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STRANGE HIGHWAYS
1

ON THAT AUTUMN AFTERNOON, WHEN HE DROVE THE RENTAL CAR INTO Asherville,

Joey



Shannon broke out in an icy sweat. A sudden and intense hopelessness overcame
him.

He almost hung a hard U-turn in the middle of the street. He resisted the
urge to jam the accelerator to the floorboards, speed away, and never look
back.

The town was as bleak as any in Pennsylvania coal country, where the mines
had shut down and most good jobs had been lost decades ago. Nevertheless, it
wasn't such a desperate place that the very sight of it should chill his heart
and bring him instantly to the edge of despair. He was puzzled by his peculiar
reaction to this long-delayed homecoming.

Sustained by fewer than a thousand local residents and perhaps two thousand
more in several smaller outlying towns, the commercial district was just two
blocks long. The two- and three-story stone buildings - erected in the 1850s
and darkened by a century and a half of grime -were pretty much as he
remembered them from his youth.

Evidently the merchants' association or the town council was engaged in a
beautification project. All the doors, the window frames, the shutters, and
the eaves appeared to have been freshly painted. Within the past few years,
circular holes had been cut out of the sidewalks to allow the planting of
young maple trees, which were now eight feet tall and still lashed to support
poles.

The red and amber autumn foliage should have enlivened the town, but
Asherville was grim, huddled, and forbidding on the brink of twilight.
Balanced on the highest ridges of the western mountains, the sun seemed
strangely shrunken, shedding light that didn't fully illuminate anything it
touched. In the sour-yellow glow, the rapidly lengthening shadows of the new
trees reached like grasping hands onto the cracked blacktop.

Joey adjusted the car heater. The greater rush of hot air did not
immediately warm him.

Above the spire of Our Lady of Sorrows, as the retiring sun began to cast
off purple cloaks of twilight, an enormous black bird wheeled in circles
through the sky. The winged creature might have been a dark angel seeking
shelter in a sacred bower.

A few people were on the streets, others in cars, but he didn't recognize
any of them. He'd been gone a long time. Over the years, of course, people
changed, moved away. Died.

When he turned onto the gravel driveway at the old house on the east edge
of town, his fear deepened. The clapboard siding needed fresh paint, and the
asphalt-shingle roof could have used repair, but the place wasn't ominous by
any measure, not even as vaguely Gothic as the buildings in the heart of town.
Modest. Dreary. Shabby. Nothing worse. He'd had a happy childhood here in
spite of deprivation. As a kid, he hadn't even realized that his family was
poor; that truth hadn't occurred to him until he went away to college and was
able to look back on their life in Asherville from a distance. Yet for a few
minutes, he waited in the driveway, overcome by inexplicable dread, unwilling
to get out of the car and go inside.

He switched off the engine and the headlights. Although the heater hadn't
relieved his chill, he immediately grew even colder without the hot air from
the vents.

The house waited.

Maybe he was afraid of facing up to his guilt and coming to terms with his
grief. He hadn't been a good son. And now he would never have another
opportunity to atone for all the pain that he had caused. Maybe he was
frightened by the realization that he would have to live the rest of his life
with the burden of what he'd done, with his remorse unexpressed and
forgiveness forever beyond reach.

No. That was a fearful weight, but it wasn't what scared him. Neither guilt



nor grief made his mouth go dry and his heart pound as he stared at the old
homestead. Something else.

In its wake, the recessional twilight drew in a breeze from the northeast.
A row of twenty-foot pines stood along the driveway, and their boughs began to
stir with the onset of night.

At first Joey's mood seemed extraordinary: a portentous sense that he was
on the brink of a supernatural encounter. It was akin to what he had sometimes
felt as an altar boy a long time ago, when he'd stood at the priest's side and
tried to sense the instant at which the ordinary wine in the chalice became
the sacred blood of Christ.

After a while, however, he decided that he was being foolish. His anxiety
was as irrational as any child's apprehension over an imaginary troll lurking
in the darkness under his bed.

He got out of the car and went around to the back to retrieve his suitcase.
As he unlocked the trunk, he suddenly had the crazy notion that something
monstrous was waiting in there for him, and as the 1lid rose, his heart knocked
explosively against his ribs. He actually stepped back in alarm.

The trunk contained only his scuffed and scarred suitcase, of course. After
taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, he withdrew the single piece of
luggage and slammed the trunk 1lid.

He needed a drink to settle his nerves. He always needed a drink. Whiskey
was the only solution that he cared to apply to most problems. Sometimes, it
even worked.

The front steps were swaybacked. The floorboards on the porch hadn't been
painted in years, and they creaked and popped noisily under his feet. He
wouldn't have been surprised if he had crashed through the rotting wood.

The house had deteriorated in the two decades since he had last seen it,
which surprised him. For the past twelve years, on the first of each month,
his brother had sent a generous check to their father, enough to allow the old
man either to afford a better house or to renovate this place. What had Dad
been doing with the money?

The key was under the rubber-backed hemp mat, where he'd been told that he
would find it. Though Asherville might give him the heebie-jeebies, it was a
town where a spare key could be kept in an obvious place or a house could even
be left unlocked with virtually no risk of burglary.

The door opened directly into the living room. He put his bag at the foot
of the stairs to the second floor.

He switched on the lights.

The sofa and the armchair recliner were not the same as those that had been
there twenty years ago, but they were so similar as to be indistinguishable
from the previous furniture. Nothing else appeared to have been changed at all
- except the television, which was big enough to belong to God.

The rest of the first floor was occupied by the combined kitchen and dining
area. The green Formica table with its wide chrome edge band was the one at
which they had eaten meals throughout his childhood. The chairs were the same
too, although the tie-on cushions had been changed.

He had the curious feeling that the house had been untenanted for an age,
sealed tomb-tight, and that he was the first in centuries to invade its silent
spaces. His mother had been dead sixteen years, his dad for only a day and a
half, but both seemed to have been gone since time immemorial.

In one corner of the kitchen was the cellar door, on which hung a gift
calendar from the First National Bank. The picture for October showed a pile
of orange pumpkins in a drift of leaves. One had been carved into a jack-o'-
lantern.

Joey went to the door but didn't open it right away.

He clearly remembered the cellar. It was divided into two rooms, each with
its own outside entrance. One contained the furnace and the hot-water heater.



The other had been his brother's room.

For a while he stood with his hand on the old cast-iron knob. It was icy
under his palm, and his body heat didn't warm it.

The knob creaked softly when he finally turned it.

Two dim, dust-covered, bare bulbs came on when he flicked the switch: one
halfway down the cellar stairs, the second in the furnace room below. But
neither chased off all the darkness.

He didn't have to go into the cellar first thing, at night. The morning
would be soon enough. In fact, he could think of no reason why he had to go
down there at all.

The illuminated square of concrete floor at the foot of the steps was
veined with cracks, just as he remembered it, and the surrounding shadows
seemed to seep from those narrow fissures and rise along the walls.

"Hello?" he called.

He was surprised to hear himself speak, because he knew that he was alone
in the house.

Nevertheless, he waited for a response. None came.

"Is someone there?" he asked.

Nothing.

At last he shut off the cellar lights and closed the door.

He carried his suitcase to the second floor. A short, narrow hallway with
badly worn gray-and-yellow-flecked linoleum led from the head of the stairs to
the bathroom at the back.

Beyond the single door on the right was his parents' room. Actually, for
sixteen years, since his mother's death, his dad had slept there alone. And
now it was nobody's room.

The single door on the left side of the hall led to his old bedroom, into
which he had not set foot in twenty years.

The flesh prickled on the nape of his neck, and he turned to look down the
stairs into the living room, half expecting to discover that someone was
ascending after him. But who might have been there? Everyone was gone. Dead
and gone. The stairs were deserted.

The house was so humble, small, narrow, plain - yet at the moment it felt
vast, a place of unexpected dimensions and hidden rooms where unknown lives
were lived, where secret dramas unfolded. The silence was not an ordinary
quiet, and it cut through him as a woman's scream might have done.

He opened the door and went into his bedroom.

Home again.

He was scared. And he didn't know why. Or if he knew, the knowledge existed
somewhere between instinct and recollection.

THAT NIGHT, AN AUTUMN STORM MOVED IN FROM THE NORTHwest, and all hope of stars
was lost. Darkness congealed into clouds that pressed against the mountains
and settled between the high slopes, until the heavens were devoid of light
and as oppressive as a low vault of cold stone.

When he was a teenager, Joey Shannon had sometimes sat by the single window
of his second-floor bedroom, gazing at the wedge of sky that the surrounding
mountains permitted him. The stars and the brief transit of the moon across
the gap between the ridges were a much needed reminder that beyond Asherville,
Pennsylvania, other worlds existed where possibilities were infinite and where
even a boy from a poor coal-country family might change his luck and become
anything that he wished to be, especially if he were a boy with big dreams and
the passion to pursue them.

This night, at the age of forty, Joey sat at the same window, with the



lights off, but the sight of stars was denied him. Instead, he had a bottle of
Jack Daniel's.

Twenty years ago, in another October when the world had been a far better
place, he'd come home for one of his quick, infrequent visits from
Shippensburg State College, where with the help of a partial scholarship, he
had been paying his way by working evenings and weekends as a supermarket
stock clerk. His mom had cooked his favorite dinner - meatloaf with tomato
gravy, mashed potatoes, baked corn - and he had played some two-hand pinochle
with his dad.

His older brother, P.J. (for Paul John), also had been home that weekend,
so there had been a lot of laughter, affection, a comforting sense of family.
Any time spent with P.J. was always memorable. He was successful at everything
that he tried - the valedictorian of his high-school and college graduating
classes, a football hero, a shrewd poker player who seldom lost, a guy at whom
all the prettiest girls looked with doe-eyed interest - but the best thing
about him was his singular way with people and the upbeat atmosphere that he
created wherever he went. P.J. had a natural gift for friendship, a sincere
liking for most people, and an uncanny empathy that made it possible for him
to understand what made a person tick virtually upon first meeting. Routinely
and without apparent effort, P.J. became the center of every social circle
that he entered. Highly intelligent yet self-effacing, handsome yet free of
vanity, acerbically witty but never mean, P.J. had been a terrific big brother
when they had been growing up. More than that, he'd been - and after all these
years, still was - the standard by which Joey Shannon measured himself, the
one person into whom he would have remade himself if that had been possible.

In the decades since, he had fallen far short of that standard. Although
P.J. moved from success to success, Joey had an unerring knack for failure.

Now he took a few ice cubes from the bowl on the floor beside his straight-
backed chair and dropped them into his glass. He added two inches of Jack
Daniel's.

One thing that Joey hadn't failed at was drinking. Although his bank
account had seldom been above two thousand dollars in his entire adult life,
he always managed to afford the best blended whiskey. No one could say that
Joey Shannon was a cheap drunk.

On the most recent night that he'd spent at home - Saturday, October
twenty-fifth, 1975 - he had sat at this window with a bottle of RC Cola in his
hand. He hadn't been a boozer back then. Diamond-bright stars had adorned the
sky, and there had seemed to be an infinite number of possible lives waiting
for him beyond the mountains.

Now he had the whiskey. He was grateful for it.

It was October twenty-first, 1995 - another Saturday. Saturday was always
the worst night of the week for him, although he didn't know why. Maybe he
disliked Saturday because most people dressed up to go out to dinner or
dancing or to a show to celebrate the passage of another workweek - while Joey
found nothing to celebrate about having endured another seven days in the
prison that was his life.

