

L to hurt, a hammering away at her brain and skull fromthe inside. he
tell how nmuch she hurt, or was she hiding it well enough? He at her so
knowi ngly. It was a headache she recogni zed, one she had increasing
frequency, one which she'd been havi ng whenever she hit wall in her

m nd. The yellow wall that came up w t hout warning nost

When it had first happened, in her early twenties, she'd been afraid it
was a tunor, or a sign of some kind of depression, or even a seizure.
hadn't gone to see a doctor. As tine went on, she got used to the

They were |ike hanmers on her skull, but she got used to it. She go
and lie down in a cool dark place and rest and tell her coworkers just
a killer mgraine. But always there was the |eaning of nenory, of

di cks and buzzes in her brain as if the conputer were checking its
files,

whi ch she did not understand, hol dovers fromrelearning the as if Peter
hadn't taught her every word again, as if he'd withheld cl osed her
eyes, trying to will the headache away. The words an inage, the wall.
And over the wall, what?

The man reached across his desk and pressed down on the play the tape
player. "I want you to listen for a mnute. Sonething

Alison barely recogni zed her own voice on the tape.
"l are those she touched. "

ow were you touched?

"W saw her face. Her real face. W saw what she was. And it
t ouched

"What was she?"
And then, Alison heard a noise fromthe tape that made her shiver,

was listening to soneone being tortured. Not a scream and not noan,
and not a laugh, but all of these. Pure human pain.



Di ego Correa reached back to switch the nachi ne off, but she her
head. She wanted to hear the rest.

She |istened as her voice on the tape grow ed. Then the what seened
like a wolf's how cane, but within her voice, as if several people
were crying out at once.

"Stop it!" Aison stood up. "Shut it offl. Turn it offl." She hands
over her ears; tears burst fromher eyes; she began Correa turned the
t ape machi ne of f.

She sat back down in the chair, covering her face with her
"Jesus Christ, | know those people. Jesus."

"Who are they?"
"Ch jesus," she began weeping uncontrollably, and it took ten m nutes
for her to cal mdown enough to tell himthat brothers and nother and
f at her.

Alison felt a presence in the parking ot that night. This didn’
terribly unusual to her: she was always feeling some sort of and she
attributed it to her childhood trauma, that part of her which had been
wi ped cl ean, the part of her that

Di ego Correa--and still she didn't feel she'd nade any real she felt
was guilt and stupidity because sonmething in her keeping her from
knowi ng herself as well as she should. wall and sit there wondering
why | can't see around it. So | feel weirdt in parking lots at night.
Terrific.

So why are you so scared?

She'd come out of Diego's office just after ten, feeling a little weak;
she wondered what new excuse she'd give Peter arrived home | ate again.
She hated confrontation nore than certain un renenbering parts of
herself. How do you | ove wondered, when he keeps something this

i mportantjgomyou? And "



Peter had brought her into life. The past, the town on the high had
all been a nightmare. She was one of the few survivors, i whenever she
read an account of it, she hit the wall and could go no

It hurt to hit the wall; the fever rose beneath her skin and her chewed
on itself until she was poppingAdvils like they were M&\Vs. knew she
shoul d see a physician, but doctors scared her; and she so worried
about the possibility of a tunor in her brain that she want to find
out. Does that make sense? she'd asked herself, as she

Does anything | do nake sense? And then the parking |ot.

She didn't feel the chill of the night air until she was hal fway across
the lot. It was alnost enpty. The |anplight shone netallic off the
hoods i the few cars still scattered throughout it. Her Honda Civic

(bought in for four thousand dollars, and it |ooked it with its bashed
in back and expired registration and bald tires) seenmed niles fromthe
ot her and another end of the world fromthe guard booth. The guard was
si pping coffee in his booth, clipboard in his hands, and she waved, but
he did not [ ook up to see her

Not hi ng bad happens to you if security's around. Naturally in the
parki ng at night you' re going toe ak over nothing, especially after
talking with Diego Correa, the man who believes that myth has reality,
t he unseen exists. Denons, All, do you really buy that?

The autum days could be in the high 70's, but after dark the could
drop severely to an unconfortable chill. M son tugged her blue cotton
sweat er down, stretching it alnost to pockets of her jeans.

In the pit of her stomach she felt the need to go seek out soneone,

guard, maybe Diego. She felt watched. But then, Alison, you're
ment al , haven'tyou al ways known that? Haven'tyou known that talk
again, learned to think again? |If it hadn't been for woul d' ve been
ei ther stuck in sonme state institution or forced to with the
grandnot her j %m hel | .



She wal ked across the lot, hearing the echoing steps of her own shoes.
She reached her car and took a deep breath. Checked the seat to make
sure no madman with an ax was hiding there. Al Alison caught her
breath, trying to hold it in silence while she the key in the door to
unlock it: she glanced around the lot. this, she told herself, they
sniff the wind for predators, they sense wi thout seeing them She
snel | ed nothing but her own col ogne. she clinbed into the Honda, she
rechecked the back seat. here with ne," she said to the car's
interior, and pulled out a Juicy Fruit gum fromthe gl ove

conpart ment.

Al'i son | ocked the door; checked the other door to make sure" was

| ocked; strapped herself in with the seatbelt; turned the ignition
punped the accelerator; turned on the headlights. Wen she put the car
in reverse, she glanced up to the

On the other side of the chain-link fence surrounding the saw the nan
wat chi ng her.

The man's features were bleached a flat white in the headlights. His
chal k-white hands clutched the fence. H's face, against it. He wore a
sweat shirt, but the hood was pulled up, nost of his face.

He opened his nouth wi de.

Sonething in the enptiness of that shadowed face terrifiec Just a
shadow.

But a shadow she had seen.

Bef or e.

Dn hitting the wall, a small voice rose up within her. Her whol e body
began shaki ng uncontrollably, and her cheeks. The pain in her head was

enornous. She didn't even that her nose had begun bl eedi ng.

In her head, she was not staring out the windshield at all, but:



a rocket, noving towards a wall that was noving just as recklessly
toward was sure she would smash against it like a fly on a
wi ndshi el d.
She heard a boy say, "Alison, you are gonna regret this."

The bl ood sil houette of a woman pressed agai nst a high yell ow wall net

head on. And the bl ood noved in liquid down the edge of the wall, and
bl ood cried out to her, "you are always here with me. 1In here. 1In
dar kness.

to me. Wuen | call
Ali son awoke, gasping. She felt cold. She saw curved, snooth fornms,

e of circles and lines. Her scalp felt raw, as if sonmeone had her hair
out. The ache behind her eyes was rhythm c and painfully

Eyes hurt. Throat filled; taste of blood. She tried to forma word,
could not cone up with one. A thought. No thought. Finally, a
t hought and a word, dying.

But that thought was replaced with another one: Ch, hell, In only and
suffering, damm it.

Her head rested against the steering wheel. She heard the sound of a
distant train, a horn, car horn, blasting fromfar away, and then
com ng getting louder, until, as she lifted her head carefully fromthe

it was suddenly sil enced.

Tappi ng at the window. She saw the man standing there. It was hard to
focus on anything, and her eyes felt like they were filled with sand.
Then her vision becane clearer: the man | ooked concerned. Had on a
uni f orm

guard. It seenmed |like hours before she finally rolled the w ndow and
lied. "Sorry. | have a blood sugar problemand just fainted, but okay
now, | had sone crackers." \Wauld he buy it?



The guard was in his twenties, probably a fulltime obviously not
experienced in the world of bad bl ood sugar had a face like a
donkey--1ong and dumb. "OCkay, lady." away.

Alison sat for another ten mnutes in the car. Just breathing, her
eyes, wishing she had a Diet Pepsi to nurse. And Advil. A Advil. And
a glass of brandy. A hot bath. And a coma. One coma to

What had she seen? She couldn't renenber. Just the wall. nman and a
girl on the other side of the fence. Their silhouettes in her mnd
like lightning. She scanned the fence again, but did anyone there. Her
head t hrobbed. Pain |ike needl es her scalp. She adjusted the rearview
mrror--bl oodstai ns nose and upper lip. She wi ped at them and sniffed.
Maybeyou a doctor, naybe it is a tunor.

Maybe you' ve waited too |ong.



CHAPTER TVENTY- ONE
THE ANGEL OF DESOLATI ON
man grinned as he watched Alison Chandler drive off.

Angel will find you, Angel knows where you sleep at night, knows you
| eep naked, knows you sleep with himwho denies his true nature, his
cal I'i ng.

He |icked his lips; his stomach growl ed. He needed the bl ood and
sometines even the fatty tissue to survive. He had lived off fat
during ii nmost of his time with his mstress. But this city, alive, so
very alive with of bl ood.

Hungry. Need sone, sone warnth, sone.... Love.

There was a house, the one he'd been staying in, whose owners had fled
someti nme back. Fire had damaged the kitchen and di ning room but that
had not kept the runaways frominvading it and sleeping on its bare
floors, covered with newspapers for warnth. The wi ndows had been

br oken, and the kids had taped cardboard from boxes up against them-it
was al ways dark there. And the basement. It was the perfect place for
himto sleep, absolute darkness, darkness where he would find her, and
warnth, so nuch warnth fromtheir young bodi es pressed up against his
while he slept, for they, too, were night creatures.



He had had to kill a few of them the tenptation had been so : How
much better were living and breathing bodies than those were al ready
dead.

He felt stirrings in his |oins when he thought of the children
sleeping with himin that house. How they |ooked up to | or feared
him for it was all the same; and he held them when | shivered from
wi t hdrawal , or ki ssed them when their veins burned the liquid fire of
heroin they kept there.

And they cane to him they sawin himtheir release into The night was
like the voice of his mistress, warmskin. He felt his heart beating
faster. He tried could' ve taken her, right then. Alison. They had
been on the frequency for those precious seconds, and he thought he'd
skin ripping. Heart beating too fast. He brought his hands up chest
and felt the pulse of his Iife. Those who betrayed, he proni sed cone
hone. GCetting into the car he'd stolen, he closed his eyes, of her.
Then, he opened his eyes, glancing into the backseat where i dead wonan
lay. She had provided himw th sustenance. But needed nore. He
needed to bring hone all the children who abandoned their bel oved.

H s bel oved.

He turned the key in the ignition. He loved all the children world.
Al'l those who had once been children, all who would children, all who
had betrayed him

H s | ove was savage and endl ess.

Alison and Peter, he grinned. Alison and Peter. M fkiends. The
night, the smells. Beckoning.

The t hought of juice in the back of his throat, burning and He had to
go find sustenance, the fatty tissue and the skin and blood, all would
give himstrength to bring the children hone



Wthin an hour, on a dark street in downtown Los Angel es, a wonman
behi nd a dunpster, and he | eaned over her, feeding. The of the bank
bui | di ng behind himhad a stain froma tower of blood 'had shot up as
if to the sky Before three a.m" three teenagers's bodi es would be
found torn as if dogs-By sunrise, the police would already be gathered
around what | ooked the nobst brutal slaying since the Black Dahlia
nmurder in the 1940s, worman with red hair, her skin all but stripped
from her bones, and teeth marks deep into torso Dawn woul d be

com ng--he could snell it in the sky, in the chill was burning off.
Still he was un sated
He was tired, but the drive was still there: he wanted to find her, the

the right girl, who could take away the nightrmares of that enpty inside
him the girl whom She could come into, could possess for one nonent
between |ife and death. The freshness of flesh.

The driving force within himwould be his appetite.



TwenTy- Two
THE TRI ALS OF MARRI AGE

lison slid into bed, and whenever she did it, she knew Peter would p.
She hated waki ng himup. Peter was always so sweet asleep, calm
Sonetimes, the nightmares, sure. But not all the time. Not of the
time. How can you | ove sonmebody so nuch and lie to then?

could answer so few of her own questions in life. She felt sticky
sweat and freezing cold; she pulled the sheet up around her "You
anwake?"

"I guess | amnow." As he said this, she saw the shadow of his armfor
t he bedside | anp, hesitate, and then drop down to the "How was
cl ass?"

Her eyes adjusted to the dark. She couldn't tell if his eyes were
opened H s voice was strange, like he'd been Iying in bed pretending
for her benefit. He didn't sound sleepy. Maybe he suspects. Jesus,
he going to say when he finds out |I've been seeing Correa? Her head
echoed a hamer beating down on a spike. Four little Advils later of
cheap wi ne3%n t hei dge, and it keeps on ticking.

th? He said.

The head- bangi ng conti nued unabated, and she began to worry



that she would start screaming at himfor no reason at all. Like
full year of periods at once. The palmof his hand rested on her his
hand was |i ke ice.

"You're burning up."

She tried to sound fine. "Peter." She reached over and hair up. "Just
a touch of fever. Maybe |I should sleep on the you don't catch
anything. Maybe it's the flu." "No, stay here, okay?" "I'm al

achy."

He wrapped his arns around her. 1t nmade her fee

"I'f it's the flu.... "

"No, | was kidding, I"'mfine. |'mjust overheated. Like a car
studying so hard it nade ny brain hurt, if you can believe it. | take
a bath," she said, disentangling herself fromhis arns. "You |I'll be
inlater. Oh, damm and double damm," she said, rising, off the sheet.
"I forgot to take ny contacts out. God, | was so today, | always end
up keeping you up, and you' ve got to get early." She was alnpst in

tears fromthe pain and she know it, because she wouldn't have an

expl anati on. VWAl king carpet barefoot seemed |ike stepping on nails. It
was the was the dam wall in her m nd, making every part of her go as
if she were all nerve endings.

"No problem-1 wasn't really asleep anyway, ...... the light. His
dirty blond hair hung over his eyes. He watched her i mirror as she
set her contacts in solution. "How was worKk?"

She sighed. Wrk was years ago in the norning, before with Di ego
Handl i ng cats and dogs. "Sanme old sanme old. Had put a

si xteen-year-old spaniel to sleep, and | couldn't stop that stupid. You
work with animals, it's what happens.

He didn't reply.



In the bathroom Alison turned the water on in the tub as hot as she
et it. The bathroomwas steamed up when she finally got under water.
She sat down in the tub and let the hot water pour over her. it felt
ri ght.

The hooded man on the other side of the chain link fence at the parking
The headache. The blackout. The nosebleed. The worst part of g it
was that it wasn't an awful feeling. It was a feeling of alive. Not
bei ng made of stone. She closed her eyes and inhal ed the steam of the
bat h.

She saw. a boy, dark-haired and handsone, a teenager, tried to open but
they were sewn shut, 'Alison?" The boy asked, and then another
screaned, "ALISON? HELP ME! ALISON OH My GOD, IT'S IN

ITS COM NG FOR ME!  ALI SON? HELP ME JESUS GOD

ME DON' T LEAVEME! "And t hen the boy who her said, "don't cry, it's a
dream you're having, a bad dream it's real, | don't hear anything,
honest to god, you don't have to hear it,

"and he brought his fist dowmn to the side of her face. And she turned
| ook away, but she didn't feel anything, he didn't hit her, after all
Her

* put it didn't hurt, and she saw a wall. Bright lights |ike of
lightning. She was noving fast, crying out, "Mrn! \Were are you?

was seeing the walls nmove, walls covered with amed pictures,

wi ndows that |ooked out on crosses, and shining table tops pushed the
wal I s. The dark stain outline of a human bei ng, a woman,

Alison turned her head back to the boy and opened her eyes and
"Charlie?"

She heard water splashing and felt heat and saw fog.

She was in the tub. The steam cl eared.

71dl ? Peter asked fromthe doorway.

Ali son saw t he bat hroom door opening. Hands parted the gl ass



partition. Peter stood there in his white jockey shorts, tall and
| anky a shy farmboy. His ribs stuck out he wasn't eating enough; he
weary.

"I couldn't get back to sleep," he said. He reached down and his
underwear off, kicking it across the bathroomfloor. He had line up to
his thighs, and another just below his navel. "Mnd if

you in the waterfall?"

Hangi ng onto the nmetal soap carrier and one side of the tub, he in

al ongsi de her, facing her. He grasped the white soap and al ong her
neck and shoul ders. He | eaned over, stretching his jaw noving forward
to kiss her; her shoul ders slunped; she towards him kissing him His
lips and tongue were snmooth and felt, in the spray, as if she had never
been touched before. She hands slip down al ong her breasts, sliding
al ong her ribs; he nestled i her; she | eaned back, raising herself up
slightly as she groped with feet around his waist until she had her
knees pressed against his her feet flat on the warmtub fl oor behind
him She rubbed soap his chest and nipples, tickling his belly
slightly, curling her fingers the hair on his stomach, plucking it

back. "Al, Al, Aison," he kissing her chin, her cheeks, her ear, the
back of her neck as he closer to her. They fit together wth
difficulty; like two pieces puzzles. Mking |ove always involved a

| evel of tension and before the pl easure kicked in, even after al
t hese years--1I

fit together, just when he entered her, it would take her so long tine
to enjoy it, she would try meeting himw th each thrust, but herself
pul i ng back, sliding along the tub floor. Wy were things easier in
the imagi nation than in the act of doing? Wy did the always seemto
get in the way with Peter? It had taken twelve tines

Peter before she'd even started enjoying it, but she thought that
normal . She'd been a teenager then. The idea of having this large
i nside you while you positioned yourself at this awkward angl e,

way you' d been told all your life was sonehow bad and not what people
did, while this boy seened to be jabbing all over the



were wishing he'd just lie still for a few noments so you could sone,
while all your life you' d been taught that no one shoul d upper hand
with you, and here you were fulfilling a natural calling, and it

i nvol ved penetration of your body: well, she hadn't epected the first
fewtines to be fun and ganmes, there was too nmuch baggage attached with
it. But after all these years together. Loving each other so much.
Knowi ng so nuch about each other .... Always, with Peter, she felt it
wasn't her he desired, but some other girl, and the bl ockade canme not
fromw thin Alison's body, but fromPeter's, as if he were hol ding
somet hi ng back when he entered her, keeping sonething for that other
gift. He curled his nmouth slightly when he was inside her, and she

al ways expected himto call out for someone. For her. The girl of his
dr eans.

When Peter entered her here, on the tub floor, her hands reached behind
him her fingers stroking the Iight hair on his back; pressing, she
tried to bring himall the way into her so there was no difference

bet ween their bodies.

But as she felt his thrusts becone nore rapid, as she pressed her head
into his neck, her |lips against his chin, as she felt sonething within
herself Spark like a live wire thrown into the tub with them she was
again with some teenaged boy whose nmouth and tongue were everywhere
across her pale skin, rough and dry and unrelenting. And he pressed
her up agai nst a stained wall.



CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE
THE DAY OF RECKONI NG I'S UPON US

he Angel of the Desol ation wanted Her so badly, and s, he would of
enter into him he had not found her. He felt like he'd stepped into
Hel | without Her. Wendy. Believed.

No sl eep

The Angel of the Desolation turned his face upwards. Sunlight Iike
drops of whi skey sprayed over him It stung and it tasted of old
menories, he got drunk on the light, and his head throbbed. H s neck
felt swollen, and the sweatshirt was so tight against his skin. No
sl eep, no sleep, give nme strength.

It had been years since he'd seen the sun, since he'd been out where
the light was. He'd sat on a hillside overl ooking the San Fernando
Valley while the fiery ball emerged fromthe nountains in the East, as
if sent by her to himas a nessage. The norning brought the shakes
upon him and he becane nervous and afraid. He could now be seen. He
pul | ed the hood down further over his head. He sat in the stolen

Bui ck, parked along the roadsi de and watched the |ight shower over the
Val l ey, and then the sun noved to find him to nake hi mdrunk and nad
with the menory of the other life he'd |led, before She had changed
hi m



She had rescued him and had taken himjoin one darkness into.
darkness. It was as ifhe had died then, those years ago. Endless
hours and and days and weeks and seconds un aground pressed there with
stones bricks. Dirt and filth clogging his throat, his nostrils
| ayered with dust, so filled with pebbles that he was aaid that if he
screanmed for help choke to death bgCore he'd made a sound. How much
time had gone they'd buried himthere? And who was there LTfi to cone
ejCor hin? In that. he'd felt the stinging of fire ants across his
arms and | egs; welts rose where insects trespassed, and with them
fever, and he began prayingr death, r release, praying to whonmever
m ght be out there to hear him

And it was Her. She would answer his prayers.

"You belong to ne, "she said as she brought himforth join the huggi ng
himto her while tears sproutedjomhis swollen eyelids.

He woul d waste no nore tine.
They woul d pay for their great sin.
Now.

This is what happened. These were the firv notebook. Later, too,
Peter would think that. This is howdid nothing to stop it until it
was all over. Like |l wanted it to happen

But when the day was just beginning, and Peter woke up to ringing
phone, he didn't think these things. He had even managed put what he'd
seen in the bungal ow cellar out of his nmind. hallucinated before, why
woul dn't he again? Hadn't he been by enough medi cal "experts" that he
had some kind of damage to cerebral cortex so that he m ght have the
equi val ent of acid



and start seeing what his imagination was nmanufacturing? But it

ain't nothing, folks, why you follow a girl who | ooks like a girl you
used to know down a | adder and then you see a wonan's face, and
underneath it, another, but you knowit's just a little teeny-tiny bit
of brain damage, so you "re supposed to cal mdown and take a couple of
aspirin when it happens and reassure yourself that nothing' s a-com ng
for to carry you honme. Just a trick of the mind. Now you see it, now
you don't. You believe what you can't see, boy? Not if you can't
bel i eve what you do see, boy. Every now and then, over the years,
you' ve thought you've seen her, too, in a crowm, just a face, but hers,
and then gone. A face. A face peeled back fromthe skull. Her eyes
like onyx. No iris or pupil or white, just onyx. Black translucent
stone. Wy don't you tell Alison? Wy can't you tell her? Every tine
you are about to, you can't. Wat kind of a nonster doesn't tell his
wife the truth?

These were currents in his river of thoughts, and he hadn't slept at

all that night, so the river had been running since he'd made | ove with
Alison in the bathtub; the river had been flowi ng since he'd run from

t he bungal ow the day before; the river ran time and space together, so
that he never knew if he had i magined things or if they were real, and
if they were in fact real, what did it matter, then? Wat did it
matter if he were insane, and Alison were insane, and he had visions of
things fromHell, and what did |ife matter?

And then, before he knewit, it started that morning with a ringing
phone.

This is how it happened, he thought I ater, when he could wonder how the
hell he had lain there in bed and not held her so tight that no one
coul d possibly take her away from hi mever

"Hello," Peter held the phone to his ear

"I"d like to speak with Ms. Chandler,” a man said. dd nan, Peter
figured. Maybe sonmeone fromthe vet's office. O a professor



"Ms. Chandler," he said, nudging Alison, who back, just a few nore
m nut es.

He ki ssed her on her neck. "It's for you."
She nmurnured, "Message. Call back later. Too sleepy.™

As she turned back into her pillow, he |ooked over her shot the alarm

clock. It was only seven. Who the hell would call at seven in
nor ni ng?
"She's sleeping. If it's an enmergency | can get her up, otherw se.

"It's an energency,"” the man said. "Wwo is this?"

"I's this Peter Chandl er?"

"Yes, it is. Wi is this?"

"W've net before. Years ago. M nanme is Diego Correa. The nanme cut
through himlike a hacksaw. The think to say into the phone was, "You
finally got to her, you bitch, you finally got to her. Stay the hel
out of our lives."

The man on the line said, "Tell her she--"

Peter hung up the phone. He reached over to the phone cord snapped it
fromthe wall.

"What was that all about?" Alison murrured, turning over putting her
arms around Peter's waist. She snelled Iike vanilla ant from| ast
night's bath. "Peter?"

H's entire body was tensed as if ready to spring. "Diego

"Ch," she said, and her voice had dropped; he could tell she awakened
with the nention of that name. "Wat did he want?"

For the longest tinme, Peter was silent. He lay there and the sound of
her breathing against his chest. Then he whispered, able to get it
out, "You didn't tell me about him"

"I knew you'd get mad. | went to himfor help. Peter," she sobbing
uncontrol l ably, and he held her tightly against his "I ... can't
function ... anynore. | need to know thing don't understand."

He gently stroked her back. "I do. | love you. | just don't



You COVE WHEN | Can You cPoeople |like Correa to touch us." But as
the words left his mouth, he uld practically hear Alison suppressing
enotion. | promsed you, Al, |

prom sed you | would never bring it back and I woul d never make you

| ook back there, | promised, and even if you hate me | won't break that
prom se

She pushed away fromhim "I'mjust so ... tired ... of all of it. |

don't know why it's such a secret. |'ve read those books, | know what

happened that sunmer. \What else is there that's so awful ?"

"Tkl, Al'l, | love you. You don't know what these people put ne
t hrough, what they tried to do to you, how they were vultures, just
f eedi ng, feeding,

feedi ng, never leaving ne alone. It just pushes every button |
have. "

"I just want to know what happened."”

"I told you,'
the pill ow.

he said. He turned away from her, burying his head in

"God. Peter, you're not being fair. | know what you told nme, but
want it frominside me. | want to remenber it myself. | know you took
care of me, | know you taught nme how to speak again and how to read,

but I want to renenber. For nyself."

H s voice, was nmuffled against the pillow "Wat if it hurts you?
What if, Alison?"

He heard her voice, strange and wonderful, so nuch like it had been
when she'd been a teenager, and he turned to face her. "Peter don't
make ne go back there. Peter, please, don't ever make me go back
there, promi se nme, "she said. Her eyes were open and he was afraid to
touch her because it scared hi mwhen this happened; it nade himthink
she woul d have to be institutionalized again, and this tine he woul dn't
be able to get her out.

He had heard it before, whenever he said those words w thout thinking,
what if. Something about the words that cracked her for a certain
period of time, put her in a trance. How nmany times had they called
himfromher job to tell himthat she had zoned out again, and was she
on any nedication? She could hide it sonmetimes, but how rmuch of her
life woul d be spent dreading two words frequently used together?

| only know that | have to keep protecting you Even if it neans with
ny life



Just as if she were sucked into darkness, Alison was no |on room but
in an endl ess corridor of night. The whispering voices the air around
her. She struggled against the dark, but it held her

Sonet hi ng freezing cold breathed agai nst her face, and she the
whi spering voices, what if what if what if what if.

Peter wi ped her forehead with a cool, danp washcloth. "You burning
up. "

She opened her eyes to his voice. He was sitting up on the bed,

her head resting in his lap. "I'mworn out," Alison said. "Mybe it
is the flu. You should rest today." "No," she said resolutely and sat
up quickly, then him "Wbrk. [1'll be better when | take a shower."

"The North Hol |l ywood Animal Cinic will run perfectly you for one day.
You can call them" he reached across the bed | plugged the phone back
into the wall. Then he

"I"'mgoing to work," she said and pushed up off the bed. She his hand
whil e she steadied herself. "Little dizzy. orree.

"Peter, | amjust a little under the weather. |'m going to work.

feel sick, I'lIl call you and you can cone get nme, deal ?" "Are you
going to talk to orrea. She |ooked away. "Probably."

"Al'l right, then. If you want to see him see him But be careful
told me he was hel ping ne, too, and all he did back then was brains for
the things he was | ooking for. And he was after you, too. No natter
what he says now, he knew that you'd had the



and he wanted to exam ne you. And if he had, A, you mght've never
recovered. Once you went under nedical and psychol ogi cal testing, you
woul d' ve been dead. They didn't want you to get better. They only
wanted to hook you up to machi nes and record your responses.”

"That's all in the past now Peter, we were sixteen. You can't say
for sure that's what woul d' ve happened. He's not a bad man. He's
good. | can feel it fromhim™

"Just be careful, then. He broke promses to me. | don't trust him
And it was you he wanted, and he's waited all these years. As |
recall, he made a |l ot of noney on that book of his. Al on the tragedy

of kids and what happened. You would've been his prize. Now he's
found you."

"You've got it wong," she said as she stepped into the bathroom "He
didn't find ne. | found him"

After she'd gone off to work, and after he lied and promised to foll ow
up on a recent job interview, Peter Chandler rose and wal ked into the
kitchen, flipping on the Krupps Cof fee Maker. He swung the
refrigerator door open.

This day, he would try and clean off his desk. He would be late
getting out to | ook for work, but he would clean things up a bit.
Hel |, maybe 1'Il clean out the fridge, too, he thought, peering into
the dead white light, beyond the front row of Dannon Yogurt.

The refrigerator had an old hamthat needed to be tossed; sone squash
and bel |l peppers, chicken breasts on the top shelf, next to the skim
mlk, three Diet Cokes and a six-pack of Corona. Not exactly a hearty
breakfast here. Behind the mlk carton he found sone packets of Quaker
I nstant Cat neal .

Leani ng against the refrigerator door, reaching in to grasp one of the
packets with his left hand, Peter felt sonmething in his stomach as if
his bowels were | oosening, his intestines uncoiling beneath his
stomach, his



knees giving out, his lungs not finding breath, his spinal cord

Jesus, this better not be the flu. Alison and ne both getting sick
now s lousy timng

And then, Peter//back into his body Iike he was going into the seat of
a 747.

As he caught hinself against the refrigerator door, holding support,
somet hing cane out of Peter's mouth, a noise that he not identify at
first.

As he regained feeling in his arns and | egs, pinpricks beneath skin, he
knew what the sound was.

A how .

The flu, yeah, dream on, Chandl er

YQu know what this is.

You' ve known this was conming for along tine.

She'd been coming for himfor along tinme, and in his dreans. hair a
tangle of rust-colored rattl esnakes, withing across her scal p, eyes
shiny and bl ack like beetle shells, her face a bl ood-streaked And then
it would all shinmer, the vision in his dreamas if he crying in his
sl eep, and she woul d be restored: beautiful and cruel pale. The Lam a
that's what she was, a she-devil, death's mistress:' those names which
requi red some kind of superstitious belief, and hadn't he believed when
he heard his blood singing with her Stella knew, that's why she sent
the telegrans and letters. But Peter ignored it until it could no

| onger be ignored. The disease had the blood, and they had tasted the
bl ood, and now it was Peter's They all had done the Awful Thing. What
it had done to all of them

Ch, God, A, All, Alison, don't |ook back there. Only denons. death
snell  Only what you can't see.

Now, within his own body, he heard the call.

She had been growi ng strong again, after all these years. She had been
waiting for the right tine. She had wanted it to grow within them



Diego Correa tried calling Alison's apartnment again six tines before
he gave up.

He'd been up all night, in his office, listening to the old tapes of
interviews with two boys, because he'd wanted to catch every single
thing they'd said, not just what he had used in his book. The tapes

pl ayi ng continually through; rew nding, playing, the voices of children
spi nning the unbelievable story, and the part they were | eaving out was
about her, Alison. The children weren't |ying about what had ravaged
the town on the high desert, but they were |lying about the girl, and if
only he'd understood, if only he'd had insight back in 1981 when the

i nterviews took place. How they'd protected her with their lies, but
how, in the end, there was no real protection

On the old tape:
"\What about your friend?"

Peter said, "She's sick, but she'll get better. " "She won't talk
anynore" "That's right."

"I's she badly hurt?"

"Cut it out. I'mtired. She's just sick and she's gonna get better
She doesn't know any of this. She just got attacked is all. It wasn't
after her anyway, it just wanted to kill. She got in its way."

"Are you trying to protect her?"

"She's sick. You already talked to her. Her grandnmother won't let you
talk to her anyway. Maybe when she's better. |I'mtired. Can | go
flow?"

"Peter, do you |ove her?"

The boy, on tape, did not respond.

And Peter, at sixteen, had given himone key, and it was only now he

knew how to use it. But it was only one key to a door with many
| ocks.



Peter, on tape, had said, "t's a turninge don't you get it? It's not
like hinself one minute and the next mnute this nonster, it was |ike

he it was not sonething fromthe outside, but frominside, |ike he was.
skin, just like that, Shedding skin, and he turned. But | knew it was
him himall along. Only turned. | knowit's crazy sounding. He

becarme really was, on the inside. Maybe just the bad part of him
Maybe t here good part, too. But it was the bad that came to the
suoeace. And the Thing. Turnin not |ike what you said, but Iike when
mlk turns, dog turns. It's still the dog, right? 1It's still the dog?
Only, to shoot it anyway, even though it's still the dog .... "

From Di ego' s studies of the rain forest peoples, he had come a concept
different fromthe European idea of nmetanor something changing into
somet hing el se. This other version of. what Peter called turning, was
nore closely akin to

Bringing Forth--an infestation within the skin, rising to the And it
was what Diego had been up all night with, trying to figure i trying to
put together, listening to the tapes of the two boys, what infesting
them And the girl, she'd had it worse than the boys, was then
runored) not going to make it, and her grandnother was religious
conviction that precluded nedical attention for the gift. grandnother
as Diego renmenbered fromrepeated phone calls to house in San Franci sco
in the spring of 1981, was a reli fundamentalist who believed her
grandchild was a sinner of the sort and in need of nmultiple baptisns to
restore her soul to the path. Alison had gone through hell back then
But now, he knew.. He'd been w ong.

Wy did | not see? The fever, the trances, the words, he'd it to the
surface hinmself, he was helping to bring it forth. | aminstrunment of
her turning. Peter was right to try and protect her

The denon needed fertility .... Teenaged boys and a girl. A denbn who
wanted to becone than its own nonstrosity. A denmon who was held at
bay. A nest on high desert: a town called Pal netto. Boys just
reachi ng adol escence,



into their sexual beings; and Alison, a girl who was both beautifu
Pr egnant .

That was the sin her grandnmot her had been upset about. That was what
t hese boys had hidden all these years.

But she was not pregnant with an ordinary child. Xvhatever it was that
had gotten into her was within her. A

pi ece of it.
Li ke a tinme bonb.
In the flesh.

After Alison left her apartnent, she was al nost to work when she
decided to take a sick day. She pulled over at an AMPM M ni - Mart and
called in to the animal hospital. She felt the smallest ache in her
head, but when she had some coffee (her fourth cup of the nmorning) it
apparently vanished. A cute man in his early twenties was punpi ng gas
and asked her directions, but she could tell he wasn't really |ost,
only pretending to be so he could flirt. The coffee was good-in fact,
it seemed |like the best cup of coffee she'd ever had. Perhaps she was
feeling better, after all. 1t had felt good to finally adnit to Peter
that she'd been seeing Diego. She slipped nore change into the phone
and di al ed his ofce.

"Dr. Correa? Diego?"

"Reception," the worman on the other end said, "Dr. Correa stepped out
for just a mnute. Wuld you like to | eave a nmessage?"

Alison thought for a nmoment, then said, "lI'"mjust returning his call.
My nane is Alison Chandler. Tell him... tell himlI"'ll call him back
inabit."

She gl anced over at the young man who had flirted with her. He was
getting into his car.

The car itself made her shiver



Peter went driving, and found hinself by the first seen the girl that

| ooked |i ke Wendy. He drove past the S of the Sacred Heart Church, and
turned the corner to see the but it had been badly burned, and nost of
the first floor was could not even inagine, in the abstract, a house
fitting dowmn that alley; the burnt hull seemed nore real than the
bungal ow had ol d man sat on his stoop nearby and called out to Peter
"it was a I'll tell you, a regular sight!"

Peter parked the car, and got out. He wal ked over to the old The old
man was wrinkled and small, and his face could not contained snaller
eyes or a nore surly |ooking nouth.

"When did it burn?" Peter asked.
"That place is always on fire. Mght as well be hell's gate. Burned

last night, nmy friend, Halloween, buncha kids set fire to what was
| eft, Sonebody or other been tryin to burn that old place down for

years, |I'Il tell you, yes. Beautiful sight, fire like that, al nost
went all the up, | say alnpst, to the top of that palmtree. Big fire,
but that'

to burn, yes, I'Il tell you, yes, ripe to burn for along tine."

"I hope nobody was hurt."

The old man | ooked queer, like he didn't know if he should anybody this
part. "Well, 1'Il tell you," his voice becane quieter, didn't nobody
cone outta there. Grls and boys just hollerin whoopin. You' da think
they coul da junped out with all the just off, but didn't none of them
yes, not a one. Strange thing, young fol ks'd burn than breathe. But,"
and the old guy chuckl ed wheezed, "I s'pose it's a close call sonetinmes
with some folks, a close call. Sone a them s better off."



Alison surveyed the traffic. Normally, in non-rush hour it m ght
take her twenty minutes maxinumto drive to Diego' s office, but was
some accident on the freeway, so it would be at |east an hour

The freeway was packed and noving slowy, and her headache had
poundi ng. Spasnms of pain jabbed her in the groin, along her at the
back of her ribs; she checked the mirror because her eyes and she
wondered if sonething was the matter with her contact Killer headache.
Her Honda sputtered and clunked along up the and she felt a pressure on
her bl adder and wondered which exit could turn of fat and find a rest
room The cars noved slowy, like a funeral procession. She was at
the end of her rope; she wanted to scream at every single driver.

At the AM/EM Mni-Mart, with the man flirting with her, she'd
renenber ed sonething, and had hit the wall again. It was the young
man's car: a Thunderbird, conpletely rundown, rusted out, but it
brought back the sliver of a nenmory to her: she saw it parked on a
dsol ate and enpty road in the pre-dawn hours, packed w th people,
sitting upright, sitting still. Dead

A Thunderbird full of dead bodies.
And then the car had begun novi ng.

Driven by a woman who coul d not possibly have been turning the steering
wheel

Bl oodstai n of a woman on a high yell ow wal |

But this tine, when Alison smacked against the wall, she'd chipped at
it, just a mote of light shooting fromit. She |ooked through the
smal | opening to the other side, and the Thunderbird was there, its
cargo of the dead, its driver trying to grin even while the skin fel
fromher face. The driver backed the car up in the dirt and then, in
drive, floored it for the wall, heading right to where Alison peered
t hr ough.

Wien the car hit the wall, it shattered i nto darkness.

Alison's head was bashing within itself full throttle, like a tida

bl ood crashi ng agai nst her skull. Her nose dribbled with blood, even
felt a sudden rel ease of blood from between her |legs. Wat is ny body
doing to me?

But | renenbered it, she said, | remenbered it. | broke the Wat she
renenbered: she sat anong the dead bodi es Thunderbird and heard the
whi spering voices of the "whatifwhatifwhatifwhatif," and their
reptilian wi ngs beating her face, and the sound of a dog panting above
her in a dark

On the packed freeway, heading into the city, Alison the rearview
mrror to see if her nose had stopped bleeding. It but that's not what
made her al nost smash into the car in front It was her eyes.

She was sheddi ng tears.

Tears of bl ood.

While Alison, her body wacked with pain, had the sense to p the
freeway and turn around to drive honme and take the sick day and just



maybe finally call a doctor or get Peter to take her energency room

her husband had found the office of Diego

Di ego had just returned fromthe bathroomdown the hall, the new
secretary said, "A man barged in here. Should I cal

Di ego went inside his office, and recognized Peter inmediately.
Chandler,"” he said. "It's been many years, but you don't | ook
different. I'mglad you cane by."

Peter was sitting at his desk, with the tape machi ne pl aying.

The voice of the past on the tape said, "7 didn't say denon, was
someone who thought he was possessed. "

Peter | eaned back in the chair, "Wat is it you want?" The voice
tape said, "Z)o you believe in denbns, Peter?" Diego wal ked over
hi s wi ndow and raised the blinds. The

on
to



over the silver and gray | andscape beyond. "I've been up all Peter
Your wife is in serious danger. |'mafraid | aided it, too."

man's voice on the tape repeated, "Da you believe in denons?" The
boy's voice on the tape said, "Tva."

But you do believe," Diego said. "You lied to me then, didn't you?"
peter didn't respond. vyou lied to protect her."

peter said nothing. The voice on the tape said, "Do you believe in the
supernatural, Peter?" On tape, the boy said nothing.

Peter, at the desk, shut the tape off. "I want you to | eave her
al one.

all.

"What was it that happened to her, Peter? The year after Palnetto.

about her body, the breakdown of |anguage and nmemory. It just

Wi tnessing the nmurders, was it? It was sonething else.” "If I tell
you, will you get out of our lives?"

Di ego turned away fromthe wi ndow. "Before | nake any prom ses,

know about her fevers? How severe they are? She's lied to nme about

doctors--1 can tell. She's not a very good liar. Wy is she so scared
of is it about her body that she is so terrified of?. Because, it's
her protect, Peter, not her fears. |If the fevers go any hi gher she
could suffer brain damage. |Is that how you want to protect her, by
letting her go mad or killing every chance she has for a happy life?"

Peter was silent. Diego could hear the ticking of the clock down the
hal I .

Finally, Peter said, "if | tell you, you have to swear that you will
not Use it for a book. or hurt her with it in any way. You will have
to swear that if you stick your nose into this that you won't go on
some stupid talk show and yap about it just to hawk books.™"

"I am past doing that. | won't hurt her, | promse. | swear." "No,"
Peter said, "I can't can't trust you. She'd be dead if...." "I won't
hurt her," Diego reaffirnmed, "but it's already begun." Peter glanced

up at him



"She's turning, Peter, turning fast. The body inside her is her

body. |It's like cancer, isn't it? It takes over cell by cell, too,
don't you? Peter, | do believe in denons, | do believe in told nme when
you were sixteen. | have driven up to that own several tines, and

saw what was left of it. Wuatever do that to a town, do you think you
could stop it by happened? Sonmehow you and Alison and the other boy,
imune to it to sone extent. But you know why, don't you? why you're
here and the rest of that town is not, don't you?"

"I thought this wouldn't happen, it was supposed to stop we did."
"What did you do?"

"The Awful Thing," Peter whispered. He sounded I|ike

As if beneath his skin, there lurked that sixteen-year-old,

he m ght as well have been four

"What was the awful thing?"

Peter | ooked himin the eyes. "Than had told us about it. what would
happen if we didn't. Howit would keep i in Palnetto, but everywhere.
a d Bonyface, he knew about and the job wasn't done until we took the
AW ul Thing from

"What was it?" Diego asked, "what did you do that was so Peter bit the
edge of his lower lip. He munbled sonething. "You what?" Diego
asked, | eaning forward.

Alison had to sit in her car for half an hour on the off-ranp freeway
bef ore she had worked up the strength to drive the the rest of the way
hone. She was alternately freezing and boiling she was too scared to
ook in the rearviewnirror again to see if her eyes stopped bl eedi ng.
Her hands slid along the steering wheel with the just pouring out of
her skin. Finally, she parked al ongsi de her



and, using what little strength she had, managed to get fromthe her
apartment without falling down. Her stomach hurt terribly, and
[menstrual flow had not stopped. Goa just let me die. She dropped her
three times before finally holding them steady enough to unl ock the She
didn't even have the energy to call out for Peter, although, in her
vi sion, she thought he was standing there in the living roomfor her.
He was dressed in a sweatshirt and jeans, which would ve her as odd if
she didn't have the jabbing pains and the crunching She was too

di zzy--she needed to get to a chair quickly or she'd she was sure,
she'd faint, it was that bad Peter approached her; she realized it
wasn't Peter at all, but soneone from beyond her wall, and the man in
the sweatshirt said, "Wiere i it?" while she fell to the foor. She
saw his face and tried to scream as as she could but nothing came from
her throat.



PART TWO

WAKI NG DREAMS | N NEW

YORK G TY

CHAPTER TVEENTY- FOUR

DF. DRTS

irty, filthy, said the thing with the red eyes, lurking there in the
corner, still here, ny friend, still waiting, and | can wait along tine
to be let out. And you will let ne out, ny boy, you will let nme out
because you' ve been very bad and you need to take your medicine. Laok,
| ook where |'ve gnawed a hole in yaur heart, in your brain, |ike
cheese, just nibble, nibble, nibble. Just us rats, you and me, just us

rats.

It was a dream but it wasn't, and the man who shoul d' ve been sl eepi ng
had his eyes wi de open.

H s nane was Charlie Urquart.

"Just look at him" Paula whispered as if the nman lying on the
mattress



on the other side of the two-way mirror could hear her. wres
running all along his hands and face and chest, but she even watchi ng
the EEG Nothing to watch. What fascinated his eyes: open and staring
bl ankly. He m ght've been dead. No beta activity, no nothing. She
hadn't believed it when she'd seen it and she still could not
conprehend what it might mean. Not science or to mankind, but to

her .

Her associ ate, Megan Ri chnond, chuckled, "Every tinme |
at him | think of how bg that grant s getting."

"No j okes, come on, but have you ever seen this before? everything
was ever taught in graduate school. |It's practically proof of the
Jett-CGerrish Hypothesis--and everybody thought off the wall." Paul a
tried to keep the excitement out of her was 26 and didn't figure on
conpl eting her graduate studies research for a few nore years. This
woul d be just the boost she The Jett-Cerrish Hypothesis had been
consi dered best, an imagi native outgromh of the field of

Gerrish had studied an entire group of survivors fromthe death of
Germany who had apparently stopped sl eeping for all purposes for four
years, but whose halluci nations took themthe canp even when they were
free--so that they had never escaped, at least not in their mnds. But
JettGerrish given certain traumas fromthe past, a human being will go
waking life and live as if in a dream wth no need to use bridge to
get to that dream It was a survival mechani sm

But this one, this man.

He was a one in a trillion find. Even if he couldn't that hypothesis
m ght be a junping off point into whole new dream and sl eep studies.

She kept her face taut, professional, no goofy grin emerge. Mdre than
anything in the world, she wanted the the tine for research on her own
t er ms.

This man lying on the table was going to give that to her



being aware of it. "He doesn't knowit," Paula said. "But he's

goi ng
"I's that what you see in hinP" Megan asked.
"I don't get you."

"phD. awarded to the Nobel Prize wi nner Paula Quinn?"
"Cheap shot," Paula said, but it was partially true. How often would
student come across this kind of case? She could ve gone her life

wi t hout comi ng across an individual who defied every rule in book. It
had been what Paul a called her "spy network" which had

[her find this man. A friend from her undergrad years at Fordham

had called her directly fromcourt to tell her about this , bono case
that she might find interesting. The guy had assaulted an man on the
street, but had been in some kind of a psychotic seizure.

ol d man dropped the charges soon enough, and Paul a had come the npst
uni que case of sleep deprivation she had ever

She knew fromthat first meeting that this was her way of beyond years
of dues-paying to the academ c establishment. She would, at best,
begin a career of fascinating research, and at worst, get a book out of
t he experience.

Megan cl ucked her tongue. "Maybe Ackerman's jeal ous because you'll get
his tenure. You are now unofficially a threat to the
asshol es-t hat-be. "

But Paul a coul dn't keep her eyes off her subject. What had been goi ng
on behind those eyes? "Just |ook," she nodded toward the gl ass.

"I"'mlooking, I'"'mlooking. |It's something. | just don't know what.
How | ong ago did you interview hinP"

"Ten m nutes. Another Ken Russell novie. Lots of breasts and penises
and acid flashbacks and no sense whatsoever. But there're things
energing--in the dreanms. Like the blank spot. The girl. Some girl. |
knew there'd be a pattern if | interviewed himoften enough. That
trauma to his head he was in an accident as a teenager. So it's sone
ki nd of seizure, the scar showed up on the scan, but it's like he's

al ways dreamni ng."

Megan | ooked at her with skepticism "Dreami ng? O hallucinating?
You sure there's no history of drug abuse?"



Paul a shrugged. "I believe hi mwhen he says no.

speed in his teens, and beer now and then. | think he's with nme, too.
| think he's trying to fill in the blanks. Think could mean. Think of
it."

" eah, now nillions of people can |ose nore sleep.”

"You heard the tape. It's like he dreans when he's awake

he closes his eyes .... "Nothing." Nothing, but how can there be

not hi ng? No brain waves, t
It's like down tinme on a conputer. He just isn't there,
"And it's not insommia. And it has nothing to do with you ask ne."

"No, it does, and it is sone kind of insomia. You don't down to go to
sl eep. "

Maybe sone peopl e do, and nobody's slept with them know it

Paula felt her face go red. "Thanks. Thanks a lot. And that it's any
of your business, anyway."

"I just want to prepare you for what they're already behind your back

And if | were you, | wouldn't keep Jett-GCerrish, because she was a nut
and they'll lunmp you in You' re swinming with sharks now. "
"As if | care," Paula said. "This guy is all mne, and |I'm show

Ackerman and his goons for the stuffed shirts they dreams are going to
make mine cone true."”

transcript fromthe taped interview Subject 08, SR36, Paul a
Q Describe for me what you're seeing now.

A: Lizards running, they've got paws like a lion's ... and great



rising out of bubbling mud pots the sky is so yellow, and a sul phur
fog, and there's a house over there, just beyond a hand, a hand is
com ng up fromthe swanpy ground, through these wiggling nasses of

what? Mosquito larvae? ;? | can't tell, but the fingers are com ng
up. But the swanp--frozen solid, a sheet of ice, all around ne, ice,
and the i still groping, trying to break the ice, and children are

skating beyond the trees, but the running |izards have them grasping
they try to skate away, and they're not lizards anynore, they're, r
god, dragons, and they're devouring the kids. But no, they're can't
see them now because the fingers keep wiggling.

Can you snel |l anyt hing?

Rotten eggs. Like it just rained rotten eggs.

You see rotten eggs?

No, | just smell them |It's like a bad fart. Geat. Can you touch
anything? No. It's nore |like a novie. Does the hand frighten you?

Not really. |It's disgusting, with all that gun ky stuff hanging from
Q What do you nmke of what you're seeing?

A It's just a dream

Q Do you believe that?

A Wy not? | know its crazy. |I'msurprised you haven't |ocked ne
Q You nean for what you did?

A Well, | attacked the guy.

Q He wasn't hurt too badly.

A: Lady; you nmust have a pretty darn good | awyer.

Q Best in town.

A: Well, dreanmis over. |Is that recorder on?

Q Does it bother you?

A

| guess not. It can't be used as evidence, can it?



Q No.
A: And you're not a doctor so you can't put nme away.
Q Right.
A: You got plans for tonight?
Q No, Charles, | don't.

A: Charles sounds snooty. M friends call ne Charlie. You naybe
di nner or sonet hi ng?

Q Now who's asking the questions?

Charlie Urquart at thirty-six was al nost conmpletely bald, disarmng
snm |l e and deep blue eyes that were both comdistant--a | etha

conbi nati on for Paula Quinn. Yau always. who are enignmas, she thought
t he eveni ng when she sat acros: at Cafe Bonnelle.

He drank hot chocol ate, rubbing his hands agai nst the

"I love cocoa," he told her. "Al ways have. This chocolate truffle, a
killer. You sure you' ve got enough nmoney for this?"

"Yes, Charlie." Paula had trouble |Iooking himin the had such a direct
gaze. She felt self-conscious, and wondered crossed the border between
hel ping a patient and using table was a small square of bl eached wood;
her side was tidy, and his side already had a thin [ayer of crunbs and
over it. The waitresses wanted to close up the place--it was |ate--but
they would have to wait. Paula wanted to see open up to her on his
own.

He smiled. H's whole face |lit up with that smle, so that he al nost

like a kid getting his first car. "Wll, | nmean, it's been an evening.
I don't usually go to nice restaurants, and | never go else for
dessert. Pardon ne for saying it, but you' ve got nice legs. | that

some women don't |ike getting that kind of complinent, but



it. | see wonen get in and out of ny cab all day and night, notice
things like legs."

bl ushed. She returned her glance to the crunbs around his she was
afraid he'd be able to see right through her, and she wasn't sure what
she was feeling. Ten mnutes before, she mght've that she was going
to develop a friendship with this man in to study him but now she
wondered if she didn't just like him was so bad at maki ng
friends--they had only cone through work.

| ong have you been driving your taxi?"

He dropped the fork onto the plate, startling her. But he didn't angry
when he said, "Mre interview Wiy don't | ask you sone s. Ckay?" She
nodded. "Fair enough.”

"I's this your usual technique? Look at ne, please?"

Paul a steel ed herself for his intense gaze. It frightened her a
little,

there was so nmuch power behind those eyes. But when she at him he was
grinning like a puppy. She giggled nervously, What?"

He rubbed the pal ms of his hands together just |ike he was schen ng
"Well, okay, you know, here's this guy, a cabbie, beats sone old man up
on the corner of 33rd and 3rd, lands in court, you cone down and
psychoanal yze himand then take himout on a date, and then you both
end up right around the corner from as they say, the scene of the
crime. |If there're things you want to know, just be direct. Okay?"

"Ch, Charlie," she sighed, wondering if he could read her thoughts as
well as it seenmed. "I'mnot really psychoanal yzi ng you, but otherw se
| guess you've summed ne up." She took a sip of cappuccino. She put
the cup down, certain that he would notice that her hand was shaki ng
ever-so-slightly.

He saw the shiver in her hand, and reached over to steady it. His
hands were warm "l won't hurt you."

"I""'mnot afraid of that." She felt his warnth. She was nore afraid of
hersel f than she was of him



"I still can't believe | hurt that old guy. | nean, | knew |l it, but

I thought it was a dream"™ He took his hand off hers perspiration from
his forehead. "Maybe | need a shrink, | Don't get nme wong. It's okay
what you're doing. Al this garbage ... | don't exactly have a ful
schedul e. "

"You sure?"

"Yeah. Wy, you want to take notes or something? recorder?" He

peered around the table. "Got a video nonstrous purse of yours?"
"No cameras. But | could jot some things down. [If it's all you?"
"What ever . "

She reached into her purse and pulled out a notepad and flipped back
the cover of the pad and jotted down the would you usually do on a
Tuesday ni ght ?"

"Back to the interview Ckay. Well, usually | would just all night,
you know, for fares. | read, too."

"Li ke what ?"

"Li ke 'read any good ones lately?" Ckay. Let's see, | N etzsche |ast
ni ght."

"Now you' re making fun of ne."

"Huh? No what do you--you think a cab driver in going to be
illiterate? | don't have the best education in the |'ve been making
sure | read a book a week for at |east, oh, twelve years."

"Did you really read N etzsche?"

"You bet. | think a lot of what he says is crap, but it's got its for
nme. Like horror stories.”

"why horror stories?"

He sighed, exasperated. Paula wondered if she was she treating him
like an idiot? "Well, you know, the old ones

It's got what you'd call a 'hidden agenda'. At least for me. It's
about the unknown. Like if Dracula was cancer and | had cancer



But it's al so about wondering if cancer is all that unnatural a
t hi ng.

or Dracula, really evil? Sounds crazy; and | know |'m not sayi ng what
| mean to say--it's the chocolate rush. And don't |ook at ne because
don't have cancer. No wait, | don't nmean that. |It's like mny ibout
Adam and Eve, you know how in the Garden they're not to eat of the
fruit of the tree of know edge, and they go for it. nost people,

whet her they look at that story synbolically or literally-people agree
it's about this act that explains why, you know, say the isn't always a
great place to be. But the way | see it--and this may the story is
telling you is that definite boundaries of evil exist for us only when
we chonp down on that fruit, but the is that things are things, they
are what they are, they aren't evil or they just are. |It's Popeye
saying "I yarn what | yarn," and it's |like none '"has to bite into that
appl e, but when we do, expect the world to go

God, how the hell do I bring this back around to Dracul a?"

"Maybe by saying that vampires aren't evil?" "I don't quite nean that.
I mean, | guess, that |ike Popeye, they are

, are. In Dracula, the vanpire's the eneny; but one of the wonen it
becomes the eneny, and then her friends have to kill her. Because,

know, she's not one of our crowd, anynore, she doesn't play by our just
changed, she's just gone fromone formof existence intois if you
haven't bitten into that apple, to nmess sone together. Hey, I'mjust a
cabbi e, so what the hell do | know?"

grinned broadly and gl anced around the care to nake sure he been
speaki ng too | oudly.

Paul a grinned, too. "Usually when |I have dinner with a man, we don't
end up tal king about Dracula and the Garden of Eden and Nietszche."

"What do you end up doing?" H's gaze came back and | ocked into hers,
and was so direct and honest, it made her flinch. He had asked it as
if he were quite innocent about what went on between men and womnen.

Paul a had to | ook down at her cup again. "So you read and you drive.
Do you have fam |y around here?"



"No, but you know what they say, Manhattan is the island of, "Your
parents are dead?"

He cl osed his eyes, tensing, then opened them again.

have nentioned your |egs; the conversation's gotten way too So you want
me for your study? You' ve got me on tape and |'ve sl oppy notebook of

yours. |Is that really a professional sleep yell ow pad?"

"These are ny rough notes, | filter themthrough scientific
sensibilities only after I've figured themout for satisfaction. Sounds
like good b.s." doesn't it? Look, |I do anything you don't want, it's
only if you're interested. | benefit, too."

"So you want to turn me into alab rat. Do | get paid?" "Until a
grant comes through I don't have a lot, j help out with. iF i can

convi nce someone in the departnent,

"I was joking. | don't need to get paid. | can still drive? Good.
somet hi ng about driving around New York all night |Iong that ne fee
glad to be alive. You think you'll cure nme?"

"Do you think you're ill, Charlie?"

He | ooked down at the table. Like he was collecting his Like he was
wi thdrawing fromthe real world. "No," he said. think I'mill. But
do know what | am"

"Quit being so harsh on yourself, whatever this disorder is, it can be
wor ked out."

"I know what | am" Charlie Urquart repeated. "I'm
Paul a Qui nn/ Notes on Charles Ceoffrey Urquart, 111

Two weeks and already great strides. No biological irregularities,
arganic to indicate tissue danage. Sleep



assault charge? But how the hell does sonmeone stay up in a row and
then shut down for four hours with no REM none of associated with
sl eep, and then go on for another four days shutting down agai n? No
stimulants. Boredomnot even a factor. Is he ? Am1l in over ny head?
iF i can just keep this a secret fromand if Megan'|l| keep her mouth
shut, maybe | can cone

This may be out of ny |league. Like In blindfolded, but | this
conpletely. Fudged sonme reports, but what did ever do for me? He
woul d take this over and take all the credit |ike

, Other academic in this place Already changed advi sers tw ce, never
get ny bgSre In thirty if | don't get this show on the road. Conme on
Charli e,

the bottom of this! Subject responds to affection, sinple kindness,
li ke

| never received it bgqCore. Rode with himin his cab |ast night and he
said the whole tine. Drove up Central Park West, over in the 70s then
ended up in the Village, through Hell's Kitchen, all these places, but
talk. Has sonmething in his noney box, tal ks about it, but won't show
me. gun tal ks about his protection. But not much. Scared ne a
little, think, if he has a gun, that it's |oaded. Started (finally)
talking 2 amto 7 am-manic? Ranbles on and on about books and

exi stence. Concerned with nortali thoughts always turning to illness
and cures, laying on of hands casting out denons, forms of existence.
too, but not as sex, per se, but as a cataclysm as a destroyer of
personali. he Big Orgasmat the end of the universe. The way

t eenagers tal k.

good and evil doesn't think there's a difference, he says, because it
is all relative. Sonmething is only evil to us (humans) if it puts us

| ower on the but, he asks, is it really evil? |Is disease evil? or
death? or man-eating sharks? or denons? (why denons? why does he
keep sayi ng denons, and yet he adsoprofesses that he doesn't believe in
t hen?) Waki ng dreanms, his hallucinations while he's con sous (but thts
study may turn our nornmal thoughts on consci ousness upsi de down), seem
to be heavily influenced by surrealistic art and poetr. Yeats, even a
Prufrockism (the scuttling crab in the dreamof | 0-11--see dream notes
as Wll as the sinng nmermaids) so Eliot gets thrown in, Goya's wtches,
Dali's nmelting watches and ants crawling, some Lewis Carroll dream
notes 1013:



baby turning into pig), sonme classical literature dream notes 1016:

i mol ati on bgeore Aeneas, although maybe In reading too nuch Sexuality
heavi | y enphasi zed, as evi denced by waki ng dreans (rapid heartbeat,
facial blush in penile tunescence). hours inmediately after dreans.
CGod, if Ackerman ever got a horn he'd have nmy head. Teenage boys
figure in these dreans, too, bgeore group like sonejaternity
initiation. Blind spot into tell me everything he's seeing. Sonething
there. Maybe an area dstroyed, but undetected by current testing
procedures. What is the

What is he not telling meomthe waki ng dreans?
charles urquart in his own words, on tape

Paul a, so | brought this thing home and now |I'm not currently dream ng
You want to know nore about ne. came to New York when | was twenty
three. | had gotten sone things out West when | was a teenager that
I"'mnot too and | ended up in a sort of work canmp and then a detention
then a foster home and finally just noved on, and then as far away from
all that as possible as soon as | could. Don't about that tine, |

don't even pretend it was real. Hitchhiked country, doing odd jobs on
the road, and sleeping in was better than the foster hone |1'd been in.
Arrived in Port with about ten bucks, slept in the streets that summer,
but was enough to go to the Upper West Side, where people threw onto
the sidewal ks. Had ny driver's license, and started this guy with a
gypsy cab outfit. New York's the right place for ne of the time. |
guess you could say | was shell-shocked and | be somewhere where
everything was controlled and artificial manmade, and what better place
t han here?



el se? How in heck am|l going to fill up an entire tape with this?
cane to New York, cab bed it, put sone noney aside lived inr City for

the first four years. | got this other job driving a truck for paid
the rent and got into the city as much as possible. Usually the Path m
the Village and just wandered around. | felt pretty good, too, just

wal ki ng around al one but surrounded by all these people. so different
than the place | used to live, where you know just about , and they

know everyt hi ng about you. |In Manhattan, just blocks of people of al
types wandering around. | guess you could say | became watcher. It
was great, also | started reading, too. | got hold of ain Hell's

Kitchen luckily ny rent's stayed low. And then | anded nmore legitimate
outfit, cab bing A guy | knew who was sonme opera hung out in the
Polish place | used to eat at--was quitting because he had gotten on at
some company for the season, and he of got me in through the backdoor
with his friends, and that's it. A New York driver. | tended to neet
a lot of hookers as a driver, and dated one of themand tried to change
her evil ways but to no

Nice time trying, though. You live in New York |ong enough, you no one
inthe world is normal anynore, at least it doesn't seemthat and
nobody ever really changes. Not really. They just becone nore of

The waki ng dreams, they started a couple of days agog-at |east the
'vivid ones, | nean, it's not like |I never had ni ghtmares or nothing.
I've had this strange sleep pattern for awhile, but |I'mnot sure how
long. Maybe , ce Ive been driving. Mybe earlier. M nenory of the
|ast ten years or so is sort of skewered, because ny days and ni ghts
have been all fouled up for awhile. The waking dreams don't really
scare ne nuch. | guess it's like what a drug addict might call an acid
fl ashback, except | didn't ever drop any acid in ny tinme, although

used to snoke dope and take bl ack beauties sonetimes and | know t hey
find out stuff about that everyday Usually it feels like I just Step
off the end of the world and | and in another one, although | notice if
["ni driving and have one of these dreans, nmy body takes over and pulls
the cab to the curb so | never end up killing nyself although a few
passengers



have junped ship at that point. 1It's like there's sone kind of thin
over the world, or in front of ny eyes and | can see the dream through
the dreamto the rest of the world. Beating up the guy i third and

third was sonething else--1 thought it was in the doing that. Usually,
like | said, ny physical body does its usual. in this waking dream|'m
fighting a nonster, renenber what this nonster |ooks |ike, and the next
thing I dob bering this old guy out in front of a market. | felt bad,
whi ch was me who called the cops and the anbul ance. Enough said. [|I'm
} dropped the charges. Thanks, Paula for that. Saved ny neck
differently than the dreans,. | just conk out. It's |ike anesthesia,
because | conk out and then come to and | don't feel |ike passage of
nore than maybe two seconds, like |I blinked. | worried that maybe 1've

got a tumor, but | think I know the reason

Because in one of the waking dreams, Paula, it cane to for ne, it
called out to ne.

It .... Subject switched off tape recorder at this point.
dreammot es/ subj ect: Urquart/ Cct ober

7 am Subj ect dreanmed whil e wal ki ng down Park chased by dogs into an
open grave, lying in grave, dogs above and gnashing teeth, subject saw
his and dogs were invited and bought plastic bow s and played subject's
not her eaten by dogs, then dogs pretend to be sub duration: over in ten

m nutes or Sso

6: 30 pm Subj ect dreaned while at traffic light on



cabs were crabs, nmermaids singing fromrocks, noray eels grabbing
tion of something seen that subject can't describe, white space, spot
duration approx, three mnutes.

ect says sky becones curtain, draping down, then circus and a magici an
is on stage at circus and calls subject up to be Magician snells |ike
urine. Magician has hypnotized woman stage, woman begins fl oati ng.
Subj ect wat ches as audi ence cl aps. begins to wave wand over audi ence,
audi ence begins scream ng, into aninmals, squealing, barking, nmewing,
runni ng Magi ci an has cages at all exits. Subject's arnms becone w ngs,
and subject flies upward but is caught in circus tent, and down himthe
floating woman is not floating but is being lowered into (a very |ong
grave) and subject is standing above ground, hol ding nother's hand,
only it's not his nother, but again, the blind spot twenty m nutes or
nor e.

2-3 am subj ect watched worman give birth at street corner, baby cane out
was piglet, squealing, man canme by--butcher--with knife to cut
unmbi l i cal cord, but butchered squealing pig in ground rippled Iike

eart hquake duration

10 am subj ect surrounded by gang in alley, each gang nenber had w ngs
(like birds? angels?), razors in hand, approaching, then strong w nd
bl ows them away, and dropped razors becone serpents sl ashing each
other, smells of orange bl ossons, snells of gasoline. Ants crawing
across 'trees' nade out of body parts hands, feet, noses, and yes, even
penises. One tree with a large hole in center, and some animal |iving
i n hole although subject doesn't explain further. Again, perhaps blind
spot. duration 2 m nutes



8 pm subj ect sees groups of witches, naked, old hags,

man with an enornous penis between his |l egs and horns on and the man is
pouring juice (why juice? Subject says he why, but just knows it was
juice) on all the hags "anointing" then in the mdst of all this, here
cones that trusty old blind is it he's not telling? Does he really not
remenber what it is in the center of these visions? duration ?

noon subject watches beautiful woman about to" building, flying in
md-air, |lover down below ready to catch she is flying, turns back on
her, woman's arms catches fire, and across her body until she is

conpl etely burning, turn, she is screanming, burning in md-air subject
wat ches turns to ashes and the ashes float down around himlike snow,
ashes build up into heaps and drifts and cars while teenagers (al
boys) chase after sonething down the beconmes an enpty hol e duration
per haps hal f an hour!)

9 pm subj ect sees a man wal ki ng his dog, dog has same face then | ooks
back to man's face, and it is dog's face, and it is sharpei?) wal king a
man on a | eash, subject doesn't see duration: less than a mnute.

11: 30 pm subj ect in bar drinking, sees skeletons "through the all the
patrons, skel etons noving, skulls decayed, again

(red ants) all over skeletons, ants com ng out of drinks, bottles. Then
skel etons conpl etely taken over (eaten?) by ants nake up "bridges”
around skeletons. A man with hands for feet in from outside and says,
"W have found you," and subj too is nade up conpletely of ants
duration four mnutes.



no black out "rests." Subject irritable, restless. Dreamnotes

usel ess--subject is tired of telling them Beconmng very in his words.
Pressure must be | essened. Cool it, Paula, let himyou with this
stuff, don't always be punping for information

Paul a Qui nn/ Notes on Charles Ceojey Urquart, |11

I'"mgoing over to Hell's Kitchen to see Charlie. 1've been : to
finagle an invitation for weeks, but that's the one part of his he's
been keeping pretty private. | don't blame him but | still think help
to see how he organizes his world. | think I'mgoing to do

conpl etely agai nst nyself, although he's been coming on to 'since the
sessi ons began so | know he won't be unhappy. | actually he's falling
inlove with ne. Ackerman would roast ny ass if he out, but | think
can handle this so there's no unpl easantness. | want to hurt Charlie,
either. Mybe | won't go through with Maybe 1'1l chicken out, or he

won't even be interested. iF i could only a way of getting to him



CHAPTER TWVENTY- FI VE
CHARLI E' S LI VI NG ROOM

laul a," Charlie said, opening the door to his apartnment, "I didn't
think you'd drop by."

She stood there, feeling as if she were shivering in the rain. She

expected to feel dread at the threshold of his apartment. "Sorry.
i tried calling you, but your line's been busy. May | ... conme in?"
"It's a weck," he said, shrugging. "But it's ny own weck."

The apartnent was a one-roomstudio, and it was a weck: dirty himdry
in clunmps around the floor, dishes piled high in the sink, the kitchen
itself a disaster area with the shower stall across fromthe sink and
an actual water closet next to the shower. "Conbination Kkitchen

bat hroom no real aesthetic sense, but each floor of this building used
to be one | ong continuous apartnment, so when they were all divided, rat
holes like this one becane di spensable.™

But the living area, with his small single bed pushed up into the

wi ndow al cove, newspapers tossed on the floor as if by a wind, and
books stacked one atop the other (she noticed that npost of them were
library books that had never been returned), enpty bottles along the
wi ndowsi |l |, some stacked between books on a | ow shelf none of this was
as bizarre as what was on the walls.



"Did you do all this?" She asked, and before he could added, "It's
beautiful ."

But she was thinking: No wonder he is sa plagued by waking , Wo could
sleep in this prisan?

Charlie Urquart had papered the walls with posters and cut-outs, a
col l age of human beings, all staring at him Rock stars. the
President of the United States, the Queen of England, naked, fromthe
pages of Pl ayboy and Pent house, naked couples from lurid pornographic
magazi nes, men and wonen from L.L. Bean from Nei man- Marcus cat al ogs,
covers from hardcover novels, of Caravaggio's Eros, a print of

Botticelli's Prinmavera, several nmdonnas and babies--all intertw ned on
the wall, | ooking other's shoul ders, watching Charlie, and now wat ching
her,

Her first inpulse was to run out of the room down the five of narrow
staircase, back to the street, and screamfor a cab

But Paula Quinn rarely acted on inpul se.
They ended up in bed.

Paul a Quinn had no way of justifying this to anyone, |let except that it
m ght further her research, as well as allow trust her. She genuinely
liked him as a person, in spite of the but then, any man she'd ever
gone out with in Manhattan had with a disproportionate share of

wei rdness. She thought attractive in a rather ordinary way; she was

| onely, and he was alone. The ramfications of sleeping with him
scared her, aside ethical inmpurity it represented. Charlie was, in
some way, Megan Richnond had been telling her for the past three weeks
playing with fire if she thought she could handle Charlie Ul was out
of her |eague on this case.



After basic small talk, a couple of drinks straight froma k, and the
usual wal ki ng around the issue, they were in each arns and it had al
begun. Perhaps it had been the two martinis had before she arrived to
wor k her courage up. Perhaps it was a of needing this. Perhaps it was
just sonething she had trouble to herself."

She was falling for one of her subjects.

Paul a Quinn was attracted to Charlie Urquart despite his strangeness,
total |ack of charm his nessy apartnent, and perhaps nost to her, the
feeling of dread she got when she was close to She both wanted hi mand
wanted to run fromhim

I nstead, she got in bed with him and it began

Sex was enjoyable if mechanical, but she didn't expect to enjoy
it-those pictures on the wall watching her as she disrobed clunsily to
whi sper that this was a public event, not a private one. She that at
any noment one of the people in the photos would start whistling and
clapping. Charlie seenmed pretty eager to get her clothes off, and then
si ghed as he | ooked at her naked.

"I'"'mnaked but you're not," she said. "That doesn't seemterribly
fair.” "I'malittle self-conscious,” he chuckled. "You could turn
the light down."

"No, | like having the lights on." He grinned |like a little boy, and
then kissed her left breast. "You know |'ve got scars.”

"I didn't know. "

"The major one's on ny left |leg, above the knee. | got bit once." He

undid his pants, stepping out of them She probably woul dn't have
noticed the marks on his thigh if he hadn't told her, or she would ve
t hought nothing of them Skin had been grafted just above the knee.
"What bit you?"

"Mad dog. "



"That nust've hurt."

"It's hard to remenber pain. Sometimes | try, but it's bad as, say,
the last time | came down with the flu."

"What's that?" She asked, pointing to another scar, just knee--it was
| ess a scar than an indentation, i

"Ch, | always forget that one, it was so long ago, it's birthmark. |
was about twelve. Maybe eleven. | was playing father's workshop and
he got mad and wanted to teach me how, his power tools were. He was a
smart man. He taught ne all |earned all about power tools that day."

"You used one the wong way and cut yoursel f?2."

"No, nothing like that. To teach ne the |lesson, ny father put his
against my leg and just turned it on for a second. Funny, huh? He
entire routine. See, |I'd do sonething wong, in this case, fool his
work tools. The first time he'd say; "That'sane and the second "That's
two," and finally, you know, "That's three', and that's when down to
busi ness. So he took this chainsaw and put it on ny leg, it on for
just a second made this cut, | screanmed, and he told know, 'see what
you get for messing with things you "I gave you two chances before
this." Good old Pop."

She didn't nmention the small round scars on his he saw her |ooking at
them as he took his shirt off.

"Sometines | think | hear himwhenever | screw up
o/"."

He ki ssed each of her breasts.

"They bother me." She said this after the great act itself was and
they both lay there, |ooking at anything but each other. :i "The ...

scars." "No, the walls."



gl anced around his room "oh
"Don't you think it's even slightly creepy?"

"I guess so. Nothing drives ne crazier, though, than a blank wall."
"Do you think there's a correlation between your waki ng dreans the

pi ctures?"

"I think," he said, |eaning back on his el bows, scanning the faces on
wal | . "The pictures keep her away." "Wo?"

"The woman who took away my sleep.”
"I's she real ?"

"You mean, is she in my dreans or did | know her? Both. And she's
not her . "

"I"'mnot trying to psychoanal yze you, Charlie. Just curious. Just to
know what you're thinking about."

"What do you think of during sex?"

Paul a blinked. "I don't know. | guess | don't think a lot during
sex. "

"I think about her. No matter who | do it with, I'malways doing it
with her."”

"Thanks. "

"I can't help it. | don't try to think of her, it just turns out that
way." "Who is she?"

"She's soneone | was ... involved with. That, as they sa) accounts for
my troubled youth. | tried to kill her."

"You tried.; Did you?"
"Kill her? No. That woul d' ve been too easy. You |look relieved."

"Well, | nean, the thought of sleeping with a nmurderer isn't high on ny
list of things to do."

Charlie smled. "l guess not. | guess | should call a cab for you,
ho-ho." "I can't spend the night?" "You want to?"

"Sure."

"You're crazier than | am You sone kind of masochist? Wit--1 know,

you don't believe nme, do you?"



"I believe you, Charlie, I"'mjust tired and | like you." "I Ilike
you, too, Paula."”

"If I fall asleep, will you lie here with nme and pretend to "You bet,"
he whi spered, nuzzling agai nst her.

Looki ng up at the Madonna and child on the ceiling, protect nme from
them too, wll you?"

She awoke an hour or two later. He watched her. He had. blue eyes
that both di sturbed her and entranced her. He was and ugly at the sane
time, and for a moment she felt |ike enchanted, the way the Beast was
in Beauty and the Beast. enchanted and cursed and wild .... She was
about to say sonething, but realized by the way noved that he was
experiencing a waki ng dream Dam and dam, why didn't | bring nmy tape
re carder His face had gone his eyes twitching rapidly. He rose up
and stood over her, his tight fists. Drool spattered across her
face--it dribbled on her wiped it away.

"Where are you, narue. she asked. "Wat are you

Maybe | can get to ny purse, |'ve got ny notebook there, |I can of what
he says down and then sit down with himlater far nore sat up, slipping
her legs to the floor.

He pushed her back onto the bed.

"Yau cunt," Chadie Urquart grow ed. "what do you want ne?"



CHAPTER TWENTY- SI x
THAT' S ONE

awoke suddenly, and found that he was behind the steering of his cab
He sl apped hinsel f awake, and then downed a to make sure he woul dn't
fall asleep at the wheel again any time It was 4 a.m" and he was
driving on the Upper West Side without for fares. Wthout destination
He just needed to clear his The early norning was good for that, not
much traffic, at least side streets, half the city was a graveyard of
enor nous bui | di ngs,

wi nd, the occasional hooker, and other cabs; streetlights so white
washed out the colors of the markets and apartnents and bars they

He woul d avoid the Village which was the conveni ence store of town,
open all night; he would drive around the park, through the park
enjoying the silent darkness, the sound of his wheels on the road,

his engine muttering to itself, the voices of invisible drivers on the
radio. He renenbered Paula. Did | kill her?

The t hought of Paula, lying there on his bed. He Wnced, flashes of
the night conming back to him Wy had he done it? What had possessed
hi n? Wiy had she toyed with himlike that? Hadn't enough al ready
happened? Wasn't his torture conplete?



He patted the cigar box that doubled as his spare

The sound of coins tinkling against netal conforted him The is a good
of fense, he thought, renenmbering a cheer fromhis football days.

The dream had begun wi thout too many bunps, even lying right there.
Just like a danp skin spread out to his bedroom the pictures on the
wal |, the lovely woman in

Al right, he had thought, In going to sit back and enjoy trusty sleep
researcher with nme, got ny human walls watchin got the entire city of
New York just a scream away canyons made Nothing's going to get to ne,
nothing's going to be too bizarre.

He thought stupidly and superstitiously he could kee fromhis dreamnms if
he brought the dreanms out into the open, them known so he wouldn't just
sit and go crazy inside his own was just sonmething in his brain

repl ayi ng pictures, spiced up dreans of his own. It was |like
television. Just pictures. Paula about the dreans that dealt
exclusively with Wendy; able to, as if he didn't know the right

| anguage for it. So he'c that on those days he had no waki ng dreans
what soever.

The clear blue eyes of a born liar, just |like people used to say Wendy
cane to him she was as beautiful as he renenbered, tenpting. She cane
in adry wind, her hair blown back away forehead, her eyes intelligent
and bright, her shoul ders slung such a way that neant confidence, her
chin thrust forward, her set in a half-snile--she knew that she woul d
get what she "YQu have what it takes, "she said. "You belong to nme, ",
she said. "Cone, now, "she said

"There is nmuch to be done, she sai d.

And each tine she came to him he wanted her badly; he recapture

somet hing from his adol escence, a feeling of connection with sonething
big, as if with her he had been the wiring of eternity. He'd been
runni ng on | ow vol tage ever



wat ched Paul a fall asleep uso tenderly, with her hands cupped beside
her cheek, her adult personality exhaled with each breath, and |eft
behind was this little girl, innocent to the darker existence. She
studied sleep patterns and dreans as if there were for things like
this, as if there were sone chem cal or some therapy could reach inside
himand kill the waking dreans and et himnormally again. To live in
such a blissful state and to not see this g across the room to not see
an apartment full of papers books and bottles and pictures suddenly
peel back, and another bleed through: a country of yellow skies and
brown hills.

she was there, she was | aughing at him she was telling himwhat was
going to do with these womren with whom he slept. "Just bones inside a
sack of skin, we will tear them yau and I, we will those bones out
through their cunts," Wendy sat there, near him He to see through
her, through the curtain she'd drawn over his

But he could not. She sat there covered with crawling red she was
beautiful and she was terrifying, and the ants crawl ed her nouth when
she | aughed.

"What do you want from ne?"

But before she could answer him he pushed her backwards so that al npst
fell (and still she was laughing as fire ants poured from her and
nostrils) and then he hit her

As he hit her, she screaned, but her mouth was |aughing at him

he | ooked at his armwhen he felt a stinging pain there: several fire
ants had | eapt onto himand the back of his hand was burning. "Wat
are you doing to me?"

"Charlie?" Wendy asked, but her mouth was |aughing as the red ants
began digging into her neck along the ring of small scars she had.
Charlie?

Wendy was | aughi ng even as her head began to open up, tearing skin in
that ring around her neck where the ants were busily working, prying up
bits of flesh in their el ongated mandi bl es, and as Wendy's head fel
conpl etely backwards clinging to her body by a thin bridge of



skin and several dozen red ants, something began bl ood gurgling stunp
of her neck.

"Charlie?"

"Paul a?" He asked, and the animal's head was

Wendy's neck. It had al ong square snout, its lips curled back:
its eyes milky red.

Sonet hi ng behind it.

"Charlie?"

Charlie Uquart thought he saw Paul a Quinn, holding up to defend
herself fromhim but he wasn't sure it was her

t he dream end?) and he had to nmake sure the thing that was :

from Wendy Swan's innards was not what he thought it was
so he grabbed the headl ess corpse, ants and all, and began

When it started screanming he threw the wonan's yell ow sky and it struck
against the Virgin Mary, who baby fromthe blow. The baby she held in

her hands began and the Virgin Mary undid her robe and offered her her

l[ittle one could nurse, and sonewhere behinc

Quinn lay very still.

Charlie Urquart had been about to break through the waki ng about to
cone back to his senses, back to his apartnent; sure he didn't harm
Paul a the way he'd hurt the old man at 33a And when Charlie called out
to Paul a through his out of his nmouth was hal fway between a word and a
how .

Did | kill her? Charlie wondered as he pulled his cab over curb near
Col unbus Circle.

The air outside was cold and biting. Two young people front of the
cab, clinging to each other, their faces bright and they'd been to a
party, or they were newly in |love, or they were on



, meet friends. Charlie listened to the static on his radio, and the
g voices of other drivers getting their assignments. H s |ike a nmusty
closet. He lit a cigarette using the car lighter, its circular orange
glow, remenbering his father's use for the (That's three') and the
subsequent burns on his arm above the "That'l|l teach you to keep j %n
resetting ny radio, " his father said, a map of tiny red bl ood vessels,
his eyes blue like Charlie's own, his curled slightly in that eterna
what have | done to deserve a kid this/ook. And that |ong-suffering
tone of voice, as if a father had to his son |l essons like this one--as
the car lighter engraved a circle in his son was ever going to anount
t o anyt hi ng.

Yeah, Pop, |'vegonefar in life, now In beating up on people Charlie
his fingers on the steering wheel as he sucked on the cigarette, the
hot tickling feeling of the snoke as it went down the back ; throat to
his lungs. He thought of opening up the cigar box that 'on the seat
beside him it was his place for keeping val uables while there was
never enough noney in there for anyone to bot her

And if worse ever conmes to worse .... Wy the hell does ny m nd al ways
return to Wendy Swan?

Then the dream cane, |ike an extra set of eyelids com ng down,

she was there

Vendy.

Her body was cl othed in skins.

Human skin

W apped tight like a straitjacket at her shoul ders, across her wai st,
barely covering her upper thighs; the skin of human hands hung down
like tassles along her pubic area; faces torn off their skulls |eered
fromher breasts. In her clenched fists she held withing

rattl esnakes, twisting backwards to bite thensel ves.

Her beauty was cruel and unforgiving.

Then, as he gazed at the skins she wore, studying their patterns, he

began di scerning the immages they held as if they were tattoos, and
t he



i mmges becanme the forner possessors of the skins. Her | with their
faces scream ng, faces of people he knew, faces of sent to hell by
her .

And there, along her ribs, was his face: Charlie U quart young and
handsome, |ike a young stallion before the race Charlie Urquart, his
bl ue eyes bright, his jaws stretched so far | ooked as if they would
split through the skin.

Scream ng | ouder than the rest, the voice higher and nore than he
remenber ed.

And then Charlie nmoved toward her, as they all cried out and renorse
for what they had done, for the sin they had

Charlie's teenaged i mage shouted obscenities at him struck at his arns
as he reached up and began strangling her; deep punctures fromthe
snakes; the faces she wore began he pressed his body to hers; the faces
chewed his flesh; too as his hands closed tighter around her neck, but
her what he expected, it was gruffer, deeper, and then her head and

shi nmer ed

H s own body was changing, too, it was all that chew ng were doing, and
the snake bites, it was changing him his skin was white and tough |ike
| eat her, his shoul ders began to hunch hands as they cl osed around her
neck became curled and sudden arthritis, as his fingernails grew

| onger, slicing heard and felt the pain as his spinal cord cracked Iike
a whip.

The dream ended, and Charlie Urquart was still in cab. Stopped at a
light.

But Paul a.

How coul d he do something like that to her? How knowi ngly |et her that
close to hin? O course, Wendy would way to destroy him and this had
been it. She had sent his soul to that he was sure of, and his body

and m nd were now hers. How ever think | could get away from her?

"You on call or sonething?"



| ooked in his rearview mirror. An overweight mddl e aged man suit
was scooting into the backseat. Charlie did a double-take: the guy's
not a mugger. Nobody wearing a suit is gonna do anything other naybe
stab you in the back as Pop used to say in his nore |lucid nonents.
"You hear nme?" The nman asked.

"Yeah, | heard you. It's kind of late is all, | didn't expect a fare
this of night."

"I need to get to 33rd and 3rd."
Excuse ne?"

33rd and 3rd, is there a probl en?"
aNo. "

Charlie started his cab up, making a U-turn, "No problem that seens to
be a popul ar spot these days."

"Your rmeter running?"

Charlie flipped the meter on. "Yeah."

"I"'mglad | found you."

"This time of night, like |I said, you re lucky."

"No, | nean I'mglad I found you."

Charlie didn't quite understand, and gl anced again in the rearview

His father sat there. O course it was his father, the suit was one of
father's sweat stained gray suits that no one in their right mnd ont
in California would wear---except Charles "G b" Urquart, Il. The head
was bashed in, as if with a hanmer. It was a hamrer, Charlie
renenbered. Charlie kept driving

"So she can do this without even warning ne."

"I don't get you, son.

"She can make me dream wi thout ny even knowing it. How much of any of
this is a drean®"

"Life," his father said pulling a stogie out of his breast pocket, "is
but a dream Charles, would you m nd reaching over and punching in the
lighter? | need sonething to set the hone fires burning."



"Why don't you pull over so we can tal k?"

"No fucking way, Pop, I'mgoing to keep driving. iF i stop going to
happen, and it probably won't be good."

"The years haven't exactly brought w sdom have they?"

"Sure, Pop." Charlie laughed as soon as he said this. talking to a
dead man."

"Nothing dies, Charles, we're living in the asshole as we speak. Big
wheel just keep on toinin'. | guess punch that lighter in for nme."

"I learned my |l esson on that."

"I taught you well. But | think it's tinme for one fina

"Do dreams kill people?" Then Charlie, in the crazy nonent, thought:
Dreanms don't kill people. People kill people. "Mybe it would be nore

to the point to ask, is this a

"Look, why don't we just get to the point. She's not me al one unti
' mdead, right.

"You never listen."
" Pop?"

"That's one."



CHAPTER TWENTY- SEVEN

THAT' S TWD

answer an earlier question, Charles, you did kill her."

None other. And rather nessily, too. | suppose you weren't used to
and rather than the clean kill which woul d' ve been sportsmanlike, you
dragged it out for a good ten mnutes. Ten is nothing in terns of rea
time, but when we're talking well it goes on forever. The |look in her
eyes," his father began as if over some minor enbarrassnent. Charlie

did not | ook

Charlie dropped his right hand fromthe steering wheel and patted of
the cigar box, drawing it closer to his hip. H s father continued
yattering. "A real man woul d' ve made it a cl ean busi ness about popping
her breasts as if they were pinples, really the proper course of

action. You should go for the heart first, Kkindest way, then they may
only have a few seconds to experience the heart, although ripping the
throat out is good, too, but as saw yourself, a woman can hang in there
for awhile even with a mssing frombeneath her jaw. | suppose
shoul d' ve taught you



nmore of the manly art of butchering. But | did take you can't blane
nmyself. | did take you to your grandfather's in those times and showed
you how to do it. Always remenber: a i is the only way to keep bl ood
of f yoursel f."

Charlie | ooked down at his sweater; at his hands; he own face in the
mrror. "I don't have any bl ood on ne.

didn't kill her.”

"Ch, Charles, don't you renenber washing up? In that call a shower,

you were scrubbing at your skin for ages. You still have a selective
menory. "
"I didn't kill her," Charlie repeated, uncertainly this tine. "That's

two," his father said fromthe back seat.

Charlie Urquartpressed his |lips against Paula' s neck, his ton the soft
curve of her throat, pressing down on a vein, she tasted sweet, and he
woul d' ve continued | apping, faster and her throat were a bawl of cream
except he was hungry, too.

He drove his teeth down into her warm skin.

As he did this, his eyes went up to his walls. The Virgin and bl essed
him the President of the United States nodded his too; beautiful wonen
snoki ng cigarettes, or wearing expensive holding up breakfast cereal in
their hands, all blew himkisses canel's hair jackets, or Rol exes, or
jogging in N kes, all sign. They watched himand rmurnured anong

t hensel ves full of old friends, on hand only for him for this

nonent .

Hs teeth met with no resistance, sinking into her skin enbarrassing
sucki ng sound.

Bl ood burst into his nouth as if he were eating a ripe tomato, like a
ripe cherry tomato bursting inside his nouth.

He drew back from her, smacking his lips, his stonmach



he swal |l owed. Her eyes gazed up at him twitching in their sockets.
reached down to her breasts.

H s hands were curled into mitts, and from each finger, along black
protruded. He pawed the air.

her breasts lay flattened above her ribs. He grasped the nipple on
t he

Hs claws circled the carnelian aureole. He squeezed.
"You m ssed your turn," his father said, tapping Charlie on the

The cab was now filled with the snothering odor of his cigar, Charles
Urquart, 11, had managed to light without the benefit of

Charlie glanced fromthe road up to the rearview mrror. H s father
bored and weary. Hs eyes were puffy, the way they used to be business
was bad and he hadn't been getting any sleep. No rest far

"I said you m ssed your turn."

"Did 1? | guess | was thinking about Paul a."
"Well, it's all comng back, is it? Good. Now we're getting
sonewher e

screamed and brought down the house, too, but you were wse enough to do
alittle creative surgery on her vocal cords. Sl oppy,

creative | don't think I've ever seen it done quite like that, |ike
boning a live chicken with a dull knife. |If it had been nme, you
understand, | would've had it over with quickly, but | suppose | don't

need to keep telling you that."
"No, you don't."

"But you did have a way with her, what you did there between her |egs.
The un kindest cut of all. She herself would probably tell you (if
poor Paula could return fromthe dead) that what you were doing with
that bit of genital nutilation was getting back at your nother for ever
bringing you into the world. That showed a certain flair."



"Shut up. | didn't do that. | don't believe it. This is a Charlie
tried to block the nental image that was her |egs, his claws scratching
her | egs, everything dark red, the watching him waiting far himto
finish what he had begun, to father woul d've wanted himto do, to teach
her a | esson.

H's father interrupted his thoughts. "Don't you tell ne to That's--"

Paul a's eyes milky red, her mouth noving silently like a fish of its
| ake, its |lips opening and cl osing openi ng and cl osi ng.

"Shut up shut up shut up!"
Thepeople in the wall pictures their nmouths opening and cl osin
and cl osi ng.

Hs father said, "That's .... Paula's fingers opening and cl osi ng
opening and closing. "Shut the hell--" Her trenbling |ips.

"That's three," his father said, and Charlie knew he neant



CHAPTER TWENTYoEI GAT
THAT' S THREE

nowit's time for your |lesson. You have sonething that belong to you,
and you must give it back. Pull over here,

"Pop," Charlie said, fighting tears that made no sense to him But
dutiful son, he brought his cab to rest curbside. He kept the engine

He kept his foot on the brake, but lightly.
"You've got it, don't you?"
"Got what ?"

You know what. Don't play ganmes with nme son, this is your you're

tal king to, not some grad student with her brain where sun don't shine.
Get what? God, you're whiny, if I'd had a lick of sense | would' ve
made sure your nother had her di aphragmin place so you' d've just slid
down her leg rather than up into her wonb. Cot what ?"

Charlie thought: Just a dream just a dream just a dream He felt a
fever break inside him sweat along his forehead, his bladder giving
way,

his teeth chattering. Merrily, nerrily, merrily, merrily.

"Got what ?"

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,

"Got what ?"

Life is but a dream

"You know goddamm wel |l what! The knife, you worthless, knife! W know
you have it. W know you've kept it all these father |eaned forward.
Charlie felt an armgo around his neck. In mrror Charlie could see
that it was not his father |eaning eyes glaring back at him it was
somet hing big and gray and Behind the rej Cki gerator.

Dead rats behind the refrigerator

It had al ong snout curled back into a snarl as it bared dripping yell ow
teeth. It snelled musty and cold, and both the snell and the face of
this particular rat because tine it had burrowed |ike a chigger beneath

his skin. Deadrats.

Charlie Urquart reached to his right for his cigar box. He lifted the
lid. Deadrats. Reached inside it.

Coins jangling as his fingers conmbed through them Lifted a cloth.
Clutched the knife.

Charlie Urquart pressed his foot hard on the accelerator. "Want it?"
Charlie asked.



Hs left hand tw sted the wheel sharply to the left. Dd 1 kill Paula?
Dear God, Wendy, what did you do to others like this, too? O are they
in asyluns, are they telling stories about the girl of their dreans,
are they talking to dogs as understand, are they howing at the noon?

The taxi cab sailed into the opposite lane, and if it had not



You COVE WHEN | C You of another driver, would ve crashed, but
i nstead spun a before comng to a screeching halt.

began | aughi ng.
when the sun was up, he called Paula at his apartnent.
alive," he said, relieved

you all right? You started freaking out and-- know, " he sai d.
"Listen, | need to go west for nmaybe a week." Then he hung up the
phone.

He could no | onger distinguish between reality and dream



PART THREE:

QUEEN OF HEAVEN

CATHEDRAL CITY, CALIFORNI A
CHAPTER TWVENTY- NI NE

NESSI E AND QUEEN E

or give me father for | have sinned,"” the old woman said, gl ancing
around t he bus because she realized she was speaki ng al oud again. The
man across from her stared, but no one el se seenmed to have any
attention to her. Wuld they see the papers she had in her she'd

stol en them and was scribbling notes on one seened to be aware of it.
They are pretendi ng, she thought,

want to hurmor nme. But they could be spies, couldn't they? She

t henj gom t he canyons, they could be sone of her army, couldn't
anywhere, into anyone, she could easily have chosen of themto foll ow
me. She's tried before. She will stop at nothing, and one thing can
stop her. Who has it? Does Peter? WII he answer ny



The man who had been staring at her |ooked away, of the bus. The old
worman eyed hi m suspiciously awhile realizing she'd m ssed her stop

"You keep these goddamm wi ndows cl osed," Nessie between coughs. "You're
going to drive even the flies it snells like it rained piss."

She noved over to the shades, drawi ng themapart. Her hands i her--not
just arthritis; she'd handled arthritis for twenty eight nowit was
just that her bones were old. That was it. dd bones."” wasn't
exactly fun and ganes, either, but you live | ong enough, everything
goes. Shoul dbe been wilder when | was a girl and | lived so dang | ong.
And she had to care for a woman a good six years than she. As far as
Nessie could tell, her boarder was as abl e-bodi ed come at seventy. But
t he wonman spent too nuch time in bed as an invalid--just |like Nessie's
husband, Cove, who Nessie'd had the to nove across the street fromto
avoid waiting on the man hand day and night. So instead | do the sane
t hi ngr Queeni e, except at the Queen lgetpaid. "Two things, Queenie.
First, you get out now and then, and two, open a w ndow now and agai n.
piss so nuch in here."

"I woul d not have expected even you to be so conmon,” sitting up in bed
sai d over her newspaper. "l suppose your could just not tolerate it.
Perhaps there are still things to learn after all." \Wen she spoke,

her voi ce al ways sounded unnatur-she hid behind it as much as anyt hing
el se. Nessie took to people if they were up front about thensel ves.
Nessie the world into two kinds of people: first, those who pretended
somet hing they weren't (like Queenie, although this was the category in
her definition and Nessie could place entire cities



t hose peopl e who divided the world into two kinds of peopl e,

right, Queenie, I'"'man old desert rat, comon and coarse vul gar and
rude and crude and socially unacceptable,” Nessie She's so high and

m ghty, no wonder the other boarders had this ane "Queenie." Her nane
was ella Swan, and she was r but--she was just one old ugly duckling.
How the hell did sonebody to her age acting like that? Somebody
woul d' ve shot her by now. "You' d get out and about now and again."

The dry rattle of the newspaper

Sunmer's gone, you need to get sone cool air in here, make you glad to
be alive."

The wonman she cal |l ed Queeni e dropped the paper to the side.

she did was nel odramatic. Queenie said, nocking and tough, 'the room
seens particularly redolent with urine, it is a result of little
nmongrel running through here. | think | pay you enough this flophouse

for you to keep comrents of a personal nature to

Nessie Wl cox nuttered as she turned back toward the door. "Excuse ne,
Ms. W"

was just saying a prayer, Queenie, just a prayer s all."

"I can well inmagine."

"Do you sone good if you said a few yoursel f."

The wonman in bed opened the silver cigarette case beside her bed,

a cigarette. After she'd it it, she said, "I go to church. | do

I caD.

"A good prayer now and thefts not only for your trips to church, you
know. And two things, Queenie. First: | booted Cove out of here, not
vi ce-versa. And nunber two," Nessie said, closing the door, "ny little
Gretchen woul d not pee anywhere near your highness. And one nore
thing, you know the rules, no nore snokes in my house. You Want to

kill yourself, you go outside with those filthy things." She CQughed
i n punctuation, closing the door behind her.



Nessi e Wl cox had bought the house back from her divorce was final, but
had run herself so far into debt back in 1

had to take in paying boarders just to make ends neet--and barely
scraped by. Her kids would send her cash to help needed it nore than
she did--that man could squander in the | ways: he fancied hinself a
sort of Grandpa Mdses with a dash,

thrown in, and he dropped thousands of dollars on canvas,

shows for paintings that to Nessie |looked like they'd do velvet. Cove
felt his artistic urges pulling himtowards of course accounted for
nore wi |l d spendi ng, because two hundred nile radius of Los Angel es you
could find youngl

their clothes off for cash, even for an old man whose teeth hadl

of the dinosaur. Sonetinmes in the norning she'd | ook see himthere in
front of his little one bedroom bungal ow, with i and brushes, a felt
beret bal anced jauntily on his shiny scalp,

yel l ow and white splotches all over his snock-like shirt,

for the day's work. Nessie had nonments when she wi shed her i w ndow
didn't face the road, but sonmetines it gave her a

"You old art, she night say as she watched himstrut like a rooster in
front of his nodel -of-the-day, "just give her three you hovering over
her like a vulture and your mndless start |ooking for a cliff to junp
from Make that two days."

Her four boarders were better conpany than Cove had but that bit of
know edge had cone forty years too late. M.

an old lech at tinmes, but every now and then Nessie |l ech (and he was
only in his sixties, so she still calculated that was fifteen he was
new y born, so that nmade hima young

Speck hel ped out around the house, being the youngest boarder and where
Ab was ugly to a point that seemed humanly inpossi bl e had ent husi asm
whi ch in anyone over the age of twenty six you



| the bank accounts in Switzerland. Ab also was the only person
house who shared Nessie's wi cked sense of hunor.

two | adi es, nicknamed Queenie and Cleo, were generally nore than they
were worth except they were both worth a lot and

Nessie in clean sheets and Cove in naked nodels as she despised him for
borrowi ng noney from her, Nessie happy to pay himto | eave her al one.)
Queeni e had the room"northern light," which her highness needed for
her rest and (as Ab Speck would say, "Read." alcoholism); Ceo |lived
in room just above the parlor, and not only could you snell a nile
away ("Shalimar an inch thick |like pond scumon her) : outlined her
face with dark eye make-up, her lips were deep red, skin dusted with
heavy powder. C eo and Queeni e were contenporaries, although Ceo
(short for Cleopatra) clained a | ady never adnmits to being nore than
twenty five," to which would reply gruffly, "Ain't no ladies in
spitting distance 'round

The only | ady she was sure of at all was G etchen, her Scotty, who one
of the few folks in the free world who would listen to what she that
was her life. She had raised four children, who had scattered , the
four corners of the earth as far as she was concerned (New York, ,

Chi cago), she had tossed her husband out on his behind she had been
only strong enough to send hi mabout and this was the |life she had
chosen. She sonetinmes wondered woul d happen if any of her boarders
cane down sick they all medical insurance, they all had sone noney to
keep them goi ng, but needed somet hing nore than dollar bills stuffed
into their mattresses. All four of them were people who had gotten by
with luck and sone cl everness, but those things never |asted. The one
thing that worried Nessie the nost was the question of what would
happen to themif she died? Wo would scold them who would nake sure
they got fresh air, who would make them Christmas cooki es? Wo woul d
chide themfor being lazy? Wo would get them out of thenselves and
their petty jealousies, their illusions of grandeur, their angry the
di nner table, all those things that kept folks fromtime and enjoying a
few t hings before the light goes out?