Shortly before eleven o'clock the storm broke. Brilliant chains of molten-
silver lightning flashed and rattled across the wedge of sky, providing him
with flickering, unwanted reflections of himself in the window. Rolling
thunder shook the first fat raindrops from the clouds; they snapped and
spattered against the glass, and the ghostly image of Joey's face dissolved
before him.

At half past midnight he rose from the chair and went to the bed. The room
was as black as a coal mine, but even after twenty years he could find his way
around without light. In his mind's eye, he held a detailed image of the worn
and cracked linoleum floor, the oval rag rug that his mother had made, the
narrow bed with simple painted-iron headboard, the single nightstand with



warped drawers. In one corner was the heavily scarred desk at which he had

done his homework through twelve years of school and, when he was eight or

nine, had written his first stories about magical kingdoms and monsters and
trips to the moon.

As a boy, he had loved books and had wanted to grow up to be a writer. That
was one of the few things at which he hadn't failed in the past twenty years -
though only because he had never tried. After that October weekend in 1975,
he'd broken his long habit of writing stories and abandoned his dream.

The bed was no longer covered by a chenille spread, as it had been in those
days, and in fact it wasn't even fitted with sheets. Joey was too tired and
fuzzy-headed to bother searching for linens.

He stretched out on his back on the bare mattress, still wearing his shirt
and jeans, not bothering to kick off his shoes. The soft twang of the weak
springs was a familiar sound in the darkness.

In spite of his weariness, Joey didn't want to sleep. Half a bottle of Jack
Daniel's had failed to quiet his nerves or to diminish his apprehension. He
felt vulnerable. Asleep, he'd be defenseless.

Nevertheless, he had to try to get some rest. In little more than twelve
hours, he would bury his dad, and he needed to build up strength for the
funeral, which wasn't going to be easy on him.

He carried the straight-backed chair to the hall door, tilted and wedged it
under the knob: a simple but effective barricade.

His room was on the second floor. No intruder could easily reach the window
from outside. Besides, it was locked.

Now, even if he was sound asleep, no one could get into the room without
making enough noise to alert him. No one. Nothing.

In bed again, he listened for a while to the relentless roar of the rain on
the roof. If someone was prowling the house at that very moment, Joey couldn't
have heard him, for the gray noise of the storm provided perfect cover.

"Shannon," he mumbled, "you're getting weird in middle age."

Like the solemn drums of a funeral cortege, the rain marked Joey's
procession into deeper darkness.

In his dream, he shared his bed with a dead woman who wore a strange
transparent garment smeared with blood. Though lifeless, she suddenly became
animated by demonic energy, and she pressed one pale hand to his face. Do you
want to make love to me? she asked. No one will ever know. Even I couldn't be
a witness against you. I'm not just dead but blind. Then she turned her face
toward him, and he saw that her eyes were gone. In her empty sockets was the
deepest darkness he had ever known. I'm yours, Joey. I'm all yours.

He woke not with a scream but with a cry of sheer misery. He sat on the
edge of the bed, his face in his hands, sobbing softly.

Even dizzy and half nauseated from too much booze, he knew that his
reaction to the nightmare was peculiar. Although his heart raced with fear,
his grief was greater than his terror. Yet the dead woman was no one he had
ever known, merely a hobgoblin born of too little sleep and too much Jack
Daniel's. The previous night, still shaken by the news of his dad's death and
dreading the trip to Asherville, he had dozed only fitfully. Now, because of
weariness and whiskey, his dreams were bound to be populated with monsters.
She was nothing more than the grotesque denizen of a nightmare. Nevertheless,
the memory of that eyeless woman left him half crushed by an inexplicable
sense of loss as heavy as the world itself.

According to the radiant dial of his watch, it was three-thirty in the
morning. He had been asleep less than three hours.

Darkness still pressed against the window, and endless skeins of rain
unraveled through the night.

He got up from the bed and went to the corner desk where he had left the
half-finished bottle of Jack Daniel's. One more nip wouldn't hurt. He needed



something to make it through to the dawn.

As Joey uncapped the whiskey, he was gripped by a peculiar urge to go to
the window. He felt drawn as if by a magnetic force, but he resisted. Crazily,
he was afraid that he might see the dead woman on the far side of the rain-
washed glass, levitating one story above the ground: blond hair tangled and
wet, empty eye sockets darker than the night, in a transparent gown, arms
extended, wordlessly imploring him to fling up the window and plunge into the
storm with her.

He became convinced that she was floating out there like a ghost. He dared
not even glance toward the window or risk catching sight of it from the corner
of his eye. If he saw her peripherally, even that minimal eye contact would be
an invitation for her to come into his room. Like a vampire, she could tap at
the window and plead to be let in, but she could not cross his threshold
unless invited.

Edging back to the bed with the bottle in his hand, he kept his face
averted from that framed rectangle of night.

He wondered if he was just unusually drunk or if he might be losing his
mind.

To his surprise, he screwed the cap back on the bottle without taking a
drink.

IN THE MORNING, THE RAIN STOPPED FALLING, BUT THE SKY REMAINED low and
threatening.

Joey didn't have a hangover. He knew how to pace his drinking to minimize
the painful results. And every day he took a megadose of vitamin-B complex to
replace what had been destroyed by alcohol; extreme vitamin-B deficiency was
the primary cause of hangovers. He knew all the tricks. His drinking was
methodical and well organized; he approached it as though it were his
profession.

He found the makings of breakfast in the kitchen: a piece of stale coffee
cake, half a glass of orange juice.

After showering, he put on his only suit, a white shirt, and a dark red
tie. He hadn't worn the suit in five years, and it hung loosely on him. The
collar of the shirt was a size too large. He looked like a fifteen-year-old
boy dressed in his father's clothes.

Perhaps because the endless intake of booze accelerated his metabolism,
Joey burned off all that he ate and drank, and invariably he closed each
December a pound lighter than he'd begun the previous January. In another
hundred and sixty years, he would finally waste away into thin air.

At ten o'clock he went to the Devokowski Funeral Home on Main Street. It
was closed, but he was admitted by Mr. Devokowski because he was expected.

Louis Devokowski had been Asherville's mortician for thirty-five years. He
was not sallow and thin and stoop shouldered, as comic books and movies
portrayed men of his trade, but stocky and ruddy faced, with dark hair
untouched by gray - as though working with the dead was a prescription for
long life and vitality.

"Joey."

"Mr. Devokowski."

"I'm so sorry."

"Me too."

"Half the town came to the viewing last night."

Joey said nothing.

"Everyone loved your father."

Joey didn't trust himself to speak.



Devokowski said, "I'll take you to him."

The front viewing room was a hushed space with burgundy carpet, burgundy
drapes, beige walls, and subdued lighting. Arrangements of roses loomed in the
shadows, and the air was sweet with their scent.

The casket was a handsome bronze model with polished-copper trim and
handles. By phone, Joey had instructed Mr. Devokowski to provide the best.
That was how P.J. would want it - and it would be his money paying for it.

Joey approached the bier with the hesitancy of a man in a dream who expects
to peer into the coffin and see himself.

But it was Dan Shannon who rested in peace, in a dark-blue suit on a bed of
cream-colored satin. The past twenty years had not been kind to him. He looked
beaten by time, shrunken by care, and glad to be gone.

Mr. Devokowski had retreated from the room, leaving Joey alone with his
dad.

"I'm sorry," he whispered to his father. "Sorry I never came back, never
saw you or Mom again."

Hesitantly, he touched the old man's pale cheek. It was cold and dry.

He withdrew his hand, and now his whisper was shaky. "I just took the wrong
road. A strange highway ... and somehow ... there was never any coming back. I
can't say why, Dad. I don't understand it myself."

For a while he couldn't speak.
The scent of roses seemed to grow heavier.

Dan Shannon could have passed for a miner, though he had never worked the
coal fields even as a boy. Broad, heavy features. Big shoulders. Strong,
blunt-fingered hands cross-hatched with scars. He had been a car mechanic, a

good one - although in a time and place that had never offered quite enough
work.

"You deserved a loving son," Joey said at last. "Good thing you had two,
huh?" He closed his eyes. "I'm sorry. Jesus, I'm so sorry."

His heart ached with remorse, as heavy as an iron anvil in his chest, but
conversations with the dead couldn't provide absolution. Not even God could
give him that now.

When Joey left the viewing room, Mr. Devokowski met him in the front hall
of the mortuary. "Does P.J. know yet?"

Joey shook his head. "I haven't been able to track him down."

"How can you not be able to track him down? He's your brother," Devokowski
said. For an instant before he regained the compassionate expression of a
funeral director, his contempt was naked.

"He travels all over, Mr. Devokowski. You know about that. He's always

traveling, on the move, researching. It's not my fault ... being out of touch
with him."
Reluctantly, Devokowski nodded. "I saw the piece about him in People a few

months ago."

P.J. Shannon was the quintessential writer of life on the road, the most
famous literary Gypsy since Jack Kerouac.

"He should come home for a while," Devokowski said, "maybe write another
book about Asherville. I still think that was his best. When he hears about
your dad, poor P.J., he's going to be broken up real bad. P.J. really loved
your dad."

So did I, Joey thought, but he didn't say it. Given his actions over the
past twenty years, he wouldn't be believed. But he had loved Dan Shannon. God,
yes. And he'd loved his mother, Kathleen - whose funeral he had avoided and to
whose deathbed he had never gone.

"P.J. visited just in August. Stayed about a week. Your dad took him all
over, showing him off. He was so proud, your dad."

Devokowski's assistant, an intense young man in a dark suit, entered the
far end of the hallway. He spoke in a practiced hush: "Sir, it's time to



transport the deceased to Our Lady."

Devokowski checked his watch. To Joey, he said, "You're going to the Mass?"

"Yes, of course."

The funeral director nodded and turned away, conveying by body language
that this particular son of Dan Shannon had not earned the right to add "of
course" to his answer.

Outside, the sky looked burnt out, all black char and thick gray ashes, but
it was heavy with rain.

Joey hoped that the lull in the storm would last through the Mass and the
graveside service.

On the street, as he was approaching his parked car from behind, heading
for the driver's door, the trunk popped open by itself and the 1lid eased up a
few inches. From the dark interior, a slender hand reached feebly toward him,
as 1f in desperation, beseechingly. A woman's hand. The thumb was broken and
hanging at a queer angle, and blood dripped from the torn fingernails.

Around him, Asherville seemed to fall under a dark enchantment. The wind
died. The clouds, which had been moving ceaselessly out of the northwest, were
suddenly as unchanging as the vaulted ceiling of Hell. All was lifeless.
Silence reigned. Joey was frozen by shock and cold fear. Only the hand moved,
only the hand was alive, and only the hand's pathetic groping for salvation
had any meaning or importance in a world turned to stone.

Joey couldn't bear the sight of the dangling thumb, the torn nails, the
slow drip-drip of blood - but he felt powerfully compelled to stare. He knew
that it was the woman in the transparent gown, come out of his dream from the
night before, into the waking world, though such a thing was not possible.

Reaching out from the shadow of the trunk 1id, the hand slowly turned palm
up. In the center was a spot of blood and a puncture wound that might have
been made by a nail.

Strangely, when Joey closed his eyes against the horror before him, he
could see the sanctuary of Our Lady of Sorrows as clearly as if he were
standing upon the altar platform at that very moment. A silvery ringing of
sacred bells broke the silence, but it was not a real sound in that October
afternoon; they rang out of his memory, from morning Masses in the distant
past. Through my fault, my fault, my most grievous fault. He saw the chalice
gleaming with the reflections of candle flames. The wafer of the host was held
high in the priest's hands. Joey strained hard to detect the moment of
transubstantiation. The moment when hope was fulfilled, faith rewarded. The
split instant of perfect mystery: wine into blood. Is there hope for the
world, for lost men like me?