Nessie WIlcox wouldn't norrmally be one to dwell on her

She actually got a little kick out of watching a prune, although she
wasn't too fond of the small bald spot at the of her white hair--it had
taken her until she was appreciating how a body goes (still got nost of
my teeth, too), how, fixing arms and | egs and gall bl adders and eyes
and ears and kn you'd overhaul a car, how you rock on chairs on the
porch b way novenent takes away the thought of arthritis for a good ten
mnutes ook in the mrror for the girl's face you grew up with and you
surprise you find it even when other people can't. Al that was a h
you accepted the basic premise: that it all goes, all of it, the skin,
the teeth, and finally, somewhere in there, you go, too. Wen up the
turn in the road, it looks a lot like a friend waiting for you.

Just maybe not theiend you wanted to make, but a
These thoughts had been occupyi ng Nessie for the past eight

Ever since the doctor who had cone to see Queenie that Nessie get a
check-up, too.

Ever since she found out about the |ung cancer



"Never put a cigarette to these lips in all ny days, Doc,

"but | sure as hell been around snokers since | was nineteen.”
"That mght be all it takes," he told her

So that s explains the cough, she said.

Let me tell you what can be done, he told her.

"I know what can be done, Nesse sad, but the doctor wasn't Ilist,
to her.

The pain didn't manifest itself very often, but when it did,



knife driving through her chest, fromthe inside out. She pretended
tortured by the Nazis, or that the Inquisition was breaking the wheel
She pretended that the pain, the growi ng cancer, was r natural, sinply
t he begi nning of another incarnation, one which flower within her and
eventual ly ask her to leave. You live |ong andsanething' s baund to get
you She thought of all her old friends had died over the years, sone
at forty, sone in their fifties, nmost in seventies, and how she now
envied themtheir having crossed that pain was over; hers was just

begi nning. She didn't tell the about the pain, because she knew once
she admtted to someone that the pain existed then there would be no
turni ng back. She playing into the doctor's hands, and she wanted to
avoid that as possible. She thought of aninmals which, when sick, would
go thenmsel ves and die in solitude and she wondered, with her if she
could turn her back on themto go into the wlderness no one could hear
her coughs and cri es.

One day, she would do that. She would go into the wlderness. As she

woul d be master of her fate. |f Death was there, then she it and go to
it with I ove and courage the way she had always to go to a | over but
had never found one suitable enough. |In her days, Nessie WIcox knew

she would I earn to conprom se.

She had coughed a I ot the afternoon she had to go down to the |oca
Cat holic church, a sumons from one of the nuns.

"Not again," Nessie said after she'd gotten off the phone. She called
Ab downstairs to drive her out, and she arrived to the church feeling
as if she Were back in grade school about to be punished for sone ninor
of fense. She was dressed in her usual uniform a punpkin-col ored
sweater with baggy sleeves, polyester double-knit slacks and sneakers.
She' d been dressing up all her life for other people and she was damm
sick of it. It didn't matter



that it was a church she was standing in; she didn't think
fashi on-plates in heaven anyway. Ab Speck, his flat-top rising as
duel ed across his high forehead, kept his nouth shut.

Si ster Agnes Joseph was anything if not hip in a short hair cut short
but free of the winple Nessie was used to But Nessie knew that Sister
Agnes Joseph was the worman was a ball buster and if she had not had the
marry Christ, Nessie was certain she would ve answered an for a

domi natri x.

"It's not the paper itself, you understand," the sister "Because she

will pay for the stationery,” Nessie added. "Her contributions to the
church are sufficiently Agnes Joseph smiled grimy. "The problemis
one of Wlcox. | believe she is forging ny own signature and sending

to points unknown."

"Harm ess. If | went through her dresser drawers I'ms cone up with
every letter she's witten."

But the sister had ammunition. Fromthe pocket produced one such
letter, handing it to Nessie. "This was because of insufficient
postage. O course, we never sent addressed to a man in Los Angel es
nanmed Peter Chandler."

Nessie read the letter

Dear M. Chandler,

You have not responded to our recent inquiry, and

you received our correspondence to you. W feel that your now wth

regards to Stella is urgently required. It is not a noney, | assure
you, it is one of salvation, M. Chandler, the of a human soul



in Christ, Agnes Joseph
Queen of Heaven Catholic Church

said, "Not ny handwiting at all,"” Sister Agnes said.
scanned the letter. "No, it's definitely hers, but this defies

I've known about her. She swears she has no living rel atives, right,
Ab?ll

"Far as | know. Keeps to herself."
a nmystery for us all, sister. |1'll of course nmention this to her

Al though it doesn't seemto be cause for alarm does it? |It's paper
and she will stop."

"I'n the past we've had at | east one case of a parishioner soliciting
under the banner of the church.”

"I doubt that she's interested in noney." Nessie coughed as she said
"Perhaps if you were to find out exactly what she is interested in,

the nystery would be solved. She won't talk to me and you know not
interested in confession."

After the sister left, turning abruptly, her blockish shoes cl opping

down the cold stone hall, Nessie nodded to Ab and said, "She's just mad
because Queenie's paid for half this church. Well, you foot the bil
at a hotel, least they let you do is take some towels hone with you."

Later, Nessie stood in the open doorway of Queenie's root talk to
you?"

"If it's nmore nonsense about the paper | allegedly stole

stood at the window, it was dark outside. The w ndow worman gazi ng at
it. Nessie could imagine the wi cked Queen

White asking the mirror who was the fairest of themall

her silk dressing robe. Her skin seened a coral pink when the shiny
red of the robe.

"No, Queenie, | don't care about the paper. It's just part. The
paper, the telegrans, all of it. If we had a you'd be sending enail,
woul dn't you?" Nessie swallowed a col

"Not as nefarious as it sounds. |'ve only witten a few.

sone harm ess fun. Wel|?"

"Is this M. Chandler a re,atlve

"You' ve cone in here wthout knocking to invade ny "Don't bark at ne
unless | bark first, Queenie. | don't give for your privacy. |If

privacy's what you're after you certainly gold to | ock yourself up in
Fort Knox."



"You have a way with words."

"Three brothers, all l|awers, taught me to speak up." "Well, | won't

shroud this in secrecy any longer. M. old suitor, and he and | wite

back and forth to each other again as a kind of joke. | imagine he
| aughed his head of f when the |l etterhead: Queen of Heaven Catholic
Church, and signature."

"I raised four children in ny time, and let nme tell you,

you lie worse than all four of them put together."

"How dare you--"

"You' ve been going down to Western Union on Tuesdays and nessages to
this M. Chandler every week since you' ve been here."



the strong scent of whiskey She's drunk, and she's popping pills
what kind of a place am | running?
you for coming in here!™ Queenie yelled in a rage, "You no right!"
had not turned fromthe dark mrror w ndow.

It was as if she were raging at her own reflection

When six canme around on Sunday night, her majesty did not deign the
rabbl e at dinner.

"She's sulking," Nessie said when M. Evans asked about her. "Poor
delicate butterfly," M. Evans said, "Perhaps | should take up to
her."

"You will do no such thing, you nasher."

Ab said, "If she's not having her potatoes ....

Nessi e waved her hand wearily, and Ab reached for Queenie's cooling to

scrape off some of her food. "Can't see themgoing to waste." deo

| eaned back in her chair, creaking (and Nessie wasn't sure if it the
chair or Ceo making the noise). "She's always prattling on her great
sin. She's insane. She'll set fire to this place with those

cigarettes of hers.”

Cove grinned, his teeth were like rows of irregular tonbstones. "G eat
sins require great sinners.”

"Great foolishness require great fools, and don't | ook |ike you know
anyt hi ng, old man, because you don't," Nessie said. "And if | catch

you in front of the tv after dinner I will nake sure you're kissing a
cactus before mdnight."

Queenl e s
a nnner. M. Evans asked with sone interest.
G eo nodded, enjoying her nonent in the spotlight. "This nan she

Wites to, she's sent himtelegrans | think they have a daughter She's
told me things .... "



"Enough, " Nessie said, "no nore gossip."

But C eo continued undaunted, "I think perhaps this to murdered their
daughter."

The one thing Nessie WIcox's hacki ng cough was di srupt the di nner
table, and she pulled it out of her lungs and coughing until the
subject finally changed to nore

The cough often got out of control, and Nessie prayed that bits of her

l ungs would just crunble up and cone up choke her. Coughing until she
cried, covering her face somewhere in the back of her mnd would be the
thought: a little harder it would be over in seconds, snothering be a
ni ce soft dreany way to go

But she'd end up casting her pillowto the floor, heaving breaths which
brought the cough right back again.

Then one day she'd had enough, one day the pain was too the knife in
her chest, beneath her breasts, seened to be through the skin.

Nessi e W cox considered herself |ess a religious person than person
she was a fallen Seventh Day Adventist. But she knew religious beliefs
could not be contained in any one Christian believed that all things
could be forgiven except one, despair.

And second, she believed that suicide for a perfectly suitable way of
saying "Up yours" to nature

Anyt hi ng, she thought constantly, anything to end the pain.



CHAPTER THI RTY
THE DEATH OF NESSI E AND THE LI FE OF QUEEN E

there?" Queeni e asked the darkness, but knew the answer. At the

wi ndow | ooking in. Wo opened the curtains again? | always close the
curtains. At the window, the face pressed agai nst the glass. "Rudy?"
she asked.

But there was no face at the w ndow.
"Wendy?"

And again, she would | ose another night's sleep

Forgive ne father for | have sinned,"” she said to the window. "I have
done those things which |I ought not to have done, and | have |eft
undone those things ... yea, though | wal k through the valley of the
shadow of death | will fear no evil. Forgive ne father for | have

si nned. "

| have lain with the devil hinmself, | have made nyselfa vessel for

bell's m nions.

| have brought into the worm a denon.



Her name was Stella, not Queenie. The skin along her sides was
mottled with purplish yellow nmarks like tiny stars, of pinching herself
to try to wake up. The dreaminvol ved this boardi ng house and these
ot her peopl e wi ndow t hrough which she saw the other side of the dream
the way to reality the way a fish nmust see the sunlit world to the
surface of a lake. The Biblical phrase "through a came to her often
she was chockful of Biblical phrases. She saved nine times in the past
twenty years, first by the Baptists, Mrnons, then the Episcopalians,
the Lutherans, the Wtnesses, and then by a string of fundanentali st
and/ or organizations including the Jews for Jesus. But they, too, were
the dream Finally through years of searching for an decided to give
up. She attended the Queen of Heaven Catholic gq every few Sundays with
the other residents, but she mainly went | she had enjoyed the idea of

a nother who actually into the world as opposed to an unholy one. It
was an idea that her. It was the part of the dreamthat was a joke on
her. It was of the dreamthat nocked her, and she, in return, could

| augh at during Mass.

But she had to break through it, she had to tear the fabric dream She
had to find the others, get in touch with the others, they needed to
wake thensel ves up before Wendy awoke them

Stella had begun seeing through the dreamto the real world through her
bedr oom wi ndow, com ng down fromthe hills northwest.

And on this particular night she saw sonet hing el se--in She saw Nessi e
W cox running a steaming bath and settling with some grim
determi nation. The water burned her skin. didn't seemto mnd



bat hwat er slowly began turning red as Nessie's eyes closed, as the
Scotty, was scratching at the bathroom door as Stella down the hallway.
The dog sniffed and whi ned and | ooked up at had devel oped a fear of
dogs over the years. \Whenever she across Gretchen, as harnless as the
dog seened, the aninmal sensed and usually played upon it by snapping at
her heels or growing. But Getchen's attention was fixed solely on
the bathroomdoor. Stella tried the door. Locked.

She tapped on it. Al she heard was the sound of water running.
Gretchen whined. Water running. "Ms. W"

Gretchen began wagging her tail, trying to thrust her paws beneath
door. "Ms. W"

Rudy was behi nd her, stroking her bel as she stood there.

Stella shook the vision, the feeling, off. Rudy was not touching
her .

had been dead for years.

A thought occurred to her, something fromthe past, sonething her other
had once sat "Nothing truly healthy ever happened in a bathroom But
her nmother had been referring to Rudy's always taking forever in the
toilet in the Santa Mnica house. "What does that boy do in there?"
"Ms. W

The wat er stopped running.

She i magi ned Nessie's hands turning the water off.

G et chen scr at ched.

Stell a knocked again on the door.



"Qccupi ed!" cane the response.
"Ms. W Are you all right in there?"
When t he woman inside the bat hroom responded,

it must be Nessie WIcox because Nessie had announced just nonents
before, but the voice that answered her brother's, Rudy, and he asked,
"Why don't you come in and Star? Door's open."

Stella turned the handl e of the door involuntarily and it all
unl ocked, tuggi ng against her fingers in an effort to open she tried
with all her might to keep the door closed.

Rudy sat on the edge of the tub snoking a cigarette.

was, his behind was flabby and bunched up, |eading up to shaped m ddl e
and narrow chest and shoul ders. He |eaned splashing water with the
other. H's body was comfor a reddish triangle down around his penis,
hi dden for the by his crossed legs. At twenty, he had deep lines his
eyes, his skin was shiny and sallow, his hair was thin and back
exposing his large ears. He spoke with his as he splashed water up
with his foot. "Mdther's gone down to for one of her weekends again,
and | can't scrub ny back Wwuld you mind terribly?"

He reached into the steany water and brought out a fat sponge,
squeezing it: soap foamspurted fromits craters. He and then eased
hi nsel f down into the water. The girl Stella had been crouched down
besi de the bathtub. He handed her his She put it in her nmouth. He
bent forward. Hi s back was dinosaur, his ribs stuck out, his back
nmuscl es formed a narrow took the sponge up and scraped it across his
back. The sponge smpothly al ong his shoul ders.



Star, | did train you well."
dropped the sponge in the water

so soon?" He | eaned back, lying down in the tub, his face just above
the water. "Do you want to scrub ny front now?"

the had reached in with both hands and pushed his face down the water.
He fought her, and as always, he was stronger, he would would not be
able to drown her hal f-brother, and she knew t hat he had managed to
rise up jgomthe bathtub, he would grab both her and say to her, "Is
this what you really wantJom me, Star ny baby is this what you really
want ?"

standi ng outside the bat hroom door; Gretchen | ooked i at her, wagging
her tail; Nessie WIlcox said, "Go away, |'mall right,

away.
Stella renenbered the vision of Nessie in the red water.

She drew her house key from her robe. Any key could unlock any house.
She put it into the keyhol e and opened the bat hroom Gretchen went in
ahead of her. "Get out," Nessie's voice cane to her through the steam
"Please." Stella could barely see through the whiteness of mist. She
went to tub.

The bl ood had just begun to seep from Nessie's wists, coloring the
wat er around her.

"Pl ease, Queenie," Nessie said. "Just |eave ne in peace."

"Let's get you out of there and cleaned up," Stella said, and reached
down, touching both of Nessie's wists. "M real nane is Stella,"
Queeni e said as she bandaged each wist in turn. "But |I think I |ike
Queeni e better."



Queeni e and Nessie sat side by side in the twin rockers porch several
hours later. The view fromthe porch was one bedroom bungal ows t hat

had once been part of a individual apartnents. It would be norning in
a few ho cool. Stella kept a bl anket tucked up around her neck, to her
toes. Nessie had neither wanted nor needed a swore she was willing to

freeze to death, although she did.. of Lipton tea

"I'f you mention doctors again |I'll throw this at said, holding the
teacup to her lips with both bandaged a doctor's going to do is want to
cut me and shoot me full of and hit ne with a ton of radiation unti
I"'mglowing |ike Borealis."

"Killing yourself in a bathtub seens nore glanorous, I'll that," Stella
sai d, not even bothering to conceal her sarcasm

You'll grant me? Hell, Queenie, | didn't think you had a hunmor and now
when ' m opening ny wounds in front of barrel of nonkeys."

Stella wi ped her hands across her face as if she were

Then she | ooked at her hands. She did not |ook up. A smile her face
as if she'd just told herself the funniest joke she because |'ve been
there."”

Nessi e softened a bit, and wanted to reach out and at |east other wonman
on her hand for confort. She sighed, rooftops to the stars. "You've
had cancer? You never told Queenie."

"I mean |'ve attenpted suicide. Several tines."

"You seemlike the type who woul d' ve succeeded by now." "Well, | have
al ways had sonmeone wat ching out for me." "This M. Chandl er?"



Not M. Chandler. |In a way | have spent the past several years out
for him" not an old beau."

et out a laugh so loud that Nessie was afraid it mght wake up the
nei ghbor hood. "Lord, he's young enough to be ny grandchild. Well,

very young son. But he's no relation. | really barely know him
t hi nk he's got sonething very special, a weapon."

| ueenie, you talk in circles, you know that? Around and around and
where she stops, nobody knows."

i liveincircles," Stella said thoughtfully.

tell me. Wsat's the weapon for?"

stopped rocking in her chair. Tears had forned in her eyes. , alnpst
wanted to retract the question because of the shane she from Queenie,
as if shanme were a physical thing, and this shane was bei ng passed over
to Nessie like a torch. "A weapon to denon to hell."

Nessi e deci ded she had to be patient. This night take all night.
great believer in denons, but she respected other people's and if
Queeni e was going to start talking sin and revivals and Sunday, then
that was okay with her if it hel ped whatever enotional was going on

inside this woman. After a few nm nutes of silence,

ventured, "Any denon in particular?"

"iFi told you you'd think me insane. iF i were to tell you, you would
r call a doctor yourself and have himput me in a rubber room" "l got
to be honest with you, Queenie. Ever since you noved into lace, |'ve

had t he sneaking suspicion you weren't playing with a full deck
anyway. "

"I admre honesty. Only someone like me who's lived her whole life as
a liar and a cheat could see what truth is really worth."

"You do live in circles, don't you? So tell ne about your denon,
Queenie, |I've had one or two mysel f---Cove over there was the |ast of
them and now he's going to torture me to ny |ast days, which mght just
take me to the end of this week. So who's your denon?"



"My daughter.”

Stella resumed her rocking back and forth, beginning to thread she'd
been stitching at for years on end.

"I was in ny thirties when she was born, but what led birth when | was

still a child, barely thirteen. | grew up in a near the ocean, and ny
not her and father were always hone, distant in their worlds of

sophi stication and glanour. | playmates--ny fanmly was thought odd in
our we were, although how do children know of such things? |

hal f - dozen or nore playmates, | pretended | was an orphan royalty whose

current parents had ki dnapped her from on sone foreign throne;
pretended to conmbat ny loneliness. brother, Rudy, was one of the few
people in the world outside who ever spoke kindly to ne. M nother had
been married he was her only child fromthat marriage. He seened
exotic to me. Grls flocked around him starlets, girls really years
older than | was at the time. And | was a fat little thirteen' who
knew deep in her heart that she was hideously ugly, as worldly as he
was, paid attention to nme, well, it made ne | was. He had sone sort of
magi ¢, you see.

And when he raped nme, the first time, | felt that |

him that | had led himon. Yes, Nessie, rape, although we didn't that
then, we called it, of all things, seduction, but | can tell not

seduced, | was raped. M/ nother taught me that men were evil and good,
all mxed together, and if a man norals of an alley cat it was usually
because sone woman him So | thought that of myself." that | had nade

himdo what to ne. And sex, no matter what approach a man took, always
like rape to ne, always seened to be against someone's will. And



me, | kept telling nyself that, and | gradually began sinking into

worl d where Rudy and | weren't really related at all. | didn't up, not
the way other girls did. | nean, | grew, but inside | a
thirteen-year-old who had a twi sted crush on her brother. | you're

shocked, and | apol ogi ze. These aren't the sort of things | normally
di scuss over tea."

Nessi e nodded, speaking solemly. "Confession's good for the soul

say." "If that were true .... " Stella began, but changed her m nd and
to her story. "Well, during certain interludes of ny life, Rudy and we
resumed our sordid relationship. | had begun another this tine with
opi um whi ch Rudy always had plenty of, and rogressed to other
avai |l abl e drugs not worth nentioning. | married divorced nen who did
not love me, but men who would take of nme and | eave ne alone at the
same time. | nmake no excuses. | ally cold, and I did not ever help
another living led the life | wanted. And then, one night, Rudy
returned to me. en himin alnost ten years--since before the war

ended. He war had done that to him not in the way it did it to nen
because of the death and the horror, although those were Rudy--he had
changed in a terrible way: he found he | oved death he | oved the mai nmed
bodi es. He had transformed hinself e | barely recognized. He confided
to me that when he was a battle he would choose one of his own soldiers
to kill and he would r it out in such a way that it seened the Germans
had done it. He do it so that the young soldier woul d know one of his
nost trusted buddies was going to kill him slowmy. "Only six of

them" he told nme, "I was cautious, but if | had known how easy it
woul d be, well, Star baby doll | would ve taken the entire
infantry.""

"That," Nessie WIlcox said with disgust, "is the ugliest thing |I have

eVer heard, and yet when it comes to hunan bei ngs, nothing surprises
human mind is capabl e of absol ute obscenity."

"Rudy was not really human. | had never thought that of him



Anot her fantasy of nine, but he fueled that fantas) Rudy clainmed to
have been sired by the Devil hinmself, only studious noments collecting
medi eval texts magic. He told me he consorted with demons constantly
to have learned how to raise twenty different spirits of fascinated by
the sheer lunacy of it all---1 was a liar at heart, certain that
everyone else in the world nust be a liar, too. had created a small
fantasy world in which to live, Rudy entire universe stretching as high
as heaven and as low as But, as | said, the war changed him For the
wor se.

He had deserted in France, exchanging his identity young man he had
just nurdered so that no one would co for him and travel ed down into
Italy, and it was there, in a Appenines, that he allowed hinself to
become possessed by He told me in detail how it had happened, how the
castl e was nobl eman, a supporter of Il Duce, who had gathered to nen
and worren within his castle walls for his satanic you believe in the
Devil, Ms. W"

Nessi e shook her head. "If there's a devil who isn't ;
he has yet to show hinmself to ne."

"I believe that there can be ... manifestations ... perhaps notj sone
religi ous cosnol ogy, but beings, spirits, if you will, have once been
consi dered gads, for lack of a better term Entities which exist in
time and space and occasionally find into our existence. | don't think
anything as noble or smart as the i but denonic possession--a spirit of
some power finding its human body |ike a parasite, and then the human
wil |

Is it so different a concept than, say, cancer? If every cell of an is
bei ng eaten away at, whose to say that a denon is not just kind of
cancer ?"

"But your brother...."

"Rudy. Yes. He had invited this cancer, this denon, into his



was ayoung possessed girl which the Italian used for his pleasure-who
spoke wi th many tongues, who cursed all things holy, who bestial acts
for the anusenent of those around her. Rudy me he took her to his bed
and kept her there until he had drawn into hinself, he chained the girl
to his bed for three nonths she finally gave her own spirit up

But not before he had sent her soul to Hell

For Rudy had a taste for certain unusual ... practices. He dead bodies
laying with them Fondling them He told ne how he had gone into

an Italian town after a firing squad had it's too horrible to tel

but the corpses, he would say, how how still, howloving. And in his

travel s, he had come across particularly beautiful corpse which he kept

in the castle with the

He spoke of the corpse being full of the disease of passage, state of a

damaged soul still held within the body. He wanted to the soul of the
deceased, and so, day by day, he devoured the body. And when he had
eaten all of it, he turned his full attention to the girl. There was
the blade. To him not a weapon at all, but a

You see, he brought home a souvenir fromthis sojourn

A dagger, which he called an at hanme a cerenonial knife. It was he
told me. Sanctified in unholy debaucheries. He believed in | do, as
wel I .

He told ne that he cut her heart out as he raped her one final tine.

he wat ched her eyes flutter as she realized what he was doing to her
Her body began burning even as he twi sted the knife deeper into her
Her body bl ackened, flames |icking at her from beneath her skin.

The bl ade, he told ne, was older than its hilt. It was a gift fromthe
god of darkness to his first mstress, Lamia. Lama was the goddess
whi ch Rudy worshi pped. Lama, the night, the corrupt, the eater of
skin and drinker of blood, to whom countless human sacrifices were nade
Centuries before her nane was ever witten. Lam a, whose song is a
denmon how , whose face is nadness and suffering. He told ne that



when he ... violated ... the dead ... that he was with her, with his
And so he would send her servants, handmai dens and sl aves, as soul he
had eaten, the blood he had drunk, the girl he had set twi st of the
knife. The dagger would be used in sacrifice, for men with it would
dwell eternally in the underworld. How he wenti Lam a, how he wote
her name across tiles with his own blood ?"t the dead body had been
part of his corruption. He said he ultimate union with his |over and
her servants.

He didn't return to find ne until well after the war--1 had had died,
but he turned up in 1961, and his |life was darker. He away at what
little sanity had been left him and then had only or thought: to pass
this madness into the world. But sonething experience: it had aged him
wel | beyond his normal years. He was his forties then, but |ooked as
if he were eighty. Stooped and bowe and gray and wi nkl ed and

hal f-blind. | barely recognized him the drugs, | asked. Had it been
the war? But no, his body, you see, there in that castle. Wat | saw
was decay. Not an eighty year old a corpse which had not been attended

to. | didn't believe a word | had, would | have not succeeded in the
suicide attenpt | made night he came hone? | took what drugs he'd
brought me | was in nmy own world. | feared him vyes, but in those days

| feared everything

Soon after this, one night, Rudy came to ny bed as | knew he and | onely
and feebl e-nmi nded wonman that | was, | let himin.

And then Rudy kissed me and | knew where this would eJ would end with
me, like that poor girl, chained to his bed, beg death, begging for a
needle in ny arm begging for release fromny nightnmare ny life had
becone.

And suddenly, | didn't want that.

I knew | didn't want what he had to offer ne.

Call it alife will, or survival instinct, but something bub from deep
within nmy soul, and every cell in ny being wanted those invisible

chai ns which had held nme so |ong.

| took his knife. He kept it beneath his pillow. | knew, be



ask himwhy he kept it there, as we slept in the same bed. And he
CGod, his eyes wet with such an exciting thought, "To kill you

I thought | would hurt him

When he came for ne, | attacked himw th his precious at hane
i his right shoul der.

I will never forget his face.

It was barely a scratch on him a small trickle of blood.
Rudy screaned |like |I had nurdered him

"But you're already dead, you said so," | rem nded him

"But ny soul," he cried out.

The skin around the wound bl ackened, and the bl ackness spread across
his arm and chest and up to his neck. Sores began opening |ike small
vol canoes across his stomachl thought for a nmonent |

see inside him right to his soul. He began shaking violently, he to
grab me, but | backed away. It was |ike watching someone step

, their bath only to find a live wire there in the water. H s skin
crackled it burned. Fromthe inside. H s blood, boiling. He was
dripping with as the bl ackness engul fed him

He was dead within seconds, and there, on his right shoul der, where cut
fromthe knife was, a flicker of light, of fire conming through

then, the skin flaked, the bones crackled |ike paper, and ashes, he was
ashes, he was not hing but ashes.”

"Ch, Lord," Nessie WIlcox said. "You' ve got ne believing it, | can
practically snell him burning."

Stell a sighed, huddling beneath her blanket on the rocker. "No one
bel i eves anything until it's too late. | amnot lying."
Nessi e nodded. "I believe you believe it, but Queenie, if you were

addicted to drugs ....



"You're right of course, | lived nost of nmy younger shut away from
reality. But this was reality, Ms. W,

running all my life from"

"Call me Nessie."

"I'f you'll call me Stella. That's nmy real nane. Stella l
nane nore than anything. | hate that wonan, Stella Swani!/
"But Queenie seens nore |ike you. Wat about your |i that | conpletely

believe this ranbling tale of yours, but npst you've said in el even
mont hs. So your child "

"I thought you woul d' ve guessed.”

You nean, your brother. Natch. But it

You had a daughter in what--'62? D d you stop ne, fromin, in the

bat hroom did you do it because you believe ny go to Hell for commtting
such a sin?"

Stella squinted her eyes and shook her head. "If |

Nessie, | would ve let you die. Al the nore conpany in the nme. No,

st opped you because | knew why you were doing "Cancer. Seened |like a

good thing at the tinme."

Stella took along breath, and was about to speak, but c¢ nouth. Wen
she opened it again, she seened to have cal mconsiderably fromthe old

woman who had just sped through of her life. "Qur universe, as
mysterious as it is to me, seenms t/ own logic, and there's always a
bal ance, a yin and yang, a du Good and evil, even within the sane
person. My baby, ne was cursed, | knew that, just as | was nyself

cursed. But changed in the nonths | carried her, and even after she
was what | had acquired. A certain talent. Even ny child, all that
was good within her, before ... with these very hands... ,. took deep
breat hs, her hands clutching the upper corners of the around her. "Even
my little Wendy had good in her

wr apped had destruction in her glance, in her voice, She was the daug
obscenity. | saw it all coming and tried to stop it from happen ini
that was how | killed the girl | should have |learned to |l ove. And



art of her, the evil was allowed to take hold. Conpletely. No
barriers.”

you had a yin for her yang?"

el ements. The evil she was capable of, it was |ike a power out of her
and she could cast it where she would, yet it would come back to her

But | received sonething fromher, sonething she could not touch. A
terrible good. | had-I still have--a certain healing, limted,
unpredictable. It cones in me, grows stronger, she grows stronger. |
had a vision of you in the bathtub, and the | inside ne, my bl ood
rushing like it hadn't for over a decade, and that | was answering sone
call that could not be denied. It to nmake me stronger when it

happens. "

you think you can cure ne? 1Is that it? Cean out ny lungs? if | was
to tell you |l don't want to be cured?" Stella's voice softened to a
whi sper. "Then I'msorry. Terribly." Youresorry, Queenie?" "Yes,
because it's too late."

"Too late to cure ne, well, sonmehow | figured that would be the to this
story. You've been pulling ny leg for an hour or nmore, and w shing
was still soaking upstairs.. Just happy Getchen's me." She | eaned

forward to pet the Scotty who rolled over

I "No, Nessie," Stella sighed. "I nean, it's too late for not wanting
to That act is already done. Fair acconpli.”

And Nessie W/ cox stopped scratching Gretchen's belly, realizing
Queeni e had brought her out of the bathtub, she hadn't been or
coughi ng, and her arthritis wasn't half-bad, either (although was stil
there li ke wood splinters in her el bows and knees, so if Queenie half
the heal er she clained to be, she was as hal f-assed about that she was



about keeping her roomtidy.) The purple hues of dawn were not |ong
in comng. The two sat rocking in the twin chairs, chilled to the
bone, but

"We've been up all night," Stella said.

"I feel pretty good. Not great, but pretty good."

"It's just a healing, it's not as nuch of a miracle as it seriously
doubt Sister Agnes Joseph woul d approve of a forger making miracles. |
can't control it. It just happens, me and whoever needs it. But
there's a price. Always ait's stronger in ne, that means she's
stronger, too. And been weak for along, long tine."

"I won't sign ny will over to you, Queenie, but yours for the
aski ng. "

"You do believe."

"All I know s the air's sweeter and cooler than | can rememwhen | |et
out a big old sigh, it comes out in a whisper and not | don't intend to
run down to the dang hospital to get ne |I should or should not be
suffering such delusions. | say, goose lays you a gold one don't pass
it around to your friends to see. it's crap, pardon ny French."

The sky was turning yell ow pink with the approachi ng nount ai ns becom ng
a hazy purple.

"You must think nme an awful woman."
"For what you did? Queenie | think you're bl essed.™

"Not the healing. That's not me. |In the one whose |life has nightnare
since it began."

"Maybe that's the price for a gift like you' ve got. Anyway, it's going
on now that counts, it's what's happening day after Hell, | don't even
remenber half of what | did |ast week, and were to listen to half the
stories in this house you' d think there's no] for any of us if you
based it on the past. No hope tall." Nessie



and in spite of Queenie's awful past, she knew that as |long as they

both breathing there was hope. 1t's all anyone needs. don't think ..
there is. Hope? How can there be?" said Stella, who rocking faster
and faster. "To tell you that | wanted to cure you is | don't care. |
don't care anynore. It is just another addiction of : that, when the
pull is strong enough, | give in to."

Nessi e shook her head, chuckling. "Wat kind of adversary are then?

You're seventy if you're a day, you |look just strong enough pick up
your fork at suppertime, good God, Queenie, a Santa could send you
flying. |If this girl of yours sits out the next few there's a good
chance you'll be dust. Wat kind of vengeance that? 1'Il tell you
what kind, the kind that |ife takes on every last of us whether we go
ki cking and screaming or just taking it as it

It's like waiting for the bus. |[|'ve seen people go frombus to bus
stop, wal king between 'emas if that's going to make the conme any
faster, and folks like nme just sit at one stop and wait, some fol ks
curse and others read their paperbacks. But the dang is going to cone
anyway, and if you miss it nowyou'll catch it later. So you live your
life, and you can be afraid of your daughter or not, but death is going
to come pick you up either way. What's to lose? Real estate? A
couple of pairs of shoes and a purse? Ha! Now, slow down that rocking
or you're liable to fly off the porch."

St opped stopped rocking. "I told you about nmy brother's
transformation, his change. She wants ne to be alive, Nessie, she
wants to |l et me see her work, her change, her netanorphosis. | carried
her for nine nonths, | saw how the dragon inside her tried to assert
itself, I Inou, her. | watched what she can do. | told you I've tried
to kill nmyself. For years, in every conceivable way. And it can't be
done. She will not let ne die. She wants nme for herself."

"Well," Nessie said. "M nother always told ne, if you' re afraid of

Sonet hi ng, best to face it."
"l can never ... face ... that."

"Never," Nessie said, "say never."



The wonman that Nessie called Queenie slept better she had slept in
years, and no dreans troubled her for once. would take one of her
pills to keep the shadows off her bed, to out for a good ten hours, but
it hadn't even occurred to her to as she pl opped down on the mattress.
She woul d sl eep until evening, and awaken feeling better than she had
in over

Nessi e Wl cox, however, did not even consider sleep an o She was
all-fired up. She felt that she'd gotten sone kind of fromthe
Almghty; it reaffirmed everything she had faith in just about to |ose.
She took Gretchen for her norning nmile walk nine a.m" stopping al ong
the way to enjoy the fresh autumm air desert. To the West were the
mountains rising up to neet the sky, and sonmewhere in the hills, above
Yucca Vall ey; was the had nentioned, the town that had been eaten
alive. Nessie headlines well, remenbered the excitenent and fear the
entire of the desert had felt runmble through it |ike an earthquake, and
the vast nystery that had surrounded that town.

"Gretchen," she told her dog. "W're going to find out there, you know
that? |fQueenie can scratch out ny black she remenbered one of her
favorite quotes fromthe Bible, "... my soul', that's what she's done,
she's restored it to me, she's given faith back, G etchen, when

didn't even think it was mssing. somewhere up there in those hills,

her soul is waiting to be too. Two things," she said. "First: we try
to get a hold of these people she mentioned. |If she's too chicken to
call this Peter then I'll put ny head on the chopping bl ock for her

She' s



but everybody is in information. And second," she shaded es fromthe
sun with her right hand, "oh, the second thing'll be diflqcult, but the
Lord doesn't give us nothing we can't bear, and if driving up there
with Queenie, well, then, Getchen, so be it.

be it."

The only thing that disturbed Stella's sleep was a voice calling her
her |ovely, enpty dream

She awoke to her daughter's call.

"I was your beginning," Stella whispered, sleepily, "I will be your



CHAPTER THI RTY- ONE
DARKNESS

n the dark bowels of a cave, a creature felt the atnosphere change,
felt the world turning, heard the whispers, whatifwhatifwhatif.

fromwhat pain it had been born
What howl i ng pai n.
fromthe tapes

"Why these children? Wat good are they?"

"Ch, witch-doctor, you want ne to tell you stories about how evil | am
and how | wanted innocence to corrupt? |'ve gone through this before,
centuries ago. They tortured some poor child and to tease them | told

the priests and judges about my host of devils and worshippers. [1've
made up good stories before. They burned ne once in a woman's bGdy and
| gave them a show as they had never seen before.”

You' ve been alive how | ong?"



Pause.
"I aminfinite."
"And yet, in 1980, you chose to--"

"I chose nothing. | was delivered into that tonb of a born in flesh
and tornented there. ay shouldn't they nest? They deserved it."

Your ... nest?

"And my beautiful boys, how | |oved watching their bodies thrust into
the prison of flesh that held ne. Sex is a you animals. That's why
they killed their famlies. They did it. | gave them nudges, but it
was all within them But destruction are the sane force. But you know
that, don't always known that."

"You wi shed to bear their young?"
"Fuck you."
"I's that what you were after.

The tape garbled as the creature occupying one of the chanting latin
and greek phrases over and over again. Later, the Diego Correa, would
translate two of themas: "Tt was in my nouth honey: and as soon as |
had eaten it, my belly was bitter .... "and forehead was a nane
witten, Mystery, Babylon the Great, Harlots and Abom nations of the
Earth. "



BOOK FOUR
THEN,

The Last of Pal netto, 1980



PART ONE: THE LOST
CHAPTER THI RTY- Two
Pet er and Wendy
Chandl er Conf essi ons

"ere's howit was, as best as | renenber it. She wanted all of us.
didn't fully understand this when | was a teenager. She wanted both
Charlie and ne; others, too. She wanted all of us in a way that no
woman- -1 shoul d say, no creature--has wanted any of us since. 1've

of ten asked nyself: why me? Wy not any nunber of others in town? Wy
even our town? What distinguished it for her darkness?

| have no answer. Al | knowis | found nyself in her enbrace.
Wendy' s enbrace

It had seenmed like a series of hallucinations in the night, both
horrific and sublinme. Wen dawn canme, | was alone in the truck. She
had gone. | hoped she was gone. | won't try and second-guess the

t eenaged boy | once had been, but |ooking back, | felt fragnmented into
a waking life and a shadow life, and Wendy was the shadow. She was
drug, and | was addict. | even experienced a joy in the feeling of the
shadow wor | d.



Lasci vi ous and horny when | was in her presence, the died when
returned to ny daily life at home in Pal netto.

Have you ever had a dark secret? One that you could tell secret

bet ween you and creation? That's what this felt between nme and no
one--a connection that was part Let ne draw you back with ne, back to
Then, that time, can tell you nore about the history of Palnetto, and
of its Nitro, but this would be no nore than the history of desert the
Sout hwestern United States in 1980--and it woul d reveal that

W lived, we |oved, sone of us died, sone of us noved on. the town
burned. Shall | tell you about the burning? It was spread from one
house to another as if the fire had Children called out for their

nmot hers, and to their w ves and knew that they could not escape the was
there, but it's not enough to say the town burned, and it's no to say
that Palmetto no |onger exists. |It's still there, | suppose, off

H ghway 4, but no one lives there; as Shirley Jackson what wal ks there,
wal ks al one.

| live inthe real world. | live in the world of MDonal ds and
presidential sex scandals and privacy issues Internet and "Wat's for

di nner tonight?" and "Man, | of finding out that there's sonething in
nmy drinking water so need to start buying bottled water at one to two
dollars a cup." in that real world, places |like Palnetto happen. 1've

read about over the years, what little | could find. Magnificent
galleons in the Sargasso Sea, early Anerican col onies enpty of al
traces inhabitants; lost cities, a civilization at its height,

vani shed; nystery of the Chicago fire with Ms. O Leary's nythic cow
thi ngs do happen. | just didn't expect it to happen to me or to know.
The nedia junped on Pal metto, described it in nadnan's revenge, as fire
fromthe sky, as a teen arsonist's wet but no one knew but those of us
who survived it. No one on could explain where the bodi es had gone.

Not even a trace



Fam |y nmenbers searched, investigators dug, but beyond the burnt and
wal I s and foundations, it was as if everyone had just decided to that
day and then set the town afl ane.

I never expected to look into the face of Mystery and know where "
journey |ed.

And I'mtelling you the end of things before you' ve begun to the
begi nni ng.

Let me take you there. | was in Sloaffs truck, and an uncontroll able
teen lust beyond all other teen lusts, had drawn ne into body. W?thout
havi ng ever felt that Alison would care for nme friendship, | had

al ready cheated on her and felt as if | had any future | had with her
Yet ny body had wanted to be into Wendy's, as if everything that | was
at that age was for an offering. M nenory of sex with her is now only
a menory of nightmare. N ghtmare with pleasure. N ghtnmare without

waki ng.

When it was over | was not merely enpty. | was bereft. | was vacant.
| was nowhere to be seen. | didn't even feel connected to ny body.

| felt a shame | had never known existed as | got out of that truck
slamed its door, and felt the prickly heat of daylight along nmy back

| had been a virgin before she had taken ne, and yes, | will say now
she toak ne, although then I thought I was a willing and eager disciple
for sexual experience. | knew on sone level that | |oved Alison, that

in a nonent of weakness and stupidity--the kind that only other

t eenaged boys seemto truly under standl had let ny body venture into a
worman' s body without truly wanting that woman. Wthout truly wanting
to ever connect with her; and yet, connect | did. The fears were
foolish: that | would have to marry her now, that she would be
pregnant, that | had destroyed any hope that Alison and | could ever be
together. But the darker fears lurked: that there was sonethi ng wong
wi th Wendy, that she was malignant, that my beer-induced hall ucinations
of her being sone kind of oily, spindly creature, sone subhuman race,
was not as far off the mark as my sobered self would like to believe.

And now, she was gone--she had wal ked off sonmewhere, perhaps



to get away fromne. | was hungry. M shirt, torn, lay in truck
The rocky crags of No Man's Land rose not five truck, whereas Pal netto
and Nitro seenmed niles behind ne.

| followed her footsteps in the dirt. She had gone into what had once
been the entrance to the El Corazon nine

| had to follow her. | had to understand what ny
What | ast night had neant.
What the unearthly visions |I'd had meant.

| followed the daylight as far as it would go into the called her
nane.

That's when | saw the flickering--that's the only word

It was like candlelight within the cave, a blue wave of pale

gl owance- - anot her word that sounds foolish, but mght be can cone up
with. A flickering and a glowance |like an |like soft strobe lights
within the darkness of the El Corazon. And then, | saw her.

She was no nonster, no creature.

She was a girl just a few years older than nme, lying there in a her own
bl ood.

| stood in that cave, shivering.

And then, she called to ne. | realized in the dark of the desert earth
t hat she was not dead, and that it was not her

She was crouched over something, and when | saw the mouth, and the
bl ood that flowed fromher chin to her

But it was dark, and even the flickering changed, an |ightning danced
within the cave And she sat there, a girl again, a young wonan, Wi thout
wi t hout a dead ani mal between her |ips, w thout anything other | ook of
| ongi ng and | oneliness and now | know that just by entered her
body- - partaking of her--1 had stepped into the of denons.

But then, | went to her. She rose up, sleepily, "Ws

asked. "Was last night a drean?" | enbraced her and dried her



and felt as if | were nerely going insane. "l was born here," but |
did not understand. | walked with her into the burning of day and
drove her hone.

Yes,.this makes no sense. Yes, | know that | shoul d' ve heeded the

I'd had of her, of the light flickering around her in the cave, of torn
animal in her nouth, of the blood that was there but was not in the
next instant.

But it was a part of the world that made no sense, and so | didn't it.
This is where the real world fails those of us who have out of it. W
can't understand the other world with its nonsense, its unbounded ness
Belief is the key. Belief is not part of the real

| thought it m ght have been all the beer fromthe previous night ne
with a hallucinatory hangover; or that it was famly

T within ne, passed fromny father into ny blood. O perhaps was so
inside me then that | accepted the nonentary flashes of soul produced.

| had spent my life pushing back the menories father who bullied and
berated and beat nme. Denial and quick burial of sights and sounds were
nothing to nme then, when | was nearly sixteen

And so, to the flat light of the real world, | returned and put away
chi I di sh thi ngs.

| had becone a nan, after all

| wal ked tall and proud, for as pathetic as it may sound, getting laid

was still one of the rituals of manhood even in 1980, especially as a
teenager. | felt shanmeful for it, too, for | had been raised to be a
ni ce boy, not the wild kind who | ays aggressive but comely lasses in
trucks. | felt marked, as well, but it would be some days before

understood just how |'d been branded by that one act of nature that
seened, then, Conpletely unnatural to me then

| had opened nyself to nonstrosity: But then, that summer, | thought I
had opened nyself to the normal nistakes of the world of men and
VWnen.



| saw Wendy every day after that.
| had to. She called, and | went to her.

W net like illicit lovers--in the cool of the evening. bring Sloan's
truck around and I'd ritually ask where he was, would tell nme one of
several things in reply. She had no idea. some worman. Drinking with
his buddies. Sleeping hinself to sleep. Each time we nmet, | didn't
pl an on laying the back of the truck under the stars, nor did I think
of than Alison when | was with her, but she had gotten ne her--Wndy
had somehow drugged me with her physicality, | closed nmy eyes, when |
was in her full enbrace,

I was no | onger the son of a bully, nor was | the guy who wasn't good
enough at sports, not quite good enough at academ cs, good enough
socially. | was the king of the world when |I Wendy. Wen | caught
those glinpses of the Gther inside nonster, the creature of dark and
rotting caverns, it those other pleasures | felt.

And then, the inevitable happened. Sloan found us, together. O
rather, he cane hone.

I was in his bed, and she was with ne. | felt as

aft erward- confused and enpty and angry. Like a wild beast from mating,
| wanted to lash out. | felt that she controlled controlled how and
when and where, and | was a victimto inner rage grew with each neeting
we had-each neeting which



al so. Anger fueled anger. M father, of course, was nmy primary for
hadn't he ruined us? Qur lives? M nother's happiness? MW off My own
life, as little as it seened to matter? Joe Chandler a man | woul d
gladly bury alive under a ton of scorpions, just to his fear. He was
my father, and | loved him and | wanted to kill | told Wendy. She
held me and in the dark---it was a hot sunmer and the trailer had but
one fan whirring. OQur sweat was like itself. M anger blossoned |ike
red flowers in her arns.

"Let out what's inside you," she whispered, softly, like a |oving

nmot her her son. "Let it all go. Release it. |If you're ever going to
be happy, it."

Now, many years later, | can | ook back on those nmonments as the

terrifying of ny life, for while I knew that what | was doing--this
erotic lust for Wendy Swan--was sonehow wrong, it was control that
frightened nme the nost. She always knew what to say, insinuate a

t hought into ny mind, howto take a hacksaw and cut through what ever
boundaries | had. And | felt less like a nore |ike an aninal, each
tinme she called me to her side.

| was about to draw away from her, to reach for ny clothes, ashaned
furious at ny need for her. The small trailer door opened. Sloan
dragged his ass in, drunk, a itop of his unruly hair covering nost of
his eyes, the brown stink of whiskey perneating his aura. He stood
there pointing the same gun that he'd used to shoot his own dog.

| was just in ny briefs, reaching for ny shirt, when | felt the bullet.

No, | was not hit. It was a feeling as if there were an earthquake
just under the ailer, and ny skin seened to shake as the sound of the
gun's firing burst around ne. In nenory, it seenms as if it were all in

slow notion the shirt in ny hand Wendy's face in the shadow, al nbst a
snmile--Sloan's hand shaking with the Smith & Wesson--a sound |i ke

whi spering, the whispering of thousands of people, or perhaps it was of
bats flying in a cave--for that's what | renmenber, even in the trailer



in Nitro, it was as if everything about Wendy happened in a cave

And then, | saw where the bullet had gone. It was as was no nore, and
inits place a ripe nelon had burst, its juice sprayed across a pill ow
above a woman's torso

I remenber nothing else fromthat night that makes world had becone

violent for me. | remenber no nore after that.

| was lost. | stood there, |ooking up at Sloan, thinking shoot ne
next .

I nstead, he dropped the gun to the floor. |Its clattering by the

menory-echo of the blast in nmy head. He had a his face. Not mani acal
nor haunted. Just funny. Like he had christnas present expecting one
thing and had found not inagined. A nonent |ater, he turned and ran

| eaving bed in ny underwear, still holding the hand of a wonan who
nmonent s before been in my arns.

| can wite all this with conplete col dness, for now

was about. Now I understand her plan. But then, the rage bl ooned
within me. Dressing quickly, | into the night after him grabbing up
his gun, wanting for this. People fromnearby trailers had cone
runni ng at

| pushed past them allow ng their shouts to be drowned out deafening
tide of fury that rose within ne. The rage was beyond sensible or

true. | had no tears for Wendy, and ny shock bury that personality
known as "Peter Chandler" even further within my brain. Sonething else
energed, sonmething | can animal instinct, and all it knew was the

kill.

| chased Sloan out into the Wash. M legs felt light, my like the w nd
as | moved. | had begun to see better in the night, to things that |
had never noticed before: the sage and nesquite, to the restless chirps
of small birds nestled al ong an ocotillo cactus, to the dry air thick
with dust. Sloan outran ne fairly easily, but | nyself nmoving in a
nearly liquid blur towards him-it felt like |I as the wind. Finally,
he sl owed down as the night engul fed us



breath felt as if it would ignite ny lungs; ny eyes blurred, unsure 7
could register. | could see the shiny yellow light of his eyes,

how somehow he had changed in the dark. H's face had el ongat ed,

narrowed and noved nore towards the side of his skull. Their shine was
atrick of the night and of my own vision, | was sure

He | ooked as if he'd been beaten up, his jaw broken and hanging. flew
fromhis lips as he shouted, with sone difficulty, "Shoot Peter! Please
just fuckin' shoot me! Look what she did to ne! Look she does! She
ain't dead! She's a fuckin' nonster!”

And then, he turned and ran again. | watched himgo. | let himgo.
down in the earth and covered ny eyes with nmy hands, wanting to T the
real world with ny imagination. |In days, ny life had changed boredom

and fam ly fucked-upedness to the world of nmurder and | nearly | aughed,
then wept, at how insane it all felt. How could not possibly have seen
yel low eyes in Sloan's face, yell ow eyes an otherworl dly snake, a jaw
that had stretched, teeth that seemed and then | opened nmy eyes to the
worl d again. | lay back on earth, and | ooked up at the stars. They
seened so distant and and | knew whatever |ived on other planets did
not care about one boy looking up at themfromthe desert. There was
no end to the desert sky, but my world began and ended there, that

night. | began | stared at the stars and wi shed the world away.

| brushed off the dirt, and stood. For a nonent, | thought | saw a
flash of light--a shooting star?--in the distance beyond the hills of
No Man's Land. | took strange confort fromthis, as if it were a sign
fromthe universe that nmy |life had been noticed. | suddenly felt
overwhel mi ng sorrow for Wendy. | was not good enough for anyone. M
father had al ways been right. | was just not good enough for the
wor | d.

In this nood, | went back home. | blocked the rest. GCh yes, it Cones

back to ne in bits and glinpses. But it's gone fromne now The
police nust've asked sonme questions. The neighbors nust've nentioned
that Sl oan had the gun and nost likely did the shooting. | probably
lied and said | was there visiting. | probably told themthat Sloan
shot her. |



was a believable nice boy; Sloan was not. There was not nuch My
father, no doubt, beat the crap out of me for being the white trash of
Nitro. M nother probably wept and took pills while nmy little sister
rocked back and forth, staring at kept the gun for protection, telling
no one | had it. But she was dead. Yes, she was.

She had been kil l ed.
| was there.

But that was just her beginning.



CHAPTER THI RTY- THREE
THE DEATH OF VEENDY SWAN

| Deter, |'ve been having dreans for days. N ghtnmares. They're
com ng, "

Than said into the phone.
Peter hesitated. Then, "Wat are you tal king about ?"
"Denmons. Bonyface was right. They're all here. 1've seen sonething.

Sonething | can't tal k about on the phone. He comes into ny roomin ny
dreams. He has fishhooks in his nouth."”

"Christ."

"It's a denbn. But it's the Juicer. He'Strying to warn ne. And
other things, too, man. |'ve been readi ng these books about how
denons--" Peter cut himoff. "That's crazy."

"It is not. Wat's up with you? | thought we were friends."

A pause on the I|ine.

"Than, look. W are friends. | can't talk right now" "I used to be
your best friend. As of like last week." "You still are.™

"No I"'mnot," Than said, hanging up the phone.



Than had checked out all the books he could find on nightnmares and
such fromthe library in Yucca Valley; he had. straight through and
enj oyed the nedi eval woodbl ock prints in them Wth titles like Fallen
Angel s and Raising Hell, the books a treasure trove of all things
denoni c. Days passed; Than indoors, near the air conditioning, living
of f ham sandwi ches with the occasi onal hal f-pack of Oreos, pouring over
t he maki ng speci al notes whenever he saw anyt hing about a Hand or a
denon. One afternoon after getting his haircut, he

Pinon Street and saw the Bone rooting through a garbage can. He' to
say sonething to the old nman, but Bonyface cackled a little for his
tastes. Another time, when Than was goi ng behind Peter's house, he saw
t he Bone napping anmong the piles He went and stood over him | ooking
down at the gnarled the Bone opened his eyes, Than al nbst shrieked.

"You been dreami ng, hell, boy? You got an understanding of denons,"
Bonyface said, but Than was runni ng down the narrow path between the
old mattresses and plastic trash bags.

When he next saw Bonyface, it was out anong the just off one of the
side roads that led up into the hills. The blazing hot, and the old
man gathered dried sticks from brush

"Well, boy," the Bone said. "l see you cone to find me Than, covered
head to toe with a sweat that seened to soak bones, said, "I want to
know about the denpbns. And that hand had."

"I'f you do," the Bone cautioned, "there won't be go back."

"CGo back where?"



"Back to the world you call confort. It changes you, boy. This and
denon juice. It gets in ya and it opens your--your freakin' eyes to of
it. But there ain't no going back."

Than nodded. "1've had ni ghtmares."
"Tkh," the Bone | aughed. "He canme for you."
" He?"

"The Juicer. It was his hand | showed you. The Hand of Gory. A
nmurderer's hand! A nman who had tasted the bl ood of innocence, and |eft
his hand, filled to bustin' with denon juice," Bonyface nodded, passing
his sticks to the boy. "Take these and cone with me. We'IlIl nake a
fire over there, in the caverns," he pointed to the hills. "I'Il show
you what this damm denon is so scared spit |ess about."

"lIt's too hot for a fire," Than said.

"It's too dark in this world not to have one," the Bone replied. And
so, Nathani el Canpus began his education into the nature of denons,
with the help of the man who had once been known as Lucas Boni face.

The cavern had a | ow ceiling, and Bonyface used one of the sticks to
bat away at the sleepy tarantul as and scurrying scorpions--tiny as
these were, they scared the be jesus out of Than. The Bone led himto
a small circle of stones at the edge of what seemed |like a great well

of darkness. The Bone could' ve used his breath to light the sticks,

but instead, resorted to a match. Wth a small fire begun, he took
Than by hand and told him "I ain't her daddy, but | once knew her mama
real good. She's the one brought denons into this place."

"What what does she what does Wendy have to do with this? She got
killed. Something at the trailers."”™ Than watched the firelight dance
across the cavern wall. Snoke curled out the entrance.

"Boy, she's why the Juicer come back," the Bone said, alnpst



solemmly. "1 got it in nmy blood she'd cone on back one day. | like

| know ny stink. But we have this,"” he raised the hand fire. "The de
man juice." He thrust the hand against his |ips suckling one of the
fingers.

Than wat ched in disgust, his lips curling. "That's so The Bone w ped

his mouth of the last drops of the grin that was nearly a grimace.
"It's the only way;" he gasped, breath. "You had the nightmares. It's
al ready inside ya. You

"Pl ease, no," Than said alnpost politely, his hands sonething within him
want ed to know what was happeni ng: had his bad dreans, why Peter no

| onger spoke for nore than mnutes at atinme to him why he felt that
he was sonmehow He took the hand, and pressed an edge of a finger to his
lips.

It didn't taste the way he had expected. It was nore |ike "Wat
happens now?" he asked.
"We prepare for the denon," the Bone said. "There's lotsa kinin a
denon. Cerenonies. Rituals. Al kindsa ways. Now, ny studies, |'ve
only found one way to make damn sure that a don't return in the flesh.
It's nasty. It's ugly. But it's gotta be Then, he told him

And thus, Than Canpusky's apprenticeshi p began

hi m more books to read; taught himthe place in the body nost vita
denon organ resided; told himthe story of how the w thin Wndy Swan
cane to be, and howit was returned to her Bone hinself had once
foretold.

"You watch way too nmuch tv." Ed," Mson Hunt said to her who sat
hunched over the small black-and-white Zenith that their kept in his
office. Ed Junior didn't ook up fromthe tv." but shushing noise.

She could hear Harv still over in the far garage bay



clanging at a bent fender; her father was out talking to one of the
farts fromtown who'd come in for a fill-up. "Hone," Ed Junior pointed
to the small screen.

Alison glanced at the set. It was KCBS, the Los Angeles station

hell were they doing in Nitro? The canera panned back to revea

Ratt| esnake Wash agai nst the sunset. "Ed, turn it up, turn it up."

Her brother, who was slowin all his novenents, had trouble hitting the
vol ume control right, but eventually the sound cane up. The reporter

said, "the alleged killer is still at large in this small desert
conmunity .... "

"It's one of the trailer parks," Alison gasped. "Jesus. That truck
bl ows up there two weeks ago and now this. No wonder they call it
Nitro."

A husky woman in a numuu was crying, although the reporter kept jabbing
t he mi crophone into her face.

Alison pivoted around and shouted, "Hey Harv, you hear about this
nmur der ?"

The cl angi ng stopped, and Harv yell ed back, "Yep. | even net the guy
who did it twice. Wrked on his truck. Friggin' unbelievable."

"She was pretty,” Ed Junior said when he saw the picture of Wendy Swan
flash on the tel evision screen. He shook his head. "Sad." He |eaned
forward and sw tched channel s.

"Dad's at it again," Harv whispered to her when he cane in to wash up
He didn't need to el aborate--it was code talk for drinking, and Alison
wondered if her father was going to cone hone again or just sleep it
off at the Cantina or on the back porch. She | ooked out through the
filthy office wi ndow, watching her father slap the guy he was talking
with on the back, and then pick up his can of beer fromwhere it rested
on top of the gas punp.

"I hate this place," Alison shook her head. "I can't wait til I'm
ei ghteen and can get out of here."

"Maybe 1'll get out soon," Harv gave her a grin. "You sleep on ny
couch. "

She snorted. "Yourfloor nmore likely." "You talk to your friend?"
She al nost bl ushed, and shook her head. "He's sure

"I thought you were nore liberated than that."
She didn't dignify the stupid comment with a response.

get sick of it, Harv? Dad and Morn and pretending stuck running this
pl ace, but you don't even get paid."

"I get paid," Harv sounded hurt. "You know what | mean. Paid the way
you should. He's day and we never see himafter eight and before noon
and | even blame mom for her...." She couldn't even say it:

"Just shut up, A, shut up." Harv shook his hands in the airt them



and then wi ped them across his face. He stonped back, bays.
"Scissors rock paper," Ed Junior said, raising his eyebrows. "I don't
feel like playing right now," Alison calnmed down see the tear in Ed's
eye. She felt bad as soon as the words were out of her mouth. She

| oved Ed Junior all the nore since the caused the brain damage to him
He was ol der, but he would be her little brother and never get beyond
the age of five or six head, while his body aged.

The acci dent had sucked. That was the best she could think Alison

cl osed her eyes. 7bo intense. Too close. Think WALL. High yellow
wal .  Snooth plaster across wall. WALL. But the hold: the nmenory
cane back to her again, like it was still happening, she'd trapped it
behind the wall so it would always remain fresh and al ways there
waiting for her nenory to be staring out the big rear wi ndow of the
station wagon, she'd been to touch the nmetal platform around the vinyl
seat because too HOT. She was Six, and they had sat outside the Coyote
Cantina)Cor hours in the heat, she and Ed Junior who was twel ve and
restl ess.



'7n gonna go in there, he said. Alison swiveled around in the

seat .
"He role us to stay put. "
"It's taking for goddamm ever"

"]-laugh, "Alison gasped because of the naughty word.

"Well, he says it, so | can say it, " Ed Junior crinkled up his face
and
' nastier than she'd ever seen him "7 amsick of this, you know? He

this to me all the tine. "Daddy's just getting happy.
"Town drunk, " Ed Junior nuttered under his breath, "town drunk, town
drunk. "

"You be quiet about ny daddy.t' Alison shrieked. When she had cal ned
down, she said, "hot. Hot hot hot."

"I'f you shut your nouth it gets cooler

"I bet it's over a himnerd de grease
"7 bet, " Ed Junior said. "You wanta play scissors rock paper?"
"You cheat."

"If I don't cheat?"

Ali son wi shed she could go back and tell himnot to play, that it
wasn't inportant for himto play that dumb ganme with her, that he
didn't need to clinb out of his seat belt, over thejont and mddle
seats, to the back just to play that dammed ganme, but the six-year-old
with the blond hair didn't knowto warn him Ed Junior sweating, held
out his hand. Rock

Alison's hand was flat. "Paper covers rock, she said. "See? Didn't

cheat, did I?" "You let me win, "she pouted.

Ed Juni or opened his fist, and inside was a stick of Juicy Fruit gumin
its silver wapper She took it from himand unwapped it |ike she was
peeling a banana. EdJunior, with his flat top andeckles, grinned in
spite of the heat and the hassle and put his arm around her "You done
it all yourself, kiddo, now give your big brother a smackerooni and
tell himhe's the bravest smartest best guy in the whole world. "

She pushed hi m away, giggling, "gross, Ed, gross, not a kiss, oh



okay, you're the bravest, she cringed and giggled at the sane.
pretended to smooch at the top of her head, "bravest--stop guy--

"You forgot best, "he made farting noises with his nmouth
She squeal ed, "bravest smartest best guy in the whole w de
He | et her go and sighed. "Okay. You'reee. No kisses. "
"Waew, "

"Man oh man, Dn broiling up, if he don't come outta there Ed Junior
stopped m d-sentence as Alison pointed. Their of the Cantina's doors
into the flat afternoon sunlight, " " brow with a handkerchief. Hs
shirt was unbuttoned and his over the fkont of his belt. His pants
hung | ow, and his zipper halfway up the flagpole. He stunbled a
little, | eaning on the hoods he nmade his way over to the Ford station
wagon. He rapped on the and waved to his son and daught er

Only Alison waved back
Ed Juni or whi spered, "shithead. "
Alison sucked in her breath as if it would make the

Ed stared out the back wi ndow. When their father got in, no one word.
It took awhile for their father to start the car up, and by wagon
reeked of warm beer.

Ali son began singing, "Buckle up for safety, buckle up

Ed Junior noved closer to the back window He tried to roll it but it
was stuck. It always stuck in the heat.

"Didn't mean to take so long, "
out of the parking place.

her daddy said as he backed the zigzag

"Yeah, right, Ed Junior said under his breath.

"CGot tal king sone business in there, ran into M ke Twentyni ne Pal s,
and he was tal ki ng about maybe nachine route out this way, and |I was
thinking, what if | carried his at the station? | mean, we're talking
but Fritos, too, and naybe even sone sandw ches |ike a know, so people
on trips, they're always stopping, and they



I mean, with this highway just expanding, and everybody's got to go
get up to Victorville, or downomthe nountains

Pal m Springs, it just nakes sense, | mean, the whole town is expandi ng,
's gonna grow, and | don't wanna mss the boat, | don't wanna just dry
up this town is ripe for devel opnent, and vendi ng, "and while her

f at her

Ali son began humm ng, and Ed Junior tried to roll down back w ndow, and
they hit a bunp or pothole on the road (only it , to be a dog), and the
car started spinning. The back end whirl ed;

for sat seened to be going in )Cbont of the car; and then Alison to
scream but her Juicy Fruit gum had gotten caught in the back throat.
G ass broke, but she never heard Ed Juni or make a sound,

flying through the back wi ndow. The absolute crazi est was, though

that her father kept right on talking (or at least it was how she
renenbered it), tal king about the town of Pal neuo expandi ng and

grow ng; the popul ati on expl osion and the best of tines for America and
vendi ng machi nes and gas prices.

The, she coughed the gumup join her throat.

She tried to see out the wi ndow to where Ed Junior had flown, but al
she saw was the high yellow wall of the old house they called The
Garden of Eden. Lateg, she heard the term "brain damage' for the first
time. Mich lateg, she beard the termtar do "when ot her kids spoke of
her brother, Ed Junior

In those days, she learned howto build wal k. Walls kept good things
in and had things out.

That was then, this is now, Alison repeated to herself, and began to
see the wall in her nmind again. Ed Junior seenmed w apped up in the
cartoons he watched, and Harv continued to work on the Hughes' | enon of
a CheW Her father gul ped back another beer (number five) out at the

gas punps.

When wor k was done, she got in her rickety TBirdpatched



t oget her by her brother Harv and able to run on a prayer and --and
drove away, ostensibly to get a Coke at Paco's Tacos; found herself
attracted to Nitro and the trailers. It was after sun was nostly down
over the far hills.

Back on the hi ghway, Alison drove down to the south in darkness as it
spread across the land. Get out, A while you can, out bore sonebody
sets fire to you while you're napping through covered her eyes with her
left hand for a nonent, and when she them sonething darted out in

front of her car. "Jesus!"™ She the way and honked her horn. It had
been sone aninmal, a coyote, wolf.. She pulled the car to the shoul der
and parked. "CGod, don't like that," she said aloud to her reflection

in the rear viewmnirror.

Sonething leapt up fromthe ditch beside the road,

agai nst the shotgun w ndow.

A face, human, beast, like a man's face nelted with a it's stretched
and ridged. Rem nded her of. pit bull. Rem nded her, naned Kevin

Sl oan who she'd only caught a glinpse town. Sonething about himand a
pit bull. Melted skin. Eyes outlined in red. Like a com c book
drawing. Shit, it looks like Sloan bull. O pit bull is Sloan

Her mind, in those few seconds, worked fast, but terror and create
their own domains outside intelligence. The heart beats the adrenaline
pours, the ordinary way of seeing, of reversing " and then setting them
right again as the imge burns into the cut off the | earned systens of

| ogi c and reason and rationa

Before Alison could react properly, the wall was there.

Sl oan pressed his face to the wi ndow of the car

Beauti ful skin, snmell neat.

The nights al ways began the same, with her call. \hat



his bl ood had a | anguage of its own, and the translation was: hunt
flesh taste infect spread harvest nest. It awoke himwi th stinging
pain, and then the scent of his own sweat drove himmad. stench, too,
of the place where he stayed, the cave with its bat and lizard flesh,
not the delicate perfume of human skin and bl ood fl ow ng beneath it

i ke an underground stream searching well, for a fault, for a tunnel to
burst out. Sloan's eyesight was keen the dark, and he crawl ed on al
fours through the corridor, sniffing clean air of the outside world and
the proni se of humanity.

H s own human feeling submerged, and even the dog feeling chat had
overtaken his bowed formwas only there in his senses. H's inct was
crushed in a bl ood obedience to her voice. SHE S IN

FUCKI NG HEAD GET QUT OF MY HEAD, YOU CUNT,
YOU ARE FUCKI NG DEAD, YOU GET OUT OF MY HEAD, |

KILLED YQU, the old voice roared. The call in his blood had sent him
out on this night. He ran as if in a dream as if she sat astride his
back and reined himto the left and right, her bare heels like the
sharpest spurs as they dug into his shanks, prepare the way for ny
children to come. He'd been heading for the trailers when he'd seen
the car pulled to the side of the road. He felt her heat; heat was
strong near the road, and the odor of blood and living tissue. He ran
for it, and found her there. "Beautiful," he said, holding his claws
up to the window. The girl seenmed to freeze. She did not seem scared
as much as she seened bl ank, not there. Snell tissue, blood, punping
furiously, the living animal flesh stretched taut across unpoll uted
meat. Sloan's hunger was not one of feeding, but of passing. He
needed to give her what he had. Needed to pass the denobn into her, as
he woul d others. Prepare the way. Make ready.

GET QUT OF My HEAD! Sonet hing shrieked as it ricocheted through his
brain. And then another car pulled up behind this one, and Sl oan
ducked down, out of the headlights.



Ali son awoke abruptly, a flashlight shining in her eyes. "You been
drinki ng, young |lady?" The nan said. She covered her eyes, blinded,
and then the man | eani ng hal f-opened wi ndow said'" "Alison. Hey. Didn't
know it was

When her vision adjusted, she recognized the man. deputy sheriff, on
patrol in Palnetto. G ubb's sluggy face wheel of half-nmelted cheese
over her. "You look like your know that ?"

Alison tried to fight the inage in her brain of this her nother's. |
wonder what my nother sees in you, Alison just pulled over to think,"
she lied, trying to send out she could to make himgo away and | eave
her al one.

"My yes," Chip G ubb whispered, "just like your mama, and those eyes,"
he redirected the white beamof light to her she turned to face
f or war d.

"I have my father's eyes,"” Alison said.

After Alison Hunt had driven off, Deputy Sheriff Chip about to get into
hi s bl ack-and-white Torino, when he thought something, just a blur of
nmoverent, cannonbal ling towards he renenbered the Neville's, who had
said a wol f had got backyard, not a coyote, a wolf, they insisted---and
then the of the Juicer they' d shovel ed off the highway not far from
this some animal had torn into him-and fear didn't have nuch provoke a
fight-or-flight response in the officer

H s hand automatically went for his gun,

hi m caught his hand before it touched netal



passi ngom Sl oan's nouth, his spit, into the deep gouge of the wound,
snake' s poi son, through the epidermal |ayer down al nost to the bone,

cell, and slowy the walls would coll apse and the new cells take over,
but none of this the dog-thing knew, only the denbn ess knew as its
feverish warnth spreadomthe hand to the wist the forearmto the

el bow, on its path to the heart.

What Sl oan knew. taste of blood, passingpain out through teeth, warm
brief flash of strength with human bl ood.

join Peter Chandl erconfessions

The day after Wendy's burial, | found the strength to go to her grave.
Soneone had conme forward and bought her a little plot in the town
boneyard on the other side of Nitro. | had been feeling a little sick

and | attributed this to many things, including the shock of Wendy's
deat h.

It was the first week of July, and the town was decked out |ike a
peacock in a hen house, with brightly painted flags and sl ogans and
red, white, and blue crepe paper--Palnetto was going all out for the 4t
and the Grub Stake Days celebration. The local paper still ran a story
about the famly that had been attacked, apparently by a coyote. Others
had seen the coyote, or wolf, or nmountain |lion, depending on who you
talked to about it. A vigilante group was forned, and went on a search
of the area, but didn't find it. Couldn't even find tracks. Sloan al so
was anong the hunted, but the authorities believed he had run further
into the hills, perhaps beyond Victorville.

Sl oan had not gone far



One night when | was taking the garbage cans out to the: soneone's

presence. It was late, and he startled ne. He stood just out of the
street light. M first reaction was to heft a rock was shocked by his
presence. | was sure he would're left town. "Yeah?" | asked, trying

nmy best to sound tough. Sloan, half in shadow, |ooked haggard. The
skin around his eyes seened bloated as if he'd been drinking for two
weeks hel p," he said.

"You better get out of here, asshole," | snarled, "I told was you.
"Gonna-di e-soon," he nuttered to hinmself" "callin, callin conme'n she
callin. In ne, inyou. Call out, she call

And then he nmoved fromthe shadows into the darkness, indistinguishable
fromit. | wasn't sure if he'd been there at had hallucinated fromthe
up- and-down fever |I'd been having. had gone crazy, or else | was
seeing things crazy, and that was stood there awhile |onger, shivering,
not fromthe cold or Sloan, but froma feeling in ny body of bones and
bl ood aching, and | wondered if | was going insane or if | was didn't
knowit. It was the beginning of feeling the turning, and ny body
tried to resist it.

And then, | read the item about Wendy's funeral in the didn't nention
her nmother or father. Al it had was her name birth date.

My father was on the road for a week, on business, which neant he was
down in the flatlands chasi ng women and | osin noney he had, but that
was fine by me: a time of peace and borrowed ny nmother's car. | had ny
learner's pernmit, and was against the rules to drive without a licensed
driver sitting ne, my nother understood ny need to go al one.

Wendy had been buried in a small cenetery to the south Al varado's hone,
and just a fewniles fromthe Coyote Cantina. It the old Boniface
Boneyard, as it was known around town. | went in'



afternoon, when it was getting cooler, and picked up sonme flowers
Connie's Florist. The grave was easy to find anong the others: it was
fromdebris and plastic flowers

As | stood, thinking about her, about Wendy, and that |ast day with |
got the eerie feeling that | was being watched. | |ooked around, saw
no one.

And then, as if emerging fromone of the graves in the far corner the
great stone wall surrounding the cemetery, a dark figure arose began
wal ki ng sl owly, purposefully, towards ne.

"You're the one who broke into ny garden,” the worman said. She wore a
dark purple silk jacket and bl ack pants. She had a nulticol ored scarf
wrapped up in loops around her neck like a snake, and it finally cuffed
around her head. "I knew you'd eventually show up here. |I'm her
mother. Call me Stella." Her manner was brusque and matter-of-fact.

"I never broke into anyone's yard," Peter said.

"Then who are you? You're the only one who's come here. Are you one
of her | overs?"

"I was just a friend."

Stella smled, and the snmile was like a wild animal curling its |lips
back fromits teeth. "M daughter had no friends."

"Look, I"'msorry she died. | was there that day."

Agai n, that hostile grin. She shook her head, and for a split second
he caught the resenblance, saw a little bit of Wndy in that nose, in

t hose cheekbones beneath the eyes, and then gone. "She's not dead,"”
Stella pointed to the grave with her wal ki ng stick, "Oh, they may have
buri ed her flesh there, and perhaps some usel ess bones, but | imagi ne

she's already transforned by now M brother told me how it would
happen, you see, and ny brother would know. Have you ever seen a
caterpiller turninto a moth? It doesn't just change, you know, it has
to



close in on itself, and spin silk around itself. But noths are
aren't they? Do you know about a certain kind of wasp grub and buries
its eggs inside its body? And while the lives on in a com, the
hat chl i ngs begin devouring it fromskin, until they finally emerge.

These are all part of ny transformation. It is a kind of evolution
even if the life nmust feed on the life that was. | am scaring you,
aren't [|?"

Peter shook his head. "I just think Wendy lived in a lot of The

carnivorous smle faded, and sonething overcane the old | ady's face. "I
suppose you're right, young man, you're right. You nust think nme a
nmonster to sa) and that would also be the truth. Only a nonster could
breed a

She turned qui ckly and began wal ki ng away from hi m

"I want to talk to you," he called after her
She stopped. "You would be wiser to get in your car and, and hel p your
not her and father pack and | eave this place. decide to stay .... "

"I don't even know what you nean."
"I mean," the woman turned to face himagain. "If you stay, then

i nsist you cone to nmy house. | can answer the c must have. But not
here. Not by her grave."

"Who are you?"

"There's ny honme." She pointed her cane toward the Wash. The high
yellow wal I s of the Garden of Eden. "I'm The Isn't that what you
children call me?"

But Peter barely heard her words, for suddenly he felt a gut, and a
fever stormin his head, |ike the buzzing of thousands and his knees
gave out. He remenbered falling to the light of day extinguishing al
around him Then, he was no the graveyard with the woman, but raising
a knife up and down into his father's left eye, only sonething pushed
against as it hit the skull, and the skin began to slough fromhis
Sonet hi ng emerged beneath it.



Wendy stood behind himin this dreammfor he knew he was knew t hat he
was still in a graveyard with a woman who to be Wendy's not her--he even
had glinpses of the older ring himto her car, glinpses of a |arge gate
opening to reveal of many colors and the sound of bees--but Wendy was
t here waki ng dream whispering that she would call him soon

nmoverrent in the confined space and wiggled through the abandoned bones
and the seared flesh, and then the effort was tiring and all novenent
ceased, but the rejuvenating cells formed around her, taking over the
surroundi ng thin wood, infiltrating each splinter, each agnent, unti

t he wood and she and the bones and ash and the microscopic insects
craw ing across all of it, becane her

Pet er Chandl er opened his eyes and saw a white ceiling divided with
t hi ck, dark wooden beans.

The Garden of Eden. She's brought me back

Stella's steel gray hair and face were noticeably unmade-up, unbrushed,
ungroomed--runpl ed Iike the bed of a restless sleeper. Her eyes, as

| arge and round as they were, seemed to recede into the skin around

t hem

"I know you want to | eave," she said, "but, could you sit with ne a
bit?" "1 should get going."

"Ch. | see. You're feeling better?" He nodded. "Well,/fyou're al
right." "Tell me nore about her."



"My daughter? Al right. Do you know that she

Not possessed by them but possesses. And you' ve been said. She
patted a cool hand towel across his forehead, eyelids flutter and cl ose
agai n.

"What time is it?" he asked, |ooking about the strange light was dim
and he heard the beehive humof an air Stickiness of sweat around his
neck and shoul ders.

"8:15," Stella said as she tipped his head up so he could. water
"She already has you. You walk in a dream You remenber com ng
through nmy garden? Riding in ny car? No. somewhere else, weren't
you?"

"I need to get home,"” he tried to rise, but needle-prick at him al
al ong his spine, and he [ ay back down.

"I don't keep rmuch food in the house, but | think I've:

in the fridge--you nust be very hungry."

"No," he bit his lower lip, and then nodded. "You said ... I'mi By
what ?"

"Her. Wendy. | could feel it when | saw you there. |'ve seen” and to
be honest, |I'msurprised this town isn't conpletely infested. sure
what she's waiting for. | only know so much about what |'ve seen
before. And |'mafraid there's nothing | can do to "But she's dead,"”
Pet er whispered, "I was there." "What she has," Stella said as if she
were alone in the talking to the walls, "cannot die. "And then she

began telling much as she knew about her daughter

Wendy tastes the seepage of night as it pours into the restless her
and her senses sharpen as activity in the nest grows with the dark
tickle across the wood, and down inside it, for they are attracted to
her i Sensations like violin strings plucked b3



and they reach. They are caught in the amber of herskin, and she

hol ds absorbing their en erg their small lives, breathing themin
t hrough her thighs. It Tastes sweet to h tastes |like pure oxygen and
orange bl ossonms, s her breathing epiderm s digests the insects, with
their smallpuffi of vital her addiction grows stronger. Cone, her body
shivers, and the ground her noves; beneath her, the shock waves of her
turning nove like an and there will be human bei ngs who believe there
is an when it is just her vibrations. She sends them wi thout even
bei ng she has no know edge of her own consci ousness. She has a drive

that and so, she waits for the coming of the brilliant color of life to
her and ease her torment. Her vibrations continue, and the tiny are
absorbea and a call is sent through the earth, an irresistible call
Stella set her face in a grimmask as she recounted her story. "About
her birth I remenber very little. 1t was not painful, or else | don't
renmenber any pain. She seenmed quite ordinary, in fact, and i was
surprised, considering nmy anxiety. | had considered abortion--no nora

dil emma there, you see, because | knew this child was cursed. But the
nmost awful instinct inaginable arose in ne, a disgusting reaction of
chem cal s and hornmones and twi sted nature.

| believe it's called the maternal instinct. Mnths passed, and

noved to this house. The town was different then. Al nost no one |ived
up here. The Urquarts had their ranch, and | had a lunatic ex-husband
who woul d bother me at tinmes, and some squatters living on the other
side of the Wash where the trailers nowsit. But it was an exquisite
wast el and, and | was left fairly alone. | could dose nyself up with
killers-nmy painkillers and tranquilizers, and booze--hoping that it
woul d so m sshape the child growing within ne that there would be no
hope of its survival outside the wonb.

When the day came, | decided that since | could not kill the child



nmysel f, | would have to set up a circunstance in which we die.
drove out to the caves in No Man's Land and crawled as | could go into

a particularly narrow cavern until | found sorts. It had a snall
entrance--which | could barely squeeze took some stones and piled them
up, as if it were the nost n to do in the world. There was still sone

light that cane assumed | would die in childbirth. She was born fine.
| lived, and | arge roaches, sonetimes a bat if | was |ucky enough to
was an animal. Truly. In ny hallucinations, | believed | was npst

el egant di nners.

And mmy baby, ny Wendy, began to seem beautiful to nursed, taking, not
mother's milk fromny breast, but bl ood.

A few days after she started nursing, a canper heard ny cries, and we
were rescued. | was so weak fromloss of blood that not resist being
taken fromwhat | had once hoped would be Ch, yes, and | tried
nmurdering her a few tinmes, but each time there was sone awf ul
feeling--call it life, call it mothering, me from acconplishing the
deed.

And the worst of it was: she was pretty and good and |ike a denon at
all.

But | saw through that, | knew what she was, that she nothing el se but
the Lam a, the descendant of her bloodline, fromthe ancient world down
t hrough the possessed and the until finally she was born through ne.

Her eyes, you see, were glittering dark stones, they were her She was
born with an outer eye, like a skin, that covers her real is always

t hrough the eyes that we see to the soul, Peter, and was all of

dar kness.

You may think | hallucinated it all

But it was passed to nme, got into ny blood, and took me over tine, too.
In a strange way, Wendy saved ne. Wendy was for it was in her formng
body within mine, that the denon inhabiting the child, so that when she
was born, it left ny



It is a parasite, and it will be attracted to whatever it can best
wi t hi n.

And then | did something for which I cannot forgive nyself, even think

of what evil lay dormant w thin her then
| kept her |ocked away, in the cellar, |like she was sone animal. In
| fed her, | brought her out occasionally, |I was hoping, | that she

woul d di e. But she thrived. She thrived.

And | knew then, | knew that she woul d avenge hersel f one day. But
beyond t hat.

Sonething | don't understand.

There's somet hing she wants this town for, something I'mafraid that is
far beyond merely getting back at ne.

She needed her own physical death to begin the process, and | know t hat
something will cone out of that grave. And | intend to be ready for
it."

"I don't believe you," Peter said when Stella finished the story.
Stella reached into her purse and extracted a bottle of pills. She
opened it, and popped a couple of them dry, into her nmouth. "You
think," she said, "I'ma hopel ess m ddl e-aged drug-addi cted wi tch who,
because of guilt over the way she's treated her only daughter, has
fabricated this tale which absolves her of all guilt of her nobnstrous
not hering. But, Peter, you feel it, you have it. It's alnost a

di sease, you know, and sonme people don't live through it. Most people.
Sone do, and they exhibit the classic signs of possession. Still,
others sinply go insane. M brother Rudy told ne of a man who had
begun eating his own fl esh because he wanted to rid hinself of the
denon. Wendy is not dead, | assure you, and this entire town, |I'm
afraid is doomed. And, " she swallowed a few nore pills, "It's all ny
doi ng. "



D' LAS CLEGG

"l don't believe in denons," Peter said.

"Well, then," Stella | eaned back on the couch. "That's all for you."



CHAPTER THI RTY- FOUR
THE LEGEND OF DEAD RATS

3ened the night Charlie Urquart murdered his parents: He wanted to cry
out, not in fear, but in revulsion, as if it had finally sunk into him
exactly what he had been touching all this tinme. Wat was taking him
to that blind spot called the Big O Not a girl with red hair and
curved hips, but the thing he glinpsed in the dark, the thing that had
recoiled fromhis match. The match burned his skin because he hadn't
put it out; he'd forgotten about the flanme burning. The skin of the
creature--for he could think of no other name for it--jesus, it's got
no nane, nobody's ever seen something like this--the skin was gl ow ng,
jesus, glowing like it was radi oactive, flickering on and off like a
firefly, but glowing only in the dark. |Its nouth, dripping, its
breasts, not Wendy.

The creature hadn't even slapped the match fromhis fingers. It didn't
m nd being seen. The Deadrats side of Charlie couldn't even understand
why it stayed still, watching him As fascinated with his reaction as

he hinself was repul sed by the sight.
"Don't be scared, ny Deadrats,"” it was Wendy's voice, and then the
mat ch burned the tips of his fingers, and when he lit another one, it
was just Wendy standing before him He passed the flane close to her
face,

and touched her skin with his other hand. Her skin was cold "I'm
sheddi ng. "

In his fingers, bits of sloughed flesh, dry and flaky. "It doesn't
really hurt," she said. "What | saw. "

"It's an illusion of the dark."

"No. | saw."
"Do you believe everything you see?"

"What what about now? How do | know this," he side of her face,
expecting warnth. It wasn't even cold, her like touching a piece of

paper .
"I have never lied to you, Charlie. Never."
"How do | know?"

"I told you fromthe first, what | wanted," her voice saw a | ook of
pain in her face for a moment, a cloud passing "It hurts you, doesn't

it?" "s." She sounded ashanmed. "Wy not stop it?"
Fromthe chill darkness, she said, "it's not something | have over.
Once it's started ... have you ever been sick?"

Charlie didn't answer.

"I have been sick since the day | was born, and helps nme is like a
drug. Wwen | don't have it, | amclose to nmean that. M skin



tightens, hardens. | want to mjust end. End]i then, there's this
stuff. The dog, renmenber the dog? its blood, sonething that had been
passed to it, sonmething will beyond human understanding. | can snell
that kind of anywhere. And | drank the bl ood, and so have you, and so
town. "

"But it's not a drug."
"No. Something far ol der than herbs and mnedi ci nes.

that once flourished, Charlie, on the savanahs where wal ked erect. A
vital fluid, Charlie, aliquid of the gods. In



surely, you've heard of hybrids of man and beast, of denobns
transform of gods that turn into swans to mate with nortal wonen.

is the water of change."

"But | saw the denon."

"You saw what your mind can live with. It's all any of your kind
Until they change."

"WIIl | change?"

"You al ready have," she whispered, and then lefr himin the dark
had been the night he had nmurdered his fanmly

The nights, he could take.

The days were not hing but excruciating agony. Separation from her
from his bel oved Wendy, was terror. The days from June to July had
passed |i ke kidney stones for Charlie U quart, although his turning had
happened so quickly he was barely aware of it. Sonething about having
mur dered his parents had hel ped push himfurther over the edge, unti
he couldn't even identify Charlie within hinself, but only felt
Deadrats there, out of its brain cave naking the decisions, living on
instinct. H's father kept giving himmarching orders, but Deadrats
ignored his father, and using his claws, wote Wndy's nane over and
over again across living roomwalls. He laughed at inner jokes, and
spoke with his father and not her whenever they asked questions. But
Deadrats was in total control

Still, he felt lonely. And the meat fromhis parents' body could only
go so far.

He tried calling Alison, hoping she would pick up the phone-How
delicious would that little piece be? Deadrats thought. Al that
pretty hair and those tits and the way her legs were swollen with

bl ood. What a dainty dish that one would provide! Alison never
answered his call. In the night, he leapt fromthe second story w ndow
and bounded across the



back acreage, down into the arroyo, out into the caverns to m stress,
who made hi mwatch her with the other boy.

He hated the other boy now Hated |ike only Deadrats there was hunger
in that hatred.

Peter My Next Di nner Chandl er.

Wendy nade himwatch while they mated. That was humiliation for
Deadrats, to know that he wasn't good enough To know that he wasn't the
One. "l can do it," he begged other boy had gone, and Deadrats coul d
craw out fromthe a cave, bat or ground squirrel in his jaws, dropped
for her, just

"I want to. | need you to take me there. M/ head hurts so much["

But she was a bitch goddess to the extrene. She made hi m she spun his
mnd with fire and fury, she nade himwant to go the night and taste
the FRESH MEAT of town. ALL THAT

VEAT.
He wanted it.

"How | ong?" he noaned, the blood of animals on his lips. rmuch
| onger ?"

She gave no answer her silence banged in his head |ike pans falling in
a steel kitchen. GET IT QUT OF MY HEAD[ He the night, naked, blood on
his face, out along the dark nesas, to to the house that had begun to
stink of rotting neat. newspapers covered the front porch, and the
light bulbs were to go out.

Then, he didn't hear fromher for days. Wen he tired he called his
buddies Billy and Terry over to the house for a pool to end all poo
parties. July 4', he told themon the phone, Charlie Urquart's

voi ce--Deadrats was so good at sounding like kid it astounded
him-"Bring a friend if you want, sure," he said.

Then, Deadrats drew out some of his father's hunting traps the
attic--the old bear trap would work nicely, he thought--and them ready
for his friends.



PART TWD

THE SCORPI ON NEST

Tl Tv-F

Dl GA NG UP THE DEMON

han dreaned awake

The hand covered his nmouth, and he wasn't a3aid. He trusted the Hand
of Aory. The hand was covering his nmouth for a reason. The pal m was
like rough leather, with the smell of raw, drying meat. The hand
wanted himto be quiet because it would show hi m sonet hi ng, sonething
that woul d make himwant to scream but he should not scream There,
in front of himwas the girl. Wndy.

Down on all fours.

He noticed her breasts first, dangling, he noticed the white curve of
her ass, he noticed her flared nostrils, and the wi sps of hair caught

in her lips, her lips Iike drooping petals.

And then he saw the pulp of its white flesh, and what noved beneath



it like sone other living thing in an encasing of skin. There in she
stretched and turned, and reached for him buried with Her kiss was
r ape.

The vision nelted before his eyes. Than stood next to who pulled the
Hand of d ory back fromthe boy's nouth.

"It's gonna protect you," the old man cackled. "It's like: with fire.
She can't get in you if you build up your 'munity juice, boy. And
toni ght, boy, we go out there and dig her up sure we kill it before it

gets out. Got to catch her while she's And that's just what she's
doin' down there, right now "

1
3nlrting.

"Changi ng--you know, becomin" a full-fledged denon |ike com ca
books. "

"How do you know?"
"How do | know? How do | know. |ebu know, dontcha?

denon juice, you whelp, it puts you in touch with other draws you to
them and themto you."

"Wait a minute. You told ne before you thought she's for years "til |
told you different. So how conme you couldn't before you heard from ne
she was stillarounla.""

"Didn't get a signal from her since that Southey boy denons outta her
and into himso many years ago. Only, |

again, like in headaches, killer headaches, comin' on this was
returning to her then. She nusta been like a vaccuumfor it eventually
cone back. The denon, ya see, ain't her, this thing, but it sure as
shit's drawn to her because in her it can hell, it had this incarnation
in her, it was reborn in her skin.

survive long in bad flesh, and fromwhat | reckon, that Juicer getting
nmore and nore rotten for it, so it had to go hone,



girl. You always return to your first |love, boy, ain't nobody ever
that? So | lied if | told you |l didn't know it was back, 'cause did.
Could feel it. Snell it, too. But |I didn't know that girl was stil
until you told me and then it all nmade sense. Now, we're go get that
girl's bones out of that grave and make sure she |I't shift no nore.
got ne ny famly Bible in the back seat along with a coupla shovels."

"7k Bible? Are you gonna exorcise her or sonething?"

The old man | aughed and swatted his scalp, "no, boy, it's the biggest
damm Bi bl e you ever saw, nust weigh a ton, and we're gonna need it to
hit her with if she starts to rise up.”

It was al most nidni ght when Than and Bonyface arrived at the cenetery
gate, a rusty shovel in the old man's arms. The gate to the boneyard
was open and bent, for until this particular night, July third, there
had never been any vandal i sm or shenanigans in the graveyard beyond

| ocal kids occasionally kicking over the stones.

The cenetery snelled like shit dust to Than. O d Bonyface was busy
sniffing the wind. Than gl anced about in the dark: the lights of town
burned bright orange and yellow and white. "Wuldn't it be smarter to
wait til tonorrow?"

"Eh? Boy?"
"You said denons don't conme out in daylight."
"Tormorrow night be too late. You feel it?"

Than listened to the night. Cars drove by on the hi ghway, and
somewhere, a dog howed. He felt a prickly heat along the soles of his
feet, and a tingling down his back. But he said nothing.

"You do feel it, son, and you ain't tellin' me on accounta you think
it's your imagination in overdrive, but it's like fingers tickling you,
ain‘t it?"

Than shrugged. "I feel something. But it could be

"It's her. She's turning, boy, and now s the tinme to strike anytine's
good. Here," Bonyface waved both hands in a circle area that covered
five or six graves.

"There's a fresh one." Than pointed toward a pile enough, the marker
read Wendy Swan when Lucas shined his beamon it.

The digging took forever. Than had never worked so hard i life. After
the night went on w thout end, and the hole just. and bigger, Than
fully expected to hit the lid of a hard wood but, instead, the shovel
went into something like mud, or a lizard. It began vibrating in his
hands, and Than dropped the s scranbling out of the grave. He felt
like he was going to attack fromfear and overwork, and he wanted to
shriek when he i out of the hole, but was too wi nded to say nuch.

Bonyface, who had been sitting there perusing his enornous glanced down
at the shovel. "Hit her, | 'xpect."

"It can't be the coffin. I1t's like ... goo," Than said when he had,
hi s breath.



The Bone slid down into the small hole, and popped the out. Sonething
shiny dripped fromthe tip. He wiped his finger it, and then sniffed
his fingers before licking them "Yep, it's right."

"What are we gonna do?"

"Nat hani el ?"

"I want to go hone."

"You don't turn yeller on ne, not now, not in a dang the witchin" hour
with nme one foot set in the open grave in the niddle of her shift,"
Bonyface wagged a finger in Than's

Lying there, beneath the dirt: Not a denon.

But her body.

Buried in the dirt. There was no coffin, but a curious bed of ash
beneat h her.



%ok at her, jesus, whys she like that?" Than asked. "I thought her
was shot off."

The beam fromthe flashlight illum nated the body. Wndy Swan here in
the dirt and ash, skin white and healthy, hair red and thick, a flush
to her face as if she were nore vital in death than in life.

"Ain't she bee-yootiful, son? She done got 'juvenated, at |east way,"
Bonyface said. "Mista caught herself sone bugs, boy, life, even the
wood, boy, even the wood is part of life, and ia's done taken the life
and sewn hersel f back together, but she : nore life, boy, she needs the
ki nda bl ood we can give her, she's a skeeter a little bit, boy, she
only needs it when she's ready to and she needs it bad, boy, c'non,
with ne, help me do the deed before she wakes up and we get shifted
into her just like we was folding eggs into batter,"” Bonyface held his
hand out for the knife he'd told Than to bring along. Than reached
into his backpack, and withdrew it. Than coul d ve been m staken, but
t he bl ade seenmed to shine in the noonlight.

He passed it to Bonyface, but as the man's hand closed around its hilt,
Than pulled it back. "You sure this'll stop her? |If we just cut this
one thing--" He renenbered what the old man had told him Denons can't
be killed, boy, they can only be put sonewhere safe til sone dam foo

let's "era out again.

But before Bonyface could answer, he gave out a shriek and fell to his
knees into the grave, onto her body, sinking into her. He held onto

T

hans wrist, and Than alnmost fell into the shall ow grave, but nmanaged to
stay at its rim A gasp escaped Bonyface's lips, "She got me. On
fuck," he said | ater, Than thought these were his exact words. His

[ ast words. Ch fuck.

Fl esh fell in thick slabs off the sides of the old nman's thighs Than
heard the sound of hunming |ike a thousand | ocusts in the air, and the
vibrations fromthe earth before he dropped the flashlight, as he stood
t here shivering, Than saw Bonyface's skin along his face and neck and
arms turn liquid and run like nmelting wax down his bones.

A hot, dry wind blew lightly across Than's face. The wi nd exhaust from
some profound energy source, sone engine fuel into novenent, and then
releasing this warnmth, its waste

He tried to close his eyes, but fear seened to be working him He had
to watch. What was happening to Bonyface was i and even the terror
Than felt gave hima warmfeeling of being a way he had never felt
before. No, don't look, don't, it's bad, it's tried to nove away from
the edge of the grave, but the old man's still clutched his wist,
glued to his arm Don't |ook and it happeni ng, no denon, no denobn, no
skin falling, no blood pouring.

He woul d not |ook. He would not | ook because to ook it power. Fear
fear woul d give the denon power, he would not that, it could kill him
yeah, it could rip himto shreds, but not give it fear to eat.

Thi s boy, Than Canpusky, was often a coward in he carried such epithets



as "pig boy" and "thunder thighs" with grace. However, this was a
monent of truth, and he decided to after a few seconds, to stare the
denon in the face and | augh.

So he | ooked.
The body in the grave pul sed a greenish yellow glow. A

tubes ran from beneat h Bonyface's fallen clothes and skin, around the
| ong bones of his |egs, but then, Than and arteries, intertw ned

i nterconnected to the liquid yell ow Wendy Swan's own | egs. Punpi ng
life fromthe old man to the dead girl, Bonyface dripped and pool ed.

Bonyface's nouth opened and what seenmed |like a series of cane forth as
if the pleasure of being absorbed by her body intense he could not find
the words to describe it. The warm sprayi ng across Than's face was
fromthe old man's mouth, the of being absorbed as the skin on his
chest turned, opening and



that the bl ood could pour nmore freely down to the power source. the
pure wind of burning life died. The old man's face sucked in on
itself, the eyes shriveled |ike raisins.

A glowi ng yellow Iiquid bubbled around Wendy's thighs, as skin
fluttered down Iike a noth covered the dead girl's nakedness.

H s bones were the last to fall. They had been sucked clean. His
skull fell first with its bit of tattered scalp, and then the rib cage
with the spine, and then the rest.

The hand that clutched Than's wist finally let go.
Wendy' s body shi mered, wiggling al nbst inperceptibly.

Li ke a face breaking the surface of water as a drowni ng man m ght for
one | ast gasp of air, the old man's face burst from her thighs, pulling
at the skin of her belly as if trying to escape.

The surface of her skin was cal magain.
From behi nd him Than heard a dog grow i ng.
Before him Wendy Swan moved as if in a dream

Above him for a second, he thought he saw the beautiful stars, white
and brilliant, and so far fromhis snmall corner of the world, and
wondered why God wasn't there to lift himup. Qur father who art in
heaven, he began, but was not able to continue.

It's "cause | drank the denon juice. Dam it, damm it, you screwed up
Canpusky, you went and drank it and now nobody's gonna save you.
Bon)face was wong, it doesn't make you inmune, shit, it probably makes
you taste better.

"I amyour life now," her voice cane w thout novenment from her |ips.
He felt something tickle the underside of his heart, as if she were
stroking his chest fromthe inside, playing his veins like harp
strings.

The growing died. Kill ne, just kill nme now, do it quick, he
prayed.

The old man's words, ain't she beautiful, son? She done got uvenated,
at |least part way.

No, Than thought, she got rejuvenated all the way. Wth you, Bonyface.
Just like you said, nust've caught some bugs, some life, even the wood
of the



coffin. Whatever had life in it, and then you, Bonyface, with one
grave, near her thighs, absorbed, your life into hers. She drank coo
gl ass of water.

Than didn't even scream when Wendy rose fromthe open to enbrace him
Nerve endings jangled, and he felt a in: first, his throat, and then
the rest of his body. For a thought she had the head of sone kind of
dog he had never seen,.: lizard-like, and her arns were snakes, even
short antlers rose at but then she was beautiful again, and he began an
exqui site pee running down his |legs, and he knew that his life soon--he
prayed it would cone fast and furious--but she at first like a
tarantul a, and then so fast, scurrying towards him the tiny. dark
scorpions would run into the shadows from porch light of his house.

He waited for his fate to come to him

But the | andscape shifted, the sky bl ossoned with a |Iightning that
ripped apart the world within his vision.

She was beautiful. She cane to him To Than Canmpusky. woman, her
cheeks flush with a peach glow, her eyes sparkling in the white Iight
of this dreamreality that he entered. No shanme in her nakedness as
she drew herself to him

"Nat hani el ," she whi spered as she pressed her lips to his neck. be
afraid. Don't, my beloved, don't be afraid."

The ni ght knew fear.

A famly naned the Nevilles who |lived near the Wash--and



seeing a wild dog near their property for several nights--had to bed
early. Lucy Neville sat up reading for a bit; her husband was snoring
by m dnight. Wen she heard a noise in one of her n's rooms, she got
up to see if Stevie had knocked over his lanp only what she saw instead
was a young man standi ng before her, face scarred and el ongated as if
he'd been tortured, and then her life over; if you were to wal k through
the Neville's honme a half hour you would see bl ood-spattered walls and
what | ooked like a very nessy butcher shop as Kevin Sl oan satisfied
what felt to himto be an hunger.

Deadrats AKA Charlie Urquart--raced across the nmesas to the Ed and I nez
Trail er Park, and managed to grab two girls he knew from school, and
tore into themout on the edge of the Wash with rmucho gusto and as his
heart beat rapidly, he howed, and felt the changes in his body as she
took himover. She was there he knew she was. She was there for him
She was gi ving himthe power.

It was all he needed.

Feeling her inside him Wth him

She was back.

He danced out on the desert, feeling like some primal nman, fresh from
the kill, worshipping the source of his strength.

Before the first light of nmorning, Peter Chandler heard a scratching at
his wi ndow. He sat up and | ooked out into the darkness.

He t hought he saw Charlie Urquart, only he was naked and covered wth
blood. 1In his arnms, a baby that was either sleeping or dead.