The images in his mind became as unbearable as the sight of the blood-
smeared hand, and he opened his eyes. The hand was gone. The trunk lid was
closed. The wind was blowing again, and the dark clouds rolled out of the
northwest, and in the distance a dog barked.

The trunk had never actually popped open, and the hand had never reached
toward him. Hallucination.

He raised his own hands and gazed at them as though they were the hands of
a stranger. They were trembling badly.

Delirium tremens. The shakes. Visions of things crawling out of the walls.
In this case, out of a car trunk. All drunks had them from time to time -
especially when they tried to give up the bottle.

In the car, he withdrew a flask from an inside pocket of his suit jacket.
He stared at it for a long time. Finally he unscrewed the cap, took a whiff of
the whiskey, and brought it to his lips.

Either he had stood half mesmerized by the car trunk far longer than he'd
realized or he had sat for an awfully long time with the flask, struggling
against the urge to open it, because the funeral-home hearse pulled out of the
driveway and turned right, heading across town toward Our Lady of Sorrows.



Enough time had passed for his father's casket to be transferred from the
viewing room.

Joey wanted to be sober for the funeral Mass. He wanted that more than he
had wanted anything in a long time.

Without taking a drink, he screwed the cap back onto the flask and returned
the flask to his pocket.

He started the car, caught up with the hearse, and followed it to the
church.

More than once during the drive, he imagined that he heard something moving
in the trunk of the car. A muffled thump. A tapping. A faint, cold, hollow
cry.

OUR LADY OF SORROWS WAS AS HE REMEMBERED IT: DARK WOOD lovingly polished to a
satiny sheen; stained-glass windows waiting only for the appearance of the sun
to paint bright images of compassion and salvation across the pews in the
nave; groin vaults receding into blue shadows above; the air woven through
with a tapestry of odors - lemon-oil furniture polish, incense, hot candle
wax.

Joey sat in the last pew, hoping that no one would recognize him. He had no
friends in Asherville any more. And without a long drink from his flask of
whiskey, he wasn't prepared to endure the looks of scorn and disdain that he
was sure to receive and that, in fact, he deserved.

More than two hundred people attended the service, and to Joey the mood
seemed even more somber than could be expected at a funeral. Dan Shannon had
been well and widely liked, and he would be missed.

Many of the women blotted their eyes with handkerchiefs, but the men were
all dry eyed. In Asherville, the men never wept publicly and rarely in
private. Although none had worked the mines in more than twenty years, they
came from generations of miners who had lived in constant expectation of
tragedy, of friends and loved ones lost to cave-ins and explosions and early-
onset black-lung disease. Theirs was a culture that not only valued stoicism
but could never have existed without it.

Keep your feelings to yourself. Don't burden your friends and family with
your own fear and anguish. Endure. That was the creed of Asherville, a guiding
morality stronger even than that which was taught by the rector of Our Lady
and the two-thousand-year-old faith that he served.

The Mass was the first that Joey had attended in twenty years. Evidently at
the insistence of the parishioners, it was a classic Mass in Latin, with the
grace and eloquence that had been lost when the Church had gone trendy back in
the sixties.

The beauty of the Mass did not affect him, did not warm him. By his own
actions and desire over the past twenty years, he had placed himself outside
the art of faith, and now he could relate to it only in the manner of a man
who studies a fine painting through the window of a gallery, his perception
hampered by distorting reflections on the glass.

The Mass was beautiful, but it was a cold beauty. Like that of winter light
on polished steel. An Arctic vista.

From the church, Joey drove to the cemetery. It was on a hill. The grass
was still green, littered with crisp leaves that crunched under his shoes.

His father was to be buried beside his mother. No name had yet been cut
into the blank half of the dual-plot headstone.

Being at his mother's graveside for the first time, seeing her name and the
date of her passing carved in granite, Joey did not suddenly feel the reality
of her death. The loss of her had been excruciatingly real to him for the past



sixteen years.

In fact, he had lost her twenty years ago, when he had seen her for the
last time.

The hearse was parked on the road near the grave site. Lou Devokowski and
his assistant were organizing the pallbearers to unload the casket.

The open grave awaiting Dan Shannon was encircled by a three-foot-high
black plastic curtain, not to provide a safety barrier but to shield the more
sensitive mourners from the sight of the raw earth in the sheer walls of the
pit, which might force them into too stark a confrontation with the grim
realities of the service that they were attending. The undertaker had also
been discreet enough to cover the mound of excavated earth with black plastic
and to drape the plastic with bouquets of flowers and bunches of cut ferns.

In a mood to punish himself, Joey stepped to the yawning hole. He peered
over the curtain to see exactly where his dad would be going.

At the bottom of the grave, only half buried in loose earth, lay a body
wrapped in blood-smeared plastic. A naked woman. Face concealed. Ribbons of
wet blond hair.

Joey stepped back, bumping into other mourners.

He was unable to breathe. His lungs seemed to be packed full of dirt from
his father's grave.

As solemn as the sepulchral sky, the pallbearers arrived with the casket
and carefully deposited it onto a motorized sling over the excavation.

Joey wanted to shout at them to move the casket and look, look below, look
at the tarp-wrapped woman, look at the bottom of the pit.

He couldn't speak.

The priest had arrived, his black cassock and white surplice flapping in
the wind. The interment service was about to begin.

When the casket was lowered into that seven-foot-deep abyss, atop the dead
woman, when the grave was filled with earth, no one would ever know that she'd
been there. To those in the world who loved her and sought her with such
desperation, she would have vanished forever.

Again Joey tried to speak, but he was still unable to make a sound. He was
shaking violently.

On one level, he knew that the body at the bottom of the grave was not
really there. A phantom. Hallucination. Delirium tremens. Like the bugs that
Ray Milland had seen crawling out of the walls in Lost Weekend.

Nevertheless, a scream swelled in him. He would have given voice to it if
he could have broken the iron band of silence that tightened around him, would
have shouted at them, would have demanded that they move the casket and look
into the hole, even though he knew that they would find nothing and that
everyone would think him deranged.

From the grave or from the mound beside it rose the fecund smell of damp
earth and rotting vegetable matter, which called to mind all the small,
teeming creatures that thrived below the sod - beetles, worms, and quick-
moving things for which he had no names.

Joey turned away from the grave, pushed through the hundred or more
mourners who had come from the church to the cemetery, and stumbled down the
hill, through the ranks of tombstones. He took refuge in the rental car.

Suddenly he was able to breathe in great gasps, and he found his voice at
last. "Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God."

He must be losing his mind. Twenty years of all-but-constant inebriation
had screwed up his brain beyond repair. Too many cells of gray matter had died
in the long bath of alcohol.

He was so far gone that only another taste of the same sin would give him
surcease. He took the flask from his coat pocket.

Aware that a month's worth of gossip was in the making, the startled
mourners at the grave site must have followed his stumbling flight with



considerable interest. No doubt many, afraid of missing the next development,
were still risking the disapproval of the priest by glancing downhill toward
the rental car.

Joey didn't care what anyone thought. He didn't care about anything any
more. Except whiskey.

But his dad still wasn't buried. He had promised himself that he would
remain sober until the interment was complete. He had broken uncounted
promises to himself over the years, but for reasons that he could not quite
define, this one was more important than any of the others.

He didn't open the flask.

Uphill, under the half-bare limbs of the autumn-stripped trees, beneath a
bruised sky, the casket slowly descended into the uncaring earth.

Soon the mourners began to leave, glancing toward Joey's car with
unconcealed interest.

As the priest departed, several small whirlwinds full of dead leaves spun
through the cemetery, exploding over headstones, as if angry spirits had
awakened from an uneasy rest.

Thunder rolled across the heavens. It was the first peal in hours, and the
remaining mourners hurried to their cars.

The undertaker and his assistant removed the motorized casket 1lift and the
black plastic skirt from around the open grave.

As the storm resumed, a cemetery worker in a yellow rain slicker stripped
the tarp and flowers from the mound of excavated dirt.

Another worker appeared behind the wheel of a compact little earthmoving
machine called a Bobcat. It was painted the same shade of yellow as his
raincoat.

Before the open grave could be flooded by the storm, it was filled - and
then tamped down by the tread of the Bobcat.

"Goodbye, " Joey said.

He should have had a sense of completion, of having reached the end of an
important phase of his life. But he only felt empty and incomplete. He had not
put an end to anything - if that was what he had been hoping to do.

5

BACK AT HIS FATHER'S HOUSE, HE WENT DOWN THE NARROW STEPS FROM the kitchen to
the basement. Past the furnace. Past the small water heater.

The door to P.J.'s old room was warped by humidity and age. It squealed
against the jamb and scraped across the sill as Joey forced it open.

Rain beat on the two narrow, horizontal casement windows that were set high
in one basement wall, and the deep shadows were not dispersed by the meager
storm light. He flicked the switch by the door, and a bare overhead bulb came
on.

The small room was empty. Many years ago, the single bed and the other
furniture must have been sold to raise a few dollars. For the past two
decades, when P.J. came home, he had slept in Joey's room on the second floor,
because there had been no chance that Joey would pay a visit and need it
himself.

Dust. Cobwebs. Low on the .walls: a few dark patches of mildew like
Rorschach blots.

The only items of proof that remained of P.J.'s long-ago residence were a
couple of movie posters for flicks so trashy that the advertising art had an
unintentionally campy quality. They were thumbtacked to the walls, pus yellow
with age, cracked, curling at the corners.

In high school, P.J.'s dream was to get out of Asherville, out of poverty,
and become a filmmaker. "But I need these," he had once said to Joey,



indicating the posters, "to remind me that success at any price isn't worth
it. In Hollywood you can become rich and famous and celebrated even for making
stupid, dehumanizing crap. If I can't make it by doing worthwhile work, I hope
I've got the courage to give up the dream altogether instead of selling out."

Either fate had never given P.J. his shot at Hollywood or he had lost
interest in filmmaking somewhere along the way. Ironically, he had achieved
fame as a novelist, fulfilling Joey's dream after Joey had abandoned it.

P.J. was a critically acclaimed writer. Using his ceaseless rambles back
and forth across the United States as material, he produced highly polished
prose that had mysterious depths under a deceptively simple surface.

Joey envied his brother - but not with any malice. P.J. earned every line
of the praise that he received and every dollar of his fortune, and Joey was
proud of him.

Theirs had been an intense and special relationship when they were young,
and it was still intense, though it was now conducted largely at great
distances by phone, when P.J. called from Montana or Maine or Key West or a
small dusty town on the high plains of Texas. They saw each other no more than
once every three or four years, always when P.J. dropped in unannounced in the
course of his travels - but even then he didn't stay long, never more than two
days, usually one.

No one had ever meant more to Joey than P.J., and no one ever would. His
feelings for his brother were rich and complex, and he would never be able to
explain them adequately to anyone.

The rain hammered the lawn just beyond the ground-level windows of the
basement. In a place so far above that it seemed to be another world, more
thunder crashed.

He had come to the cellar for a jar. But the room was utterly empty except
for the movie posters.

On the concrete floor near his shoe, a fat black spider seemed to
materialize from thin air. It scurried past him.

He didn't step on it but watched it race for cover until it disappeared
into a crack along the baseboard.