And then Charlie grinned, nodding to him Behind him Wndy stood.
It's a dream Peter told hinself. |It's a dream

But sonething el se whi spered, She owns us now. W gave ourselves to
her. She's part of us.

Peter Chandler felt sonething that he could only think of as a magnetic
pul I draw hi moutside the house, out to where Charlie stood-in a dream



it has to be a dream

The pavenent and dirt were covered with small black sco and the sky
lightened with the begi nning of day.

Peter stood by and watched as "endy--her lips and

in red, reached for the offering in Charlie's hands, as the fromits
brief sl eep,

Al the while, Wendy kept her eyes on Peter
He felt a fever growing within his body. Wen he woke up, he hinself
lying on the cold concrete of the front porch. The night dreams were

t hr ough.

He shivered fromfever, and went back to bed, but the Wendy and Charlie
and Sl oan and even Than woul d not burning dreans.

In his dreans, Than | aughed at himand told himthat it right, what he
was going to do

It's all right, Peter. W're all in this dreamtogether. You, ne,

and Wndy. We're hers now. W belong to her



CHAPTER THI RTY-SI X
THE LAST DAY OF PALMETTO

awn broke like glass on the highway, all sharp and | oud and ready to
cut. July could get friggin' hot, that's what one cop thought as he
got his day--and his ass--in gear, and wi shed. Friggin' hot and
friggin' long and the dam cel ebration was tonight, he said to no one
as he had a beer to cut off the bad taste in his nmouth of the Iiquor
fromthe night before

The coyote bite on his hand had got infected. He hated wild animals.

Wrmen are like wild animals, the cop thought as he waited at the
stoplight, watching the teenaged girl go by, wondering what col or
panti es she was wearing. It was his hobby, for there was little el se
to do in this town beyond stoppi ng dogfights (when the nmood suited him
and he didn't have a bet going), and | ocking up town drunks (who
somet i nes happened to be nmarried to. the wonan he was screwi ng on the
side.)

Oficer Gubb, Chip to some, the G ubman to others, was about as fat as
a man could get and still fit behind the steering wheel of and-white
Ford Torino, and if you had known himas a kid he'd never nmake it to
adul thood he'd been the kind of bully expected to get the shit beat out
of himat one time or someone bigger and snmarter and qui cker. But
sormehow the had el uded the predicted fate and had made it to there were
ot her cops who cruised the strip of highway through and Pal netto, none
of them questioned the Grubman's authority in this territory. Not that
a hell of alot ever went on. fire in the Wash brings "emout |ike
flies in this pisspot. Some whore gets shot and the whol e3qi ggi n"
town's acting

Bi ggest thrill for the Grubnman had been the television " shown on three
L. A. stations, when the Juicer's body had been out on the highway. In
that interview, the G ubman had profound remark that, "W run a pretty
tight ship up in

The Grubman wasn't known for his intellect, but for his libido. He had
a need to constantly hear the kinds of lies in bed with soneone who
doesn't care for you: his flavor of the was Jeanne Hunt, but she was
getting too weird, too serious, it just fun and ganes anynore with her
She wasn't running ship, she was letting real concerns in between the
sheets. Her problem getting sullen, giving accusing |ooks; her

husband, old piss artist, bothering her conscience. |It's just sex, for
not like |I'mtaking something awayj omyour famly, her the old dunp
truck. Least | still got my main squeeze, finx, understands nme. His

wi fe of twenty years, Jinx, had space, always nade roomfor the fact
that he was just nore man nost wonen could handle. But Jeanne Hunt:
she was |ike woman he'd ever encountered, she was beginning to act |ike
some of friggin" w. Wnen were |ike that, they only wanted to have
they could drag you into their little Wirlpools and then you werei
rinse cycle (with gals like Jeanne it's nore |like a nmenstrual eye/e, he
as he drove down to Trudy Virtue's Majestic Diner for a coffee



bun), and who knew whi ch end was up once a wonman got you , with her
pr obl ens?

Today, the G ubman was going to neet Jeanne for what m ght be

[the last time, and it saddened hima little because she was a pretty
good of tail even if she was slightly damaged goods, and that was hard
find in a town this small; he'd have to start doing his hunting up to
Twent yni ne Palns or down in Yucca Valley. "Course, | should ve taken
that Swan babe with the independent hips for a test drive before she
got her head shot off. He pulled his cruiser into the parking | ot at
the Majestic; the place was fairly packed for so early in the

nor ni ng.

The G ubman | ooked up to the skies: a good day for partying, a bad day
to dunp a gal. Hi s stomach runbled, and he thought of breakfast, and

then, later on in the day, that great chili that Jinx, his wife, always
i nproved on at the annual cook-off. Fill nme up with chili and fart the
ni ght away.

"This kind of weather don't bode well," he said to Trudy as he pushed
his way into the diner and made room for hinmself at the counter. "Gonna
be too hot for peppers. W're all gonna burn up."

Trudy filled up a cup of coffee for him slapping it down on the
counter. The G ubman knew she didn't like him which was half the fun
of coming in here for snacks four or five tinmes a day. He could see it
in her eyes, wonen are like wild animals, and Trudy's a big old
Gizzly.

"Somet hing sure snells good in here, Trudy, you start using
deodor ant ?"

As she had been doing for nearly six years, she ignored him She
pushed the creaner in front of him "How do you want it this norning,
Oficer, white or black?"

The G ubman grinned and said, "How about red, white, and bl ue,
SWeet heart ?"



Trudy arched an eyebrow, "How about you just drink it and there and
make sure we don't got no delinquents throwi ng no rocks through ny
wi ndow?"

The G ubman craned his neck and saw the rectangl e taped across the
| ower corner of the front wi ndow of the diner. been the quake," he
said, "maybe the quake. | felt a quake. Probably fromlndio."

"M. Policeman you can't be telling nme that no earthc rock fromthe
ground t hrough ny window, no, it's those that run this town while
you're eating your Twi nkles."

"You want to cone out and fill out a report, Trudy? Be you up with
some paperwork if it's what you want. You see throw a rock?"

"Don't have to see things to know them" she grunbled. Bristles like a
cat. He sipped his coffee. "Could be sonme in town, Trudy, | won't
deny that, but not rmuch to do if we for sure, you read ne? Now how
"bout you slipping nme one sticky buns over there? Not that little one
on top, but that bi bun down at the bottom of the pile--man needs ribs,
you know, | got a big day ahead, need all the energy | can As he
reached for the napkin dispenser, Trudy caught his The G ubman | ooked
at the tear in his flesh as if it weren't owmn hand. Two deep gashes
and four lighter indentations: had bit him But when? He renenbered,
vaguely, an aninmal. nipped me a few days back. Coyote, naybe."

"You got bit by an angry husband?" Trudy Virtue raised an
Pal netto and Nitro were twin aspects of the one true town, used to be

call ed Boniface Well, divided the way other towns railroad tracks, this
one by the Rattl esnake Wash



one, and one of the few visible signs of their connection, besides
the tel ephones lines and the sewer system and the schools which all the
had been bused up to Twenty'nine Pal ns to, was happening this very day.
The Fourth of July and G ub Stakes Day had been plotted by a joint
effort between the |ocal Anerican Legion Post, the Oddfellows, the
Rebekahs and the Daughters of the Wstern Star. The Anerican Legion
Post was hal fway through a pancake breakfast, after which fol ks woul d
drive down Hi ghway 4 with the floats for the street parade; the
Qddf el | ows and Rebekahs woul d host a luncheon at the Oddfell ows Hall,
and the Daughters of the Western Star, of which in Palmetto there were
twenty-seven nmenbers, were taking over the home tour and the Western
Star Dinner honoring the ol dest resident of Palnetto, Mary MGCee
Joiner. In spite of these planned festivities (involving endl ess
conmittee neetings over the past two years), it was estimated that |ess
than a third of the residents would be participating, since nost would
go down into Pal m Springs, or over to Redlands, or up to Twentynine

Pal ns, or even drive the two hours to Los Angeles for other, swankier
cel ebrati ons.

They were the |ucky ones.

The day is hot and long. Qut on H ghway 4, the |azy parade passes, a
few cars and some children dressed as either Liberty or Patriots, with
a kazoo band in back playing "Yankee Doodl e Dandy." The town has a
ragged quality to it, as if it is just too tired to be up for a
full-scale celebration of the Fourth. There've been reports of a
mountain lion having come down fromthe hills, or of a child having
gotten bitten by a mad dog--some citizen has taken it upon hinmself to
tack up posters about it on the tel ephone pol e which Jeanne Hunt reads
as she waits for the parade to go by.

Just because the town | ooks dead doesn't nean it is dead. July is
t he



dead month for Palnetto. 1t is the dead nmonth for much of Even the
lizards stay out of the sun until the [ate afternoon

A boy who calls hinsel fDeadrats stands in the shadows structure in
town, the old neeting house. He thinks,

He smiles because he knows his thoughts travel to Her, and, |ike radar
he feels this thought bounce agai nst her skin.

The denon is passin She responds, through bites, through those who are
weak will fall and the strong will stay. across this parched |and and
it will be mine and for those

Al this in one word, one thought he hears fromher: lama. He
continues smiling, because he doesn't know that he i pain. He m stakes
t he curved needl es hooked into his soul for a of pleasure.

And then, the sun sets, and the whole town is there, and even feels it,
in his blood, the call, and he begins to not feel so much | boy of
fifteen named Peter Chandler but |ike a creature blood and feasting,
and when his father conmes hone fromdown in the flatlands, Peter is
waiting for him and it's something that nmight be fire seenms to expl ode
across Peter's vision takes his fists and pumels his father to

deat h.

O is it adrean? He can't tell anynore, he doesn't know nonment of

rage and power what is life and what is dream and he with the dream
and watches the bl ood began to soak his shirt. the blood, he watches
the red scorpions crawing fromthe blood, in some firelight, and he



sees her
the girl of his dreans

Wendy Swan is with him and he's not killing his father--he's at ching
somet hing else do it, some red creature like an angel tearing at his
father, and then his nother wal ks into the room-she's scream ng, and
his sister, but Peter is no longer there, he's in a dark cave with

Wendy and she whispers to himas she brings himinto her body, "cone
here ny | ost boy, yes, Peter, yes, like that, just like that."

PETER CHANDLER CONFESSI ONS

So, here's the end of the road, as ny father would say. |f he had

lived. Yes, | killed my father, and although | probably had enough
justification for doing it fromthe various physical and nental

tortures he'd put me through, | still feel the heaviness of a burden of
guilt for that. And yes, | can blanme a denon for it. | can even bl ane
a denon for what Charlie did. What all of us did. Did 1l kill ny
not her, and ny sister? | have no nmenory of those acts, although I
suspect that yes, | nust have. | must have, although there are no

bodi es and no bl ood and nothing other than a fire to indicate that
anyt hi ng had happened in Pal netto.

Al of us did this, except for Alison, the one innocent in the bunch

| would tell you that | was there for the barbeque of human flesh that
got served up that day, that | renmenber the houses as they burned, and
t he peopl e desperately trying to get out to their cars, trying to get
away fromthe festivities of the Fourth of July, with Charlie and Sl oan
and Wendy the reBut whatever power the denon had, it took ne over, and
all I could do was watch as if froma sideline at a football game. M
enoti ons were nowhere to be found; my will was gone. Al | could do
was watch and hope it was the dream



| wal ked through a | and m ne of dead and dyi ng bodies, a of flesh
tearing at itself, a curious steamrising as off. Than stood anbng a
pile of the dead, his face with tears, his chin quivering.

Cutting through all ny disbelief, | said, "Okay, so tell me know "

st epped over the wiggling body of the man who had mail man. My mind
began a hammreri ng sound, and then |I mght've been the flight of a
mllion | ocusts across the I and, of plagues, | thought, the noises of
t he cursed.

"I drank this denmon juice and it makes ne see things, and | old
Bony[ace to dig up her grave " and rather than interrupt shouting, "YQU
VWHAT?", | accepted all he tossed ny watt |I felt |ooked upon the face of
madness and nothing in the world would same. "And she had changed,
Bony[ace called it shifting, them and oh, shit, Peter, | think I am
too, now, | got it in ne, and nust have it in you, too," his words

sl owed as he eyed me got the keys to his nother's car. | didn't need
to ask himdead. As far as | knew, everyone was dead.

"Are you one of them Peter?" he asked me, passing ne the "I don't
think so. |[|'ve seen things, but ... | don't think so." "You mght be
lying." "And so could you."

"Ckay, look, | believe you. But she's done it. It was turned Sloan
into his dog--"

As soon as he said it, | knewit was true.

hal f-1ight of the streetlanp. Hi s face had el ongated, his body was
"Who weeps, Chandler? Sloan had asked.

"And she made himinfect the town with what he's got.

like the juice | drank, only it kills sone people and ...
"What about here! |Is this sonme damm juice!"™ | shouted. The on ny
hands had driven nme over the edge. Whose blood was it? M/ father's?

My little sister's? One of ny friends from schc

| butchered that day? Had it been ne? Had it really been ne?



These are the questions | ask nyself to this day. | know I'm not
insane. | know|l'mnot a killer. Yet |I can distinctly renenber the
| ook on ny father's face as he died beneath nmy fists.

"Look back there," | told Than

Than turned and | ooked at the fire that grew downtown, w th night and
its dark cloth dropping behind the rising yellow and bl ue flanes, and
the wind blowing. The town of Palnmetto had beconme a funeral pyre.

"2ilison," | said.
"She nust be dead too," he said.

"She can't be." | didn't know why | said this, other than a sixth
sense, a feeling that Alison could not be dead, that sonething within
my soul would not |et her be dead, too, that she was sonmehow ny future
and | could not let that go the way of this nightmare.

The desert winds can blow a fire across a hi ghway, from house to house,
and if no one comes to put it out within the first half hour, you can
kiss a good ten mle stretch of homes goodbye.

| watched it burn in the rearview mrror as | pressed ny foot on the
brake. And then | had to | augh, because | had stopped at a red |ight
and there was no reason. W gave a fuck if | stopped at the lights?

| aughed a little too heartily. | laughed a little too |ong.

At Alison's house, | snelled death, and resisted going inside.

Than began whi npering again, and then crying. | prefered dealing with
what ever was in the house than with him so | left himthere with the

engine idling and did a thorough search of the house. Nothing was
touched, except in the dining room where a vase was broken, as well as
a china di sh.

There was a whi spering sound fromone of the bedroons, and | |ost ny
courage. | think I even peed ny pants. | began wal ki ng backwards out
of that house, and just as | was to the door, a voice like her nother's
(although different, like a snarling aninal) rasped, "she's at the
caves,



DOUGHS CLEGG
Peter, they've taken her, tell her she nmust be hane," the creature "by
deven, we can't have her spreading her |legs for ever boy in

I just lost it and ran out of there, junped into the car. Than
They' ve got Mson in the caves, she's probably dead, give a shk
Canmpusky, let's get the hell out of this place and, the station wagon
in reverse and gunned the engine; the car back down the driveway, to
the street, in reverse all the highway, and then we burned rubber as |
put it in drive and nmy foot on the accel erator

W only got as far as the Rattl esnake Wash, though, something sitting
down in the ditch with the notor still old shitkicker Thunderbird. Her
car.

| slanmmed on the brakes. Than's heac

"You trying to kill me?"

"Canpusky, you said you drank demon juice and you know them |If we go
out there, to those caves, do you think we can save "Alison? | told
you: | think she's dead already.” | pointed to the Thunderbird.

"That's hers." "You can't fight denpbns, Peter."

| looked at himstrangely, wondering what el se he knew stuff. "I may
be one of themnow. | may be just the one to Wendy wants ne."

Than said, "There's only one way to stop what Wendy is. taught ne."

Than began shivering uncontroll ably as Peter wagon over the edge of the
hi ghway i nto the Wash, Thunderbird.

It was another twenty minutes, driving out across the before Than
poi nted back to the fire at the rimof the highway. beautiful,” he
said. The comment didn't seem out of place. The



"houses and trailers was swept with a blur of fire. "Like a fire
river. 1t's the end of the world, huh? Maybe there're denons
everywhere right and every town is like this. Denonfire. God, |
wonder if somebody sitting on the can or waking up froma nap and they
snell |ike snoke and the denons didn't get them and "

"This is the end, right? The end of everything." Peter |ooked
strai ght ahead. The volcanic hills of No Man's Land were up there, and
within them caves and ol d m nes.

And she was out there in the western hills, he knew. He could sense
her. Not Alison.

"Let's go find her and stop her before she gets in nme again," he said.
But he was lying--he could still feel the demonic within him

"She'll be weak in the norning. At dawn, she's the weakest," Than
said, the only person in the world that Peter knew had any know edge of
what Wendy truly was. "There's one way to stop her. That's what
Bonyface told ne. One way."

From t he tapes

"Al'l right, Peter. You say it was this denon and this denon juice and
somet hing taking you over. Because you slept with her."

"Yeah. | told you it was insane. It makes no sense. Even now | hear
nmyself. It couldn't happen. | know. But | was there. | watched it
all. It was like the town was vani shing and burni ng and nelting--and

everything and everyone was a phantom or sonething. But if you believe
in denons, if you believe they can exist, then maybe it nakes sense.
still don't know why she wanted us."

"She already told ne why."



"Through Charlie?"

"Thr ough you, Peter."

"I"'mfucked. W stopped her but she still exists. You' re back. No
nore interview. |'mout of here. It's over. And don't cone near
Alison. | neanit. |'ve killed people before. There evidence of it,
but I've done it. And | will make sure you can't her ever again. |It's

you that's doing this. You and these hypnosis and shit. It's you.
The denon is gone. W sto want it to come back."

"Charlie, you'll be going to a psych hospital, but a good "Cool."
"You'll get excellent care, | prom se you."

"And the knife?"

"When you're rel eased, you can have it. | would like to

But

| won't break ny pronise to you."

"Thanks. "

"Now, who gave you the knife?"

"Wendy's nother. The woman who healed ne." "And where is she?"
"Beats ne."

"Tell me one nore thing about Palnmetto, that night. The the Fourth of
July. There was anot her boy, wasn't there? who knew what ritual to
perform \What happened to hi n?"

"Ah. Yeah, Than Campusky. He thought he was

Sone ol d desert rat convinced himhe could get sonme kind if he drank
this crap called denon juice. | guess it Flittle while. But that's
the mllion dollar question. Wat ha Than? | guess she got him As

| ong as she doesn't have me, Pete,

I think she'll just stay put. | guess a looney bin's a good place for
who talks Iike me, ain't it?"

"Who am | speaking with?"



"Wendy. "
"What did they do to stop you?"

"I'f I tell you, it will ruin all the fun I'mhaving." "D d they kil
you?"

"You tell me. Am| dead?"
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PART ONE
returni ng what was only borrowed
CHAPTER THI RTY- SEVEN

eter Chandler is in his thirties and | ooking at what he believes is his
wife's blood on the wall of their apartment in California. He has cone
hone from seeing a man nanmed D ego Correa who was supposedly hel pi ng
his wife. It is October, even in his heart. He has listened to tapes
of himself as a boy; he has added to the ol der nman's know edge of the
time by telling himthe truth. About the town and its people and the
girl of his dreams, the nmonster called Lam a or Wendy or, as Charlie
Urquart woul d say, Wat-The-Fuck-Ever. He has called Alison's work and
she hasn't been there all day. It is alnost three o' clock in the
afternoon. He has spent the day deliberating, not know ng that the
time was quite as precious as it is.

As it has turned out to be.

Bef ore he sees the blood on the wall, he thinks maybe it's tinme for the
whol e thing to come out. He has told the old nan everything, but



not what happened in the cave. Not what he found there; not reached
out and touched themall.

Per haps he can even trust someone, an outsider. Perhaps Correa. Enough
to tell himabout Alison's nonths after the cave.

Now he is feeling nore than a little feverish. A prickly heat the back
of his neck; the palns of his hands are sweaty; he is weak and is
wondering if this is the fluor if it's sonmething far something he's
been trying to keep at bay within hinself for nore a decade, sonething
i nside hinmself which he is surprised to have kept at bay. But it's Her
way of playing with me, it's Her way e nme the extent of her power and
of her dam eternal patience.

The first thing he notices in the roomis not the blood on the, The
first thing he notices is his wife's purse. It is dunped in the of the
bei ge carpet, all of her Kl eenex, her extra Tampon, her (although if he
were to inspect it nore closely, he would notice that key to her car is
m ssing), her half-eaten roll of Cherry Lifesavers, Tic-Tacs, her
wal l et, all spread around. Then he sees the blood out |ike finger
paints on the white wall just above the sleeper sofa al so has bl ood on
it. He doesn't for a nmonent think it is blood; he has no doubt that it
i s human bl ood, but he stands stunned, hoping that it is not his wife's
bl ood because there is

It is smeared into | oops and curlicues to read:
WHERE IS I T?
and, SHE LI VES.

He stands there, for a nonent, thinking that time has thinking that the
hours and m nutes and days between that years ago and this nonent have
all been erased on sone bl ackboard. He is wearing his white button
down shirt and his slacks are hanging a bit | oose on hi mbecause for
the past six nonths has been losing a little weight without really
meaning to: it's the dreans have taken away his appetite, particularly
for meat. world around himhas just blinked off |ike a computer screen
and all he sees for the nonent are those three words: WHERE IS | T?



The living roomis conpletely torn apart, as if a storm has cone

t hrough, or as if six thugs have come in | ooking for their stash, and
living in Los Angeles, if this were anyone el se, he would renmenber
things like ordinary serial killers, people who murder for fun with no
nmotive, who chai nsaw and slice and poi son and shoot, all random al
chance.

But this was no psycho conming in here, this was sonmeone who had a
pur pose, who had a question which needed answeri ng.

VWHERE | S | T?

Peter Chandler, his dark hair already slick fromsweat, his lips dry,
hi s hands shaki ng al nost inperceptibly, knew what it was.

He had spent his adult life trying to wash hinself clean fromthe
menory of it.

And then what he'd felt that norning, a feeling of being invaded,
al nrost a feeling of rape, of sonething forcing its way beneath his
skin. Com ng over him again.

If only we'd made sure, if only we hadn't been so goddammed scared and
so goddamed relieved, if only we'd gone back to | ook, to see that she
was conpl etely destroyed

And then, he begins wal king through a |iving dream

"You must cone," Wendy said. She had not aged since he'd | ast seen her
in the flesh, she had that enpty beauty that he renmenbered fromhis
adol escence. She was wearing a dress sewn conpletely of human skin,
faces stretched across her high firmbreasts, their curves and nipples
giving the torn faces dinmension, alnmost life. The skins clung to her
wr apped tight around her hips, and as she came toward hi m he was

rem nded of an ol d woodbl ock print he'd once seen of Beauty and Death
nmeeting on a road, and this was it, Beauty and Death neeting in this
one woman, her own skin and bones being the crossroads, her flesh and
her skull mated together



When she smiled, he saw that her lips were stained as if from
berri es.

As if fromdrinking bl ood.

Her eyes turned fromdark onyx to deep red as the blood into them
Vampi re, denon, shapeshifter, phantom -she was

He stood in the cool darkness of a cave, and from sonewhere hi m cane
the steady torture of dripping water.

Her mouth was like a snmall red rose bl ossoni ng.
Wet crinmson petal s bendi ng backward, opening to him

She said, "Turn with me, Peter, | forgive you for what you did Turn
with ne."

"Where's Alison?"

The small red rose petals closed again, as if keeping a secret,
couldn't hide a srmug half-snile

She snmoothed the front of her dress across her stomach her stomach, she
snoothed it over carefully until it was clinging to her

"What have you done with her?"
Pet er saw what she was doi ng, he saw that this was her answer.

The face there, its forehead rising up to the curve of Wendy belly, the
face She had brushed her hands across.

It was Alison's face, torn fromher skull, eyes enpty dark hol es,
ragged the tanning of the skin had been rough, no time for delicacy.

But then, the eyes were there, opening, Alison's and pain and hurt, and
the nmouth widened into a scream "IT

PETER, HELP I T HURTS"

And then Peter Chandl er watched as the skin fell fromhis and he | ooked
at his bleeding arns in wonder as sonmething fromhis tissues.



Pet er awoke, standing, staring at the blood on the wall of the
apartment, and he knew where he nust then go.

No Man's Land.

Pi e reached for the phone and dialed Diego's office. The man on the
ot her end answered. "Peter?"

"Too late. Alison's been ... taken. Blood here. Going back," Peter
said, and was in awe of how he was | ess shocked and surprised than he
knew any normal human bei ng woul d be.

But then, Dn no nornmal human bei ng, he thought, In infested.

Diego said, "I'lIl be there in twenty mnutes. W'Ill go out there, to
t hat cave you spoke of, together."

Peter elected to drive against Diego's protests. "I need sonething to
do, I can't just sit and watch the scenery,"” he said, and D ego saw the
wild look there in his eyes and was a little scared. "lI'mfine," Peter
said, "l just want to drive. | can't just sit still."

They took Peter's car, and followed the Ventura Freeway to the Pasadena
Freeway to the San Bernardi no Freeway until Diego thought the world was
a blur of enornous hi ghways and cl overl eaf overpasses, and suburban
conmunities |like herds of sheep on the sides of yellow hills; the air
was clean, owing to the Santa Ana wi nds coming through after the rains
and sweeping the pollution back to Los Angel es, from whence it had
cone. They did not talk at first. Diego was hesitant about asking any
guestions; he watched Peter to nake sure he would do nothing reckless
whil e driving, but Peter seemed a conpetent, if speedy driver.

Di ego wondered at the turns in the road life took: who woul d' ve thought
when this man was just a boy, that their paths woul d again



cross, that he would be going out to the desert, to the place
together with Peter Chandl er who was so reticent to speak back i '80s,
and who was, now, willing to trust himon his journey.

Peter began telling Diego the rest of the story. "W left and | knew
we'd be separated for awhile. W were both minors knewif | put up a
fight it would go worse for both of us and people mght try to keep us

apart, and | didn't want that. | going to the papers was a good idea,
because maybe, you know really stupid, but | thought naybe if we were
up front about a lot no one could touch us. | was wong, and after

that we all got it fromthe press--Charlie worse than nme because he was
such an target the way he babbled. Alison was in the hospital, and out
of it and drugged up, and her grandnmother got her pulled there fast.

Whi ch was good. Her grandnmot her was one of those who thought doctors
were no inmprovenment on God and Nature, got this legal care thing for
Alison, she was kind of wealthy, grandnother, and she hired a nurse
there at the house in San so All was okay for the tine being. | got
put in a group honme Pasadena, but | was out of there pretty fast.

had some rel ati ves who me emanci pated m nor status so | was pretty nuch
a free agent, knew | had to go get Al, because it was really going to
hit the fan her gram ma

"Because she was so sick?"

"Well, her grandnother was beginning to get suspicious things, and she
bel i eved Alison was a sinner dooned for hell. That of grandnother. And
it was just going to get worse before it got The old | ady hated ne,

thought it was all ny fault, which | kind at the tinme, too."

"And Alison had her hemhorrage during the fire."



"No. She was shel Il shocked and had nightmares |ike we all did, but
she was pretty much okay. It was " Peter hesitated.

Di ego finished the sentence for him "Later, the next year when she had
the stroke."

"Curul ative effect, | guess."

"I talked to her grandnother before ny book came out. To see if |
could talk to Alison."

"I guess | knew that."

"She had a baby, didn't she?"

Peter kept his eyes on the road.

"Was it your baby, Peter?"

Peter sped up to 75, then to 80.

"I guess it's not inportant.”

"It is."

"There is no baby now, is that right?"
Pet er shook his head. "Conplications."

"I't nust've been very rough | osing your baby at seventeen. It took its
toll on her body, and it nust've been hard on you, too. As parents,

there nust be a naturally protective feeling towards our children."

"l |loved her," Peter said, "I |ove her."
"Did you |l ove the baby?"
"The baby died."

"I"'msorry to hear it.

"No you're not. It's what you want to hear. But you want the rest,
too, don't you? Al right," Peter said. "I took Alison away and took
care of her in the last nmonths before she gave birth. And then when
saw it comi ng out of her--yes, | knew she nmight die, yes, | knew

m ght kil

Alison just by keeping her away from doctors and hospitals. But | knew
that it was not going to be a normal baby. | knew what it was going to
be. "

"It was a denon?"

Peter was silent for a noment. "It was a litter, Correa. Eels and
scorpions and insects, covered with bl ood--delivered from her wonb,



a mass surrounding the creature and | took a large rock and | into it
and didn't stop until Alison started weeping, and | knew she sonehow
back. And if you had seen its eyes "

"Tell me," Diego gasped.

"There were hundreds of them like a fly's, all over its face. Black
shiny eyes, tiny, all over the face, and the scorpions fromits nouth,
and that's all she wote," Peter said. "l believe the termis

"abom nation'. 1'd say that about sunms it up. But at least it At

least it had nortality."”

"I"ve crossed a line, Correa, | know |'ve crossed it. So sonething
haven't told you or anybody, and | guess |I'Il cone now. About Alison
And the caves. W were in there awhile. | sawit In the dark. M and
Than. "

"What went on inside," Diego nodded. "The great nystery tinme. Wat

happened in those caves. |If you recall, what you told back then was
the town was the place, the fires and the denobns. But caves. | knew
they played into it, I knew fromAlison that the heart was there. \What

was in the those old

m nes.

"It was a slaughterhouse,” Peter said and the freeway seened to on
forever before them but in his mind he was still there. "W Alison
screamng, so we ran toward that sound, and Than shines flashlight up
around the nmouth of the cave, and there were there to dry, and he was
the first to cry out. He dropped the before we could really see
anything, so | grab it and flash it around we see this room
practically, full of hanging body parts, arns, even a few people
hangi ng upsi de down, but we can't tell who their heads are cut off,"
Peter said. "I call out to Alison, back. It's her last scream Al
we hear is that silence, for a minute nore. And then sonething's
conm ng out of the caves at us.



then towards us. W can feel its heat--heat and cold at the sane
time. The flashlight doesn't even hel p, because now there are

t housands, hitting us, battering at us, and then out again into the
night. Than is shouting they' re denons, and | woul d' ve believed
anyt hi ng, but they're just bats.

Cave bats, all over the place out there. Like a blizzard, and | get
the wi nd knocked out of me fromthem | fall down and hit ny head on
the rock, and it's dark 'cause Than lost the flashlight or it turned of
for the battery died, |I don't know And Than is gone, conpletely gone.
| call out to him but he's not there. And when | try to stand,

feel those things."

D ego sat back, amazed, because Peter was driving automatically, even
nore cautiously than he had been monents before, but he isn't here.
He's really there, in that cave, as if one half of himnever got out.

Peter cried out, "Campusky! \Where are you? Canpusky!" But no answer
cane back to him H's head ached; he rubbed it, feeling the bl ood
al ongside his ear. The only sound fromthe cave now that the bats had
scattered and had flown out into the desert was the sound of slowy

dripping water. Peter's voice echoed back to him "Alison!" he
shouted, and heard it three nore tines as the shout wandered the
caverns below. In the dark, brushing against him a human | eg dangl ed

fromrope; hands brushed his scalp as he noved through them trying to
crouch down | ow enough so that they wouldn't touch him

H s eyes began to adjust to the darkness. He saw a light conming from
one of the three entrances into the mne. He kept his eyes on that
distant, tiny light, swatting at the dangling arnms and | egs and heads
like they were flies. The side of the cave dripped freezing water. He
slid his left hand along the rock edge; tiny insects scuttled across
the back of his



hand, but he ignored them The light, he thought, Alison. He crouch
down | ower as he went, because this particular chanber cave becane
smal l er and smaller until he was on his hands and and craw ed over the
rough stones, hoping there would be no stop him

"Alison?" he asked as he crawl ed, and the light up

"Peter," it was Than Canpusky, his voice was high and careful."

"Than?"

"I fell down, it's a shaft, be careful, Jesus ny leg hurts,” Than Peter
craw ed on his el bows. Because of the light (which turned to be Than's
flashlight), he could see where the tunnel dropped. |eaned over its
edge and gazed down into the blinding light. you doing down there?"

"Hell if | know, " Than said, alnost |laughing. Then he was a few
seconds. "Those things scared nme. All those Somnething grabbed ny
ankles and | craw ed away and it go, so | kicked at it and noved back
anot her inch and then, hey: am"

"Well, at least you held the flashlight."

"Yeah, ny fat ass kept it fromdropping," Than smirked, and Peter heard
a big sigh come fromhim Than nmoved the flashli the walls of the
sha---it was nmade of rock and stone, but set perfectly together. A
well. Then he turned the flashlight on so Peter could see how far down
he was. Not as far as Peter hal no nore than a yard. Than's weight
had actually saved the entire |l ength of the shaft--he plugged it up
"Just underneath me, Peter," Than said, and tears cane to his |like he
knew he was going to die any second, "water."

"You' re okay, Campusky, you're okay," Peter said.

"My leg hurts,” Than whinpered, "the left one, it's crossed ne. | can
feel the wind."

W nd? Peter wonder ed.



"It's like there's a bigger cavern down there," Than said, "Peter

pl ease, help ne, help me get out. | don't want to die, | don't want to
die." Than began bawling |ike a baby, and after all they'd been
t hrough, Peter didn't blane him not one bit.

"Don't," Peter whispered |like a prayer, "don't cry, we'll be all right,
we' ve gone this far."
"I don't want to die,"
sound in the world.

Than continued bawling and it was the saddest

"Look," Peter said, "Gve ne your hand."
"My leg," Than whined. "Hurts."

And then, from another part of the cave, a high, keening scream
"Don't |eave nme!" Than shouted. Echoing through the caves, LEAVE
IVEL
"Alison," Peter said, then | eaned over the edge. "Look, Than, just
stay put. You're safe here. You're not in danger of falling are
you?"

But Than continued his whine. "Peter, please, please, please, don't
you |l eave nme here, | don't want to die."
"You're not gonna die, Campusky, you're gonna sit tight and I'Il be

back. O--or try crawling up. Push your |legs out and your el bows."
"It's gonna hurt." "Just do it."

"Don't you |l eave nme here," Than mpaned. "GCkay, hang on. [|'Ill be right
back," Peter said. Again, a girl's cry fromthe darkness.

Alison, Peter scraped his way back through the tunnel to the nouth of
the cave.

"I't's my one thought: Alison," Peter Chandler said to Diego as he drove
the freeways of Southern California. They'd just passed Beaunont and
Banni ng. The earth had begun turning fromyell owbrown to white,



and great enpty nountains rose up. The desert. The traffic s part
before them Diego attributed this to the speed at which Peter

goi ng--80, although he barely kept up with sone of the trucks. "And
you left your friend there?" Diego asked.

"Than?" Peter shrugged. "He was okay, he really was okay.

was screamng, it would ve taken another twenty mnutes maybe, if were

lucky, to get Than out of the well. | figured I'd just go get mean,
had the gun. Sloan's gun. | had it and | could use it."
"Tk gun against a denon. | imagine others in Palmetto had and found it

hadn't wor ked. "

"No," Peter alnost shouted, slanming his fist down on the horn try and
get the slowpoke in front of himto nmove out of the

"Pl ease sl ow down, Peter," Diego Correa chuckled, "I want to |ong
enough to help her, your wfe."

Peter went back down to 75. "There was this old man in Bonyface, and
he had convi nced Than about all the magic and shit.

even got himto believe .... Peter's voice trailed off.

"Ckay. So you go to rescue Alison."
Peter nodded, "It's like there's three corridors to the old El

mne. The mners had really plowed through that cave. This than where
Than's stuck, and it's got lots of chanbers to it, and in chamnber,

hi dden fromthe rest by piles of rocks, the dead. Lots People | only
barely recognized fromtown, some with linbs cut guess they were
hangi ng at the entrance, you know-sone their flesh with their
fingernails and eating it, the Iight was diman unnatura

phosphorescent glow, so nobst in shadow, scraping flesh, and each other
and some even burying thenmselves in the rocks that |lay along the
chanmbers edges. |'mrepeating the 23rd over and over, you know. "

""Yea, though | wal k through the valley of the shadow of death will
fear no evil."" Diego said.

Peter continued, "it's like a walk through hell, radioactive hell of
the gl owi ng, the dermon shit was all shiny and gave off this



light like a dimmed firefly or, |1 don't know, sonething atomic. The

snell was pretty bad, too. It snelled--obviously--like the inside of
someone. Sonething else, too. Something sweet, |ike nelting chocol ate
or a pie sitting out on a windowsill to cool off. D sgusting and

tenpting at the sanme tinme. And |I'm wal king down this rock corridor and
there's Grubb, the deputy fromtown, his feet m ssing, just crawing on
hi s hands and knees, and sonethi ng com ng through his skin, sonething
ot her than bone and nuscle, the denon thing, the way it cones through
the bad part, the bad thing."

"What does it look like?" D ego asked.
Pet er shook his head, shivering, "unspeakable."

The thing conming through Oficer Chip Gubb's skin began absorbing the
di scarded flesh and bones back into itself. Its ghostly yellow green
light flickered up Iike a lanp being turned on froma di mer swtch
Peter stood watching, fascinated and terrified. The glow of the rocks
was strong all around it, and Peter could not take his eyes fromthe
transformation. "It doesn't hurt,"” the thing rasped, "it's turning,
it's further evolving, it's beautiful, lovely, the next step, Peter
3%n the sea to the nmud, boy, the churning clay of man to a higher form
you are noving backwards, come forward with us, into the light." The
voi ce was not the cop's voice, but a synthesis of all voices fromthe
town, the denon in the cave had absorbed those. "Do not fear, boy, for
our cells are in you, too, even now, we are all children of the sane
not her. Lamia, our nother of the caves. Al hail our nmother of the
caves."

"Her nane is Babylon," someone whi spered.
"She is Mystery, Babylon the G eat, The Mother of Harlots and

Abom nations of the Earth, anot her sai d.

"Lamia, Mstress of the One Wo Screans in the Night, "still another
voi ce said.



now

Peter stepped away fromthe rock chanmber. The thing nove across the
stones, absorbing even the pale insects which too slowmy to escape its
tread. As it went, it left a trail of phosphorescence, revealing the
litter of cracked and battered skulls, broken eggs with their yol ks
sucked clean. Yet nothing attacked and he didn't understand why.

But he knew the answer.
It was |like the denon voice in him saying, u are one of us.
As Peter took the old highway into the nmountains, he said,

| kept asking nyself then: why hadn't | turned? Wy wasn't | too? Wy
did Wndy let me live? 1've been pondering years, trying to work it
out in ny head, in my notebooks. Why?"

Di ego | ooked out the wi ndow of the car, to the gl orious nountains

ri sing above the |l ower deserts and the cities flafland below The
wonders of creation, and the terror of it. Haw stopped her el at the
nmount ai ns, and never explored the caverns, "Perhaps it was the human
part of Wendy. Maybe you were cared for. Maybe in her own way, she
| oved you. She mated with after all."

Peter laughed. "I don't think there was anythi ng
" nonster?"
Peter shook his head. "No, we were becomi ng the nonsters, turning.

Wendy controlled that, sonewhere in her, the power

Li ke what was comi ng out of those dead bodies was a child's crude
portrait with crayons. Like they were trying to make themnsel ves over,
dyi ng tissue wasn't good enough. Dying tissue only produced this
thing, this glow, this energy; it was only a waste product



absorb, | guess. It couldn't go beyond its energy source, and
guess it died trying each tine. Denons have a hard time in this
world."

"The French phil osopher, Andre Wandi gaux, said, '"our only will is to
fertility, and in that we reflect the will of nature, and we recklessly
pursue the means of propogation even if it leads to our own
destruction.” Even this denmon will," Diego said. "So you found

Al'i son?"

"I swore | would protect her fromthis ... this ... menory. But I
guess it doesn't matter. Maybe | protected her too well. | told you
passed the chanbers, the dying voices, and | was careful in the cave,
knowi ng that there mght be holes, and shafts. | kept near the wall
and followed the |light of the energing bodies and those who were
flickering out, like lumnnaria on the path through this |long corridor
of cavern. Then the light glowed brighter and brighter, and | heard
t he whispering." "Whispering?" Diego asked.

"The wi ngs of some |large bat-or should | even say, denobn? For there he
was--not Wendy, but Sloan, a hellish creature with barely a human

quality left, a pit bull jaw, and talons |like an eagle, and the

| eathery wings of a bat. | saw the beast that Sl oan had becone,

| eani ng over a girl who | ooked hal f-dead, her nmouth gone slack. It was
Alison. Sloan |apped at the side of her face, his body pressed down
agai nst hers. He was raping her. | reached for the gun. H's gun

And you know what? He didn't attack me. Sloan didn't try to stop ne.
What was |l eft of Sloan--what | could see in his eyes was still Sloan
and not pit bull and not denon--just stood still, watching me. He said

it was okay."
"To shoot hin®"

Peter's mind slipped into the past for a split second. Sloan grow ed,

"Petey, | told you, I told you, but no, you wouldn't stop ne before,
but now you have to because if you don't, I'mgonna rip out her throat,
' mgonna eat her guts, oh, Petey, do it, just like I'ma tweetbirdjust
shoot, like into the trees, like I'mjust a tweet bird in the trees,
like | shot nmy dog, dear jesus sweet savior, | want you to pull that
trigger, please Petey, shoot me you son-of-abitch before eat her alive
you goddamn not her fucker, shoot ne, |I'm already dead, don't you get it,

they're eating at me, can't you hear the chew ng? Like



a fuckin" leper, man, none of this skin's mne, it's all those
t hi ngs, nember the dog? It had "era in it, sweet baby dog of m ne, she
put Lamm e, and she put themin ne, and you got to kill ne or Dn your
goddamm girlfriend before they eat me, " and then Sloan left claw up in
the air, and Peter could see what was in it's path,

M son's throat,

and it was a dare, and before Peter pulled the trigger, the first Sloan
said, "hey, tweet-tweet, hey, kinda funny, huh? let's all sin, birdies
sing. "And with the first and the second shot, Sloan continued at his

own j oke.

In the car again, in the Now, Peter asked Diego to open the conpartnent
and search around for the aspirin. Diego pulled bottle and handed a

couple to Peter. "Four please," conplied. Then Peter swallowed them
dry. "It took three shots point blank range, but finally he fell."
"And the offering .... " Diego said.

"It wasn't neant to be born," Peter said.
They did not speak for a tinme after this.

She's always with us, Peter renmenbered that |line fromthe book one

Diego had witten, mainly because it had been a lie. "I told back
then, that she's always with us. Wendy. But that wasn't quite It's us
always with her. 1In that place. In that tine. Like | don't the past,
| dreamof now It's then. That's the reality. This is j lets us

dream fromthat cave. W are actors in her dream"”

"No," Diego said, his eyes scanning the terrain of the burn and the
shapes of hills and shadows of mountains in the fadinl inmagine even
Wendy Swan is in the dream too. | imagine that here, in any rea
sense, then she's as nmuch a victimas your wife, as as any of the other
survivors. "



They drove up the highway to the winding hills leading to Joshua Tree
and Yucca Vall ey, only another half hour or so to Palnetto, only
another thirty mnutes and twenty years to go back

"I don't know Peter said, "W nust |ook Iike ants in her denon m nd
W' re easy enough to step on and kick out of our nests. If we're tied
to Her, why in God's nane is She so tied to us?"

Strong gusts of w nd sprayed dust across his w ndshield; his car rocked
side to side, the steering wheel tugged at his hands; tunbl eweed and
litter scattered across the pot-holed road that snaked upwards into the
dar keni ng hills.



CHAPTER THI RTY- El GAT
ALl SON WONDERLAND

t hurts, Peter, help, it hurts, ny neck, god, please Alison Chandl er
t hought for a second that it was her husband Peter who stood over her
Was she finally waking fromthis horrible drean? Were her eyelids
fluttering open, would she be back in her bed this norning, Peter
standi ng over her, asking her if she was ready for coffee?

But it wasn't Peter.
And it didn't feel |ike a dream
Feel s too dam real

Col d, her back hurt--pebbles and jagged stones beneath her. She was
lying in a shallow ditch, and it snelled |like chal k. Her breathing was
still difficult. Neck was sore. Tried lifting up, but the effort sent
darting pains into her head, and she was afraid she'd bl ack out

agai n.

Tried working her jaw, but again the pain stabbed at her; painfu
swal | owi ng; easier to just lie still. 1t hurts every-fucking-where on

ny body.

Dark but |ight enough to see him her abductor. His face like a
hel i sh green-yell ow nmask; no mask at all, but him She couldn't even
associate this man with the boy she had known, the boy she renenbered.
St andi ng above her gazing down at her, his drool hitting her on her

f or ehead,

she'd been out for awhile, she knew that nuch, all the pain she felt
after



he'd curled his fingers around her throat, her thought before her
faded: Let there be a Cod.

But if she'd had the energy, she'd | augh at that thought now God, if
He existed, had left her to this.

The drooling creature held a shovel up for her to see.

She blinkeda clod of dirt fell across her face.

How | ong had it been since she'd | ast been consci ous?

How many hours? Days?

Thi s human nonster had opened his own veins with a razor ands bl ood
across her face, and she'd hit the wall so hard that she had no Life
seened to pour out every time she breathed. H s blood had everywhere,
he'd witten words across the walls, and she'd read the first when she
entered the apartment: WHERE IS I T? But it meant what could it nean?
After his interrogation, the long ride out, where are, going?

Don't you renenber?

Who are you?

Don't you renenber?

And then, after the nmenories had come back to her, not back to her, but
burni ng t hrough her, burning out the wall she'd up around her nenory,
especially the | ast nenory when she saw i torn bodies of her brothers
and her father and her nother, across her eyes, and | eaving the whole
world a bl ackened field, and the mddle of the field, this man, this

nmonst er.

She'd thought at first the nmonster was named Charlie Urquart. she'd
been m staken

This nmonster in the jeans and hooded sweatshirt, this was going to
torture her and kill her, had the nane of soneone thought was | ong
dead.

Nat hani el Canpus.

Than Canpusky.

H s face, now gaunt and drawn, skin peeled back j%n and on his fingers
the cold stone snell of dripping death.



"Than," she whi spered, using all her energy to spit the words out.
"Your ... friend ... please.™

"A name froma dead boy's grave," he said, "I amthe Angel of the
Desol ation, and | don't hear you because you are already dead." The
man standi ng over her shoveled dirt across her face, and she could
barely breathe anyway because of the way he'd tried to strangle her
until she'd begun to bl ack out.

Pl ease |l et ne wake up, please don't let this happen

She tried to nove, but her hands were nunb and tied behi nd her back
her feet were simliarly tied.

"Pl ease,"” she whispered. Alison turned her head to the left, trying to
| ook away and keep the dirt fromgetting in her eyes.

What she saw there made her open her mouth to scream

A skull lay on its side, facing her. Itwas yellowed and cracked al npst
down the mddle, with dried | eathery skin attached around the scalp, a
few hairs sprouting there

The skull crawed with large red ants.
Fire ants like a lava river flowing into the eye sockets.
Fl owi ng towards her.

She felt the first sting on her neck, a bite really, fromthe ants and
she shut her eyes hoping it would block themall out, but she
renmenbered her nother telling her not to run barefoot in the yard in
sumer because of the fire ants, "Honey, " her mpther said, "they sting
worse than a bee and its usually nore than one doing the stinging. "

Above her she heard the whispering, whatifwhatifwhatifwhatifl and she
remenber ed

(I'n a teenager, wearing jeans, wearing a white bl ouse and ny gold
chain) com ng home froma boring Fourth of July town picnic, having
hoped to see Peter, but catching no sight of himwhatsoever. Then



seeing Charlie at the dinner table, another shocker, and that wild

| ook on his face, as if he was scared in a strange way just |ike Peter
She wondered what the hell was going on. "Wat are you doing here?"
She asked him and her nother (oh god, Morn, | far got all about you,
couldn't remenber what you | ooked like, you' re so beautiful) said,
"That's no way to talk to a friend, Alison. Charlie's just been
entertaining us with stories about the chanpi onship gane |ast year
agai nst Grove High. Fascinating." "Wat's going on?" Alison asked
Charlie directly. "I wanted to apol ogize for what | did before.™

"Isn't that gentlemanly,"” her nother said. She's flirting with him
Al'i son marvel ed.

"I was really faced. | mean, drunk,"” Charlie grinned, and Alison was
havi ng troubl e reading any of this. She |ooked fromCharlie to her
not her and then back

Harv sat at one end of the table, and Ed Junior next to him 1've
m ssed you guys, Alison thought as she watched herself take a place,

unconfortably, next to Charlie at the table.

"Hey, Al," Harv began.

"Alison," her nother corrected, obviously annoyed.

"Alison, what do you think of going to one of the car auctions in
L.A.--see if | can pick up a Porsche or sonmething. | was thinking
maybe after the fourth we could drive into Hollywod and | ook into
them™

"That would be great," Alison said, but was still watching her nother
and Charlie, who were sniling at each other. Jesus, he's acting like
Eddi e Haskell on Leave It To Beaver.

Ed Junior said, "Scissors rock paper?"

"Maybe later," Alison said.

Her nmot her smiled knives. "You' ve been out letting that boy finger
you?"
Alison wasn't sure she'd heard it right. "Mn®P"

"Dear ?" Her nother.

"What if she did?" Harv nuttered, "Jeez, Mom |ike no one's ever



done it to you, huh. W all know you been getting plenty down at the
police station, like we all don't have eyes."

Chadi e | aughed. But no one el se was | aughi ng.

"What if | do?" her nother huffed.

Ed Junior said, "What if what if what if what if."

Al'ison | ooked fromface to face. "Wat the hell--"

"Your nmomsaid it was okay that | peed on the porch,” Charlie whispered

to her, reaching up to stroke her hair. Alison pulled away from his
t ouch.

"Boys will be boys," her nmother smiled. ShE set her glass of w ne down
and began coughing. "Went---down--the--wong," her nother said between

coughs.
"You like it when boys touch you? Huh, Alison?" Charlie asked.

"What the hell is going on here? Harv, what is it with everybody?"
Alison stood up so fast her chair fell down behind her

"Ch," her nother said, still hacking away: "Just |ook what a ness--"
Alison didn't screamuntil Harv's hand fell off into his soup, and what
had pushed its way out of the exposed bone of his wist, Iike a crocus

com ng up through hard winter earth, dripped an al nbst clear, yellow sh
fluid. Skin began unraveling fromher nother's face as she kept on
coughi ng, and with each cough, another |ayer of skin, but no bl ood,
just skin upon skin. Harv said, "What if you get bit by like a dog or
somet hing, or even eat sonething kind of gross not knowing that it's
there," he | ooked down at his soup, "say, in your clamchawder, and it
gets into you and takes you over, you know, cell by cell, | mean, what
if that goes down?"

Ed Juni or chanted, "what if what if what if."

Charlie's arns snaked around Alison's waist, holding her tighter than
she thought any boy could. "Lookit," he said in a voice that sounded
less like Charlie Uquart's than some aninmal's. "Watch how they cone

t hrough, the denmons, man, they just eat at all the soft parts, just

i ke when you unscrew an Oreo, you know, Alison Cunt? You eat the hard
part | ast, but the soft parts--1ook how your brother's shedding his
skin, like a snake, ain't it cool, huh? Tell me that's not totally
cool . "



But Alison was feeling sick, and she wondered if it were a bad, so
she | ooked up at the wall behind the dinner table, the high wall right
behi nd her nother. She heard Charlie's voice |ike a her ear, "She's
gonna pop, A, I've seen this before, she's gonna a zit, it happens,
babe, it happens when the cooties can't quite the body right, here we
go, it's a shooter, man,

Alison was fading, and her eyesi ght darkened and all she saw yell ow
wal I, and then something bright red sprayed across it, and shout ed,
"Yee-hah! Just like a cherry tomato, thar she bl ows!"

And then in darkness, she heard the whatifwhatifivhatif, but it the

whi spering of the dark wings fluttering, nmoths brushing their al ong her
face, and a dog over her, and she was screaming in the again, and
somet hi ng touched her, at the center of her body, wasn't the boy she
was in love wth.

"Don't ever take ne back there," she whispered to the "Peter, don't
ever, ever, ever...."

She awoke one day, over a year later, and the first thing she Peter
was, "Prom se nme. Never. Never go back there. Never take i back."

But one day a man who called hinself the Angel of the would take her
back, and she woul d awaken to soft earth raining down on her. Rain
like rose petals on her Rose petals on her skin. A hand, above her

Wi pi ng away her nouth and eyes. A sound |like an animal snarling. Above
her, She couldn't see clearly, but it was a girl, a girl just like
she'd been, for a nmonent she thought that it was her teen self burying
her self. Above her, the girl? creature? nonster? growing at

somet hing, strands of hair al nost reaching her face. The small hand,
snel |ing!



cold and rose-petals, spread a cool taste of water across her I|ips.
CGood. Thirsty.

And then the thing above her noved away, and anot her face | ooked down
at her.

Angel of the Desolation. He held a piece of paper over her face,
showi ng her. But she could not read it what did it say? And then she
saw for a nonment: it was a human face. Skinned back. A mask. And the
Angel brought it down and set it over her own face.

She smelled his foul breath and felt the press of his |ips against her
own, through the mask. Crinmson ants kissed her along her arms and

| egs, along her ribs, her chin, her ear, her scalp, her eyelids, and as
their liquid fire burned through her skin, she saw the patterns
ener gi ng, the wall paper of existence scraped back and beneath it a

bl ood red insect whose feelers brushed her face, its pincers opening to
her skin, her eyes seeing red red red.

And then a distant light, like a gl owworm neasuring inches across a
fiery red rose petal, noving closer, closer, to the center of the
flower. Hurts, Peter, it hurts like' Friend the Angel of the
Desol ati on said, reaching inside the front pocket of his sweatshirt. He
| eaned agai nst his shovel as he withdrew a pasty-gray |unp that |ooked
like a dried sweet potato. The Juicer's hand. He brought it up to his
nose, sniffing its gnarled fingertips, kissed it, scratched his chin
with it thoughtfully, took a quick lick on the back of the hand and

ni bbl ed on the corkscrew fingernails which had grown | ong again. He
pressed it back in his pocket.

He tried not to | ook at the wonan because she had said sonething from
that dead boy's life, Than, and Than was buried, too, somewhere around
here, there was only the Angel of the Desol ation, Nathaniel, and there
was Lamia, his mistress. But the woman di sturbed



him for he remenbered her clearly frombefore. She's one, had
shaken her own nmenory back into her, the nenory of her her bl oodguilt,
but along with the renenbering, he'd seen that,

boy in her eyes.
Fat pig boy.

She was ordinary. Wat power would this weak vessel hin? Wy did she
show himthe fat pig boy in her eyes? The dead, long live the Angel

"Friend," he repeated. The word she'd used. Alison was not his
friend. She was a friend of the fat of the Desol ation would scorch her
with his divine breath; her in his talon, this wonman Alison and the

ot her sinners and take the highest peak and smash them open on the
boul ders bel ow. Friend.

"My friends," he said, squatting down suddenly beside the She'd passed
out, her eyes were swollen shut. But her very skin to be alive and
crawing. The fire ants. He picked one fromher lifted it up by its
pincers. He laughed as it tried to bite him H the insect up to his
face, getting a closer look. |Its blood red translucent. He felt he
could see its insides working. The ant's was bloated. Nathaniel |et
the ant run up onto his right while he brought his left thumb up to it,
and popped the ant's into the back of his throat.

It tasted |ike honey, and he grabbed a few nore ants and j ui ces.
"My friends," he said, slurping back their small drained
Their honey painted his tongue amnber.

Between the fire ants and having buried the woman hal f way



ditch at the entrance to the cave, al so her weakness (because sinners
were al ways weak, particularly in the face of Judgenent and Dammati on
whi ch went hand-i n-hand), Nathani el knew she would be no trouble. Her
face was red and swollen frombites, and possibly her arms and | egs,
too, but finally he'd had to start stonping on the fire ants, snmashing
the shovel down on a thick trail of them cutting off their route back
to their nest. Wien he was satified that Alison was still breathing,
he went on with his business.

First, he gathered up the human skulls fromhis collection

The Angel of the Desol ation began his trek back down into the canyon,
because, truly, to get to Hell you may not need a detailed map, but
you've got to at |east have sone road signs. He would post those

si gns.

He dragged the sack behind himin the dirt, reaching in for the first
skul | when he was at the entrance to the cave. The skulls seened
smal l er than the people they' d bel onged to.

These are mmy friends, the Welconming Conmmittee for the big honecom ng
The skull said, "They'll be com ng "round the mountain when they coneg,
when they cone. "

Nat hani el opened his eyes. The skull had said nothing. It was Her
power, growi ng. G ow ng because they were on their way: the one who
had tried to stop Her, his goddess; the unfaithful servant who had
betrayed Her; and the witch who had created Her and now wi shed only to
destroy Her.

"Al'l my good old friends,"
narrow path up to the cave.

he gi ggl ed, dropping another skull along the

Alison, in pain, perhaps In dying, thought she heard a baby crying,



but the yell ow gl ow was getting closer, and the red ants forehead.
The crying sound changed into a shrieking how .

Down a corridor of the caverns, beneath a |low rock ceiling, a drank
froma pool of water. Wen it was satisfied, grabbed a pale that
rested, too, by the pool. The lizard was unaware that it was stal ked,
for the creature that grabbed it had no scent beyond the of the
sandstone and crystal and dust of the cave.

Then the creature |l et out a mournful how .



CHAPTER THI RTY- NI NE
STELLA AND NESSI E

'"essie WIcox slamed the phone down, and the whol e contraption went
sprawing on the kitchen floor. Damm that M Chandl er far That being
there to answer the phane, now that Queenie'd gotten herself in such a
tizzy wanting to go up into the mauntains tonight.

Gretchen, her Scotty, snapped at her heels |ike she knew sonet hi ng was
up; her boarders, Ceo and that masher M. Evans, whispered together
whenever Nessie canme in the living roombecause of the strange alliance
they'd noticed al ready between her and Queenie. Wat would they do if
Nessie told them she was cured of |lung cancer by Queenie herself, that
Queeni e was a drug addi ct who had been raped by her devil -worshi pping
br ot her who had given her not just a daughter, but a possessed daughter
who was out for blood? Let the oMarts gossip that we're just two
senile old bitches who race each other on the front porch rockers al
night long, let "era think we're going up to the desert to die and feed
the vul tures.

"You seemto be full of beans today," her ex-husband Cove WI cox said
as he came in the front door, free-as-you-please. "I heard you and



the Queen Mother into the wee hours, but it was your voice boom ng
into ny bedroom wi ndow. "

"Add man," Nessie said as she crossed to the staircase. "You're not
staying for dinner, and I won't have you taking anynore of ny

Pepperi dge Farm Di stinctive Chanpagne Assortment cooki es now t hat

know you found ny hiding place in the cabinets, you common thief, and
if you don't walk right back out that door this mnute I'Il rmake you
fix the garbage disposal because of all those eggshells--" But before
she finished, Cove had turned around and was gone again, the front door
swi ngi ng shut behind him

It's Queenie's got ne this nervous, Nessie took the steps two at a
tine,

and then paused on the | anding.
| feel like In twenty.

The wei ght of the cancer was gone. Only a snidgeon of her arthritis
remai ned, and she felt |ike she had boundl ess energy.

Lord, I do owe Queenie the wormat this point, if not far a mracle,
then far naking me think I got a miracle put over an ne.
"I"'malready too late," Stella said as she hurriedly tossed her | ast
bottle of pills into her enornous sack-like purse. "She'll have them
with her, | can feel it. Qut there," she nodded to the dark w ndow.
"What tine is it?"

"Alnost five, can't we wait 'til tomorrow, or at |east after supper?"
"Five-six-seven," Stella counted the hours, "He may already be there.
I am such a vain, selfish woman, oh, why couldn't | see what she had
pl anned? Wy didn't | know?"

"Queeni e, what in heaven's nane are you babbling about?"
Stell a pl opped on the edge of the bed, feeling near exhaustion. "She

wants it back, what they took. Each one of themis a piece of her
puzzle."



"What the heck's a Lam a?"

They were in the station wagon, heading out on the flatland desert

whi ch woul d shortly leap into nobuntains. The sky was indigo, stars
flickering across the sky as if God hadn't paid his bill to the

el ectric conpany. Nessie drove ("because it's ny car, unless you' ve
forgotten....") Nessie assumed that whatever waited for Queenie up in
the high desert, in those hills, would only keep them occupied for a
few hours and then they would just turn the car around and go home. Her
heart had been heavy when she tied Getchen, her Scotty; up in the
kitchen and told one of her boarders to only let the dog off the |eash
when she and Queeni e had gotten the wagon goi ng; but then when they
cane to the first stoplight, there was Gretchen in the rearview mrror
trotting down the road after them So now Gretchen lay sl eeping
between the two wonen. Ordinarily, Getchen would beg to be put up
agai nst one of the w ndows; Nessie would crack it slightly so that a
breeze would cone in, and G etchen would press her cold wet nose

agai nst the breeze and roll her eyes up in sone senbl ance of canine
nirvana. But Gretchen sensed the forebodi ng, and she pressed her head
up against Queenie's lap as if trying to confort and cal m her

"You hear nme, Queenie? What's this "Lam a' business?"

"It's the only name | have for the denon, for the essence of whatever

cane through my brother to me. It nust have been wonderful in the dark
ages to be able to give nanes to evil, because once you have naned
somet hing you can separate yourself fromit," Stella said. "Wuat have

the years given me? Cood lord, they've stripped ne of sense, and
t hey' ve weakened ny heart, why am |l not wi se? Wy aml| not an old wise
worman? | f one nust live long, why nust it be in pain?"

Stella's voice was a nonotone like rain splashing on the w ndshield
with the wipers going. "I never told you the rest, about how !l tried
to cure nmy daughter. | never told you about after she was born, what |
tried to do to her. Wiat | did to her."



Nessi e reached over and patted her arm and then slipped her down to
give Gretchen a scritch behind her ears. Getchen purred her approval.
"Well, it's a good bet it'll take an hour to get there, so | guess you
got you self a captive audience here. So, shoot.

If Nessie WIcox had said any other word in the English she night not
have reacted as strongly as she did. But when she; shaat, there was a
vi ol ent expl osi on from somewhere around her wagon, and she screaned at
the top of her lungs, and Gretchen into her lap and started barking.

And Nessie woul d've had an accident right then and there, if hadn't had
the good sense to realize that it was only a blowut. the hysterics,"
Nessie said, signhaling to get in the right |lane, down to 50, then 40,
and finally 25 and a full stop on

"The tires are all as bald as ny ex, and | should know to expect of
thing. Everytime | go out in this old jalopy | pray for no flats guess
| just had ny nmind on other things this tinme. The roadj up and got ne
for forgetting ny prayers.”

"I ... 1 don't know how to change a tire," Stella said

Nessi e | aughed, "You make it sound like fixing o-rings on the shuttle.
You just take the old one off and put the spare on and with it a
little. If there's no spare, we just stick out our some good
Samaritan's driving by."

"What if what if some crazy person stops?" "Queenie, Queenie,
Queeni e," Nessie shook her head, up with some psycho out here | do
bel i eve between you and ne have net his match."



"Keep pumping, Queenie," Nessie said as she rolled the spare tire

around on the gravel

Stella glanced up, pausing in her |abor. She was hunched over the
jack, bringing all her weight down. It was the front right tire that
had fl attened, and was still warm from burning rubber. The car had
only risen slightly since Nessie had shown her how to insert the jack.
Her back was killing her, little electric shocks running up and down
her spine and between her shoul der bl ades each time she pressed down on
the nmetal bar.

"I"l1l bet you've never worked this hard in your life. GCkay, | think
it's high enough, so now you just stand aside and watch the mi stress of
tire changing do her stuff, Queenie."

"I really don't enjoy being called "Queenie'." It was cold and she
wanted to get up into the nmountains, she wanted to be there already,
she had to prevent anything further. She still saw Peter as a boy,
just as she still saw Wendy as a young woman: all victinms of sone
namel ess evil.

"Ckay, okay, no nmore Queenie. Fromhere onin, it'll be Stella, or
perhaps | should call you Star' And the woman who had monents before
been Nessie WIlcox, had nelted |like a snmoul dering wax figure into her
brot her Rudy, dressed as he had been when Stella had cut himw th the
kni fe, but |ooking healthier than she'd ever seen him

Frominside the car, Getchen began barkingJantically, scratching her
front paws up against the glass of the w ndow.

No | onger on theeeway's shoul der alnost to the turn off up to the high
desert, just beyond Desert Hot Springs, Stella opened her eyes to
nightmare. This was new geography, and Stella wondered if she were in
Hel | itself.



Torches had been set up along the dripping walls of a shall ow
underground streamran over Stella's feet, now bare, the sluicing

bet ween her toes. Red water, a river of blood. It ran the |length of
the cavern floor. Beneath her feet, soft spongy nosses The cavern
wal s rose up to a bat-encrusted ceiling. She would've frightened by
the bats, but her brother seemed the nore prospect.

Rudy approached her, and she found she couldn't nmove. She his breath:
like sour mlk on a dead baby's lips. He ran his fingers her breasts,
and she felt sonething horrible stirring inside her, a a spark she
tried to douse with her blood, but the feeling just warner and warner
the nore she tried to kill it.

He smiled at her torment. Hi s lips were bright crinson, like lipstick
When they parted they reveal ed teeth which shimered. As spoke, she
wondered at first why his teeth seened to nove, them uprooting

t hensel ves, dropping back in his throat. Crawlin his tongue.

Not teeth, but naggots
"Tt's too late, Star, " he said, and his her blouse. He |eaned forward
to kiss her; she tried to draw back; his was again that sour milk on a
baby's |ips--she renenbered that clutching Wendy when she was barely a
year old, screanm ng at "BREATHE! DAMN YOU, BREATHE!" And her baby had
her prayers then in the worst way, for she had begun breathin after her
nmot her had tried to strangle her to death and had succeeded. Al ways
renmenber that snell, baby's breath, sour mlk, the tugging of life,

what ever life force there was not wanting to let so young die, and
maybe sonething el se, too, sone other life inside baby, sharing space
i ke unconfortable roommates, sone who was trying not to die, also,
trying to bring oxygen into the |lungs because as |ong as the baby
lived, It would live, too. The Its hope.

Rudy ki ssed her, his lips wiggling into her nmouth. Stella



ri pping sound, and felt sonething slither into the back of her throat
and wi thout wanting to, she swall owed.

Rudy stepped back. She could not have known he was grinning except
fromhis eyes. Hi s nouth was torn away, dangling tendons of red
nmuscl e, pink swollen gums going all the way to his chin. The jaws
opened, and he said, "You have ny lips, Star ny |love, and now you nust
take my heart,"” and he tore his shirt open and grabbed her right hand
in his left. He traced her fingers over his nipple, and as he pressed
her palmto a place just belowit, a place where his flesh was like a
danp, full sponge, she began squeezing her fingers, searching for the
t hunpi ng heart beneat h.

And then, another voice, fromso far away she barely recognized it,
said, "Queenie? Stella? Stella? You okay?"

"I thought you were having a heart attack," Nessie said. "The way you
were clawi ng at your mouth and at your chest, | thought you were goi ng
into cardi ac overdrive. And who knows what G etchen thought was going
on," Nessie nodded towards the car. The Scotty sat up at the w ndow,
head turning fromside to side in confusion, alternating between
grow i ng and waggi ng her tail. "It was |ike boom boom boom you
grabbed the car, you started hitting yourself or something, then you
started to keel over. | was thinking, 'next stop, county norgue'."

Stella readjusted to her surroundings: a strong wi nd bl ew dust across
the road, and in the distance canme the call of a distant train. Every
joint in her body ached. "I thought | saw somnething."

"Can't have you hurting yourself. Look, just stand here and rel ax and
HL finish this job off, although Hl1 need a little help steadying the
spare, | amjust an old feeble lady," Nessie said. She squatted over
the spare tire, hugging it against her chest, lifting it up and over
onto the car. "You gonna make it?"



"It seens col der now. "

Nessi e shrugged, "Dropped a few degrees. |'ve got a blanket in back
it stinks alittle .... "

"No, thanks, Hl be fine. Here, | can help with that--"

"Don't hurt yourself."

"What's another hurt added onto the heap?"

['"lI'l remenber that |ine when | deal with ny ex. Now, tell ne about

this Lanmb thing. Take my mind off the pain I'mfeeling in hindquarters
ri ght about now. "

"Lamia. It was in ny body for several nonths, but | managed to rid of
it, most of it, in my baby. But | didn't understand, even then, she
was still my baby, she still was a part of ne, even if she had Lania in
her, too, she was still nmy child."

"But your healing power." Nessie had finished putting the spare the

wagon. She checked the lug nuts, tightening them "Wy you stop Its
course? Just like nmy lungs .... "

"My healing power," Stella laughed cynically, "didn't come sone years
later. Lex talionis, an eye for an eye. \When you nmachi ne sucks dust
in through the netal cylinder, and you that's the part of the vacuum
that seenms inportant, it gets the job But renenber, remenber that the
other end of the machine is off exhaust, hot air, when you put

somet hing into another thing, other thing then nust |ose somnething
itself."

"You got nme confused," Nessie brought the car down,

the jack, and wal ked around to the back of the wagon

"I spent ten years cursing her, cursing nmyself. Rudy, in spite death,
still came to ne, still raped nme, in nmy dreans. | kept his beneath ny

bed and in with his ashes | kept sone jewels and the

If | heard a strange noise in the night, | reached for the at hane



Wendy tried to cone for me, | was going to use the knife on her. And
she was, you know, possessed, but not in the classical sense, not sone
little girl blasphem ng and floating above her bed, but she was, other
children knewit. | kept her away fromthe world. Away from other
children. Away from everything."

"I"ve got hives, Quee--Stella, cheese and crackers, | haven't had hives
since | don't remenber, goosebunps, and | don't think it's fromthe
air," Nessie said as she went around to the driver's side door. "You
just get in and we'll try and figure out sonething pleasant to talk
about for the rest of the trip. | know you've been through hell nost
of your life, and I know | asked you to talk this out, but it's making
me think about how ugly the world is, and not just world, but maybe the
next, too, and |'ve just got to renmenber sone of the good old days."
"Yes," Stella opened the door and got in her side, nodding. "The good
ol d days."

The clinmb up into the hills was touch and go: the old station wagon was
not good for nuch other than getting back and forth to the AM! P. M
M nimart and down to the Queen of Heaven Catholic Church. The engine
made strange runblings, and each tinme the car hit a pothole (which it
did frequently) the entire frame of the car seened to | eap and dive.
Gretchen, who had noved to the backseat, grow ed correspondi ngly. "Back
when Cove and | were married, we used to cone up here for the joshua
trees, in the spring, and all the yucca bl ossoming, it was beautiful
and practically nobody up here," Nessie pointed to the suburban spraw
of the high desert, acres of houses where once there had been wld
country. "Back then, only old famlies and crazies lived up here, now
every commuter from San Berdoo and even Los Angel es stakes a claim
Wsh the Santa Anas would just blow 'emall over the hills."



"Li ke Palnmetto," Stella gazed out the window at the lights Valley.

"It was like that with Palnetto, wasn't it? | drove up to see it

that, think it was about '82, and | still couldn't believe it, stil
bel i eve what had happened to it, but in a secret way | was gl ad
happened because it was going to be uninhabitable for awhile. kinds of
things, stories like what happened there, all those news well, they
bring gawkers and crazies in with cameras and such, but do tend to keep
t he popul ations to zero. Sonetimes | think," said, gesturing with her
right hand to the houses and stores and stations and mini-malls of
Yucca Valley, "I think, if only it on a grander scal e--not the

deat hs--but just that nature had allowed to take this whole area over
again, just let it be wlderness, be a patch of earth w thout damm rea
estate.”

They drove in silence, with Getchen' s occasional whines, squeal of the
brakes whenever they canme to a stoplight.

At the stoplight, Nessie noticed the sign to Hi ghway 4. It spray
pai nted over, |ocal hooligans had gotten to the sign

Nar anj a Canyon--15 mles

Pal metto--17 mles

The spray paint which ran the length of the sign, read:

PREPARE TO DI E

As if continuing a conversation that had stopped severa

Nessi e said, "Ckay, Stella, give it to nme straight. You cleaned up

[ ungs but you can't clean up your baby. So what's it got to do vacuum
cl eaner ?"

When the light turned green, when Stella began turned up the road which
used to be paved, which used to be a turn-off, alnost a shortcut up to
Twent yni ne Pal ns and Landers, which was now torn by the el ements over
the last 20 years, a road used now by teenagers on dares and by crazies

wi th caneras, elderly wonen who were headed for something that m ght
just end of them



PREPARE TO DI E

The small print beneath that had been unreadable to Nessie. Sone joker
had scribbled: or is you dead al ready?



PART TWOD

THE CAVE- DWELLERS
CHAPTER FORTY
THE GATHERI NG

Di ego Correa and Peter Chandler arrived in Palnetto just as the sun was
setting over the hills of No Man's Land.

The |l and was dark where Pal netto had once risen. A few house fronts
still stood, a few chimeys, but the town dunp had spread |ike a fungus
fromthe valley in back of the Chandler's house all the way to the | ast
standing walls of the Al hanmbra. Peter felt a sweat break out along his
back, and he hoped it was only from exhaustion and fear. As if

somet hing were being revealed to himlike a cloth com ng off sone toy
from chil dhood, he said, "I shouldn't have cone."

"You had to," Diego said.

"Somet hi ng about this place, the desert, she said it once, Wndy said
it, the intersection of the past and the future, the idea of no nman's
land." Could Correa tell that he was breathing nore rapidly, that he
m ght hyperventilate at any nonment as he felt fingers



punpi ng his lungs, and the insects crawing up his back. turning's
happeni ng. Right now, |ook," Peter held up his armwas flaking dust
fromhis wist to his elbow like he'd been in the too |ong.

Di ego reached over to touch the skin, but Peter flinched and back
turning the wheel sharply to the left. The car began a sl ow and he
pressed his foot down on the brake, but | nust be confused, because his
foot was missing the brake and hitting the accelerator, the car spun
out of cont rol And did not come to rest until it had skidded all the
way to and went careening over the edge of the highway into the Wash.

Peter dragged hinself out fromthe the car. He |linped across Wash. He
waited there, just beneath one of the few standing walls the Garden of
Eden, and watched to see ifCorrea would get out car alive. Can't help
you now, Correa, thought 1'd end up killing you was with the cal
getting so strong in ne.

Di ego shouted after him "Peter! Cone back, it's okay, |I'mcone
back!"

He knew the old man would try and come for him and Peter want that.
Didn't want the old man to get infested, either. Wuo the full power of
t he denon? When he finally cane to one edge rise, he hid there.

Thought he was going to vomit. |Is nmy nose Jesus, is my nose bl eeding?
He wi ped at his face, afraid that he his lips off, or his nose, or that
his eyes might drool down across cheeks. Hi s hands were bl ackened with
thick blood. Correa would fine if he just stayed away. Shit, why did
you bring himout here, an headache was coming on, hard, like a

| oconmotive running in the right and | eft hem spheres of his brain, and
hi s thoughts



To reassert hinself, to make sense again, he said, "My nane is Peter
Chandler and | amgoing to protect Alison no natter what." Down the
Ratt| esnake Wash, Diego Correa had stopped calling; Peter hoped the old
man woul d just give up and leave himto his fate.

Di ego's right armwas banged up from bei ng pushed agai nst the dashboard
when the car had gone down the enbankment, but it had saved his head
from smashi ng against the windshield. He felt exhilarated fromthe
spin and crash. It had made himfeel like a kid again. Mst people
felt the journey in life was towards meaning, but Diego believed it was
for nmonents like this, the out-of-control spinning, of experiencing for
a mnute |/ and feeling every cell in your body act and react w thout

t hought, without pattern. Spontaneous propul sion into a nystery of

exi stence. "Oh, Peter," Diego sat on the hood of the car and | ooked
out across the wasteland that had once been the intersection of desert
and town. "You have it in your hand. In your hand."

Several mnutes passed and he listened for the yipping of coyotes, or
t he sounds of night birds but this acreage of the desert was silent.
The night snelled of nothing. Diego saw headlights approaching from
the other end of the highway, and was |less startled by themthan by
what they revealed in their beans: objects strewn around the road, not
carelessly, but in neat rows. He did not want to assunme they were
human skulls even though that was his first guess.

Nessie Wl cox turned her station wagon up H ghway 4--the pavenent
seened to have been eaten off, revealing stretches of dirt and gravel
whi ch shot up and hit the wi ndshield as she floored it in an effort



to just get up the damm hill. Fromthe backseat came the occasio
whi ne of Getchen, who was used to snoother rides than this. triedto
keep her eyes on the road, to avoid tunmbl eweed and branches, the trash
someone had dunped, even a tire that had di scarded for sonme odd reason
in the center of the already narrow Nessie tried to keep her eyes on
the road, but as Stella began unraveling yet another thread of her
story, Nessie found her eyes over, found her imagination clouding her
vision, and at times she she was in her car driving up to Palnetto

And at other nonments, like the flickering lights of the dark bel ow
them she was seeing the inside of a dusty tent, seeing the faces a
hundred or nore strangers, seeing a younger Stella with her standing
bef ore a boy-preacher who raised his hand to slap the girl

Stella kept talking. "I'd taken her to doctors, to psychiatrists,

charl atans of Los Angeles, to priests--the |list was endl ess. The was
something of a lark. | believed that God was truly dead and there were
a will behind the universe it was the will of an inbecile, survival in
the world nmust be at any cost. The boy was making a for hinself, a
preacher's son who had the healing gift hinself. Southey. He was on
the tel evision one night telling the world that could raise the dead
and cast out denons and heal the sick. The Coming. But how he was
unprepared for what | brought before Wendy. | took her before himand
| told the whole circus crowd she was possessed of a demon. He made ne
confess my sins, and it a three-ringed circus, and the show | gave
them Nessie! | lied | painted a picture of myself as the best nother
inthe world, victim and a penitent before the altar of God. Then he
confess, too, and | sawin ny little girl's eyes her fear, all her fear
up in her eyes, and | watched it turn to anger. | watched her

somet hing within herself, sonething that had been under control

little gift. Al her childhood, conpletely taken over with sc and now
she was losing it, she was willing it gone. And the slapping her, his
hand coming up to praise the Lord, and then



and again and again and again. Until she was bleeding." Stella fel
silent.

She | ooked out her w ndow, and Nessi e saw agai n what she'd w tnessed
before with Stella--the woman wasn't really | ooking out her w ndow, but
was | ooki ng back into herself. Locked inside herself and the key is
somewhere up here.

"So he didn't cast out her denon," Nessie said.

"He got nore than he bargained for with her," Stella crossed her arns
over her chest, "I told you about the vacuum it sucks in dirt, but

al so blows out air. Well, the denon left Wendy, left her, but that
young man slapped It right into hinself, probably w thout even know ng
it. The boy hadn't lied--he really could cast out denons, and | soon
di scovered he'd once been able to heal the sick."

"Once?"

"It was the air bl ow ng out when the dust got sucked in. He was
hol di ng ny hand, he was sl apping her, squeezing ny hand Nessie, hard,
very hard. Scratches all up and down ny hand. It was |ike he was
trying to squeeze the juice out of me, but it was his juice |I got,

got that gift, that inmbecilic gift that heals when it wants, but not

al ways, and not with everyone. He got the dust, but | got the air. And
the fire ... all around us. Explosions, lightning, all the energy that
boy had drawn fromher, fromny girl, it caused a short circuit, it
caused sone kind of wire to nelt, the whole place went up, and only a
handf ul of us got out of there with not nuch nore than a charred

arm"

Stella began rolling the sleeve of her sweater up, and the bl ouse
beneath it, rolling it up and exposing pink nmottl ed skin.

Nessi e gl anced over, slowing the car down to a full stop. She turned
on the inside light of the car

"I can't even heal it nyself, it's a burn that never heals."

"The fingerprints,"” Nessie said, finally |ooking back to the road.
"What the hell--"

"Hers. Wendy's. \Were she grabbed ne, where she held on to ne.
Always there. Always with ne. It never heals,"” Stella's voice was
weary, and she clutched her left armwth her right hand. "I've spent
years j ust



trying to scrape it away with razor blades, but it only nmade the scar
worse." Then Stella said, "There's where Naranja Canyon used to be."
But where she pointed was just an enpty nesa

"l wonder if Peter is here at all. | wonder if it isn't a mad dream
|'ve had. Wendy. The Lam a."

Nessi e took her foot off the brake and the car shuddered forward. "If
there's a route to madness, this is definitely the end of the line.
Looks to me like | just entered that dream of yours."

Nessie WIlcox couldn't believe that she had gotten it together enough
to acknow edge what she saw just a few feet ahead in the road.

"You see those skulls?"

Stella was not listening to her, but to sonething else: a howing
ani mal .

A dark figure scranbled fromthe desert to the side of the road, and
for just a second, Nessie thought it was some kind of denon from
Stella's past.

But it was only a man waving his hands in the path of the car's
headl i ght s.

Di ego Correa waved the car down, and the station wagon pulled over near
him Inside were two old | adies, older than even ne, he chuckl ed, and
they had | ocked their doors and rolled up their windows as if he were a
thief or worse. He snmiled his best smle, and one of the wonen, the
one driving, rolled down her wi ndow and shouted, "Ch, hell, he doesn't

| ook like a denon to ne."

And the other wonan, whose face Diego could not see clearly, said in a
very |loud voice, "You' ve never seen one. You don't know "

Di ego | eaned over to get a good | ook at the wonan on the passenger's
side. She was a beautiful old hag, and even though the winkl es had
got her in their grip, she had that thing in her eyes, that spark. She
had what



peopl e who had gone through this kind of experience had: a fire of
life that could not been doused. Hell just might be worth going
through for that. "You nust be her nother," he said. "How do you do.
I've wanted to neet you for along, long tine."

The lights blinded Peter--what in god' s name kind of lights are those?
Lasers? The twin beans of |ight seemed to bl each the darkness of night
away, and with it, the | andscape of Nitro and Palmetto. The Iight had
found every crack and crevice, it obliterated the contours of the rises
and canyons out across the desert. A flatland of night. He shut his
eyes because the pain was too intense, |ike a poundi ng headache, but
pressing fromthe outside of his head, someone punching himin the
eyes. And that noise, that how .

He was sweating, and when he | ooked at his hands again, they | ooked
just like his good old hands. Not the claws of a denon.

The Iight down the road was no | onger a magnificently hurting light.
Just headlights. Headache was gone. Car headlights.

The headl i ghts down the road: would they belong to someone who coul d
help hinP? Wuld it be Stella? O were they already Wndy's victins?
Woul d her di sease be taking them over, too?

Peter glanced around fromthe hill behind the |ast standing walls of
the Garden of Eden. Few traces of the conmunity stood. These walls
around him had been gutted by the fires in '80, and like the few

remai ning walls that stood on distant nesas |ike grave stones, were

bl ackened and crunbling. The town had, for the nost part, been cheaply
made. Al but the ol dest houses had gone up like the dried sunmer



grass that surrounded them Skeletal hulls of fast food joints were

b visible down the highway. The pl ateau above the wash, on either was
a junkyard of used honme appliances, old refrigerators in a field,
rusted out cars along the highway's shoul der, a nassacred propped

bet ween the standing walls of an old stone house. a dunping ground for
peopl e who had never lived there. 1t was they went to |ose the things
that their county or city wouldn't allow. A large mound of trash bags,
set in a pyranid, a gulley near where the Majestic Diner had been. This
small in the high desert had becone sonethi ng unwanted, unloved, So,
even the man who tossed the first old broken-down mattress back of his
truck, thinking he was getting away w th sonethi ng he had known, beyond
the wild | egend of Palnetto and Nitro, even had snelled it: this region
was poi sonous.

Shoul d carry a governnent warning: TOXI
QUT.
The wi | derness had not reasserted itself too nmuch, either

and Nitro woul d never again be in anyone's gui debook to of the desert.
The vegetation that had come up, nmangl ed joshua and thrusting scrub
brush, had not conquered the plain that had the town; instead, they
were dwarfed by these trash bonbs car wi ndows, tossed out the back of
trucks, brought by sonmeone of seeing the old Westinghouse taking up
space in the garage, or Ford Pinto rusted out fromfloor to roof. "Hey,
| got an idea," a would say to his wife, "I'Il borrow the nei ghbor's

pi ckup the hill and just bury it standing up in that place in the
hills. a crap about that old shithole, and anyway, everybody el se

t here, why not us?"

"Why not us?" Peter said aloud, trying to ignore the fever that up and
down his arnms and legs. He |eaned against the wall, and he was

hal | uci nating. There, anong the rubble of the interspersed with trash
and mattress springs and the silhouettes of i couple of old cars, was a
grove of beautiful flowers, with a slight shine



themas if there was a light conming fromtheir center. Roses,

mai nly, growi ng as he had renmenbered them grow ng there when he had
been a boy and had seen over the wall, perfectly cut, bloomng this
evening just as they bl oomed then, on the rough desert. He went over
and sat down near them snelling them They snelled delicious, and
their petals held tiny pearls of dew.

"Tkll these years," he said, shaking his head.

Sonet hi ng noved from anong the roses, a thin shadow. The only
i npression he had of it was that it was sone kind of animal, |ike an
ant el ope, which seened absurd.

But then it was gone.

Peter heard a rustling anong the trash bags, and his heart again
ski pped a beat.

"Peter," soneone said fromthe shadows. "You're here, too. GCuess |
shoul d' ve counted on that." The nman had been there all along, inside
one of the junked cars, sitting up in the driver's seat. He nust have
been sitting incredibly still, and it was only his voice and a slight
novenent of his head that clued Peter in to the fact that this was nore
than just a trash bag bunched up on the front seat. Peter's head was
poundi ng |i ke crazy and they both heard it again, a how out in the
desert.

Sonet hi ng stung Peter's hand, and he | ooked down at it. He'd been
touching the wet edge of one of the rose petals, and sonme small insect
scanpered across his forefinger. Like aringing in his ears, sound
shifted for a second, and he heard Alison's voice, hurts, Peter, it
hurts, ny skin, crawing.... The man in shadows said, "Hey, Peter? You
okay? It's ne, it's Charlie, remenber? | been sitting here watching
her. O it. You okay?"

Alison's voice, transmtted through the insect and the rose, to Peter



peter, hurts, help me, warm warm.... Alison could barely open her
eyes: the lids were heavy and al nost shut.

Above her, she could nake out Nathaniel's face, and she felt hit her
cheek. H s face had been picked at, |ike an adol escent' to pop all his
pi npl es, and in so doing had | eft gouges and scar around his chin and
beneath his eyes.

"She wants you to cone to her now," he said, and she felt his scraping
at the dirt-bed he'd stuck her in, tugging at her and he touched her
she felt shooting pains like cold hollow dull thrusting into her

skin. .

Twel ves hours before, when Charlie Urquart had entered the in early
nmorni ng, his first thought had been: ghost town.

That was what the newspapers and tel evision reporters had the second
week of July, when nost of Palnetto and Nitro had gutted by fire.

"I"'mone of the ghosts now," he said as he drove his cab quick tour of
the j unkpile that Palnetto had becone. He couldn't hinself to see al
of the towmn. Sonme of the nenories were too He didn't associate the
sixteen-year-old Charlie with hinmself. anyway. It was as if he'd been
asleep until July 4, 1980, and had awakened him

VWhat am | waiting far? He wondered, as he circled back through holl ows
of town, the spaces in the dirt where he coul d vaguel y houses and
stores and hanburger stands. The cab was fin all days of al npst
constant travel, beginning to overheat. He snelled rubber as he
approached the Rattl esnake Wash



New York to California wthout sleep.

"Gving up on e, are you?" He patted the steering wheel. "Well, you
and ne both. Knew |l couldn't run too far fromwhat | was."

He was tired; felt a heaviness in his head as if it were filled with
marbl es. Been losing a few on this highway.

As he sat there in his cab, staring ainmessly out the w ndow, he

t hought he saw sonething shining in the wash, but it was only the glint
of a plastic trash bag "GCetting spooked,"” he said. The w nd was
strong that norning, and nuch of the garbage blew Iike tunbl eneeds
across the bunmpy stretch of road. She's not even here anynore. In
just brain danaged What In ajaid to face is that In insane. | should
be undergoi ng sonme kind of therapy-is that what Paula back in New York
was |l eading up to? Study the lab rat and then a little shock treatnent
to get his chem stry going in the right direction. Mght've been a
good t hi ng.

H's throat was dry and the spreadi ng odor of burning rubber filled his
nostrils.

"Don't die on me yet," he prayed to the god of taxi-cabs, and turned up
to the driveway of the Garden of Eden. He drove across its |awn, and
his foot hit the brake as soon as he'd gotten around an old
refrigerator.

He had expected nightmares to resurface and the dead to wal k.

But he hadn't expected this.

"Jesus," he gasped, turning the key off in the ignition

Wl dly growi ng rosebushes all up and down the main courtyard and what
could mildly be termed the lawn--all the colors of the spectrum just
as they had been when he was a boy, only now there were nmore, and they
grew around nuch of the trash; they rose in thin creeping vines up the
sides of the burnt walls of the house. As he investigated further
getting out of his cab, not bothering to shut the door, the roses even
grew in the old foundation, pushing up frombeneath the cracks in the
concrete, twisting together with the grillwork of a rusted out old
Hudson Hornet. The roses had bl ended, even, with the car's wheels, so
t hey appeared to be blooming all al ong the underside of the Hudson. It
was not a mess, but seened perfectly ordered, as if it were nmeant by



nature to pl ease the human eye. Charlie wondered at the nmiracle of
Earth, how it took over even the npbst chaotic places and set them
order. As if a cosmic gardener had cone through for the past and woven
a tapestry of flowers amd this burnt heap. Charlie around the car

| ooking at the flowers growing inside it.

And saw sonet hing that made hi m believe he was wal ki ng one of his
waki ng nightmares. He was ready to see his father, enornous Deadrats
sitting there behind the wheel

Sitting upright in the passenger's seat, a small human skel et on
child' s bones. Sone madman had put a baseball cap on the skull, Jockey
shorts around its pelvis.

Each bone in the skel eton had been tied together with small bits string
or wire, threaded through holes in the through or chipped at. \Woever
had done it had taken his time, craftsman fromhell, perhaps, for each
bone was delicately sewn by piece, with not one out of place. Around
the skeleton's neck small watch

Sonet hi ng about the watch caught his eye, and,

to, Charlie | eaned through the window to get a closer look at it.
heard a buzzing, and glanced in the back seat--there was sone kind
beehive built into a hole that had been torn along the vinyl. seconds
a small bee crawled out of it and flew out through the back w ndow.
Charlie touched the watch with his fingertips. It running, but it was
not a battery-operated watch. |t had been soneone.

He lited it up, closer to his face. On the back was etched.

Charles. "I amwal king through a dream™ Charlie said, alnost "Dad,
that watch you gave ne, way back in, what was it, '72? The nice thing
you did for me. About the same time you started up and jabbing nme big
time, huh? Well, if you're listening, Dad, know what? It sounds
crazy, but | forgive you. You were one son-of-a-bitch, and who knows
what denons drove you, now, and | forgive you. Mpe you and Mdrn can
forgive nme."



shook his head, smiling at the absurdity of his existence. "A watch.
To keep track of time with. Al I've got of you, Dad. You were never
there, not really, it was just sone bad piece of you. And now, just
tinme."

There was a crack running across the crystal of the watch, and for a
monent, Charlie al nost forgot how that had happened, and then he
renenbered. Hol ding Wendy, feeling her warnth, how she | ed himout of
the brain cave for just a respite, and the feeling of her body as she
wr apped her |egs around his wai st and he entered her with nost of his
clothes still on, his pants down around his ankles, and his shirt only
partially unbuttoned. How she had reached for him and held himby the
wrists while she took himeven higher into the realns of the Big O and
t hen somet hi ng had happened. She had felt it, too, something
different, and for a second or two, she lost control in fluttering
gasps and heaves, and her hips had rocked, and he had been there then,
his mnd not shot out into sone cosnic well of forgeul ness, but right
there with her and instead of a denon he had held a wonman and had

t hought: she's hunman, too, she's not just what's inside her, but flesh
and bl ood, and in a panic, she had al nost crushed the watch on his
right hand, scratching at himdesperately in that noment of
self-recognition and vul nerability.

The scratch on the watch. Still ticking beneath that scratch. The
real mof time

But it's a stupid, nean joke. She's done this. Put this in this old
car with this little pile of bones to show me up. Because she's
conquered tine. The bones dry, and the clock ticks. She neans to put
me in this car, too, and the bees'|| fly right through the gaps in ny
ribs and collect pollen and the watch will keep pofect damm tine.
"Well, it ain't gonna fly, sister!"™ Charlie yelled out into the clear
sky. "W the hell am1 talking to? Hey, |I'mhere for the taking.
Just cut through ny brain and have yoursel fa good old sandw ch."

Morni ng was ending, and a warnth spread across the land. For the first
time in years, Charlie lay down anong the roses and went to sleep

Just an hour at the outside, he thought, wearily. He wasn't even
certain that he would fall asleep, only that he woul d cl ose his eyes
for a nmonent



and then figure out what he was going to do. Besides, he into the
warm gray fuzzy bl anket of rest, | know you, Wendy,

sundown kind o'girl. And I'll be up before nightfall
But he was w ong.
Wien he awoke, with a start, it was because soneone was tol his face.

He opened his eyes, and thought for a second he saw Wendy, then it was
just a darkening night. A shadow creature crouched his side, tugging
at his closed fist. He opened his hand as he sat up, the creature
grabbed the watch from his hand, and then fled.

"Hey!" he said, but he only heard a rustling of plastic bags novenent
of the bushes.

And then he scranbled over to his cab, got inside,

door. Tried to start the car up, but it was no go. He checked to
cigar box was there, beneath the seat. It was. Just because of a
suspicion, he lifted the Iid.

What he thought he would see would be an ancient knife. What he saw

i nstead was a dead lizard, unusual in its pignentation. It |ooked Iike
some throwback to sone older lizard, and he knew it was, in a way. From
t he caverns.

And then, in the twilight, he saw the creature, rising up roses, and it
was just a shadow, but Charlie had the unnistakable that it was Wendy.

He had seen her in so many of his waking this did not surprise him It
al so did not surprise himthat he didn't acti way he had done in those
dreans in the past. Normally, in the would attack her. Then he would
awaken to find he was man on the street, or sonmetines, even, a

| anppost. But he this shadow figure, because this tine, she had it.

The at hame
It was the only weapon he knew that she was afraid of.

It was the only weapon that he thought m ght subdue her. And now, it
was in her hands.

The creature didn't seemto notice him though. She had risen



t he sound of squealing brakes out on the highway, and let out a
keeni ng how to wake the dead.
"and | think she can wake the dead, too," Charlie said to Peter
telling of his arrival at the Garden of Eden. "l was scared shitless
there for awhile and stayed still. But she--or it--didn't attack

ei ther one of us."

Peter hadn't said anything for the brief duration of Charlie' s story.
He' d been feeling shooting pains through his arms and | egs and gut, and
somehow, Alison's voice, |like a pained whisper. Al this was too
much-the creature in shadows that had howl ed and run, the garden of
roses, the sound of Alison's voice, and Charlie Urquart. Charliefucking
Urquart, a kid | would be happy to see dead, grown into this man. And

| don't even hate your guts, Irk. "I guess," he said finally, "I
should say I"'mglad to see you're still alive. Last tine | saw

you- - "

"I know. | was crap," Charlie |laughed. "I was a blithering idiot with

the police and the shrinks and juvenile hall and the funny farm and
t hat professor who wanted to ask ne all about the denobns. Well, |
figured out how to play the gane their way. Cuess you did, too."

"No, wasn't thinking about then. | was thinking about that day, when
we. Wth that thing in your hands."

Charlie nodded, grimy. "The Awful Thing."
"Yep."

Sil ence between them as they both tried to block the menmory fromtheir
m nds.

They heard the sound of the car, and the doors slamm ng, just beyond
Eden's wall. Charlie said, "Hey, |looks like there's nore of us. |
wonder. ..."

Peter ignored the headlights which flashed across the garden. "I don't
think it was her. Wendy," he nodded in the direction that the creature
had run. "May be just some scavenger. This place nust have |ots of
Scavengers. "



"Stole ny--" Charlie was about to say watch and knife, but as
approached Peter to shake his hand, maybe even reminisce in awkward
way, Peter hauled off with his fist and tried to slug

Charlie stepped out of the way, and Peter fell to the ground. "Oh,
god," Peter gasped, "isn't it happening to you, too." Charlie kneeled
down and patted himon the shoulders. "You ; Peter shook his head,
"Turning." The itch of fever heat. Flickering.

Peter clawed at his shirt, for it was hard to breathe. Her voice,
seened so close, and then the headlights fromthe car. And his H's
linbs were heavy, weighted with an absurd gravity. H s novenent seened
ponder ous; when woul d he ever scrape his shirt off?. So sick, so

weak. ... He | ooked down at his fingers--they tore at his own shirt,

his will. They had grown | ong opaque--nope, they were

He opened his nouth to scream and a strangl ed how energed fromthroat
as he felt the pain of his vocal cords shifting.

Peter Chandl er raked his newy formed nails across his chest,

five thin trails of blood behind. The flickering Iights canme up not
headl i ghts, not lightning, but the flickering of his life.

And it was gone.
The denon shifting in himhad been part of a nightnare.
It was all a nightmare.

Pet er Chandl er awoke on the couch in the living roomof apartment he
shared with his wife, Aison

Alison started to say sonething, but he felt a curious overwhel m him
and it left himmonentarily deaf. It was al nost



and an incredible feeling of love, |ove of sinple things |ike hone,
and famly, and good health.

Alison held up a square of white paper. "That crazy old wonman again."
Peter wi ped the sleep and tears fromhis eyes. God, she was beautiful
with that thinly hidden smle beneath the smrk, the way her lips
curved like that. "Stella?"

Al i son nodded, plopping herself down next to himas he curled his feet
back to give her room "This one says: Peter, | need you Kind of
war ped, huh?"

He felt her hand tickling his bare feet A vague thought crossed his
m nd: too good to be true.

But he brushed it back into a corner of his brain. He could snell the
clean fresh smell of soap when he | eaned nearer his wife, and chocol ate
chi p cookies, the crunbs still around her lips. "I hope you didn't eat
all of them"

She grinned. "Not all. There's still sonme |I've been saving. W can
both eat themlater. You think naybe you should call her?" Alison
passed himthe telegram She had | ong, al nost el egant fingers.

He held the telegramup to the flickering bulb of the lanp. "I suspect
she's going to call us and then | guess I'Il have to tell her to | eave
us alone. She's been through hell, you can't blame her for being off

her rocker."
He had troubl e maki ng out the words on the tel egram

As he tried to read the words, he pulled Alison to him He kissed her
cheek, huggi ng her tight.

She pushed hi m away, slightly. "Peter, it hurts, it's hurting ne,
pl ease .... "

H s eyes, through the tears of happiness, finally focused on the words
of the tel egram

It said: WELCOVE HOVE, PETER. LOVE, DAD.
H s brain began short-circuiting, and for a nmonent he felt |ike he had

become a radio receiver picking up voices, "It is Peter, don't shine it
on his face, he |ooks "



"What's the matter with hin? Is it a seizure?"
"In a dream she's causing it."

"I'sn't there anything we can do? Ch, dear lord, he |ooks like
dyi ng. "

"have to until he cones out off..."

Static on the line, a party line in his head, and Wendy's voi ce through
t he overheard conversations, 'o matter where you are, you always here,
with ne."

A moani ng, weak voice responded, "Peter, oh, god hell) me, them com ng
they craw, they crawl...."

Al ison?

Flickering like the source of his |light was going out, |ike he was The
white hot pain shot like a |lightning bolt down Peter's ribs stuck him
beneath the skin like knives trying to poke out; his knees seened to
have caved in. He crawl ed across the trying to press hinself down into
the dirt--he barely felt the stal ks of stiff grass scratching at his
ski n.

A light pursued him smaller than the headlights out on the But the
physical hurt he felt overpowered him and at |ast he conpletely down,
unabl e to nove

"Don't cone near ne," Peter gasped, finding it hard to breathe. words
had come out sounding like a cry for help. Thesepeopk--why, they
torture himwth their light? It burned in his forehead. "Just

"Peter? It's you?"

Stella? Stella?

A numbing icicle thrust through his ear, spiking his brain, out the
other side. He screeched with the sensation; the world fromblack to

white to a snoky yellow, Peter felt hinself shoot his own body and
stand outside it, |ooking at hinself.