He switched off the light and went back into the furnace room, leaving the
warped door open.

Climbing the stairs, almost to the kitchen, Joey said, "Jar? What jar?"

Puzzled, he stopped and looked down the steps to the cellar.

A jar of something? A jar for something?

He couldn't remember why he had needed a jar or what kind of jar he had
been seeking.

Another sign of dementia.

He'd been too long without a drink.

Plagued by the persistent uneasiness and disorientation that he'd felt
since first entering Asherville the previous day, he went upstairs. He turned
off the cellar lights behind him.

His suitcase was packed and standing in the living room. He carried the bag
onto the front porch, locked the door, and put the key back under the hemp mat
where he had found it less than twenty-four hours ago.

Something growled behind him, and he turned to confront a many, rain-soaked
black dog on the porch steps. Its eyes were as fiercely yellow as sulfurous
coal fires, and it bared its teeth at him.

"Go away," he said, not threateningly but softly.

The dog growled again, lowered its head, and tensed as if it might spring
at him.

"You don't belong here any more than I do," Joey said, standing his ground.

The hound looked uncertain, shivered, licked its chops, and at last
retreated.

With his suitcase, Joey went to the head of the porch steps and watched the



dog as it hunched away into the slanting sheets of gray rain, gradually fading
as though it had been a mirage. When it moved around the corner and out of
sight at the end of the block, he could easily have been convinced that it had
been another hallucination.

THE LAWYER CONDUCTED BUSINESS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR OF A BRICK building on
Main Street, above the 0ld Town Tavern. The barroom was closed on Sunday
afternoons, but small neon signs for Rolling Rock and Pabst Blue Ribbon still
glowed in its windows brightly enough to tint the rain green and blue as it
fell past the glass.

The law offices of Henry Kadinska occupied two rooms off a dimly lighted
hallway that also served a real-estate office and a dentist. The door stood
open to the reception room.

Joey stepped inside and said, "Hello?"

The inner door was ajar, and from beyond it a man responded. "Please come
in, Joey."

The second room was larger than the first, although still of modest
proportions. Law books lined two walls; on another, a pair of diplomas hung
crookedly. The windows were covered with wood-slat venetian blinds of a type
that probably had not been manufactured in fifty years, revealing horizontal
slices of the rainy day.

Identical mahogany desks stood at opposite ends of the room. At one time
Henry Kadinska had shared the space with his father, Lev, who had been the
town's only lawyer before him. Lev had died when Joey was a senior in high
school. Unused but well polished, the desk remained as a monument.

Putting his pipe in a large cut-glass ashtray, Henry rose from his chair,

reached across the desk, and shook Joey's hand. "I saw you at Mass, but I
didn't want to intrude."
"I didn't notice ... anyone," Joey said.

"How're you doing?"

"Okay. I'm okay."

They stood awkwardly for a moment, not sure what to say. Then Joey sat in
one of the two commodious armchairs that faced the desk.

Kadinska settled back into his own chair and picked up his pipe. He was in
his midfifties, slightly built, with a prominent Adam's apple. His head seemed
somewhat too large for his body, and this disproportionateness was emphasized
by a hairline that had receded four or five inches from his brow. Behind his
thick glasses, his hazel eyes seemed to have a kindly aspect.

"You found the house key where I told you?"

Joey nodded.

"The place hasn't changed all that much, has it?" Henry Kadinska asked.

"Less than I expected. Not at all, really."

"Most of his life, your dad didn't have any money to spend - and when he
finally got some, he didn't know how to spend it." He touched a match to his

pipe and drew on the mouthpiece. "Drove P.J. crazy that Dan wouldn't use much
of what he gave him."
Joey shifted uneasily in his chair. "Mr. Kadinska ... I don't understand

why I'm here. Why did you need to see me?"

"P.J. still doesn't know about your dad?"

"I've left messages on the answering machine in his New York apartment. But
he doesn't really live there. Only for a month or so each year."

The pipe was fired up again. The air was redolent of cherry-scented
tobacco.

In spite of the diplomas and books, the room wasn't much like an average



law office. It was a cozy place - shabby-genteel but cozy. Slumped in his
chair, Henry Kadinska seemed to be as comfortable in his profession as he
might have been in a pair of pajamas.

"Sometimes," Joey said, "he doesn't call that number for days, even a week
or two."

"Funny way to live - nearly always on the road. But I guess it's right for
him."

"He seems to thrive on it."

"And it results in those wonderful books," said Kadinska.

"Yes . "

"I dearly love P.J.'s books."

"Virtually everyone does."

"There's a marvelous sense of freedom in them, such a ... such a spirit."

"Mr. Kadinska, the weather being as bad as it is, I'd like to get started
back to Scranton as soon as possible. I have to catch a commuter flight out of
there early in the morning."

"Of course, yes," said Kadinska, with an unmistakable note of
disappointment.

Now, he seemed to be a lonely little man who had hoped only for some
friendly conversation.

While the lawyer opened a file drawer on his desk and searched for
something, Joey noticed that one of the crookedly hung diplomas was from
Harvard Law. That was a wildly unlikely alma mater for a small-town, coal-
country lawyer.

Not all the shelves were filled with law books, either. Many were volumes
of philosophy. Plato. Socrates. Aristotle. Kant. Augustine. Kierkegaarde.
Bentham. Santayana. Schopenhauer. Empedocles, Heidegger, Hobbes, and Francis
Bacon.

Perhaps Henry Kadinska wasn't comfortable being a small-town lawyer but was
simply long resigned to it, trapped first in the orbit of his father and then
by the gravity of habit.

Sometimes, especially in a whiskey haze, it was easy for Joey to forget
that he himself wasn't the only person in the world whose dearest dreams had
come to nothing.

"Your father's last will and testament," said Kadinska as he opened a file
folder on his desk.

"A reading of the will?" Joey asked. "I think P.J. should be here for that,
not me."

"On the contrary. The will has nothing to do with P.J. Your father left
everything to you."

A sickening pang of guilt quivered through Joey. "Why would he do that?"

"You're his son. Why wouldn't he?"

Joey made a point of meeting the attorney's eyes. On this one day, even if
never again, he wanted to be honest about these matters, to conduct himself
with a dignity of which his father would have approved.

"We both know the hard answer to that, Mr. Kadinska. I broke his heart.
Broke my mother's heart too. More than two years she withered from the cancer,
but I never came. Never held her hand, never consoled my dad. Never saw him
once in the last twenty years of his life. I called maybe six or eight times,
no more than that. Half the time he didn't know how to reach me, because I
didn't always give him my address or phone number. And when he did have my
number, I always kept an answering machine switched on so I wouldn't have to
pick up. I was a rotten son, Mr. Kadinska. I'm a drunk, a selfish shit, and a
loser, and I don't deserve any inheritance, no matter how little it is."

Henry Kadinska appeared to be pained to hear any man criticize himself so
mercilessly. "You're not drunk now, Joey. And the man I see before me isn't
bad in his heart."



"I'll be drunk by tonight, sir, I assure you," Joey said quietly. "And if
you can't see me the way I described myself, then you're a lousy judge of
character. You don't know me at all - and you should count that as a
blessing."

Kadinska put his pipe in the glass ashtray again. "Well, your father was a
forgiving man. He wanted everything to go to you."

Getting to his feet, Joey said, "No. I can't take it. I don't want it." He
started toward the door to the outer room.

"Wait, please," said the lawyer.

Joey stopped and turned to him. "The weather's miserable, and I've got a
long drive out of these mountains to Scranton."

Still slumped in his chair, picking up his pipe again, Henry Kadinska said,
"Where do you live, Joey?"

"You know. Las Vegas. That's where you got hold of me."

"I mean, where do you live in Las Vegas?"

"Why?"

"I'm a lawyer. I've spent my life asking questions, and it's hard to change
this late in the game. Indulge me."

"I live in a trailer park."

"One of those upscale parks with a community swimming pool and tennis
courts?"

"Old trailers," Joey said bluntly. "Mostly real old."

"No pool? No tennis?"

"Hell, not even any grass."

"What do you do for a living?"

"I'm a blackjack dealer. Run roulette wheels sometimes."

"You work regularly?"

"When I need to."

"When the drinking doesn't get in the way?"

"When I can," Joey amended, remembering his promise to himself to deal with
all of this truthfully. "Pays well, with the tips from the players. I can save
up for when ... when I have to take some time off. I do okay."

"But with your work record, always moving on, you don't find jobs in the
new, flashy casinos very often any more."

"Not often," Joey agreed.

"Each job is in a seedier place than the one before."

"For a man who sounded so compassionate a minute ago, you sure are showing
a cruel streak all of a sudden."

Kadinska's face reddened with embarrassment. "I'm sorry, Joey, but I'm just
trying to make the point that you're not exactly in a position to walk away
from an inheritance."

Joey was quietly adamant. "I don't deserve it, don't want it, won't take
it. That's flat final. Anyway, nobody would buy that old house, and I sure as
hell won't move back here to live in it."

Tapping the documents in the open file folder, Kadinska said, "The house
has little value. You're right. But the house and its contents aren't the meat
of this inheritance, Joey. There's more than a quarter of a million dollars in
liquid assets - certificates of deposit and money-market accounts."

Joey's mouth went punk dry. His heart began to pound fiercely. The lawyer's
office harbored a terrible darkness of which he had been dangerously unaware,
and now it was rising up around him.

"That's crazy. Dad was a poor man."

"But your brother has been a success for a long time now. For about
fourteen years, he's been sending your father a check every month, just like
clockwork. A thousand dollars. I told you how it drove P.J. crazy that your
dad wouldn't spend more than a little of it. Dan pretty much just banked check
after check, and through what bankers like to call the miracle of compound



interest, the principal has grown."

Joey's voice was shaky: "That's not my money. That belongs to P.J. It came
from him, it should go back to him."

"But your father left it to you. All to you. And his will is a legal
document."

"Give it to P.J. when he shows up," Joey insisted, and he headed for the
office door.

"I suspect P.J. will want whatever your dad wanted. He'll say you should
keep it all."”

"I won't, I won't," Joey said, raising his voice.

Kadinska caught up with him in the reception lounge, took him by the arm,
and halted him. "Joey, it's not that easy."

"Sure it is."

"If you really don't want it, then you have to renounce the inheritance.'

"I renounce it. I already did. Don't want it."

"A document has to be drawn, signed, notarized."

Although the day was cold and the office was on the chilly side, Joey had
broken into a sweat. "How long will it take to put these papers together?"

"If you'll come back tomorrow afternoon-"

"No." Joey's heart was jackhammering almost hard enough to shatter the ribs
and breastbone that caged it. "No, sir, I'm not staying here another night.
I'm going to Scranton. A flight to Pittsburgh in the morning. Vegas from
there. All the way out to Vegas. Mail me the papers.'

"That's probably better anyway," Kadinska said. "It'll give you more time
to think, to reconsider."

At first the lawyer had seemed to be a gentle, bookish man. Not now.

Joey no longer saw kindness in the man's eyes. Instead he perceived the
slyness of a bargainer for souls, something with scales under the disguise of
skin, with eyes that in a different light would be like the sulfur-yellow eyes
of the dog that had confronted him on the front porch a while ago.

He wrenched loose of the attorney's hand, shoved him aside, and made for
the outer door in a state close to panic.

Kadinska called after him: "Joey, what's wrong?"

The hallway. Past the real-estate office. The dentist. Toward the stairs.
He wanted desperately to be out in the fresh air, to be washed clean by the
rain.

"Joey, what's the matter with you?"

"Stay away from me!" he shouted.

When he reached the head of the stairs, he halted so abruptly that he almost
pitched to the bottom. He grabbed the newel post to keep
his balance.

At the foot of the steep stairs lay the dead blonde, bundled in a
transparent tarp partly opaque with blood. The plastic was drawn tightly
across her bare breasts, compressing them. Her nipples were visible but not
her face.

One pale arm had slipped out of her shroud. Although she was dead, she
reached out beseechingly.

He could not bear the sight of her mangled hand, the blood, the nail hole
in her delicate palm. Most of all he was terrified that she would speak to him
from behind her plastic veil and that he would be told things that he
shouldn't know, mustn't know.

With a whimper like that of a cornered animal, he turned from her and
started back the way he had come.

"Joey?"

Henry Kadinska stood in the dimly lighted hall ahead of him. Shadows seemed
to be drawn to the attorney - except for his thick eyeglasses, which blazed
with reflections of the yellow light overhead. He was blocking the way.



Approaching. Eager to have another chance to offer his bargain.

Now frantic for fresh air and cleansing rain, Joey spun away from Kadinska
and returned to the stairs.

The blonde still sprawled below, her arm extended, her hand open, silently
pleading for something, perhaps for mercy.

"Joey?"

Kadinska's voice. Close behind him.

Joey descended the precipitous flight of stairs hesitantly at first, then
faster, figuring that he would step over her if she was really there, kick at
her if she tried to seize him, down two stairs at a time, not even holding on
to the handrail, barely keeping his balance, a third of the way, halfway, and
still she was there, now eight steps below, six, four, and she was reaching
out to him, the red stigmata glistening in the center of her palm. He screamed
as he reached the last step, and the dead woman vanished when he cried out. He
plunged through the space that she had occupied, crashed through the door, and
staggered onto the sidewalk in front of the 0ld Town Tavern.

He turned his face up into the Pabst-blue and Rolling Rock-green rain,
which was so cold that it might soon turn to sleet. In seconds he was soaked -
but he didn't feel entirely clean.

In the rental car again, he fumbled the flask out from under the driver's
seat where he'd tucked it earlier.

The rain had not cleansed him inside. He had breathed in corruption,
swallowed it. Blended whiskey offered considerable antiseptic power.

He unscrewed the cap from the flask and took a long swallow. Then another.

Choking on the spirits, gasping for breath, he replaced the cap, afraid
that he would drop the flask and waste the precious ounces that it still
contained.

Kadinska hadn't followed him out into the storm, but Joey didn't want to
delay another moment. He started the car, pulled away from the curb, splashed
through a flooded intersection, and drove along Main Street toward the end of
town.

He didn't believe that he would be allowed to leave. Something would stop
him. The car would sputter, stall, and refuse to start. Cross traffic would
crash into him at an intersection, even though the streets seemed deserted.
Lightning would strike a telephone pole and drop it across the road. Something
would prevent him from getting out of town. He was in the grip of a
superstition that he could not shake or explain.

In spite of his dire expectations, he reached the town line and crossed it.
Main Street became the county road. Forests and fields replaced the huddled
and depressing buildings of Asherville.

Still shuddering as much from fear as from having been soaked by the rain,
he drove at least a mile before he began to realize how strangely he had
reacted to the prospect of receiving a quarter of a million dollars. He had no
idea why a sudden windfall should have terrified him, why a stroke of good
fortune should instantly convince him that his soul was in peril.

After all, considering how he had lived his life thus far, he was doomed to
Hell anyway, if it existed.

Three miles outside Asherville, Joey came to a three-way stop. Directly
ahead of him, beyond the rural intersection, the county route continued: a
glistening black ribbon dwindling down a long, gradual slope into the early
twilight. To the left was Coal Valley Road, leading to the town of Coal
Valley.

On that Sunday night twenty years ago, when he had been on his way back to
college, he had planned to take Coal Valley Road twelve miles through the
mountains, until it connected with the old state three-lane that the locals
called Black Hollow Highway, then go west nine miles to the Pennsylvania
Turnpike. He always went that way, because it was the shortest route.



But on that night, for reasons he had never since been able to recall, he
had driven past Coal Valley Road. He'd followed the county route another
nineteen miles to the interstate and had taken the interstate in a roundabout
loop toward Black Hollow Highway and the turnpike. On the interstate he'd had
the accident, and thereafter nothing had ever gone right for him again.

He had been driving his ten-year-old '65 Ford Mustang, which he had
salvaged and restored - with his dad's help - from an auto junkyard after the
original owner had rolled it. God, how he had loved that car. It had been the
only thing of beauty he'd ever owned, and most important, his own hands had
brought it back from ruin to glory.

Recalling the Mustang, he hesitantly touched the left side of his forehead
just below the hairline. The scar was an inch long, barely visible but easily
felt. He remembered the sickening slide, his car spinning on the rain-slick
interstate, the collision with the signpost, the shattering window.

He remembered all the blood.

Now he sat at the three-way stop, staring down Coal Valley Road to his
left, and he knew that if he took this route, as he should have taken it on
that eventful night long ago, he would at last have a chance to put everything
right. He would get his life back on track.

That was a crazy notion, perhaps as superstitious as his earlier certainty
that fate would not allow him to drive out of Asherville but this time he was
right. It was true. He had no doubt that he was being given another chance. He
knew that some superhuman power was at work in the fading October twilight,
knew that the meaning of his troubled life lay along that two-lane mountain
route - because Coal Valley Road had been condemned and torn up more than
nineteen years ago, yet now it waited to his left, exactly as it had been on
that special night. It was magically restored.

JOEY EASED THE RENTAL CHEVY PAST THE STOP SIGN AND PARKED ON the narrow
shoulder, on the dead-end side of the three-way intersection, directly across
from the entrance to Coal Valley Road. He switched off the headlights but left
the engine running.

Overhung by autumnal trees, those two lanes of wet blacktop led out of the
deepening twilight and vanished into shadows as black as the oncoming night.
The pavement was littered with colorful leaves that glowed strangely in the
gloom, as though irradiated.

His heart pounded, pounded.

He closed his eyes and listened to the rain.

When at last he opened his eyes, he half expected that Coal Valley Road
wouldn't be there any more, that it had been just one more hallucination. But
it hadn't vanished. The two lanes of blacktop glistened with silver rain.
Scarlet and amber leaves glimmered like a scattering of jewels meant to lure
him into the tunnel of trees and into the deeper darkness beyond.

Impossible.

But there it was.

Twenty-one years ago in Coal Valley, a six-year-old boy named Rudy DeMarco
had tumbled into a sinkhole that abruptly opened under him while he was
playing in his backyard. Rushing out of the house in response to her son's
screams, Mrs. DeMarco had found him in an eight-foot-deep pit, with sulfurous
smoke billowing from fissures in the bottom. She scrambled into the hole after
him, into heat so intense that she seemed to have descended through the gates
of Hell. The floor of the pit resembled a furnace grate; little Rudy's legs
were trapped between thick bars of stone, dangling into whatever inferno was
obscured by the rising smoke. Choking, dizzy, instantly disoriented, Mrs.



DeMarco nevertheless wrenched her child from the gap in which he was wedged.
As the unstable floor of the pit quaked and cracked and crumbled under her,
she dragged Rudy to the sloped wall, clawed at the hot earth, and frantically
struggled upward. The bottom dropped out altogether, the sinkhole rapidly
widened, the treacherous slope slid away beneath her, but still she pulled her
boy out of the seething smoke and onto the lawn. His clothes were ablaze. She
covered him with her body, trying to smother the flames, and her clothes
caught on fire. Clutching Rudy against her, she rolled with him in the grass,
crying for help, and her screams seemed especially loud because her boy had
fallen silent. More than his clothes had burned: Most of his hair was singed
away, one side of his face was blistered, and his small body was charred.
Three days later, in the Pittsburgh hospital to which he had been taken by air
ambulance, Rudy DeMarco died of catastrophic burns.

For sixteen years prior to the boy's death, the people of Coal Valley had
lived above a subterranean fire that churned relentlessly through a network of
abandoned mines, eating away at untapped veins of anthracite, gradually
widening those underground corridors and shafts. While state and federal
officials debated whether the hidden conflagration would eventually burn
itself out, while they argued about various strategies for extinguishing it,
while they squandered fortunes on consultants and interminable hearings, while
they strove indefatigably to shift the financial responsibility for the clean-
up from one jurisdiction to another, Coal Valley's residents lived with
carbon-monoxide monitors to avoid being gassed in the night by mine-fire fumes
that seeped, up through the foundations of their homes. Scattered across the
town were vent pipes, tapping the tunnels below to release smoke from the fire
and perhaps minimize the build-up of toxic gases in nearby houses; one even
thrust up from the elementary-school playground.

With the tragic death of little Rudy DeMarco, the politicians and
bureaucrats were at last compelled to take action. The federal government
purchased the threatened properties, beginning with those houses directly over
the most hotly burning tunnels, then those over secondary fires, then those
that were still only adjacent to the deep, combustible rivers of coal. During
the course of the following year, as homes were condemned and the residents
moved away, the reasonably pleasant village of Coal Valley gradually became a
ghost town.

By that rainy night in a long-ago October, when Joey had taken the wrong
road back to college, only three families remained in Coal Valley. They had
been scheduled to move out before Thanksgiving.

In the year that followed the departure of those last residents, bulldozers
were to knock down every building in the wvillage. Every scrap of the
demolished structures was to be hauled away. The streets, cracked and hoved
from the pressures of the hidden fires below, would be torn up. The hills and
fields would be seeded with grass, restoring the land to something resembling
a natural state, and the mine fires would be left to burn - some said for a
hundred or two hundred years - until the veins of coal were at last exhausted.

Geologists, mining engineers, and officials from the Pennsylvania
Department of Environmental Resources believed that the fire would eventually
undermine four thousand acres - an area far greater than that encompassed by
the abandoned village. Consequently, Coal Valley Road was likely to suffer
sudden subsidence at numerous points along much of its length - a deadly
danger to motorists. More than nineteen years ago, therefore, after the ghost
town had been demolished and hauled away, Coal Valley Road had been torn up as
well.

It had not been there when he had driven into Asherville the previous day.
Now it waited. Leading out of the rain-slashed twilight into an unknown night.
The road not taken.

Joey was holding the flask again. Although he had opened it, he had no



memory of unscrewing the cap.

If he drank what remained of the Jack Daniel's, the road that led into the
dark tunnel of trees might blur, fade, and finally vanish. Perhaps it was wise
not to pin any hopes on miraculous second chances and supernatural redemption.
For all he knew, if he put the Chevy in gear and followed that strange
highway, he would be changing his life not for better but for worse.

He brought the flask to his lips.

Thunder rolled through a cold Heaven. The rataplan of rain swelled until he
could not even hear the idling car engine.

The whiskey fumes smelled as sweet as salvation.

Rain, rain, torrential rain. It washed the last light out of the bleak day.

Although he was beyond the touch of the rain, the heavy ,pall of descending
darkness was inescapable. Night entered the car: a familiar companion with
whom he had passed uncountable lonely hours in troubled contemplation of a
life gone wrong.

He and the night had finished many bottles of whiskey together, and
eventually he had always been granted the surcease of sleep, if nothing else.
All he had to do was put the flask against his lips, tip it, and drain the few
ounces that it still contained, whereupon this dangerous temptation to embrace
hope would surely pass. The mysterious highway would vanish, and then he could
get on with a life that, although lacking hope, could be passed in a safe,
blessed anesthetic haze.