What he saw was the sane beast which Kevin Sl oan had becone years
ago, the |l egacy which had been left him

The wild creature that was Peter | ooked down at its itself, and began
tearing into its own stomach with its talons. The feeling was |ike
being tickled, and | ooking at his hands he saw they were hands, and
then they were hairy with black nails, and then again just his hands,
and he wasn't turning. Hallucination. Bad acid flashback, he thought
with a sick hunmor, only without the benefit of having ever dropped

aci d.

As he cane to, flickering on again like a light, a trenendous sense of
loss chilled his bones. As if someone close to himhad just died. He
was covered with a bl anket, bundl ed up against the old wall. Two old
worren, one scro' ungy | ooking guy, a tattered | ooking ol der one, and a
smal | bl ack dog were watching himas if at any nonent they would have
to kill him



CHAPTER FORTY- ONE
THE FEAR- EATERS

eter felt as if he were breathing through nolasses. His reaction tine
was slow, the very air surrounding himseened to press against him
snothering him Between that |astflickeringinside himand this noment,
some dark moon had eclipsed him sonething had been pushed aside just
as surely as if he'd received a concussion froma fall.

I"mstill human, he thought, not Iike Sloan. Not yet. But in another
couple of hours. O, hey, maybe in the next twenty m nutes.

Hs eyes didn't quite register the four people surrounding him a
sputtering canpfire had sprung up before him and now he only vaguely
renenbered |ying there when the woman he recogni zed as Stella covered
himin a blanket, and one of the others who now stood before him had
gat hered up sonme of the litter and started a fire. A man crouched down
in front of the fire; he raised his eyebrows as if in a toast to Peter
and said, "G ad you nade it back, even if this ain't exactly heaven on
earth.”

It was |ike being outrageously drunk and having friends forcing coffee
and cold showers on him Just let me go back to sleep, he thought.
Sonething was in the cold night air of the desert, sonething that was
heavy and thick, weighting himdown. They all been drawn here,

reel ed



in like fish caught and struggling to break Jee, but the line is st
ron line is made of steel and Her hook is so far under our skins we
can't

But In still human, and with that thought came sonething Peter Chandl er
didn't know he even still possessed: hope.

Thank God | haven't turned yet He was nore ashamed than that he was
surrounded by this small and eccentric-looking band. had known t hat
others would be called besides hinmself. It inevitable as the tides:
Wendy could draw themin with a force that was beyond i magi ning. He
felt ashaned because he they nust've heard him Watched while he
flickered in and out, the demon nature with which She'd infected him
tried to control. It's because In back. She's stronger up here. It's
her wonder Pal metto's remai ned a wastel and. She's poisoned it.

"The bl anket's from ny wagon," one of the old wonmen said-voice was |ike
a knife slicing into stale bread. Peter was just hear the human
quality of it. He felt a warnth spread through himhad nothing to do
with the tartan plaid wool blanket they'd around his shoul ders. Beneath
the bl anket, his shirt was in shreds, he could feel the soreness in his
chest and stomach hinmself. "The nane's Nessie Wlcox, and |'ma friend
of Stella, who | guess you already know, and the shy one--that's her
her dog, but she's naned Gretchen, only she takes a bit of warning

to."

Peter didn't glance at the small dog that was studying himfroma
slight distance. 1-le was stunned, and a dozen half-fornmed fl oated
through his nmind at once. "And then there's--" Nessie to the man who
was | eani ng agai nst an ol d gas-range that had dunped right in the

m ddl e of Eden's ruins.

"Hey, Chandler," the scraggly-Iooking guy said, and Peter no
i ntroduction. "Thought you were a goner for a second."
"Charlie Urquart," he said with sone wonder. "It's really you.
begi nning to think |I dreaned you."



"Your old worst nightmare," Charlie grinned, although his snmile was
drawn downward as if he had trouble naking his facial muscles pull up
in a look of happiness. It was a grimsnile, a weary | ook, that told
peter that Charlie had been paying for his part in the events of 1980.
So it doesn't matter whether she's called us back or whether we've cone
here out of the badness of our hearts. W've got to be here. It's the
i ntersection of our lives, and Wendy m ght just be our conmpass to show
t he way.

Peter nodded to Stella, but an itchy silence overcane all of them as

i f just acknow edgi ng each other were enough, as if words were not just
irrelevant but too painful because of the nenories they night dredge
up. Charlie, you ve been a nurderer, Stella, you' ve been one, too, and
| guess |I've got to join that club, too. He who lives by the sword,
dies by the sword. W're just here for Judgenent Day, and our god is a
denon in a dark cave into whose hand we've played. Life's a bitch and
t hen you die.

Di ego Correa canme over to Peter's side of the canpfire and squatted
down next to him The old man | ooked from one person to another, and
Peter could practically read his thoughts: he nust feel like he's in
heaven, here are three of the four people he's been trying to get
together for nore than a decade to tell the whole story.

Stella was the first to break the unconfortable quiet. "As opposed to
your new worst nightmare. Al of us here together. W're al
practically strangers,"” she said, mainly for Diego's benefit. "And yet

we' ve got something in common. We survived what was not supposed to be
survived. "

"Why do you think you survived?" Diego asked. "What kept you alive
when ot hers di ed?"

"I know what it was that kept me alive. It was her," Charlie nodded in
Stella's direction

And then he told themhis story.



"I had been shoved aside, taken possession of, if you will,

I'd been nursing froma young age. The rage had a nanme and a call ed
itself Deadrats, and Wendy found a way to let it out of its and to keep

me init. It was like being a split personality because though the
rage had | eaked out before, it had never stayed out and | the real ne
locked up. So | did ... some things which will, ha ha, in hell in the
afterlife. Sometimes | pray the atheists are right so | have to worry
about it. At the age of sixteen | hel ped nurder people. | stil

can't ... talk .... Well, it was this part of me. This lunatic twn

living inside Wien it took over, it was |ike watching a horror novie in
Snells, tastes, the sounds of screami ng. And then, on that

Fourth, this Deadrats got to go hog wild. | watched while he "
"It wasn't you, Charlie," Diego said. "It was the denon.

your control."

"If only I could believe that. So, anyway, | was doi ng what Kkids
right? On the Fourth of July. | was setting off fireworks, sort of.

I

runni ng around town that night of the chili cook-off, after things ....

" Charlie renenbered what Deadrats had done to her famly. How he had
wat ched Alison, in shock, walk calmy her Thunderbird and drive out to
t he Wash.

Not know ng that Sloan waited, crouched, in the backseat car. Ready to
take her out to the cave.

"And so | had one nore job, something Wendy wanted me to especially for
her."

Stella piped up, dry hunor in her gravelly voice, "kill ne.

"Not just kill, Stella, send you to Hell, do not pass Go, do not
collect two hundred dollars.™



t hen1980

Deadrats snelled the fire as it | eapt house-to-house, and as cars

expl oded in driveways, and knew it was good. It was a hell of day, a
fine night for setting the whol e goddamm pl anet on fire. The Mjestic
Cafe lit up red and yellow in the night, with roman candl es shooting
out of its roof as the fire grew It was so incredifuckingbeauti ful
man, it was like the Big O... it was like, well, the fucking Faurth of
July! He'd driven the Mustang from Alison's house, setting a few fires
of his own, shooting off a bottle rocket here and there, tossing a pipe
bonb he'd nmade for just such an occasion as this. Wen he arrived at
the Garden of Eden, his last m ssion before going back out to be with
Wendy, the gates to the driveway were open w de.

The old lady was standing there in her nightgown, her tits sagging like
two sandbags, her face drooping. She was fucking watering her
rosebushes for Christ's sakes! What a |looney. Al around her, the
bees-t hose dammed bees she kept |ike watchdogs to keep kids out. He
had been in there once, in her basenent, he and Canpusky when they were
both little squirts, and that was when he'd seen the thing in the
baserment, the thing with wings, and |leathery skin, scales along its
stomach It came to himnow, like |lightning across his face:

it had been Wendy, little girl Wendy, chained in the basement of that
beekeepi ng bitch's house.

"I know you nean to kill nme," Stella said. "Soneone stole the at hane
| suppose it was you." The bees flew about, but were subdued by the
snoke that drifted across the garden wall fromthe street. The wonan
stood there, her hands working at the snippers, not in a nove toward
def endi ng hersel f, but against the roses, cutting each bud.

As if waiting for himto come to her



Daring him

"No shit," Deadrats grinned, "l'm gonna eat your soul, bitch. that's
just what |'mgonna do. After | torture you awhile."

The broad continued snipping at roses, and sprinkling the fromher tin
can across the ones that had not yet bloomed. She her back to him
"Al'l 1 ask is you do it quickly."

"No | ast requests, sweetheart," Deadrats snarled

"You know, | have never understood why she can't do she scared of
ne?"

"Look, Bee-Keeper, she's a fucking god, she's not gonna be sone hag
like you. She owns this place, she owns it and bitch, so don't think

you can--" "My, ny," Stella said, turning to face himagain. "You're
talker. | think you should kill ne so | don't have to listen to you
anynor e.

"Ch, shit, that's it, you cunt," Deadrats pointed the knife her. "You
know what this is? Huh, dead wonan? Do ya?"

He noticed, in her hand, a drop of bl ood.
A smal|l perfect rose, its thorn inbedded in the skin of her

No smal | ampunt of fear crossed the woman's face, and even in the

sem - dar kness, she could not hide the trenbling of her chin. "I about
that bl ade, because it was given to ne. It is an instrument for 1
surgery of the soul. It was forged in the fires of hell, and its

i mense. | have only known of its use twice. Once, on ny Rudy. |
pricked his skin with it, and watched himburn. Previous that, a woman
was killed with it. It is a knife of return, according inscription

The nane on it is the name of the denon which is driving force behind
nmy daughter's life. | know what it nmeans to stabbed with it."

Deadrats shambl ed over to her, holding the knife heart-level. reached

out and boldly touched the old woman's right breast the thin material
of her nightgown. "Been along time since a done that, huh?"



Then he got what he wanted out of her: absolute fear. Her face
wrinkl ed up conpletely, and he hoped she would start crying. He was
sick of all this shock and del ayed-reaction bullshit he'd been getting
from people. She |looked |like a |lanb about to be slaughtered, and he
was certain she woul d begin bleating any nonent. "She calls you her
reservoir," he said. "But now she don't need you no nore. What you
got she can do without."

"What is it I've got?" Stella whinpered, her head hangi ng down. "Fuck
if | know," Deadrats nuttered, and found that in the excitenent and

expectation of a truly prino kill, he was getting hard. Savar the

manent, Deadrats, it don't get nmuch better than this. "Maybe we can
open you up and find out what you got before | kill you. Little open
heart surgery." He stroked his fingers down her breast, to the place

just above her heart. He felt the delicious beating, the racing, the
bl ood punping terror. He scratched his fingernails through the
ni ght gown and felt the shivering warnth of her skin.

And then, he dropped the knife.

"What the fuck are you doing to me, you goddamm--" Deadrats grow ed
feeling a sucking wind, like a cyclone, pulling at him and then the
sound of netal scraping nmetal, of a door opening, a refrigerator door
openi ng and cl osing, and he felt hinself being shoved-and observed the
sensations in his mnd as a cage door was closed on hi msonmewhere in
the brain cave in his head.

It was like being born, that's the only way he could describe it, |ike
being born into a whole other world, as if breaking through the wonb;
the liquid that kept Deadrats goi ng, now dry.

Charlie Urquart could not stop scream ng when he canme to, with the fire
growing all around himand the old lady holding himtight, the old | ady
who he thought he had just killed, but who was, instead, making sure
that he didn't die.



now

Charlie finished his story. "So she healed me. O at |east, that
called Deadrats. | still lost ny ability to sleep or to distinguish
hal | uci nation and reality--there was al ways Deadrats just |ingering,
maybe it was Wendy, herself, | don't know. And then, to make a story
short, | went nmad. For many years. | guess nmy mind couldn't with the
ki nds of things this body had done. | knew | was still infected never
conpletely healed. And in Manhattan, just a week ago, visit from
Deadrats and was sure |'d nmurdered sonmeone. | didn't. you know, just
like old times. You know what | mean, don't you, Turning." Charlie's
| opsi ded grin di sappeared. "Yeah your skin would drop off. [I'm
willing to bet we've all turned just a our own ways. She's given ne a
run for ny noney for quite awhile

Di ego Correa, who had been fairly silent, added, "I've seen possession
anong the Yani matees on the Amazon, and it is simlar. the Lama's
possessi on can reach across time and space and touch It's |ike

tel epathy."

Peter shivered, looking into the fire. "But it's stronger up here.

felt it before, but | thought | was crazy. After awhile it's |ike none
of ever happened. But here, it's happening, just like with Sk her
stonping grounds. It's just |ike Wendy said, when she

Peter's thoughts raced ahead of his words, and he suddenly felt
overwhel m ng need to begin panting.

"And you did the one thing that | thought would stop her."

"Yep," Charlie said, glancing at Peter. "All of us did. Alison

Pete, and Than." Nessie glanced one to the other. "And what was
that?" "W ate her heart," Peter said, finally.



Charlie laughed. "Shit, you said it so straight, Peter. Christ,
|'ve never even said it out loud. But we did, we ate her fuckin'
heart. ©Oh, Christ." He began weeping and | aughing at the sane tine.

"Why in heaven's nane did you do sonmething like that?" Nessie asked as
if they had just said they ate a pie that was cooling on a

wi ndowsi | |

Peter | ooked at Charlie and felt a chill go through him

"Than said it was the only way. Charlie wanted to send her to Hel

with the knife, but Than said that wouldn't do it. He told us we had

to eat her heart."

"And how, " Diego asked, "did you get it from her?"

"That was the easy part,"” Charlie said. "By dawn she was just a girl
again. She was easy to hold down. The night gave her strength. At
dawn, she was just a girl. Christ, Peter, tell me we didn't really do

it."

Peter glanced around the group, feeling as if the darkest secret of his
life were about to be revealed. "Ch, yeah, we did."

"But," Diego asked, "how did any of you get her heart?"

Peter said, "She slept in the cave. It was dawn. | guess even the
Devil sleeps after a big night. Than told us dawn was her weakest
monent. She was asleep. That's all. | doubt now that she really
slept. But | wanted to do anything | could ... anything ... to stop

her. She |ooked just like a sleeping gift."

"And beautiful," Charlie added, w ping his eyes, "don't forget that."
"She was," Peter nodded. "She didn't look |like a demon. And Than, he
said that we had to cut out her heart, it was best done wi th our hands.
| couldn't do it."

Charlie shrugged, apparently reconciled with the menory. "I could. M
and Campusky, both of us. Her flesh was soft. It was |like she was a
vanmpire or sonething, because | used this rock to dig into her, but
when | did, there wasn't any blood, or anything. And she opened her
eyes. "



"That's right, she opened her eyes, and Than shrieked and grab, right
i nto where you cut--"

"Knew right where it was--1 spent half ny chil dhood | ooking the
pictures in Gay's Anatony, just so |I'd know where people's spots
were--" Charlie rubbed his face with his hands, as clean hinself of the
menory. "Il ate the biggest part, but everybody to share. Than

Alison, me, and then .... "

"And me. | had to eat it too. W all agreed. W promised we'd talk
about it. Wen Alison lost her menory, | promised tell her what she'd
been part of," Peter said..

"You really ate a hunman heart?" Nessie asked. Wen both nodded, she
shivered. Then, she had to ask: "It taste |ike chicken?"

The silence grew intense. Peter closed his eyes. Wshed the away.
Tried not to see with his mnd' s eye that monent in his life a denon
had been within him when he had dug with sonme sleeping girl's breast,
and had wat ched Wendy's eyes open as he brought the bl oody beating
heart from her, and had around Alison, Charlie, Than, and hinself.

And each had partaken of the conmunion

The sacranent of the sacred heart.

Nessie Wlcox said, "I didn't believe Stella here when she her stories,
but now that we're all here together, well, | guess you count ne in as
a convert." Even though she | ooked ancient, she spry and fit, plopping

down on a chunk of wall. Her onto her |lap



"Tkll these years," Charlie said, "l've been running, hoping I'd
never bunp into any of you. Ever."

Stell a nodded, sadly.

Peter funbled with thoughts that he couldn't put into words. Wat was

he forgetting? Wy did it feel like in that last flickering, sonething
had eaten away part of his brain, something had done sl oppy surgery on

part of his menory?

"Di arrhea of the mouth and constipation of the brain," Nessie said.
"You fol ks are here by God's graces so you can get in and do your

busi ness and you're going to sit here and jabber until kingdom come. My
father used to say you got to eat fear for breakfast."

"Must you be so energetic, Nessie?" Stella asked.
The ot her woman nodded, "You got it, Stella, you gave me the healing

and now you expect nme to take it like an old nule ready for the glue
factory?"

"W're all in the funny farm™" Charlie grinned. "It al nost feels
better to knowit's not just ne, that I'mnot the only one. | knew it
alittle back then because | knew | wasn't clever enough to make it al
up." He laughed, and then noticed the others were staring at him

"Sorry, but it's such a goddamm relief |I thought I'd cone here and |I'd
end up wandering in some waking dreamfor the rest of ny days and the

birds would get ny carcass and the sun woul d bl each my bones. | guess
| shouldn't rule that out. Really. | got as far away fromthis town
as | could, well, maybe not to Australia, but to Manhattan, and that's

as foreign a country as you can i mgine. And even there, She got ne.
It's just funny. You healed ne, Stella, but Wendy kept part of ne
here, always here, with Her." He snorted a |augh, shaking his head.

"See?" Nessie said. "Charlie here's eatin' his fear. It's okay to
[ augh while you eat. So if Stella heal ed you, Charlie, what kind of
di sease did you have?"

Charlie shrugged. "Something in nmy brain that | couldn't control
Anger. Hatred. Maybe a little bit of a human nonster that nost
peopl e



can keep under |ock and key. But Wendy had the key, and she let it
Living with what | did .... " He turned his face away fromthem nonent,
and when he turned back, it was tense with

"If I lived in the past 1'd re strung nyself up by now Even tried a
times. But | knewif I did, I would be dammed. One thing Wendy for ne
was she nade ne a believer in the afterlife, seens to be just around
the corner sonmetines. So | keep hoping you know, sone way to redeem
nmysel f. Maybe there's no way. Jesus, cold."

Stella's voice was warm and soft when she spoke, turning Charlie, her
hand out to bring himback to the fire. "It wasn't Charlie, it was a
demon mind. And all my healing did was make strong to fight it. And
you did. Once and for all."

Charlie | ooked off to the hills of No Man's Land. Al darkness. that
aura of moonlight sketching the outlines and slopes. "Wsh | could say
that was true, but | don't believe it fought it, and maybe, wi th your
hel p, put it away, but it's always there in ne."

"No, it's gone, Charlie," Stella said, her eyes bright in the

"I't's gone."

Fromthe dark sil houette of Charlie Urquart cane a whinper. You did
this to them you.

Charlie Uquartpointed to Wendy who stood there,

wal | of the Garden of Eden. "You, " he said.

The firelight sputtered multiple shadows about Her. She fromthe work
wi th which she'd been occupied; as She faced him saw first the slick
swat ch of flesh between her teeth, which she back. Then he saw what

she held in her hand.

"She can't heal you now, " Wendy said after she swall owed.



In her hand she was clutching long silver-white hairs that tangled as
t hey descended to the scal p; the woman's eyes had been sewn shut, her
lips had been nailed together, and Charlie recognized Stella even with
these alterations. "Gve ne what is nmine, that's all | ask, Charlie
gi ve me what you took fromne."

Wendy plucked one of the nails fromStella's |ips, and then anot her
and anot her, ripping the edge of Stella's nouth. The nouth sagged
open, and Stella nmoaned, "Charlie, stop, what are you--"

"No!" He cried, clapping his hands over his ears. "I know what you're
doi ng!"

There, in Wendy's hand, a red rose, bloom ng, and then, not a rose, but
a beating human heart, and then not a heart, but a swarm of red ants.

Even covering his ears, he heard Stella crying out, "Tt's all right,
we're here, we're with you, we can--"

He felt invisible hands raking at his back, at his arns; |ooking down,
he was covered with large red ants, swarning across his shoes, craw ing
in an undul ating army up his pants legs, up his crotch, up his stomach,
across his chest. The nore he plucked at them the tighter they

| atched onto himuntil they'd made steel bridges of their bodies, and
they were a part of him The Stella-face in Wendy's fist said,

" PETER,

HELP ME
HURTS, WEAK. "

Charlie began shuddering as the ants bit himfromhis feet to his neck
"Cet themoffice! "He nanaged to flick several off him and those that
fell down on the ground began rising up in a craw i ng heap; the nore he
scraped off; the nore the pile of red notion grew, until the ants in

t he heap before himbegan crackling and sputtering; clinbing one on top
of the other they rose up and fell, rose and fell in cresting waves of
red; and then it was no |onger a heap of ants, but a fire spouting out
of the earth; Wendy dropped the head into the mddle of the fire, and
Stella screaned, just as the flesh on her face began blistering and
splitting, bubbling Iiquid running frombetween the fire cracks, and
Charlie reached into the ant fire to bring the head out, but the fire



craw ed from her head up his fingers, his hand, his arm his and he
could see each flane-burst ant scanpering up towards his

Di ego socked Charlie Urquart in the jaw, and Charlie clunsily back a
few paces, weaving, alnost falling, but Diego himand kept himfrom
sprawming out in the dirt. Instinctively, pushed the old man back, and
twi sted on his ankle, falling down on rear; the world seened to vibrate
as he touched earth; he bit down his tongue hard; he saw a flash of
light and then he knew where he The ruins of the great house, like the
shel |l of a bonbed-out The others there with him Not Wendy hol di ng
Stella's head, with her body and head attached the way they shoul d be.
Christ, waking dreamis stronger here, in New York | had a chance to
see through i but here, it seenms nore real than this.

"You coul d've killed yourself," Diego said
Charlie | ooked down at his own hand and barely recognized it.
It was red-blistered, and skin bubbles had erupted around knuckl es.

Nessi e nodded toward the canpfire. "You stuck it in there you'd |eft
it inthere for nore than a second who knows what |eft."

"Wendy," Charlie said, looking at the fire. "Alison. | heard know
it's her. Onh, god, Peter, what we did she wants it bacld Christ, don't
you know what that neans? Ch, Jesus."

"Alison," Peter said, his face inpassive. He |ooked |Iike a knew what

must be done and had finally decided that now was to do it. "We'll be
dead by nmorning if we don't get going now. need to kill us, we'll do
it to ourselves.” He turned to Nessie, "Can use your car?

"Nessie," Stella said. "There's no reason for you to be involved



all. None of us has a choice. None of us, that is, except you and
D ego. "

"No choice here," Nessie nodded as if confirm ng something in her own
mnd. "Not after what you did for ne. Ome you at |east this nuch.
Al of you started eating your fears by just coming here. | can eat a
few fears nmyself. Besides, key's in the car, and we can all fit."

"I"'min, too," Diego said. "l've been searching for this all ny life.
What ever Wendy is. Denon, spirit, hallucination."

None of them spoke again until they were halfway to the station
wagon.

Charlie brought a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and plucked one
out. "I guess it won't matter if | snoke a few nore of these.™

Nessie fixed himwith a stern look. "Not in my car you don't."



CHAPTER FORTY- Two
FL CKERI NB

am that light switch going on and off, faulty circuitry inside him
eter slowed down as they wal ked toward the station wagon. Charlie kept
tal king but stepped a little ahead of him and Peter allowed himto.
Nessie and Stella, with the dog at their heels, were alnmost to the car
Di ego kept up with the ladies, looking like a kid in a candy store.

This rmust be the old man's dream to answer his questions, to hope for
what he had called an illuminati an

Peter glanced up at the stars. They were also flickering in and out.
Li ke me, he thought. Wat am| to then? In a thousand years, who's
going to care what we do now?A pain shot through his arnms as if he'd
banged his el bows agai nst hard rock; his left hand tw tched.

He thought he saw a lightning bolt rip down through the sky, and its
white hot light cut into the darkness, ripping the night sky in two.
Then it was gone. The others hadn't noticed it. Part of ne.

W're like cattle, just like the ghost herd they used to talk about up
here, we're that herd and we're being rounded up for the fina
sl aught er.

An ol d dream cane back to him one in which Wendy showed him



ski nned ani mal s hangi ng upsi de down, their blood dripping into
buckets, and now Peter knew what the dream neant.

It's us. e're those animals.

He saw them ella tied by her ankles, life not conpletely gone her as
her wounds drai ned. Charlie, whose face had el ongated into a muzzl e,
his gray matted fur burst in sections where blood And Sl oan's dog,
Laram e, the midnight black pit bull with its drawn up by a neat hook
and it was not a dog there, She had turned himand then sacrificed
hi m

Wendy lifted her face to him dried blood in a nmask across her skin.
Not Wendy. Alison

What was in Wendy, what ella called the Lami a, the denon, adversary of
his youth, had taken Alison over.

A voice inside him and you, Peter, She will turn you and She hang you
there for what you did to Her

He slowed to a stop. Nessie was just opening the door to her dropping

her dog in the backseat, helping Stella into the shotgun Charlie was
al nrost to the wagon, too; he had not | ooked back to Peter was keeping

up.
The di stance between Peter and the car seened |ike an chasm
If I ran?

They'd get in the car and cone a3er ne.

But if | took the car. iF i took the car awayomthem they' d be | east
they'd be safe for awhile. Maybe in that tine | could stop H

maybe in that tinme | would turn and cone ajer them

But, hell, it would be tine.

They' d have a chance, and maybe |'d have a chance, maybe Alison stil
safe. The Big What If has to work nmy way sonetinme, there's the chance

| can stop whatever turning She's doing to Alison. chance.

Stella was having sone trouble getting in the car; she gl anced



at Peter and turned to say sonething to Nessie, who also turned to
| ook at Peter.

Fl i ckering.

Charlie, as if in slow notion, crooked his neck around, his eyes
growi ng wi de.

Flickering, Peter felt the fever and pain com ng on and he knew what he
nmust do before the beast in hinmself had conplete control

Car--out into the wash---out to Her--to Alison--to Lanmia to stop
what---once it's started it can't be stopped--but there was a
chance-buried her once--bury again Peter the muscles beneath his skin
contracting in uncontrollable spasns, bounded to the wagon, and | eapt
inthe driver's side, swiftly turning the key in the ignition, slaming
his foot down on the accelerator and as the car sprung to life, he sped
over the side of the road, down into a cloud of dust that cane up from
the Rattl esnake Wash as he went.

Charlie ran down the edge of the Wash, but the station wagon was goi ng
too fast out into the desert.

Up on the road, Nessie turned to Stella and whispered, "I hope to God
Gretchen gets through this okay."

Flickering as Peter drove, his eyes blurry; trying to keep his eyes on
the trail, studded as it was with rocks and trash heaped up I|ike
sentries, and a gl owi ng phosphorescence whi ch emanated from somnet hi ng
he could not quite identify. He tried not to glance down at his hands
(talons), tried to swallow the strangling feeling in his throat, tried
not to run



his tongue across his teeth because they seemed sharper than us

Wthout wanting to, he glanced in the rearview nirror. He saw dust
cloud his driving had raised, and the shadows of the others back the
ridge. "You're sa," he whispered as if it were a prayer for them
then he saw hinself in the mirror, and it didn't |ook |like an animal,.
| ooked li ke Peter Chandler. He was human. It was a fight, blood

agai nst the invader, against the parasite that had i nvaded years ago
and had patiently waited for the noment when it would activated by Her
call.

But if | can get to Her before | turn conpletely, maybe Nessie was
maybe | can turn on Her. Got to be a way, got to be sone way.

Just having left them back on the road, he felt they'd already saved,
that if they didn't try and follow himthey m ght get out of nightnare
alive.

When he heard the sound of barking in the car he slanmmed his down on
t he brake and the station wagon spun a 360 in the dirt, over brush and
cactus, finally resting against a twi sted joshua tree.

"Shit!" Peter cried out, and saw that Nessie's dog wagged her the
backseat, and continued barking until he reached back to pet Hi s hands
had not changed. He had not turned.

But still, he felt that switch inside him a finger on a tn be
pul | ed.
"It's Wendy," Stella said. "She made him do that, because can fee

somet hi ng here."

"Excuse me, but | think we all feel something here,": Charlie "I mean
somet hing different. \When you take same charge, positive or negative,
you can never put themto there'll be an overwhel ni ng repul sion between

the two of them and | are |like that."



Nessi e clucked her tongue. "But you've got the positive power, and she
has the negative."

Stella shook her head, "I wish it were that easy. It's the sanme power,
only different uses, and | suppose that makes it bad whether or not
it's used to destroy or to heal. The only difference is ny daughter

has nmore of it than | do, or than any of us has."

Charlie shook his head. "So Peter and | just got radiation poisoning
under our fingernails fromwrking in the factory. She's the nuclear
reactor."

"Right," Nessie said, "just like | been telling you, we got to go in
there and fight fire with fire."

"We tried that once here, already," Charlie said, grimy. "Qut here,

you can't fight fire with fire. 1t's got fuel out here, it eats up the
ni ght."

Stella | ooked at her dark conpani ons, and then out to the place where
the station wagon had gone. "She doesn't want ne out there, but she
wants nme here, like She wants all of us here. It can't just be for
revenge. It nust be because we nmay be the only living creatures who
have in us what it will take to destroy her."

"Yeah, only we're hunting Dracula here without a stake," Charlie said.
"Look, we can stand here talking all night, but my cab gave up the
ghost this afternoon and | seriously doubt anyone can resurrect it. So
we can either start a twenty-mle hike or make bets as to whether or

not Peter left his keys in his car. | lay ny noney on the keys. So
"' mgoing up the highway and when | find the car 1'll be back."
Diego said, "I'Il go with you."

"What ever," Charlie | ooked at Diego the way he had when he was a boy

and the old nman had interviewed himsix nmonths after he'd been put in
juvenile hall. It was a |look that carried equal parts suspicion and
confusion, as if he were sorting sonmething out in his head.

Charlie hadn't wanted to tell themthe real reason he needed to get



away fromthem he was beginning to feel the world slant and the
color the night go fromindigo to a sulfurous yellow. Just when he
bl i nked, not conpletely, but he didn't want to wake up again with his
left armup to the elbowthis tine. O wth his fingers around
Stella's neck.

He felt like a tired soldier at the close of along war. The cold felt
good because it made hi mshiver, and shivering, he knew he was a
regul ar guy. Even the guilt he'd been carrying practically from was
good. He had spent just about half his Iife being a bully, an a
juvenile delinquent, soneone who other kids ran from and then ot her
hal f of his life had been in repentance and introspection. just cones
with the territory

He t hought about what God was as he wal ked, but only a the idea of a
God didn't quite figure in this part of the world, been sone |ine of
denmar cati on over which he'd crossed, and if there a God, He was the Cod
of people outside this circle, this was a Only club and even God hadn't
applied for nenmbership. Charlie said, looking up to the stars, "you
could be ny guest for the God, and I'd get you in for brunch on Sunday
and a iendly gane you wouldn't mnd coming early, |ike naybe tonight.

The stars were oddly square in their flickering light, and nonment
Charlie U quart thought he could see through theminto whiteness
beyond, but it was just his eyes tearing up. Al ways

God out whenever | need sonething badly, and then hidinglJomH mrest of
the tine. Al | ask is, you know, like an old Coke bottle, just ne.
Even if it's just for chunp change.

Then he heard a " oice, within him like a divine fire his stonach,
bubbl i ng through his chest and he was racked with

The voice said, Charlie, | amyour god, through me your redeened,
through me you will find your way to the place wherein Cone.

It was the voice of Deadrats.

The rusty bars of a cage slid open, and a gi bbering creature out froma
dark corner of nenmory. He let Diego catch up to him



An hour later, Peter slowed the station wagon, finally stopping it
conpletely where two boul ders stood like sentinels to the H Corazon
Mne. Getchen curled confortably in his lap. He petted her, rubbing
behi nd her ears. The fever was strong--the backs of his hands were
soaked in sweat--but the flickering was | ess pronounced. And he wasn't
turning conmpletely. Hey, | still got ny sanity. A shred, anyway.

He killed the headlights.
Through the boul ders he saw a thin shaft of yellow light.

Demonfire. Toxic waste of the gods, right here, the |ighthouse of hell
shining its path ny way.

"Goodbye, pup," he gave the Scotty one |ast pat on the head. There
were a couple of flashlights on the backseat; he reached around and
grabbed one, testing it. The light was strong. He got out of the car
shutting the dog inside, wi ndows down. "They'll come get you and
you'll be fine. M, on the other hand .... "

He al nost fell down when he stepped away fromthe car. Hi s stomach
twisted. Peter bent forward to vomit, but nothing came out. He wanted
to open his guts up and just pour out whatever had been polluting them
for so long. Butyou don't have the guts he thought wyly.

Last time you were here you were running |like crazy to get away, and
now, | ook at you, you're just acheing to get in there.

He straightened hinself up, trying to ignore the pain in his joints,
and the fever on his skin. He also ignored the dog's barking as it sat
in the dirt beside the car.

He wal ked up the path to the cave's nouth.

H s one thought: Alison



stella
CHAPTER FORTY- THREE
THE SACRAMENT OF THE SACRED HEART

hpeen Diego and Charlie were went down into the Wash to revive ter's
car, Stella pulled Nessie back. "You don't have to go out there with
us. Charlie said the at hame was stolen; we don't even have a rea
weapon anynore."

Nessi e opened her purse and withdrew a small handgun. "It was ny
papa's. It's got a fewbullets init. | carry it with ne
ever ywhere."

"I wish bullets worked. She's beyond death and life. But you're not,
and | wish you' d wait here. Wo knows what'l| happen at those caves?"
Nessi e gently eased the gun back into her purse and covered it with

Kl eenex. They wal ked t oget her through the rubble and the Garden of
Eden, along the old highway. They could hear Charlie cussing while he
and Diego tried to start the car down the side of the Wash. "You saved

my life, Queenie."
"Only to lose it here.”
"Funny thing about that. | was all prepared 'til this norning to die,

either in sone sad hospital bed or in ny bathtub. But you cl eaned
out



nore than ny lungs this norning, Queenie, you scrubbed that's been
needi ng an overhaul for along tine. M soul. You that line in the
Bible? "He restore th nmy soul." Well, you did that.

all ready to die, but glad | got a change of plan--at least | didn't
want die from anything as mndl ess as cancer, and now, maybe not even
old age. | don't mind dying so long as it's for something, not 3

| was sitting someplace and tine and biology finally kicked in."
Stella crossed her arnms in front of her, alnmost wistfully. "I

were that brave."”

"Or foolish,” Nessie added. "But |I'm going under the assure that none
of us is going to die tonight. Because if this Lanma is what say she
is, dying's not going to be like a twenty-four hour |abor baby at the
end to nake it all worthwhile. It'll be a real pain in keester. |
guess the word agany cones to mnd. Don't think I'mso when every
ounce of nme is yelling to junp off the edge of a back down to the
civilized world where nobody believes in this anynmore. Only one thing
| still don't get, though."

"Only one?"

" ep. Wth that other fellow, Peter. |If you can cure ne, and you
Charlie's bad side back sonewhere, why can't you cure Peter?"

When Stella spoke again she sounded ashamed. "I can't

It's like a lightning bolt shoots through nmy fingers. But only

It's not like | can direct it. |It's like this power surge."

"I figured as much. But there's a little speck of hope, then

me that what's in your daughter is |ike nuclear power. But nuclear can
get harnessed just like anything else. |In fact, wi thout make sure the
nucl ear reactor functions, there's no use for the just sits and waits.
So maybe we go out to that old mne and we with the machi nery and j ust
maybe we get it so it either works right we just shut it off."

"O," Stella added, "we have a neltdown. Renenber Three

I sl and? Cher nobyl ?"

"Yes, Queenie, | do. But | also renmenber what life was |ike



di ego nucl ear power was in use. And | don't care what any damm kids
say, they weren't there, they don't know, but life seems a |ot better
now with a bit of energy behind us."

They fell silent as they watched the headlight nove al ong the
Ratt| esnake Wash. Charlie and Diego had gotten the car going again.

When they were all in the car, with Charlie driving, Nessie sat up
front, trying to see through the darkness, but clouds had noved across
the scant moonlight and the desert seened like a vast crater in the
dark of the noon.

"Sure hope your friend Peter is nice to Gretchen,” Nessie said.

Charlie turned to her and smled, and for a second Stella thought he
grow ed at her, but it wasn't Charlie at all.

It was Rudy. His eyes were torn out and in their place were shiny

stones. "Star, nmy baby, you will join nme soon, yes? W will enjoy the
pl easure of each other's company again, | hope. The feeling between
your thighs, as fromas they are, still sets ny juices flow ng, nakes
me thirsy, baby, for your blood. You still bleed, don't you?"

Wien the scream burst out of her throat, Stella realized that it was
anot her hal lucination. The others were staring at her. Charlie had
pull ed the car to the side of the road. Rudy is gone.

She wi ped the tears fromher eyes and tried to calmthe heart that beat
rapidly within her. "Getting hysterical. | don't knowif | can really
go out there. The things I did .... "

Di ego, sitting next to her, slid closer and put his armaround her to
confort her, but she saw a strange | ook cone over his face.

Diego felt sonmething fromtouching her, a sucking, like a firein a
house sucking all the air intoitself.. O a vacuumcleaner. "You've
got so



much power in you," he tried to hide the astoni shment in his Nathing
shoul d astani sh you anynore, viejo. Yet, this does. Hs flared a
little along his wist and fingers where he'd felt the pull her. "l've
only seen it once before, in a shaman in the Chi huahua. He took herbs
and homegrown narcotics to keep in a constant state of pai nhuman nerves,
he told nme, could be raw by the healing gift. You' re on nedication?"

Nessie chimed in. "Until last night she was stoned, since,

Queeni e--oops, | nean Stella, 1960 or so? But when she's on, she's
like a generator that can light up the desert. | felt it."

Stella, still shaking from whatever she had seen

She swal | owed, wi ping her hand across her nouth as she spoke.

the last pill out this nmorning. God, | wish | had sonething."
"Maybe it's just as well you don't," Diego said. He reached over
patted her back-the pulling feeling was gone. "M friend the was
narcotic-free when it was time for one of his the pain was a necessary
part of releasing his energies."

Charlie had been fairly quiet as he drove, and D ego wonderi ng what he
was thinking about when he said, "W're here. You guys ever wonder
what we're gonna do when we get there?"

Nessi e patted her purse. "W're going to stop her. And going to ny
pl ace for some whi skey."

Stella glanced out the wi ndow. She noticed that the nmoon had out from
behi nd the clouds, and a veiled white light spread fromits across the
bunpy land. "Charlie," she began to say, but realized mght be smarter
to say not hi ng because Nessie was sitting next to the front seat. It
was sonet hi ng she noticed, sonmething that seemed getting stronger the
closer they got to the caves. She snelled that odor, the one she'd
snel l ed on himwhen she'd healed him Itgot out, Because she's
stronger here. She's stranger than she's ever been. And now, don't
even have the at hanme to protect ourselves. Nessie with her gun in
purse--as if that's going to help any of us against the Lam a



penr

Skulls smeared with gl owi ng anber of denon juice lit his way up to the
mout h of the cave. He hadn't seen that juice for along tine, and he
wondered if, spread across the bone like that, it was sonmehow alive or
if it had been nerely touched by the Lamia. The cave was still covered
over with rubble and rocks, and he renenbered carrying Alison out,

t hi nki ng he woul d cone back for Than who was still there, with Wendy's
body.... Charlie had already run off with his knife ... her heart was
within each of them.... And then the vibrations began, and sonething
was follow ng behind him Sonmething was nmoving with the earth towards
hi m as he crouched down, listening to Alison's moans in his ear, and
Than screechi ng,

"OH GOD, IT"S COM NG FOR ME PETER, DON T LEAVE ME,

DON TLETME DIEt OH, GOD.t' And the beans of wood that buttressed sone
parts of the old mne cracked and began falling. Some stones hit him
on the head, and he went blind for the | ongest second before he
realized it was blood dripping across his eyes, and he wiped it away.
Al most to the outside, he'd thought. He whispered to Alison, "It's
okay, we're out, " and then it was the truth as he pulled her out of
the caves, and then heard a final scream from Than Campusky as the

vi brations turned into an earthquake and the nmouth of the cave
col l apsed, and he ran with her in his arnms to what he thought was
safety.

But it was only a stay of execution.

To face her.

There was a gap in the rocks which formed the only entrance in to the
cave. It was big enough for a child to squeeze through. Peter scraped
away at ot her rocks and brushed pebbles off to the side.

He began shivering as if he'd been |ocked into a walk-in freezer and

knew he woul d not be able to get out. He |eaned down, squeezing his
head and part of his shoul der through the opening. The air was dusty



stella and danp. Like an fromcave, he thought, swallow ng the urge
He felt beneath himfor solid ground, and then pulled hinmself the rest
of the way.

Soneone on the other side grabbed his arns and hel ped.
"You keep patting your purse," Charlie said when he pulled along the
thin path between the rocks that led to the entrance cave. The station
wagon was parked several yards away. Peter the headlights on. The
Scotty sat in the back of the wagon, as just been waiting for themto
arrive. She leapt through and ran for Nessie, who called out the dog's
nane.

"Gonna run ny battery down, dam it," Nessie reached for door handle to
get out, but Charlie tugged on the sleeve

"You got a weapon in that purse?”

"My papa's gun; | been using it since | was twelve." Charlie grabbed
the purse fromNessie's lap. Stella |eaned reaching over to Charlie,
but Charlie |unged against his door, it and getting out quickly before
she touched him

He | eaned back into the car. "Uh-uh, lady, you ain't gonna twice in
this life, | been locked up for too long. | know what niracles do," it
was the snarling voice of Deadrats coming Charlie's nouth. Foam
bubbl ed up from between his lips. gonna try to get to ny \Wendy, no
fuckin' way," he reached into purse, tossing out Kleenex and |ipstick
until finally he'd found the It was a small pistol. It would do the
trick. He withdrewit, lettingl purse drop. "I'mnot so good nyself
at target practice, Nessie, so afraid |I'mgonna have to take you each
out at point blank range. hey to the return of Deadrats."



Gretchen, the Scotty, sensed danger, or else she snelled what was
i nside the man, and she darted towards hi m barking and yi ppi ng.

The cave walls were snmeared with the glowing light. Denonfire, Peter
t hought, like firefly butts m xed wi th day-gl o.

A dark figure stood before him holding himat the shoulders. "You
renenber nme?" Peter said, "Wo are you?"

When the nman opened his nmouth it was like an old refrigerator opening,
and inside, rotten neat. "l was the fat pig boy, before | died," he
sni ggered. "Renenber?"

Peter felt it in him and he wanted to cry out, not now, not now, but
it was the call, her call, com ng through, what had been passed to him
in a dark ritual. The sacranent.

H s tenperature was rose rapidly. He knewit, he could feel hinmself go
hot and cold suddenly, the salty taste of sweat across his |ips.

Behi nd the dark figure, shadows flickered and danced agai nst the
glowing light of denon fire

"Wl cone hone, son," his father said in the sweetest tones he'd
renmenbered himever calling to him "Good to see you, Peter."

"You're one of us now," the dark figure said, the creature that had
stolen Alison fromtheir apartment, fat pig boy.

Than Canpusky.

"Help me, jesus. Please help me." Peter's linbs felt |ike they were
about to burst through his skin.

"Help me," Than Canpusky inmtated, "you' re good at this Peter, let ne
tell you. Help nme. The fat pig boy spent several hours saying
that."

And then his old friend, and the other dark ones, fell upon him



al i son peter

Alison was barely conscious, but tried opening her eyes when felt the
vibrations in the earth, and heard the sounds, nmoving in a wave with
the vibration towards her

Then she thought she heard her ol der brother, Ed, say, "scissors paper
sci ssors cut paper."

And she could not scream for when she tried to part her sonething
covered her nouth.

The fear that crawled within her nade the pain nore intense. now she
felt them-like tiny cactus needles pricking her face and shoul ders,
some beneath the earth where she was partially m ght've been her
circulation, and it m ght've even been the fire stinging her, but she
knew it was something el se, knew it because nerve endi ngs began sendi ng
el ectrical signals to her brain.

Her skin was shedding from her, and she i magi ned one horribl e nonent as
a snake giving up its old scales, it ... what?

He saw their faces, half in the pulsating yellowgreen |ight,
recogni zed none of them although they had all lived in Pal netto.
dragged hi m across rocks, and he felt the knife-like pains of their
fingers i his flesh. Phantons? Can the dead rise with denmon fire
al ong

O course, they could. He had al ways known that one day he would IF
back among those the denmon had taken. He was one of them after all.



Then there was one face anong them which, when they set hi m down,
was so famliar and yet so foreign for a nonent.

"Dad, " he gasped.

Joe Chandl er stood there, his eyeless face grinning, "Peter, where have
you been all these years?"

"Don't cry. You killed him But the denmon brought him back," Than
Canpusky said, glancing at the glowing figure of Peter's father
pulling the hood fromhis sweatshirt to show Peter the face that had
been born beneath his first face.

"Jesus, Than," Peter whinpered, "what--"

"My name is Nathaniel, and | amthe Angel of the Desolation. Fat pig
boy is gone. Fat pig boy got |eft behind and you went to rescue your
girlfriend. The pig boy screamed until he had no nore voice left, and
then he saw a light coming for him and he thought it was his best
friend cone back just like he told himhe would, or even another rescue
party, but it was sonething el se, Peter, can you guess what it was?
What's green and yell ow and slides dowmn a well? Do you know? Huh?
Time's up, Petesy. You lose. It was the blood of the denon, it has a
mnd of its own, you see, it feels every novenent of life and seeks it
out, and it slid like, oh, what shall | say? Boogers, | think. Sliny
boogers flowi ng down the stones, but flashing with [ight so | could see
it comng. But Pete, 1'd already had nme sone denon juice, renenber?
drank some of A d Bonyface's stash, so the denmon and nme were friends.

It spat across ny face, and then like a thousand tiny inchwornms,
neasured the space across ny nostrils and then crept into them up into
nmy head. Up through ny BRAIN, MOTHERFUCKER! " Hi s voice echoed down

t he passage. When he cal ned down, he began again. "It was--oh, how do
| put this delicately--it was like a tickling at first, my nose hairs
and then it hurt a little but | couldn't scream because | was having
troubl e breathing. But no blood was spilled, no, not a drop, for the
little boogers drank it as they punctured each menbrane, as they fl owed
up through the passageways, nelting bone to their liking as they went,
and then into the oatneal that ny brain had become at that point.

| magi ne hearing



chewing in your head, like a bee had crawl ed into your ear and

buzzing so | oud--you know that feeling? It's what it was |ike--the was
eating out ny brain to build a little nest there. You see, the had

pi cked our town, our little home area, Peter, because she tough tine
surviving for the past three thousand years on this planet. The air is
difficult for it to breathe, and the cells it " normally die--animal
cells, especially. Tissue becones unglued nost part. That is, unless
the animal and the denon have mated, then the offspring, say five out
of fifty mllion times, can live, for a period. But the denon has
spent the past thousand years like, well, nolasses, if you will. It
kept nostly to the forms, nore perfectly made than human fl esh, the
wild grasses, worns that fed upon those grasses, and then, when it had
sufficiently, it grewinto the sap of a tree which was rested upon by
and through that flea and its descendants, passed throughout an
continent, oh, near nine hundred years ago. And then humans nore the
raw material, for Lami a taught them how she and injected or swall owed,
passed, if you will. Seducing in the mddle of nothingness was easy.
She came back here to This is her breeding ground. Here, in this
wast el and, and the incarnation held. She is w sdom beyond know ng." He
in through his nostrils. "She taught nme how to absorb life, how was
the wi ne of gods. She can make the dead |ive, and she can dying tissue
into the nost beautiful, wondrous .... "

Peter's delirium nmade himgiggle, and he thought:
and even this, around me, may not be happening. M brain is turning.
In nore de man haW His father, face sliding hal fway skull, |eaned

near hi mand began stroking his hair.

"Alison |lived. She fucked the eternal, Peter, and she |lived. Do know
how few peopl e ever do that?"

" Shut up."

"She lived longer than other flesh has with the denon inside it.
alive. Jesus, even you alive." Than snmled. "Wendy's alive.



di ego you here." Than Canmpsuky | eaned over and whi spered in his ear
"All flesh dies. Even you, Peter, even here. Show nme your pain of

dyi ng, Peter, and 1'll always be your closest friend. There are others
who have been waiting here for you, too, Peter, they want to share your
death, will you do that for then? WIIl you let themwatch? And after
you die, Peter, oh, you will be reborn as the nost beautiful creature
the world has ever seen, and your nunber shall be the nunber of Man."

"Ch, my boy," Peter's father murmured, "I forgive you for killing ne.
You showed e the light, Peter. You showed ne how bl ood and the stink
of death is pleasure. You showed ne good."

Charlie began laughing as the Scotty cane at himwith its teeth bared.
He grasped it by the scruffofits neck and shook it. "I hate little

yappy dogs," he said, putting the gun up to the back of the Scotty's
head.

"Ch, you just put that poor dog down," Nessie warned, her arns crossed
in front of her. "lmagine, someone as big as you threatening a dog."
"Nessie," Stella whispered. "It's in himagain. |It's not Charlie."

"You're darn tootin' oh great nother of us all,” Charlie said
sarcastically. He dropped the dog, which squeal ed and then | eapt up
into Nessie's lap. Nessie held Getchen tightly to her bosom "And
now there ain't no way you're gonna cure nme, and Correa, you shoul d' ve
done sone of those drugs with your shaman buddy, m ght've saved your

ass fromconming here. Hate to knock you off, | enjoyed reading the
lies the Urquart kid gave you back then for your book. Wsh I'd been a
free rat then, you would ve gotten the whole enchilada. | think

killed about ten or twelve of my closest friends and rel atives before
the old bitch sent me back into the fuckin" brain cave



"How did you get out?" Diego asked. "I thought she | ocked for
good. "

"Ch, yeah, right, man, like I"'mreally gonna tell you so you put ne
back there, well, it ain't fuckin' gonna happen. dd Electrolux here
ain't comng within five feet of ne."