He sat for a long time. Wanting a drink. Not drinking.

Joey wasn't aware of the car approaching along the county road behind him
until its headlights suddenly shot through the back window of the Chevy. A
virtual explosion of light shattered over him, as though from an onrushing
locomotive with one giant, blazing Cyclopean eye. He glanced at the rearview
mirror but winced and looked away as the bright reflection stung his eyes.

The car roared past him and hung a hard left onto Coal Valley Road. It cast
up such a heavy plume of dirty water from the puddled pavement that it was
impossible for Joey to see any details of it or get a glimpse of its driver.

As the spray washed down the side window of the Chevy and the glass cleared
again, the other vehicle slowed. Its taillights dwindled until it had gone
perhaps a hundred yards along the colonnade of trees, where it came to a full
stop on the roadway.

"No," Joey said.

Out there on Coal Valley Road, the red brake lights were like the radiant
eyes of a demon in a dream, frightening but compelling, alarming but
mesmerizing.

"No . "

He turned his head and stared at the night-cloaked county road in front of
him, the route that he'd taken twenty years ago. It had been the wrong highway
then, but it was the right one now. After all, he wasn't headed back to
college as he had been that night; now he was forty years old and bound for
Scranton, where he had to catch a commuter flight to Pittsburgh in the
morning.

On Coal Valley Road, the taillights glowed. The strange car waited.

Scranton. Pittsburgh. Vegas. The trailer park. A shabby but safe little
life. No hope ... but no nasty surprises, either.

Red brake lights. Beacons. Shimmering in the delude.

Joey capped the flask without drinking from it.

He switched on the headlights and put the Chevy in gear.

"Jesus, help me," he said.

He drove across the intersection and onto Coal Valley Road.

Ahead of him, the other car began to move again. It quickly picked up
speed.

Joey Shannon followed the phantom driver through a veil between reality and



some other place, toward a town that no longer existed, toward a fate beyond
understanding.

THE WIND AND THE RAIN SHOOK LEAVES FROM THE OVERHANGING TREES and hurled them
onto the pavement. They smacked the windshield and clung briefly, batlike
shapes that furled their wings and fell away when the wipers swept over them.

Joey remained about a hundred yards behind the other car, not quite close
enough to discern what make and model it was. He told himself that he still
had time to turn around, drive to the county road, and go to Scranton as he
had planned. But he might not have the option of turning back if he got a good
look at the car ahead of him. Intuitively he understood that the more he
learned about what was happening, the more thoroughly his fate would be
sealed. Mile by mile he was driving farther away from the real world, into
this otherworldly land of second chances, and eventually the intersection of
the county route and Coal Valley Road would cease to exist in the night behind
him.

When they had gone only three miles, they came upon a white, two-door
Plymouth Valiant - a car that Joey had admired as a kid but hadn't seen in
ages. It was stopped at the side of the road, broken down. Three sputtering
red flares had been set out along the shoulder of the highway, and in their
intense light, as if by a dark miracle of transubstantiation, the falling rain
appeared to be a downpour of blood.

The vehicle that he was following slowed, almost halted beside the Valiant,
then accelerated again.

Someone in a black, hooded raincoat stood beside the disabled Plymouth,
holding a flashlight. The stranded motorist waved at him, imploring him to
stop.

Joey glanced at the dwindling taillights of the car that he had been
pursuing. It would soon pass around a bend, over a rise, out of sight.

Coasting past the Plymouth, he saw that the person in the raincoat was a
woman. A girl, really. Arrestingly pretty. She appeared to be no older than
sixteen or seventeen'

Under the hood of the coat, her flare-tinted face reminded him, curiously,
of the haunting countenance on the statue of the Virgin Mother at Our Lady of
Sorrows, back in Asherville. Sometimes the Virgin's serene ceramic face had
just such a forlorn and spectral aspect in the crimson glow of the flickering
votive candles arrayed in red glasses beneath it.

As Joey rolled slowly past this girl, she stared entreatingly, and in her
porcelain features he saw something that alarmed him: a disturbing
premonition, a vision of her lovely face without eyes, battered and bloody.
Somehow he knew that if he didn't stop to help her, she would not live to see
the dawn but would die violently in some black moment of the storm.

He parked on the shoulder ahead of the Valiant and got out of the rental
car. He was still soaked from having stood in the cleansing downpour outside
Henry Kadinska's office little more than twenty minutes ago, so the pounding
rain didn't bother him, and the cold night air wasn't half as chilling as the
fear that had filled him since he had learned of his inheritance.

He hurried along the pavement, and the girl came forward to meet him at the
front of her disabled Valiant.

"Thank God, you stopped," she said. Rain streamed off her hood, a
glistening veil in front of her face.

He said, "What happened?"

"It just failed."

"While you were rolling?"



"Yeah. Not the battery."

"How do you know?"

"I've still got power."

Her eyes were dark and huge. Her face glowed in the flare light, and on her
cheeks, raindrops glistened like tears.

"Maybe the generator," he said.

"You know cars?"

"Yeah."

"I don't," she said. "I feel so helpless."

"We all do," Joey said.

She gave him a peculiar look.

She was just a girl, and at her age she was surely naive and not yet fully
aware of the world's cruelty. Yet Joey Shannon saw more in her eyes than he
could comprehend.

"I feel lost," she said, evidently still referring to her lack of knowledge
about cars.

He unlatched and raised the hood. "Let me have your light."

At first she seemed not to know what he meant, but then she handed the
flashlight to him. "I think it's hopeless."

While rain pounded against his back, he checked the distributor cap to be
sure that it was seated securely, examined the spark-plug leads, scrutinized
the battery cables.

"If you could just give me a ride home," she said, "my dad and I can come
back here tomorrow."

"Let me try it first," he said, closing the hood.

"You don't even have a raincoat," she worried.

"Doesn't matter."

"You'll catch your death."

"It's only water - they baptize babies in it."

Overhead, the branches of the mountain laurels clattered in a bitter gust
of wind, shaking loose a flock of dead leaves that whirled briefly but then
settled to the ground as spiritlessly as lost hopes sifting down through the
darkness of a troubled heart.

He opened the driver's door, got behind the steering wheel, and put the
flashlight on the seat beside him. The keys were in the ignition. When he
attempted to start the engine, there was no response whatsoever. He tried the
headlights, and they came on at full power.

In front of the car, the girl was caught in the bright beams. She was no
longer tinted red. Her black raincoat hung like a cowled robe, and in its
folds, her face and hands were white and gloriously radiant.

He stared at her for a moment, wondering why he had been brought to her and
where they would find themselves by the time this strange night had ended.
Then he switched off the headlights.

The girl stood once more in the lambent light of the flares, lashed by
crimson rain.

After leaning across the seat to lock the passenger door, Joey got out of
the Valiant, taking the flashlight and the keys with him. "Whatever's wrong, I
don't have what's needed to fix it." He slammed the driver's door and locked
it as well. "You're right - the best I can do is give you a lift. Where do you
live?"

"Coal Valley. I was on my way home when the trouble started."

"Hardly anyone lives there any more."

"Yeah. We're one of the last three families. It's almost like a ghost
town."

Thoroughly soaked and cold to the bone, he was eager to get back to the
rental car and switch the heater to its highest setting. But when he met her
dark eyes again, he felt more strongly than ever that she was the reason that



he had been given another chance to take the road to Coal Valley, as he should
have done twenty years ago. Rather than run with her to the shelter of the
Chevy, he hesitated, afraid that whatever he did - even taking her home -
might be the wrong thing to do, and that in choosing a course of action, he
would be throwing away this last, miraculous chance at redemption.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

Joey had been staring at her, half mesmerized, contemplating the possible
consequences of his actions. His empty gaze must have disconcerted her every
bit as much as the concept of consequences disconcerted him.

Speaking without thinking, surprised to hear these particular words issuing
from himself, he said, "Show me your hands."

"My hands?"

"Show me your hands."

The wind sang epithalamion in the trees above, and the night was a chapel
in which they stood alone.

With a look of puzzlement, she held out her delicate hands for his
inspection.

"Palms up," he said.

She did as he asked, and her posture made her resemble more than ever the
Mother of Heaven entreating all to come unto her, into the bosom of
everlasting peace.

The girl's hands cupped the darkness, and he couldn't read her palms.

Trembling, he raised the flashlight.

At first her hands were unblemished. Then a faint bruise slowly appeared in
the center of each rain-pooled palm.

He closed his eyes and held his breath. When he looked again, the bruises
had darkened.

"You're scaring me," she said.

"We should be scared."

"You never seemed strange."

"Look at your hands," he said.

She lowered her eyes.

"What do you see?" he asked.

"See? Just my hands."

The storm wind crying in the trees was the voice of a million victims, and
the night was filled with their pathetic pleas for mercy.

He would have been shaking uncontrollably if he had not been paralyzed by
fear. "You don't see the bruises?"

"What bruises?"

Her gaze rose from her hands, and her eyes met his again.

"You don't see?" he asked.

"No."

"You don't feel?"

In fact, the bruises were not merely bruises any more but had ripened into
wounds from which blood began to ooze.

"I'm not seeing what is," Joey told her, overcome by dread. "I'm seeing
what will be."

"You're scaring me," she said again.

She wasn't the dead blonde in the bloodstained plastic shroud. Under her
hood, her face was framed by raven-black hair.

"But you might end up like her," he said more to himself than to the girl.

"Like who?"

"I don't know her name. But she wasn't just an hallucination. I see that
now. Not a drunk's delirium. More than that. She was something ... else. I
don't know."

The grievous stigmata in the girl's hands became more terrible by the
second, though she continued to be unaware of them and seemed to feel no pain.



Suddenly Joey understood that the increasing grisliness of his paranormal
vision meant that this girl was in growing danger. The fate for which she had
been destined - the fate that he had postponed by taking Coal Valley Road and
stopping to assist her - was grimly reasserting itself. Delaying by the side
of the road was apparently the wrong thing to do.

"Maybe he's coming back," Joey said.

She closed her hands, as if shamed by the intensity with which he stared at
them. "Who?"

"I don't know," he said, and he looked into the distance along Coal Valley
Road, into the impenetrable gloom that swallowed the two rain-swept lanes of
blacktop.

"You mean that other car?" she asked.

"Yeah. Did you get a glimpse of whoever was in it?"

"No. A man. But I didn't see him clearly. A shadow, a shape. Why does it
matter?"

"I'm not sure." He took her by the arm. "Come on. Let's get out of here."

As they hurried toward the Chevy, she said, "You sure aren't anything like
I thought you'd be."

That struck him as a peculiar statement. Before he could ask her what she
meant, however, they reached the Chevy - and he stumbled to a halt, stunned by
what stood before him, her words forgotten.

"Joey?" she said.

The Chevy was gone. In its place was a Ford. A 1965 Mustang. His 1965
Mustang. The wreck that, as a teenager, he had lovingly restored with his
dad's help. Midnight blue with white-wall tires.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

He had been driving the Mustang that night twenty years ago. It had
sustained major body damage when he had spun out on the interstate and
collided with a signpost.

There was no body damage now. The side window, which had shattered when his
head hit it, was intact. The Mustang was as cherry as it had ever been.

The wind picked up, shrieking, so the night itself seemed mad. Silvery
whips of rain lashed around them and snapped against the pavement.

"Where's the Chevy?" he asked shakily.

"What?"

"The Chevy," he repeated, raising his voice above the storm.

"What Chevy?"

"The rental car. The one I was driving."

"But ... you were driving this," she said.

He looked at her in disbelief.

As before, he was aware of mysteries in her eyes, but he had no sense that
she was trying to deceive him.

He let go of her arm and walked to the front of the Mustang, trailing one
hand along the rear fender, the driver's door, the front fender. The metal was
cold, smooth, slick with rain, as solid as the road on which he stood, as real
as the heart that knocked in his chest.

Twenty years ago, after he'd hit the signpost, the Mustang had been badly
scraped and dented, but it had been drivable. He had returned to college in
it. He remembered how it had rattled and ticked all the way to Shippensburg -
the sound of his young life falling apart.

He remembered all the blood.

Now, when he hesitantly opened the driver's door, the light came on inside.
It was bright enough to reveal that the upholstery was free of bloodstains.
The cut that he'd suffered in his forehead had bled heavily until he'd driven
to a hospital and had it stitched, and by that time the bucket seat had been
well spattered. But this upholstery was pristine.

The girl had gone around to the other side of the car. She slipped into the



passenger seat and slammed the door.

With her inside, the night seemed as utterly empty of life as a pharaoh's
crypt undiscovered beneath the sands of Egypt. All the world might have been
dead, with only Joey Shannon left to hear the sound and know the fury of the
storm.

He was reluctant to get behind the steering wheel. It was all too strange.
He felt as though he had surrendered entirely to a drunkard's delirium -
although he knew that he was stone sober.

Then he remembered the wounds that he'd foreseen in her delicate hands, the
premonition that the danger to her was increasing with every second they
remained at the roadside. He got in behind the wheel, closed the door, and
gave her the flashlight.

"Heat," she said. "I'm freezing."

He was barely aware of being sodden and cold himself. For the moment, numb
with wonder, he was sensitive only to the deepening mystery, to the shapes and
textures and sounds and smells of the mystical Mustang.

The keys were in the ignition.

He started the engine. It had a singular pitch, as familiar to him as his
own voice. The sweet, strong sound had such nostalgic power that it lifted his
spirits at once. In spite of the flat-out weirdness of what was happening to
him, in spite of the fear that had dogged him ever since he'd driven into
Asherville the previous day, he was filled with a wild elation.

The years seemed to have fallen away from him. All the bad choices that
he'd made were sloughed off. For the moment, at least, the future was as
filled with promise as it had been when he was seventeen.

The girl fiddled with the heater controls, and hot air blasted from the
vents.

He released the emergency brake and put the car in gear, but before he
pulled onto the highway, he turned to her and said, "Show me your hands."

Clearly uneasy, regarding him with understandable wariness, she responded
to his request.

The nail wounds remained in her palms, visible only to him, but he thought
that they had closed somewhat. The flow of blood had diminished.

"We're doing the right thing now, getting out of here," he said, although
he knew that he was making little - if any - sense to her.

He switched on the windshield wipers and drove onto the two-lane blacktop,
heading toward the town of Coal Valley. The car handled like the fine-tuned
masterpiece that he remembered, and his exhilaration intensified.

For a minute or two he was entirely possessed by the thrill of driving -
just driving - that he had known as a teenager but never since. Deep in the
thrall of the Mustang. A boy and his car. Lost to the romance of the road.

Then he remembered something that she had said when he had first seen the
Mustang and had halted before it in shock. Joey? She had called him by his
name. Joey? What's wrong? Yet he was certain that he had never introduced
himself.

"Some music?" she asked with a nervous tremor in her voice, as though his
silent, rapturous involvement with the unrolling road was more disturbing to
her than anything he'd previously said or done.

He glanced at her as she leaned forward to switch on the radio. She had
pushed back the hood of her raincoat. Her hair was thick and silky and darker
than the night.

Something else she'd said, which had struck him as peculiar, now came back
to him: You sure aren't anything like I thought you'd be. And before that: You
never seemed strange.

The girl twisted the tuning knob on the radio until she found a station
playing Bruce Springsteen's "Thunder Road."

"What's your name?" he asked.



"Celeste. Celeste Baker."

"How did you know my name?"

The question made her self-conscious, and she was able to meet his eyes
only briefly. Even in the dim backwash of light from the instrument panel, he
could see that she was blushing.

"You never noticed me, I know."

He frowned. "Noticed you?"

"You were two years ahead of me at County High."

Joey shifted his attention from the dangerously slick roadway longer than
he should have, mystified by what she'd said. "What're you talking about?"

Staring at the lighted face of the radio, she said, "I was a sophomore when
you were a senior. I had a terrible crush on you. I was in despair when you
graduated and went off to college."

He was barely able to look away from her.

Sweeping around a curve, the road passed an abandoned mine head and a
broken-down tipple that loomed out of the darkness like the half-shattered
skeleton of a prehistoric beast. Generations had toiled in its shadow to bring
forth coal, but they were now gone to bones or to city work. As he followed
the curve, Joey braked gently, slowing from fifty to forty, so badly rattled
by what the girl had said that he no longer trusted himself to drive safely at
the higher speed.

"We never spoke," she said. "I never could get up the nerve. I Jjust ... you
know ... admired you from afar. God. Sounds so stupid." She glanced at him
from under her brow to see if, in fact, he was amused at her expense.

"You're not making any sense," he said.

"Me?"

"How old are you? Sixteen?"

"Seventeen, almost eighteen. My dad's Carl Baker, and being the principal's
daughter makes everything worse. I'm a social outcast to begin with, so I have
a hard time striking up a conversation with a boy who's even ... well, who's
even half as good-looking as you."

He felt as if he were in a chamber of fun-house mirrors where everything,
including conversation, was distorted until nothing quite made sense. "What's
the joke here?"

"Joke?"

He slowed to thirty miles an hour, then slowed further still, until he was
not gquite keeping pace with the racing water that nearly overflowed the wide
drainage ditch along the right shoulder of the highway. The surging torrents
cast back leaping silvery reflections of the headlights.

"Celeste, damn it, I'm forty years old. How could I be just two years ahead
of you in high school"

Her expression was somewhere between astonishment and alarm, but then it
swiftly gave way to anger. "Why're you being like this? Are you trying to
spook me?"

"No, no. I just-"
"Trying to give the principal's kid a real scare, make a fool of her?"
"No, listen-"

"You've been away to college all this time, and you're still that immature?
Maybe I should be glad I never had the guts to talk to you before."

Tears shimmered in her eyes.

Nonplussed, he returned his attention to the highway ahead - just as the
Springsteen song ended.

The deejay said, "That's 'Thunder Road,' from Born to Run, the new album by
Bruce Springsteen.”

"New album?" Joey said.

The deejay said, "Is that hot or not? Man, that guy is gonna be huge."

"It's not a new album," Joey said.



Celeste was blotting her eyes with a Kleenex.

"Let's spin one more by the Boss," said the deejay. "Here's 'She's the
One,' off the same album."

Pure, passionate, exhilarating rock-'n'-roll exploded from the radio.
"She's the One" was as fresh, as powerful, as Jjoyful as it had been when Joey
had first heard it twenty years ago.

He said, "What's this guy talking about? It's not new. Born to Run is
twenty years old."

"Stop it," she said in a voice colored half by anger and half by hurt.
"Just stop it, okay?"

"It was all over the radio back then. He knocked the whole world on its
ass. The real stuff. Born to Run."

"Give it up," she said fiercely. "You're not scaring me any more. You're
not going to make the principal's nerdy kid cry."

She had fought back her tears. Her jaw was clenched, and her lips were
tightly compressed.

"Born to Run," he insisted, "is twenty years old."

"Creep."

"Twenty years old."

Celeste huddled against the passenger door, pulling as far away from him as
she could.

Springsteen rocked.

Joey's mind spun.

Answers occurred to him. He dared not consider them, for fear that they
would be wrong and that his sudden rush of hope would prove unfounded.

They were traveling through a narrow passage carved from the mountain.
Walls of rock crowded the blacktop and rose forty feet into the night,
reducing their options to the road ahead and the road behind.

Barrages of cold rain snapped with bullet-hard ferocity against the
Mustang.

The windshield wipers throbbed - lubdub, lubdub - as though the car were a
great heart pumping time and fate instead of blood.

At last he dared to look at the rearview mirror.

In the dim light from the instrument panel, he could see little, but what
little he could see was enough to fill him with wonder, with awe, with wild
exhilaration, with fear and with delight simultaneously, with respect for just
how very strange the night and the highway had become. In the mirror, his eyes
were clear, and the whites of them were luminescent white: They were no longer
bleary and bloodshot from twenty years of heavy drinking. Above his eyes, his
brow was smooth and unlined, untouched by two decades of worry and bitterness
and self-loathing.

He jammed his foot on the brake pedal, the tires shrieked, and the Mustang
fishtailed.

Celeste squealed and put out her hands to brace herself against the
dashboard. If they had been going fast, she wound have been thrown out of her
seat.

The car skidded across the double yellow line into the other lane, coward
the far rock wall, but then slid into a hundred-eighty-degree turn, back into
the lane where they'd begun, and came to a stop on the roadway, facing the
wrong direction.

Joey grabbed the rearview mirror, tilted it up to reveal a hairline that
had not receded, tilted it down past his eyes, left, right.

"What are you doing?" she demanded.

Though his hand was shaking uncontrollably, he found the switch for the
dome light.

"Joey, we could be hit head-on!" she said frantically, though there were no
headlights approaching.



He leaned closer to the small mirror, turned it this way and that, craned
his neck, trying to capture every possible aspect of his face in that narrow
rectangle.

"Joey, damn it, we can't just sit here!"

"Oh, my God, my God."

"Are you crazy?"

"Am I crazy?" he asked his youthful reflection.

"Get us off the road!"

"What year is it?"

"Drop the stupid act, you moron."

"What year is it?"

"It isn't funny."

"What year is it?" he demanded.

She started to open her door.

"No," Joey said, "wait, wait, all right, you're right, got to get off the
road, just wait."

He swung the Mustang around, back in the direction they had been heading
before he'd slammed on the brakes, and he pulled to a stop on the side of the
road.

Turning to her, pleading with her, he said, "Celeste, don't be angry with
me, don't be afraid, be patient, Jjust tell me what year it is. Please. Please.
I need to hear you say it, then I'll know it's real. Tell me what year it is,
and then I'll explain everything - as much as I can explain it."

Celeste's schoolgirl crush on him was still strong enough to overcome her
fear and anger. Her expression softened.

"What year?" he repeated.

"It's 1975," she said.

On the radio, "She's the One" rocked to its glorious end.

Springsteen was followed by a commercial for the current big hit in the
movie theaters: Al Pacino in Dog Day Afternoon.

The past summer it had been Jaws. Steven Spielberg was Jjust starting to
become a household name.

The previous spring, Vietnam had fallen.

Nixon had left office the year before.

Amiable Gerald Ford was in the White House, caretaker president of a
troubled country. Twice in September, attempts had been made on his life.
Lynnette Fromme had taken a shot at him in Sacramento. Sara Jane Moore had
gone after him in San Francisco.

Elizabeth Seton had become the first American to be canonized by the Roman
Catholic Church.

The Cincinnati Reds had won the World Series in seven games.

Jimmy Hoffa had disappeared.

Muhammad Ali was world heavyweight champion.

Doctorow's novel Ragtime. Judith Rossner's Looking for Mr. Goodbar.

Disco. Donna Summers. The Bee Gees.

Now, although still soaked, he realized that he wasn't wearing the suit in
which he had attended the funeral and which he had been wearing when he'd fled
Henry Kadinska's law office. He was in boots and blue jeans. Hunter's-plaid
flannel shirt. Blue-denim jacket with sheepskin lining.