Di ego t hought of that sensation of touching Stella when his arm around
her. Electrolux. Wy does a wind---whorls it, what is it about a
healing, or a casting out? He : hand over to Stella and rested it on
her knee. Again, he felt it. It vibration, a nmovenent. He had seen
count| ess nedi ci ne shaman, and very few of them had actually generated
this kind of A generator. A power source. But what could be done to
turn that when it was needed?

And t hen he knew.
It had to be switched on. There had to be a sw tch.

could rel ease the healing energy, and cast Deadrats out of Charlie.
tried to think hard about this as he cautiously stepped out The barre
of the handgun never left any of them Deadrats fromone to the other
every second as if he would shoot at random any sudden novenent.

"What we're gonna play," Deadrats said as he lined themby side, "is
call ed sl ow death. [|'m gonna shoot each one of you let's say the |eg,
and then I'm gonna shoot one of you in the and another in the stomach,
and maybe you, old man, in the death is where you'll be in the next
four, five years anyway, lives are over, so this ain't really gonna be
asin, nowis it? | sure you go with a bang. Get it? A bang? How
cone none of | aughi ng?"

"Because it's not funny," Nessie said, clutching Getchen up her chin;

the dog nuzzled and whined. "It's okay, Getch, worry about a
t hi ng. "
Deadrats spoke with a delicious quiver. "You seempretty relaxed for

someone so close to death."”



"I am" Nessie stated, looking himin the eye.

And then, Diego turned to Stella and whispered, "You need to let it go.
Push it out."

Deadrats took aimand fired the first bullet into Diego's left leg, and
the old man fell to the ground, holding his knee.

It caused less pain than he'd expected: it was |like an electric shock
and then just an ice cold feeling. |If Diego hadn't seen the bl ood
dri ppi ng through his fingers as he held his hand over his knee, he
woul dn't have even been sure the bullet had gone in.

Let this be the switch. Let her turn it an. "Let it go," he

whi spered, looking up to Stella, whose eyes were closed. Good, he

t hought, keep your eyes closed and let it go, turn up the volune, don't
keep it on low, let it out.

He heard another bullet rip through the air, and it was nmeant for
Nessi e, but she ducked and rolled on the ground, dropping Getchen

The dog went charging for Deadrats, and he pointed it at the
approachi ng dog when suddenly Di ego saw a chance. He renenbered
Stella's hysteria in the car and that feeling las if by touching her,
he was touching a live wire--and he knew he had to push that button
"DOIT! DOIT!H FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, WOVAN JUST--" And before the final
shout was out of his nouth, he saw the white blue sparks of electricity
pl ayi ng al ong the edges of Stella's fingers. He thought, at first, it
was an hal lucination fromhis ow pain; later, no one could convince
himit was anything |l ess than a mracle.

Deadrats cried out, "aw, shit!"™ Turning his attention to her, he ained
the gun for her mdsection, but the dog was at his feet now tuggi ng at
his pants leg. He was trying to kick the thing off himand aimfor the
old worman at the sanme time. Nessie was up, too, and threw a rock at
him mssed, so he turned the gun on her and fired, and this tinme hit
her. Deadrats turned the gun on Stella and cocked the trigger back

but Di ego nmanaged to crawl on his belly toward Deadrats who then turned
the gun on himand shot himin the shoulder. Diego saw a white flash
across his vision, like a neutron bonmb going off, and then he | ooked

up.



"Don't do it," he said to what he hoped was sone
Charlie Urquart behind this face curled in a foaning snarl

Deadrats had the gun pointed at Stella. "Have to kill you little
faster than | thought."

H s thunmb pulled back on the trigger
click.

Di ego thought: thank you Nessie for only having four bullets father's
gun.

And then Stella reached over, barely even touching and he shrieked |ike
he was being burned alive. Diego heard the and sputtering of a live
wire.

charlie

After the snell of burning flesh had stung his nostrils, Charlie to,

| ooki ng down at the gun in his hand. The |ast sparks played out al ong
his fingertips, which Stella had held for the monent. Hi s hand was

bl ackened fromfire. Charlie thought he saw some aninmal run out from
his scurry off, burning, into dream

But Deadrats had finally deserted himconpletely, and he with the shane
and the self-hatred as he had been when he was "NO" Hi s shout echoed
t hrough the canyon. He shoved Stella the way and ran up the narrow
trail towards the old

He was going to find Wendy and destro)

to his life, for what she made himdo to others.



stella charlie

"I can heal you, "Stella knelt down beside Diego and ran her hands
al ong hi s shoul ders.

"I think Nessie needs you nore, |'m okay for now"

"I"'mafraid | can't do that, Diego. | can only heal things. | can't
rai se the dead."

Di ego heard Gretchen whi ning near where Nessie had fallen. "Are you
scared?" he asked

"Not for the first tinme. But also, for the first time, I'Il do like
Nessie told us. 1'll eat nmy fear. |If Peter and Alison are in there,
hel ped put themthere. And ny daughter. There's sonething |I've got
that even she's scared of. | don't think it's the healing, but | think
it may be the source of where the healing gift comes from" She felt

the warnmh of her electric field pass fromher hands through Diego's
shoul der, and watched the healing process speed up, the wound drying,
the new skin growing over it. "Now, let's look at that knee," she
sai d.

Charlie saw sonmething in the shadows after he craw ed through the

entrance to the mne. There, by the phosphorescent rock ... he could
snel |l the festering-wound odor of the denon--stronger even than it had
been when they'd passed through the towmn. A human figure, a girl, in

sil houette. "Wendy," he said.

The girl nade a | owi ng noi se, and pushed hersel f up against the rock
wal | .



She's scared of ne.

He sniffed the air, and he didn't snell the denmon from her
Just filth.

He took a step towards her and al nost tripped over sone

He | ooked down for a second. He could barely nake out wh flashlight.
Peter's. Charlie bent down and picked it up. Still he shined it over
at the shadow girl. She was naked, but stood there with no shane. He
t hought nmoment that it was Wendy, but there was sonething different
her. This girl had long reddi sh brown hair, and the pale skin had, but
her face was arranged slightly differently, and she was a shorter than
Wendy Swan had been

"You're the one | saw out there, at the house," he said. "In the
You took the knife, didn't you? Knife?"
"Nyeii " she tried to imtate the word

But then, after the flashlight's beam had hit her, she she were burned
by it. She tried to brush it off her face and neck

failing to do that, stooped over and sprinted through a |l ow o further
up the path. The mne itself had changed since he'd been it had been
the cave-in that had done it, because the mines that.l been dug into
the three hearts of the cave had becone narrow, the one that the girl
had run off into was | arge enough to wal k

He woul d have to craw through the others. He went in the direction
she' d taken.

Charlie thought he had lost the girl, and realized she'd led hima
poorly lit area. He was about to turn and go back through the he'd
gone al ong, when suddenly an arm shot out and grabbed him was the
girl--she had bl ended like a chanel eon into the side of cave.

She sat himdown, signaling with her hands for himto keep by covering
her mouth and motioning to him Then, she brought what | ooked like a
rotted jewelry box. She lifted the lid, what he took to be an earring.
She passed it to himand he set it



knee. Then she drew out sonmething in her hand as if it were a snall
bird which she had to be gentle with.

She passed it into his hands, which he cupped beneath hers.

When Charlie | ooked down at what she had given him he said,

"How did you get this?"

It was his watch.

She didn't seemto understand his words.

"My father gave this to me. It's old." There was sonething about this
girl that seemed familiar, beyond her resenbl ance to Wendy Swan. She
rem nded hima little of his nother, and the nenory frightened him

And then she brought another object fromthe box.

In her hand, she held the at hane

He shined the flashlight's beam across the dagger's hilt. The word
| am a gl eaned there

"Careful ," he said.
She brought the edge of the knife's blade to his outstretched palm
The cerenoni al knife that mght be the only weapon agai nst the denon.

The girl handed himthe dagger. She murrmured an unintelligible
sound.

"It was you in the garden," Charlie said, "and you played in the car
with the bones and the watch. |f you could only speak."

Sonething startled the girl. She leapt up and ran further down into

t he darkness. He thought that it had been his voice, but then he heard
t he scraping against the rocks, and turned to see sonething that
shoul d' ve stopped his heart, but damm it, Dn still alive, my heart's
still beating, and now |'ve gotta make up far ny mserable life.



pet er

"Don't resist the turning," Joe Chandler conforted his wi ping his
sticky hand across his forehead, "my baby, ny child." had dragged him
down the passage, through a corridor snmeared the yellow light as if by
a mad child in a playroom and then shaft into a cavern strung with
stal agtites.

He's not really your father, you heard what happened to your father

denmon in you killed him This is the work of Wendy. This is a
phantom dream he shook his head, | bet, Peter, you could just reach
up with hands and stick your fingers through him He tried to nuster
the it would take to do it, but he could barely nmove his arm |et alone
lift He tried curling his hand into a fist, but his fingers weren't
right. Oher faces, hovering above him and he reco his big jowWy face
nodding in a series of silent burps, but not a Just a hissing sound

i ke thousands of |eaking balloons, all floating bobbing above him

And there, anmong all the faces, he thought he saw Wendy She was nore
beautiful than ever, and she smled as if they had a between them

He watched as her eyes seenmed to draw apart fromtheir the whites, and
then the whites thenselves pulling back like a curtain way he had seen
the outer eyes of cats draw back, until he saw even his mnd could not
conprehend it was like a light that gave light, a cold shiny ness a
brilliant darkness, her eyes. "You will one of the gods," she said,
and her voice had |lost intonation, its seduction. She had renuained
young, in this cave, and had waited just for him And then he saw he
was m staken: it was eyeless face of a girl watching him not Wendy at
all, but soneone he never known from a dead town.



stella

H s father grinned toothlessly, lips drawi ng back over mlky, drippy
gunms. "We all like it here,” Joe Chandler said, "we're all part of
her, we've all been absorbed. It's heaven."

And then, of all the horrifying things that had happened in Peter
Chandl er's brief existence, as far as he was concerned the worst thing
of all happened when he | ooked up into those enpty holes where his
father's eyes shoul d' ve been

They got to him He just wanted it all to be over. He wanted to be
not hi ngness.

He lay there, shivering with fever, weeping as if he would never stop
whi | e phantonms of townspeople he hadn't even known cooed and gasped,
all around.

To his left, Than Canpusky: his sweatshirt hood once again drawn over
his head. "Turning is good," Than said, his hands gesticulating wldly
about the small crowd, "these never turned, they never became. They
were only good for absorption. The juice was in them and it harvested
their souls, their personalities, their lives. But you, Peter, you are
one of the chosen few  Your will has been strong, but now you do not
need to resist anynore. You have been called, and you have cone to
back to us."

H s father conmbed his gumry fingers through his sweat-soaked scal p, "I
am so proud of you, Peter, so very, very proud."

Stella had healed Diego too well: he told her he felt |ike he was
fifty, and wouldn't it be great if she could bottle what she had in
her, but she knew differently. They got up to the cave and, after a
good twenty m nutes of pushing and pulling, got inside.

"Bright as day," Stella gasped.

Di ego was about to touch the rock walls with the glowing, but Stella



charlie grabbed himby the wist. "It's residue," she warned him
"It be able to infect."

As if he'd been about to stick his hand into acid, D ego dropped arns

to his sides. "Quess | won't touch anything if | can help it."
"Curious," Stella crouched down as the cave narrowed. She sniffing the
cave. "l can snell her. She has a strong snell here, alt hoi | would
never have recognized it before. | would know that anywhere. |

t hought she would be gone. Ch, god, | don't think | can. Diego put
hi s hand beneath her el bow in support. "W have "It's a human snell,"

Stella turned her face agai nst Diego's

"It's not just the denon here, it's her human self, too. M baby."
"And in here, too," Diego whispered, "The others."

Stella didn't tell himwhat she thought, because she was sure woul dn't
care, this man. This man who wanted to w tness sone experience, or a
vision of the eternal. What he would get would be flesh-eating denon
which illum nated nothing while it bled them

What she did not tell himwas: she felt a drain. Like a and then a
br eak.

VWhat ever heal i ng power she had was | osing strength.
It had been the only weapon she'd thought there was left. The closer
she got to Wendy, the weaker she becane. And one at her thing | can't

tell yau, Diego.

| snell something other than nmy daughter here. | snell death like |I've
never snelled it before. Like a charnel ha use

There, anmong the gl owi ng rocks, something dark nmoved, hit it with a
flashlight beamto see it better.



stella

"CHARLIE," the voice. Wendy's. Struggling to formthe sound of the
nane.

In the light, he sawit was her. Only different. Her face seened

pi nched and too unnoving, her hair wild, her body |like a photograph
Her eyes were the twi n obsidi ans he had seen so many years before, her
real eyes, denon eyes. And she still was beautiful, her breasts were
full and round, her hips acconodating, her legs |ong and well -fornmed.
He saw scars running the I ength of her body, and as he got closer
trenbling in his shoes, he realized they weren't scars at all

"Come, " she rasped, and he noticed that her |ips were not noving. She
nmoved her right hand, and in that action, he heard a tearing. Then he
saw how she'd been put together, |ike a patchwork, her skin divided and
then re sewn together as if by sone denented seanstress. Her face, her
wrists, her breasts, all had the seanms showi ng where the skin had been
torn and then restitched. She did not sit there |like a queen on a
throne, but like a snake lounging by its pool. As her skin slipped
like silk fromher wist, and off her breasts, she shivered, and her
face began sliding down fromher forehead. As it went, another

pul sating skin revealed itself, glowing, not with the sickly yell ow of
t he denon di sease, but with mlky |iquid.

He did not want to scream he had taught hinself not to scream over
scary things, but this ... the word that came to his mind: unspeakabl e,
and the scream escaped from between his |ips before his mnd knew
madness.

"It was Charlie," Stella gasped. "M/ god, she has him"

"I can't tell which direction .... D ego sai d.

"This way," Stella pointed down one of the narrow corridors,



foll ow ng what she knew was what ever her daughter had beconme. the
cl oser she noved towards Wendy, the weaker she felt.

pet er

A how crept up the back of Peter's throat, until he could keep his
mout h shut, and he let it escape. He couldn't believe it from him as
he listened to the last of its echo through the m ne

He felt a tightness around his face, and along his arnms and and then he
rubbed his body agai nst the rough stone floor. He tremendous itching,
as of ants biting himeverywhere, and he rubbing his skin harder and
harder against the rocks, rolling while the creatures stood back
Sonething, like a scarf, brushed his Iips, and he found the energy

whi ch he had | acked only before, to reach up and wipe it fromhis

face.

When he did, he |l ooked at his fingers and saw, not only a thin of skin

peeling back fromthemas if his fingers were breaking free glove, but

al so, the scarf that had brushed his face--it flaked into mllion notes
of dust in his hand.

But before it did, he sawthat it was a perfect epidernmal fromhis
face. "What's happening to ne," he whi spered watchi ng dust that had
been his flesh floated lazily through the glowi ng air.

"Turning," Than said. "You will shed first the outer skin, layer |ayer
as if the finest razer is shaving it away, until you are pared down
nmuscle and fat and tissue and bl ood and bone. And then the wll
resurrect fromyour corrupted flesh. And you will become as a Peter,
and drink Iife as one of us, and we will spread |ike blood the land."

Peter inhaled the acrid scent of necrotic tissue, and realized it was
own skin, rotting, and yet rejuvenating as it died. "Oh, God help
ne. "



Peter's father dribbled cool foamacross his |lips as he spoke,
"Remenber that trash friend of yours? The boy who killed his dog? He
became a dog, too, renenber? It's because on the inside he already was
a dog, and so it just canme out through his skin."

"Just |l ook at yourself, Peter," Than gloated. "Just |ook. What you
really are inside is gonna cone out. Do you know what you | ook |ike on
the inside? This is what | |ooked like on the inside, Peter, and you,
friend, how you will |ook interests ne a great deal."

From somewher e nearby, Peter heard a slow, steady drip of water
Jesus, is that ny bl ood?

"Does it hurt?" asked Than Canpusky, Angel of the Desol ation, as he

bent down close to Peter. "It does, doesn't it? Ch, very good, very
good, | watch pain, for she is there, in pain, Lamia, Lama, cone into
him" Than brought his face down to Peter's, and Peter saw the hol es

and scars |ike acne pockmarks al ong his cheeks and across his chin. The
rotting stink of his breath formed a mist in the air, a steam from
Than's gut rose up, a curious heat. Than brought his |lips down to
Peter's cheek and kissed him "Tell nme, friend, about your pain, is it
not like small dull knives sawing slowy and unceasingly across nerve
ending until they splinter and small hooks fly up their wires to your
brain, to your stonmach, to your balls and dig deep, deep, deep unti
there's pain upon bl essed pain, hurt upon hurt, sore rubbing sore
rubbi ng sore? Until pain, friend, becomes an end in itself, a friction
bet ween flesh and bone, a boil that swells around a barb that one | ongs
to draw in and out and swift for that," Than gasped as if feeling the
nost exquisite pleasure, "that one nonent of explosion."

My father is dead, all these people are dead, even Than |l arobably is,
too, so maybe this is an hallucination, but jeez, is it alie dad said?
YQu believe sonething you can't see, boy? You believe in Santa C aus?
You believe in the boogeyman? In denons and denon fire and denon juice
and girls with stone eyes and boys who turn, turn, turn?

And in spite of the intense shooting pains that seened to follow the
course of Than Canpusky's sadistic description, Peter thought: Yeah



do believe in what you can't see. Like love. Like brotherhood. Like
triunphant. Like hope. M wll has been strong. M wllis strong
will. | will resist. | will fight. 1 will not, and he had to resist
gi ving" the hunor of despair, fall apart.

And then he heard it, and it sounded |ike hope.

A worman noaned from sonewhere nearby, not a word, but sound was so
di stinctly human and hel pl ess when conpared with of the people
surrounding him that he knew.

Alison. You're alive
al i son

Soneone stood over her, but she barely felt the presence pain was so
intense--it was as if she were on fire and the fuel bone marrow

Alison was able to open her eyes and see a girl with beautifu eyes, her
face so close that Alison felt she could feel the girl's Alison had
only ever seen Wendy Swan two, perhaps three life, but she was sure
this was her, although there about her. She was young, she |ooked |ike
a teenager with her conplexion and perfect skin. The girl said,

"Freh."

The girl held a large leaf in her hand, and wi ped it across |ips.
Droplets of water fromthe | eaf tasted rusty and cold and

Alison suddenly was nore terrified by the lack of pain than the itself.
She was nunb, and she thought, | nust be going into shock be dying now
Gradual ly, she felt the needl es-and-pins into her arnms and | egs.

The girl crawl ed back a few feet and grabbed sonmet hing. scootched back



with a dead lizard dangling from between a cat hol di ng a nouse.
charlie

Again, the trenbling of the earth, and the whi spering sounds,
whati fwhatifwhatif. The girl dropped the lizard on Alison's neck, and
turned to shoo away whatever creatures were com ng forward

The girl returned her attentions to Alison, |ooking at her face in a
kind of ame as if it were so different than any face she'd seen
bef ore.

And then, when she touched Alison's wet face, an electrical shock shot
t hrough her like she was being poked at with a live wire, sputtering
sparks across her vision until she finally had to pass out. Just

bef ore she | ost consciousness, Alison thought it was no |onger a
teenaged girl near her, but a creature that had great |eathery w ngs
and eyes like burning candl es.

As the skin of Wendy's face slipped down her neck, Charlie saw what she
had becone. He renenbered the pale lizards of the caves. This face
was |ike that, punmping with mlky fluid beneath its transparent skin,

al nrost Wendy's face. A mast. |Its cheekbones perfectly formed al ong
cani ne jaws, the shape of its eyes, the curve of the smle. The hair
growing wild fromthe scalp, but nore like a mane of a wild aninal than
of a human being. Scales down her rnuscul ar arms; and she was grow ng

| arger, her neck | engtheni ng.

Showi ng her true form

"My god," Charlie said. A w ngspan grew from her shoul ders, and
somet hi ng burst out from her back---along swaying whip of a tail---a
stinger at its tip. Like a scorpion. No, it's a waking dream You're
back in the dream again. Wake up! Wke up! Wat she | ooked like a

dr agon.

"You stare," the thing said, but its jaws did not nove--instead, he



saw its gullet moving as if it were swallow ng sonething in a
peristaltic action. The sound of its voice came fromthere, bel ow
chin. Eyes staring at him shiny black stones. |Its form el ongated
like, lizard's, and he could see her internal organs through the skit
her waist, a sheet of skin remained. As he watched it, he sawit, with
nmoverrent. She noticed hi mwatching. He could feel her inside head,
pi cki ng through his thoughts. She brought her hand down brushed
t hrough the sheet--and a good part of it came of fir and crawl ed al ong
her fingers.

Ants. Fire ants. Scoions, too.
He felt something brush by his ankle. He |ooked down,
flashlight.

It was his father's face, lying in the dirt, staring up at him The t
nmoved by its scalp which crawed with hair feelers to his shoe, trai
of liquid yellow "That's one, now son, you hear ne? That's and

want you to be a good boy, do we understand each ot her?"

Charlie tried to kick the thing off him but his father's face o its
obscene mouth and clanped its teeth into Charlie's left leg j the
cal f.

The Lam a craw ed towards himas he tried to pull the face his ankle,
and even though he had dropped the flashlight, see through the dark and
the pain to Her jaws, which were open dripping with digestive juices.
The voice in her gullet said, "my nmy Deadrats, your seed so sweet," and
Charlie was bl acking out, vision beconing smaller and smaller as whorls
of darkness him and as he did, sonething fell fromhis face onto the
ground front of him and the crazy thought went through himon his way
brain cave shit, it's my lips, nmy lips are dropping, |I lost ny lips...
"Come to ne, my love," she said, and he felt warmsaliva hit of his
face and burn |like acid. He was sure she would bite a chunk face off
next, but instead, she pressed her |ips against the edge of scalp. He
knew it woul d be sonet hing worse than nmerely being by this denon. He
tried to fight her, but he was weak, and the nore he



ki cked at the thing attached to his leg, and tried to shove her away
fromhis face, the nore he broke through her, into a clear jelly, a
wal | of jelly surrounding him and it was her body.

She was in the process of absorbing him
He felt the sting of her juices working against his flesh and bone.

He brought the at hame up and jabbed it into her throat, hacking away
into the jelly. Go to Hell. Go to Hell. Go to fucking Hell

But not hi ng happened.

W were wong, you hear that Peter? Ain't no weapon. Mybe on flesh,
maybe if it really was still Wendy in human skin, but you can't fucking
send a denon to hell, to darkness eternal, "cause it's already therel

It would be like sending a dog home and thinking it was puni shnent!

VEE

VERE WWRONG

And then he knew, in his last nonents of life, why the Lania needed to
i nfect human bei ngs, what she had been preparing for by spreadi ng her
denon juice through the town those many years ago.

Li ke passing resistance to allergies froma nursing nother to her baby,
through mlk, the denon spread itself through blood to prepare the
flesh ... her heart. W did the worst thing, the Awful Thing, Than
lied, he lied, and it's too |ate, and we can't be saved, no one can

Charlie Uquart's thought processes cut off as her skin absorbed
his scalp, then the nelting skull, to get to his succul ent brain.

And finally, a bit of heart that had been so long denied this creature
returned hone.



stella and di ego

"Listen," Diego said as he entered the rock chanber. He the air with
his hands as if trying to isolate the noise.

Miust be bats."

Stella prayed quietly to herself. She nust not tell himhow her felt
as if it was barely holding itself together. | amtoo old for
shoul d' ve di ed al ready.

Stella foll owed behi nd, keeping her hand to Diego's shoulder as to |et
go of it would nean falling off the edge of a cliff.

They both heard it, barely audible. Watifwhatifwhatif.
Stella let out a shriek, and then covered her own nouth. "I
on sonething," she whispered. "It noved."

Di ego directed the flashlight beam downward, and it scanned across
enornous cavern, and a garden of sorts, white and yell ow roses
al ongsi de indigo pools. And anong the roses, other

Hurmman beings lying in heaps together. "Fromtown?" Diego Stella was
shivering so badly she could not speak. It had been boy who once upon
a tine delivered her copy of the Los Angel es that she had stepped on
H's face had felt like jelly. He |ooked up and she could not tell if
he was dead. She was sure his |liThe inprint of her shoe still on his
nose and cheek.

Stella finally whispered, "lI've seen all of them There's Trud)

she pointed to a large wonan lying in the dirt, her eyes open
fluttering.

what i fwhati fwhati f
"Are they dead?" Stella asked.
D ego wal ked anong the roses and bundl es of hunman flesh |ike was wadi ng

through a river. "I don't know. Look----their eyes. open, and
there's nmovenent, and sonme are closed. Their lips."



al i son

"Mwving," Stella said.

A shadowy nmovenent at the far end of the cavern caught Diego's eye; he
flashed his light toward it.

The man standing there | ooked like a living corpse. "This is ny garden
of eden which has been untended too |long," he said. "Wl conme, one and
all.”

Stella noticed that Peter Chandl er was there, too, only he was
partially buried in the dirt, and his face was blank, as if he had seen
or felt something so terrifying that his mnd had | eaked fromhimas a
survival mechani sm

If I can just get to him Touch him To bring himback jgom turning.
She tried to renenmber how Di ego had driven the power into her
fingertips outside when she'd cast Deadrats out of Charlie. But she
trenbled, feeling the power flickering as if she were no |onger a
generator, or even an Electrolux, but just an old sixty watt bulb that
had been in the socket too long. It's the field, the el ectromagnetic
field between us, when we get close to each other, we both weaken

At least, | hope she's weakening. | hope to hell she doesn't draw
strength from nmy weakness.

Alison awoke to find herself in the underground hall, pressed against
ot her bodies, all of which seemed to be breathing. Al though she was
too distant to see Stella and Diego as they stepped through the cavern
she thought she heard the sound of Peter s voice, and it chilled her
He was how i ng.

The girl still crouched over her, and put her fingers to her Ilips.

Ali son experienced a strange sensation: her linbs still felt heavy, and
there were shooting pains along her ribcage.



stella

"I am Nat hani el , Angel of the Desolation," the nan said as D ego
approached him

In the light, crawing |aboriously behind Than, were snall, "Denons,"
Stell a said.

"Children.t' Than raged. "Her children!"

They resenbl ed small hairless kittens, their eyes large and and they
noved on their bellies in a rippling, coiling notion |ike Something
about their faces remai ned undevel oped, as if the) formed as if sone
scul ptor had yet to put the finishing touches to

Than nodded, waving his hands out to reveal nore pouring fromthe

wal l's. "She is the great goddess, she contains within her. She only
needed to mate at the fertile tine, just before death of the human
flesh. Welcone to her nest."

The wriggling creatures whispered anong thensi

what i fwhatifwhatifwhatif, it was the sound of their devel opi ng beating
i ke wi ngs agai nst a cage.

pet er

Li ght ni ng across bl ack eyes, searing heart of yellow green flane, see
it, i: see it, SEE THE PARASI TE EATI NG DEMON CELLS

WAY OF THE LAM A, HER NEST, HER CHI LDREN, A TOMN FOR :
FOOD, A PERFECT PLACE TO SETTLE DOWN, PALMETTO HAS
RI PE FLESH AND NO ONE CARES FOR I T, SCORPION WTH I TS

YOUNG ON | TS BACK CRAW.I NG Peter felt the turning pain |ike



branding irons sizzling, tickling his belly, his chest, ripping flesh
like jelly with pincers.

Than Campusky watched Peter writhe on the ground. Than sniled, "The
father was one of us, Peter. You, I, or Charlie. W were the seeds in
her garden. And only one m stake, only one freak. And the rest, these
beautiful children. See how they grow. "

"But they're freaks," Stella said, her deneanor changing from one of
fear to one of anger and authority. "M daughter is the nother of

of ...." "Denons?" Than giggled. "Like you?"

"No, I'll never believe that, part of her was human."

"Was? She lives still, here, she is nother of us all."

"She can't be," Peter said, "the denon was in her. It destroys flesh."
Than said, "it loves the flesh, Peter, it caresses the flesh. Look,"
and Than pulled the hood of his sweatshirt down and showed Di ego where
his scal p had been opened up and bored into, "still in me, giving ne

pl easure, so nuch pleasure, Peter, and in you, too, and in Alison
Dermon juice. Even Charlie tasted it before he was absorbed. He died
in love, drunk and in |love. The w ne of the gods."

Stella said, "And Alison what have you done to her?"

"YOU GODDAWMN BI TCH'" Than spat, his rage turning his skin yellow,
"YoU

SHOULD DI E FOR YOUR UNNATURAL CRI MES!

AND PETER, YOU BETRAYED ME, YOU LEFT METO DI E, AND
NOW YOU COVE BACK, ALL OF YOU, AND VWE ARE ONE
FLESH | SHOULD LET ALI SON DI E THE MOST PAI NFUL

DEATH AND LET YOU WATCH' " Then his voice quieted, "but she is being
harvested. Lami a needs her, needs you, too, Peter, for the harvest."

D ego asked, "are you harvesting bl ood?"

Than shook his head. "You are mstaken. | nyself have devel oped a



pew taste for blood, but Lamia's children are in the blood. Passed
t hrough the bl ood. "

"Then what does Alison have?"

"She is turning, and turning successfully; and so is ny friend Peter
Lamia's children need her cells, because as you see, for all their
beauty, they do not live long, ny little ones, they feed," he pointed
to one of the things as it attached its lips to the forehead of
Alison's brother Harv, "they regenerate : ' "

the skin and the bl ood of the dead, but they cant have off their own
creations,

just as you could not live long on your own vonmit."

"You said there was a freak here," Diego said, feeling bold .... Than
hi ssed, "stupid nonkey child, immune to Lam a, she is a nutation. Her
brothers and sisters will not even drink her blood. wll die Iike any
nortal. She has not hi ng but weakness."

And anot her child stepped out fromthe dark of the cave,

this was a human child standi ng about five foot four inches tall, wth
a sall ow conpl exion, and long red hair. She scurried over crouched
down besi de Than, who petted the top of her head. much of Charlie, I'm
afraid, see her eyes, how they are ordinary human." "She | ooks the way
nmy daughter did," Stella said, "once upon tinme." Stella watched the
girl leapfrog across the garden of bodies, to where Peter withed in
hi s turning agony.

"She is useless,"” Than growl ed, "she is a different
frequency...."

The girl crouched beside Peter and | ooked at the others as if she
wanted themto explain why this man withed so in the dust.

He was only dinmy aware of the animal bent over him but he snmelled his
fl esh where her touch burned him



My will to resist, the thought seened to conme from nowhere, and with
it a strength.

Sonet hi ng noved t hrough one of the tunnels into the cavern, into the
snear of yellow light, and as it cane, it said, "Mther, you' ve conme to
ne. "

She was beautiful. Her skin shone |like porcelain, her hair was

radi ant, her eyes the dark stone. A snile played at the edge of her
lips. "Life tastes so beautiful," Wendy said. She wore a dress of
human skin, faces all strung together, their |lips and eyes sewn shut.
"Charlie Urquart had a vibrant will, a pulse that burned when you
tasted it. His life has rejuvenated ny flesh. He took good care of ny
heart."

"I see through you," Diego said.

"Stupid old man. O course you do. | am everything you've dreamed of
knowi ng. | amyour Mystery."

"You're sonething that |ives beneath rocks,"” Diego spat. "You hide in
dar kness because the light will show you for what you are. You're not

even a denon, are you? You're sonme throwback, an internediate stage in
our evolution. Qur flesh is stronger than yours, it lives beyond your
short life."

"I amyour life, dying man, | eat your life and turn it into sonething
beautiful ."

"No, you're just a snake, a worm a crawling stomach with eyes and a
nmout h, and reproductive organs. You absorb but you don't generate."

"Come here, and I will show you what | can do." "All right," D ego
grabbed Stella's hand.
"Please,"” Stella whispered, "it's gane. The healing. Al | feel is

some wavel ength passing through nme, like static, with no signal."



Peter found his strength and began to rise. Only later would he
realize what had cured him what had stopped the turning.

Stella |l et go of Diego's hand as she stepped so close to her daughter
that she coul d al nost touch her

Than ran over and grabbed Alison by the wist. He shouted, "Lam a
absorb this one. She is turning, she will give you the strength."

Wendy Swan, or what had rejuvenated the skin and hair and bones of
Wendy Swan fromthe energies of the dead, glanced over at her
Desol ati on Angel and the girl he held.

And in that nmonent, Stella grabbed Wendy's wist.

Peter lunged for Than, knocking himonto the ground. Alison stepped
back; hands fromthe earth grabbed her ankles and began pulling her
down; she lost her balance and fell into the open arms of her dead
brot her Ed Juni or who whispered in her ear, "what if what if what if
what if.."

The Lami a's true formreasserted itself through the skin and dress of



Wendy Swan. MIky fluid punped through the open wounds of its
transparent skin. "You think you can heal me, nother?" She withed
beneath Stella's grasp. The ol der wonan had the sensation of holding a
live eel in her hands. The denmon was wild, it was nade up of al
things it had once been. Diego reached forward and grasped Stella's
free hand, and the feeling was passed to him lama was fluid from
steany swanps, trapped in fossils a nmllion years before, released in
an upheaval of the earth, noving through a soup of organisns, fromthe
sinmplest to the nost conplex, but always remaining in the dark, beneath
rocks, in the shade, always feeding fromthe dying, trying to
reproduce, to spray itself into anything that would bearjuit, unti
finally a depraved ani nal wal king on two feet |learned to pass lamia, to
cultivate and worship lama, to call it god, then denon, when all it
was was some parasitic cells conbining and reconbining to imtate the
life it took. And sonething even further buried in its nake up, a
spark of life that was al nost identifiable, and Diego's only word for
it was spirit, or perhaps illumnation. He let go of Stella's hand
when it got too hot.

"You gonna kill me again," Than spat at Peter

Peter slamred hi magainst a rock. "Don't you ever touch Alison."
"Know what time it is?" Than asked, w ping the blood fromhis lips.
"Time to die." He swung out at Peter, catching himbehind the |eft ear
with his fist, and then getting himin a headl ock. Peter struggled in
the iron grip. "l'mgonna juice you, Peter, it's what |'ve dreaned of
doing, I've juiced a |l ot of people, but | bet your blood s gonna be

sweet. You ever taste blood, Pete? It's so sweet, it's so sweet."

And just when Peter Chandl er thought he was going to feel the bl ood
burst like a zit out of the back of his head, Canpusky started
screeching at the top of his lungs.



Stella said "You're terrified of me, aren't you? It was what had
into ny blood that kept your flesh alive."

"I stopped needing your sustenance years ago. At the first

And | know how you | ose your energy when we are together. | suck from
you. You being alive has given ne strength. You don't understand,
stupid human."

"And now, | will come to you, ny baby," Stella noved cl oser, al npst
touching the thing that was quickly losing all its human 'l bsorb ne,
Wendy," Stella pressed herself into the digesting the lama. She felt
the sting of digestive juices as the jelly around her forearm

Than Campusky |l et go of Peter, and stopped scream ng as a flanme shot
out of his nouth.

Pet er watched as Than's body began burning. Red and burned along his
scalp like a halo; and then his skin bl ackened.

He didn't understand, until he saw Wendy Swan's over Than with a dagger
in her hands and a wild [ ook on her face. The: at hane--the girl had
it. She dropped it at his feet.

He heard Alison cussing, and got up to go help her

But above all this shouting and screamnmi ng, he heard a renenbered
Voi ce.

"endy Swan cried out to him "Peter, you are always here with ne. W
are joined forever."

He turned to her voice.



Diego cried out, "NO" He tried to pull Stella back, but it was too
| ate, the absorption had begun

Stella, hiding the pain she was just beginning to feel, gasped, "do you
feel it yet, Wendy?"

The creature eyed her suspiciously. "I feel nothing."

Stella had a grin of triunph. She nouthed the words, "get out, get
themout," to Diego who still tried to draw her fromthe denon, "she
dies with me."

Then Diego felt it from her

And knew that the denon had been correct in its assessnent.

| feel nothing, it had said.

Diego had felt it, too, touching Stella. The nothing of that
el ectrical wavel ength, the static, the enptiness.

Li ke the nmeeting of matter and anti-matter, his thoughts raced ahead of
his actions. He wanted to thank Stella for what she was doi ng, but he
knew he had to get the others out of the cavern, out of the mine, and
they had no tine.

Matter can never conbine with anti-nmatter Where they co-exist, there is
not hi ng, there can be not hi ng.

As the demon, hal fway through its absorption of Stella, began to fee
its own nortality, it sent vibrations through the cave which spread
like water, and the earth began trenbling violently.

"Peter, Stella gasped, as if inside his head.
pet er

Wendy stood before him young and beautiful. Her hips beckoned;



her eyes flashed; her red hair flickered with sone el ectrical energy.
one el se seened to be there; a yell ow snoke surrounded them She
naked, and beautiful, and covered with blood as if soneone had razors
al ong her lovely, pale skin.
"Pl ease, Peter," she said, tears in her eyes, "I need it back. It's
only thing that will release nme fromthis ... this torment."

H s body betrayed him he felt an erection straining against his he
felt, again, like a sixteen year old, horny, lusting, |onging, wanting
be wrapped in those arnms, wanting to enfold hinmself into her wings, to
feel that warmth and the surge of power .... And then he felt the call
Her call, and he knew that he Turning, he would becbme the creature
whi ch the denon bl ood destined himto be.

"Peter," she said.

It's a waking dream She's a nonster. She's fucking with ny nind.
waki ng dream

He pressed his talons--for he had turned, and he was |ike denon, and
whet her it was a waking dreamor reality, he knew was seal ed he pressed
the sharp nails into the flesh, just where heart would be And withdrew
a beating fragnment--she had been there all within him in this dream
her heart buried in his body like a seed in a garden

The blood, as it dripped on the heart seened to fill its crevices, the
heart began to grow, and beat, until it was like a small red dove
soaked in blood, cupped in his hand.

"It's mne," she said, her breath warmon his face as she hand out for
the red dove. "The sacranent of the sacred heart."



He lifted the bird up to her, and held it, felt its beating, in his
hand. He knelt down with the bird in the one hand, an offering.

"Peter, you shall be ny lover," Wendy said. "l have |oved you al
these years. | have given you ny heart. Bring it to me. Join with
me." Kneeling, he saw the torn skin beneath her breast. The flesh

nest where the red bird would be caged. He felt in the dirt.
He found what he needed.

Sonething |ike a beast seened to beat against his head, fromwthin his
own skull, a wild animal trying to take himover.

As he passed her the red dove, her hands encircling it,

He found the blade, the at hame and he prayed and believed in its power
i ke he never had before, remenbering Charlie and Than and Alison and
Sl oan, the way they had been, and their fanilies for all the pain, it
was worse not having them the chil dhoods that had been stolen by this
creature.

Even the true Wendy he renenbered, and how her |ife had been taken over
by this nonster.

She's weak now, while she's absorbing nme, Stella's voice came into his
head.

Do it. |I've weakened her. 1've bra ken through her power. Now is the
nonent .

The dream burst apart, and the world of the cave was hal f - dream

hal f-real ... Peter brought the bl ade up agai nst Wendy's hands, agai nst
the red dove, the beating heart form ng even as the trace of flanme grew
fromits center with the knife digging into it. To send it back hone.
To send it to Hell

And as the red dove burst into a shower of sparks, and Wendy's eyes
nelted fromhuman to dark stone, he heard the silence within him the
silence of his own mnd, and there was no beast there, no other voice,
no call.

The cave began to shake violently, rocks falling fromthe cavern
ceiling. Peter's one thought now was: Alison



Peter ran along along the trenbling rock floor, and through billow ng
snoke, he found Alison entangled in the grip of the larva. He lifted
Alison up in his arns, pulling her free of the phantons that were dying
even as they were born.



EPI LOGUE
LEGACY OF THE DEMON
PETER CHANDLER CONFESSI ONS

Di ego escaped, as did Alison and I, and Wendy's daughter, too, running
faster than the wind out of the mne. W were greeted by Getchen
bar ki ng and | eapi ng, |eaving her dead m stress's body briefly. The old
Corazon M ne fell again--one of its many cave-ins since the mne was
first created. Earthquakes and tenmblors are no strangers to the high
desert, and perhaps it was nature, or perhaps it was the Lami a, but it
cane down in dust and snoke and ash. It was a tomb now, for what Wendy
had becone, the creature known to us as the Lanmia, the steal er of
children and the drinker of blood by Iegend; or a synthesis of one
species with another, perhaps of this world, perhaps of another. But

it seemed to ne then that it was Wendy and Stella, and Charlie and
Kevi n Sl oan and Than Canpusky and all our parents, all there, within

t hat geol ogi ¢ nonunment, an entire town's energy unl eashed for the

pur pose of changing one formof life into another. A spawning ground
of sonme infinite creature. And, like all creatures, its will was to
breed, to find a way to survive in a hostile environment, to go forth
and



multiply. Later, Diego would tell ne that when the denon and the
heal er came together as one body, it was enough to destroy it. O

per haps ny waki ng dream of destroying that part of her heart that | had
taken from her--perhaps that had stopped the denobn. The vibrations
were fromthat, although we would hear on the news that an earthquake
was reported up in Twentyni ne Pal ns that norning.

But | believe it was Wendy's heart which destroyed the nmonster. A

heart which we all carried with us for all those years. The mne
burned by sonme internal fuel. It was like fireworks.

It went up like the Fourth of July.

Morni ng. W cane out into the warm desert sun, not knowi ng until then
that the night had passed. Survivors of the infinite, of the
unknowabl e. O denpbns. O shadows. O our own youth, we had
survived, Alison, and I, through the terror and nmenmory and lies,
somehow we had stopped the beast. And the world had continued
revol vi ng.

"The at hane | said, "it's in there. Wat if one of ... those
of fspring survive

Di ego managed a smle and said, "Ah, that is the big Wat If, Peter.

Perhaps we will be fighting all over again one day. But now, it's tinme
to rest."
And it was: | felt as if | mght die fromexhaustion at any nmonent, as

if in sending what Wendy had become to Hell had taken all but the |ast
drop of life fromme. Alison slept in ny arns, in the station wagon,
the wi ndows down, and a gentle breeze fromthe hills. 1 did not

sl eep-1 watched the Corazon, afraid that it had all been an

hal | uci nation, that in fact the progeny would cone craw ing through the
cracks in the hill, and with them their nother, stronger, her voice
calling us to come to her now, conme and be part of her.... Diego sat

up, too, on a pile of rocks near the car. He wiped his broww th a
cloth, and watched the mne. H s eyes didn't seemto register



fear, only a kind of amazement. | had not liked this man before, |
had not thought he was anything other than a grave robber | knew
differently now | asked him "So did you find it? The illumnation
you were | ooking for?"

The old man shrugged his shoul ders and | ooked at ne like | was stil

too young to know. "W never find what we | ook for, Peter. That would
mean death. The journey never ends. But | found sonething nore
inmportant. | found a reason to believe. | had al nost |ost that.

al nost lost it.

"Me, too," | said, cradling Alison, closing ny eyes, finding sonething
wi thin me, another voice, not Wendy's, not even m ne, but a voice that
was there all the time, a voice that has no nane, but calls us to our
fate, our journey.

Per haps that area of the high desert, what has been naned Boniface
Wl |, Palnetto, Naranja Canyon, and Nitro will always remain a bl ank
spot on the map, a place for refuse, a place to be avoi ded by human
beings. A place that will always be No Man's Land. W' ve got the
whol e human race rushing to make toxi c waste dunps for its m stakes,
for the things that nen have created that have gotten a little too out
of control. Nobody wants toxic waste in their backyard, and so pl aces
like Palnmetto and its hills becone ideal dunping grounds.

No energy is wasted. This is true. Maybe absorbed, but never wasted.
What had been in Wendy Swan, and the Juicer, and who knows how nany
tormented souls before that, what we called the Lami a, was toxic waste,
perhaps fallout fromthe beginning of the earth's history, sonething
that could not be destroyed, could not be undone, the exhaust from sone

primordial fuel, used for very human evil, for vengeance and nurder and
hatred and cruelty. It was a vital fluid that could sweep through the
bl ood and take it over, but in its exhaust lay a deadly poison. If we

became beasts, or worse, beneath the Lamia's gaze, it was because we
humans have beasts in us just waiting for release, waiting to break
t hrough the bars of our soul -cages. And the denpn di sease was
stronger



in us than in others, as was our ability to resist. Can the fires of
Hell really burn out such poi son?

Anot her Big What If: What if She is still inus? In Alison, in ne.
Stella healed Charlie, too, and his dark side came out through his skin
again. Wuen will the call cone again? Wen will that splinter that's

gotten under our skins work its way to our hearts? Have we defeated
the dragon only to take its place? O is it sleeping there in our
cells, waiting for the password that will awaken it and open its
prison? Stella's last words, "She dies with ne " She dies with ne.

Did she at last find the cage within herself to |l ock the denon in, to
make it go down what ever dark and nysterious road her consciousness
took as it left her body? Could she draw the Lamia out of this earthly
sphere and take it to whatever idiot wavel ength exists beyond the
materifl world we know?

| hope.

| guess that's the best | can do. And | hope that they had the
strength to keep the denon caged on the journey. No, that | don't

hope. That | know. \hatever world exists beyond this one, whatever
frequencies our souls will ride when our flesh dies, that world nust be
one of justice and nmercy and redenption, it must be a finer place for
all those who, in the name of friendship and | ove and what is right,
are used so cruelly by the toxic waste of this |andscape. No energy is
wasted, Charlie and Stella, so | know you've tamed that beast in the
cage. Than and Sloan, ny friends, And even Wendy, and perhaps even
that sliver of humanity in her, together, perhaps, where the nother and
child are not made strangers by the vulnerability of flesh and damaged
spirit.

I once had a friend who asked ne to kill him and | once betrayed a
friend, | once murdered ny father. It seenms to nme that | have never
had a friend but that | somehow | et himdown. Once Kevin Sloan asked
me: "\Who weeps?"

And | will finally confess that | do, and | woul d hazard a guess that
there is not one person who enters the wastel and and does not. Alison



wonder s about Hell, wonders about Wendy and Stella and the others who
went ahead of them But it seems to both of us that Charlie and Wendy
and Stella may already have lived in Hell before they left this world,
that if there is an afterlife, then it has to be one of peace for those
who have been so tornented

W covered the small space at the Corazon's entrance with rocks to help
di scourage those who will cone |later. Gaps, too, all around the
mne--we filled themw th stones, patched themw th pebbles. Perhaps
we' |l conme back with cement and seal it further. But the creatures are
not in the cave, they are in the world, in us, but we will seal this
place like a holy tomb. W covered Nessie's body with a bl anket, and
will have to deal with the authorities sonetime this evening. There is
anot her world out there, what some people call the real world, but

whi ch enough of us know is not real enough.

And then there's Wendy's daughter.

"It's done," Peter says as he places the |last stone at the entrance to
the cave; but he wonders if it will ever be done. It has been al ong
and arduous task, but Alison has matched himrock for rock, and it is
still daylight. There are thin fumes escaping fromthe cracks between
t he rocks.

Al those years, she waited" "Alison had said when she had rolled the

first stone in front of the cave. "Maybe we're only buying tine, but
we nmight be able to make it longer this time if we do it right. |If
there's a chance sonmething is still in there .... "

And now, six hours later, there are only small cracks through the
rocks. The cave entrance is filled.

The girl, Wendy's daughter, stands off to the side, watching them
Sniffing them Diego sleeps in the back of the car as ol d nmen nust
do



when they've been through such ordeals, and Nessie's dog stays near
her m stress' bl anket-covered body at the car

"Charlie," Peter tells the rocks he has just set up to the entrance,
"your daughter is wild and born out of nightmares. But she is
beautiful ."

Alison | ooks at Peter, and she doesn't even have to ask, because they
now seemto comuni cate w thout words between each other. Wat are we
going to do with her?

Pet er does not even have to say it al oud, what he is thinking, and
Al'i son nods, under standi ng.
"It's going to be difficult,"
our worl d?"

Alison says. "Wat if she can't live in

Peter watches the girl as she crouched down near a rock. Around her
wist, a watch. She holds the watch up to her ear, listening to the
ticking. 77me, Peter thinks. "Diego will help us, | think. And she's
nmostly human, isn't she?" But it is hard to believe--she | ooks so nuch
like her nother--the red hair, the pale white skin, the way she stands.
She clutches the tartan bl anket they'd give her around her shoul ders.

But her eyes.

The truth of her, through those eyes.

Not the dark onyx beneath the outer eyes that Wendy had.
But her father's eyes: blue and clear and hunman.

I will try to be as good a father as you night've been, Charlie, Peter
thinks, and I will not abandon her

Alison turns to him reading his thoughts, and even with the welts on
her arms and her neck, and the swollen skin on her face and the cuts
and bruises and burns, he thinks she is nore beautiful than any
creature on the face of the earth and he feels a surge of joy within
himeven in the nmdst of this tragedy. Peter takes a deep breath and
the air is cool and fresh, and he can feel the sun on his scalp. His
hands and arms hurt fromall the night and day's |abor. Peter Chandl er
takes Alison's hands in his and he feels sonething he has never known
bef ore al though he doesn't know a word for it, a sense of peace, of
havi ng come through the



wast el and to the higher ground. Being alive, breathing, feeling her
warnth in his hands, |like a strong current going through him getting
stronger.

He draws her to himand holds her and she feels what he feels, and it
is only the feeling of desert sun and light wind. And sonething
entirely human, too, sonething that can only exist between flesh and
bl ood and bone, sonething that has no nane, although the closest word
Peter can come up with is: grace.

For a nonent, the man and the woman forget their wounds fromthe past
and turn toward the child, who is watching themw th somnet hing

appr oachi ng wonder .

the tapes, interviewin 1980

"You want to give birth."

"I have given birth. | want nore than that."

"Tel | me.

"Il tell you now, old man. But one day, when we neet face to face,

you'll see for yourself. And we will nmeet. M will is strong. | wll
wat ch each of you suffer before ne for what has been done. What they
did to ne. What they still do to ne, even now. How | brought them

into the world of the gods, and how they turned their backs on
creation.”

"What nore do you want fromthese boys and this girl?"

"I will never leave them" the creature says, speaking through the
mout h of the boy named Peter. "They believe they have perforned sone
ritual to keep ne in darkness. But | will growin each of them like a
heart growing within their own hearts, until they will not be able to
resist nmy call."”

"And t hen?"



"My children will walk in the sun. Wy should | only live in
darkness, or in other's flesh?" the creature asks, and then the
creature went silent within the boy.

The man turns off the tape machi ne.