"I'm twenty years old," Joey whispered as reverentially as he once would
have spoken to God in the hush of a church.

Celeste reached out and touched his face. Her hand was warm against his
cold cheek, and it trembled not with fear but with the pleasure of touching
him, a difference that he was able to sense only because he was young again
and acutely sensitive to the currents of a young girl's heart.

"Definitely not forty," she said.

On the car radio, Linda Ronstadt launched into the title song from her



current hit album: "Heart Like a Wheel."

"Twenty years old," he repeated, and his vision blurred with gratitude to
whatever power had brought him to this place, this time, this miraculous
passage.

He wasn't merely being given a second chance. This was a shot at

whole new beginning.

"All I've got to do is the right thing," he said. "But how will I know what
it is?"

Rain beat, beat, beat on the car with all the fury of judgment drums.

Moving her hand from his cheek, smoothing his rain-soaked hair back from
his forehead, Celeste said, "Your turn."

"What?"
"I told you what year it is. Now you're supposed to explain everything."
"Where do I start? How do I ... make you believe?"

"I'll believe," she softly assured him.

"One thing I know for sure: Whatever I've been brought back here to do,
whatever I'm supposed to change, you're at the center of it. You're the heart
of it. You're the reason that I have hope for a new life, and any better
future I might have hinges on you."

As he'd spoken, her comforting hand had withdrawn from him. Now she held it
over her heart.

For a moment the girl seemed unable to breathe, but then she sighed and
said, "You get stranger by the minute ... but I'm starting to like it."

"Let me see your hand.”

She took her right hand from her heart and turned it palm up.

The dome light was still on, but even that didn't provide enough light for
him to read the meaning of the stigmata.

"Give me the flashlight," he said.

Celeste handed it to him.

He switched on the beam and studied both her palms. The wounds had been
fading when last he'd looked. Now they were deep again and oozing blood.

Reading the reawakened fear in his face, she said, "What do you see, Joey?"

"Nail holes."

"There's nothing."

"Bleeding."

"There's nothing in my hands."

"You can't see, but you've got to believe."

Hesitantly, he touched her palm. When he raised his finger, the tip of it
glistened with her blood.

"I can see it. I can feel it," he said. "It's so frighteningly real to me."
When he looked at her, she was staring wide-eyed at his crimson fingertip.
Her mouth was an oval of surprise. "You ... you must've cut yourself."

"You can see it?"

"On your finger," she confirmed, a tremor in her voice.

"In your hand?"

She shook her head. "There's nothing on my hands."

He touched another finger to her palm. It came away wet with her blood.

"I see it," she said tremulously. "Two fingers."

Transubstantiation. The precognitive vision of blood in her hand had been
transformed by his touch - and by some miracle - into the real blood of her
body.

She touched the fingers of her left hand to the palm of her right, but they
found no blood.

On the radio, Jim Croce - not yet dead in a plane crash - was singing "Time
in a Bottle."

"Maybe you can't see your own fate by looking at yourself," Joey said. "Who
of us can? But somehow ... through me ... through my touch, you're being ... I



don't know ... being given a sign."

He gently pressed a third finger to her palm, and it too came away slick
with blood.

"A sign," she said, not fully grasping what was happening.

"So you'll believe me," he said. "A sign to make you believe. Because if
you don't believe me, then I might not be able to help you. And if I can't
help you, I can't help myself."

"Your touch," she whispered, taking his left hand in both of hers. "Your
touch.”" She met his eyes. "Joey ... what's going to happen to me ... what
would have happened if you hadn't come along?"

"Raped," he said with total conviction, although he didn't understand how
he knew. "Raped. Beaten. Tortured. Killed."

"The man in the other car," she said, gazing out at the dark highway, and
the tremor in her voice became a shudder that shook her whole body.

"I think so," Joey said. "I think ... he's done it before. The blonde
wrapped in plastic."

"I'm scared."

"We have a chance."

"You still haven't explained. You haven't told me. What about the
Chevy you thought you were driving ... your being forty years old?"

She released his hand, leaving it covered with her blood.

He wiped the blood on his jeans. With his right hand he focused the

flashlight on her palms. "The wounds are getting worse. Fate, your
destiny, whatever you want to call it - it's reasserting itself."
"He's coming back?"
"I don't know. Maybe. Somehow ... when we keep moving, you're safer. The

wounds close up and start to fade. As long as we're moving, change can happen,
there's hope."

He switched off the flashlight and gave it to her. He popped the hand brake
and drove back onto Coal Valley Road.

"Maybe we shouldn't go the way he went," she said. "Maybe we should go back
to the county route, to Asherville or somewhere else, anywhere else, away from
him."

"I think that would be the end of us. If we run ... if we take the wrong
highway like I did before ... then there's not going to be any mercy in
Heaven."

"Maybe we should get help."

"Who's going to believe this?"

"Maybe they'll see ... my hands. The blood on your fingers when you touch
me."

"I don't think so. It's you and me. Only you and me against everything."

"Everything," she said wonderingly.

"Against this man, against the fate you would have met if I hadn't taken
the turn onto Coal Valley Road - the fate you did meet on that other night
when I took the county route instead. You and me against time and the future
and the whole great weight of it all coming down like an avalanche."

"What can we do?"

"I don't know. Find him? Face him? We just have to play it as it lays
do what seems right, minute by minute, hour by hour."

"How long do we have to ... to do the right thing, whatever it is, to do
the thing that'll make the change permanent?"

"I don't know. Maybe until dawn. The thing that happened on that night
happened in darkness. Maybe the only thing I have to set right is what
happened to you, and if we keep you alive, if we just make it through to
sunrise, maybe then everything's changed forever."

The tires cut through puddles on the rural lane, and plumes of white water
rose like angels' wings on both sides of the car.



"What's this 'other night' you keep talking about?" she asked.

She gripped the extinguished flashlight in both hands in her lap, as though
afraid that something monstrous might fly at the Mustang from out of the
darkness, a creature that could be repelled and banished by a withering beam
of light.

As they drove through the deep mountain night toward the nearly abandoned
town of Coal Valley, Joey Shannon said, "This morning when I got out of bed, I
was forty years old, a drunk with a rotting liver and no future anyone would
want. And this afternoon I stood at my father's graveside, knowing I'd broken
his heart, broken my mom's heart too ...."

Celeste listened raptly, able to believe, because she had been given a sign
that proved to her that the world had dimensions beyond those she could see
and touch.

OUT OF THE RADIO CAME "ONE OF THESE NIGHTS" BY THE EAGLES, "Pick Up the
Pieces" by the Average White Band, Ronstadt singing "When Will I Be Loved,"
Springsteen pounding out "Rosalita," "Black Water" by the Doobie Brothers -
and all of them were new songs, the big hits of the day, although Joey had
been listening to them on other radios in far places for twenty years.

By the time he had recounted his recent experiences to the point at which
he had seen her disabled Valiant, they had reached the top of the long slope
above Coal Valley. He coasted to a stop in gravel at the side of the road,
beside a lush stand of mountain laurels, though he knew that they couldn't
linger for long without risking a reassertion of the pattern of fate that
would result in her murder and in his return to living damnation.

Coal Valley was more a village than it was a town. Even before the
insatiable mine fire had eaten a maze of tunnels under the place, Coal Valley
had been home to fewer than five hundred people. Simple frame houses with tar-
shingle roofs. Yards full of peonies and lush huckleberry bushes in the
summer, hidden under deep blankets of snow in the winter. Dogwood trees that
blazed white and pink and purple in the spring. A small branch of County First
National Bank. A one-truck volunteer fire station. Polanski's Tavern, where
mixed drinks were rarely requested and most orders were for beer or for beer
with shooters of whiskey on the side, where huge jars of pickled eggs and hot
sausages in spicy broth stood on the bar. A general store, one service
station, a small elementary school.

The village wasn't big enough to have streetlights, but before the
government had finally begun condemning properties and offering compensation
to the dispossessed, Coal Valley had produced a respectable warm glow in its
snug berth among the surrounding night-clad hills. Now all the small
businesses were shuttered and dark. The beacon of faith in the church belfry
had been extinguished. Lights shone at only three houses, and those would be
switched off forever when the final residents departed before Thanksgiving.

On the far side of town, an orange glow rose from a pit where the fire in
one branch of the mine maze had burned close enough to the surface to
precipitate a sudden subsidence. There the seething subterranean inferno was
exposed, where otherwise it remained hidden under the untenanted houses and
the heat-cracked streets.

"Is he down there?" Celeste asked, as though Joey might be able to sense
clairvoyantly the presence of their faceless enemy.

The fitful precognitive flashes he had experienced thus far were beyond his
control, however, and far too enigmatic to serve as a map to the lair of the
killer. Besides, he suspected that the whole point of his being allowed to
replay this night was to give him the chance to succeed or fail, to do right



or do wrong, drawing only on the depth of his own wisdom, judgment, and
courage. Coal Valley was his testing ground. No guardian angel was going to
whisper instructions in his ear - or step between him and a razor-sharp knife
flashing out of shadows.

"He could've driven straight through town without stopping," Joey said.
"Could've gone to Black Hollow Highway and maybe from there to the turnpike.

That's the route I usually took back to college. But ... I think he's down
there, somewhere down there. Waiting."
"For us?"

"He waited for me after he turned off the county route onto Coal Valley
Road. Just stopped on the roadway and waited to see if I was going to follow
him."

"Why would he do that?"

Joey suspected that he knew the answer. He sensed suppressed, sharp-toothed
knowledge swimming like a shark in the lightless sea of his subconscious, but
he couldn't entice it to surface. It would soar out of the murky depths and
come for him when he was least expecting

"Sooner or later we'll find out," he said.

He knew in his bones that confrontation was inevitable. They were captured
by the fierce gravity of a black hole, pulled toward an inescapable and
crushing truth.

On the far side of Coal Valley, the glow at the open pit pulsed brighter
than before. Streams of white and red sparks spewed out of the earth, like
great swarms of fireflies, expelled with such force that they rose at least a
hundred feet into the heavy rain before being quenched.

Fearful that a fluttering in his belly could quickly grow into a paralyzing
weakness, Joey switched off the dome light, steered the Mustang back onto Coal
Valley Road, and drove toward the desolate village below.

"We'll go straight to my house," Celeste said.

"I don't know if we should."

"Why not?"

"It might not be a good idea."

"We'll be safe there with my folks."

"The idea isn't just to get safe.”

"What is the idea?"

"To keep you alive."

"Same thing."

"And to stop him."

"Stop him? The killer?"

"It makes sense. I mean, how can there be any redemption if I knowingly
turn my back on evil and walk away from it? Saving you has to be only half of
what I need to do. Stopping him is the other half."

"This is getting too mystical again. When do we call in the exorcist, start
spritzing holy water?"

"It is what it is. I can't help that."”

"Listen, Joey, here's what makes sense. My dad has a gun cabinet full of
hunting rifles, a shotgun. That's what we need."

"But what if going to your house draws him there? Otherwise maybe your
parents wouldn't be in danger from him, wouldn't ever encounter him."

"Shit, this is deeply crazy," she said. "And you better believe, I don't
use the word 'shit' often or lightly."

"Principal's daughter," he said.

"Exactly."

"By the way, a little while ago, what you said about yourself - it isn't
true."

"Huh? What did I say?"

"You're not nerdy."



"Well."

"You're beautiful."

"I'm a regular Olivia Newton-John," she said self-mockingly.

"And you've got a good heart - too good to want to change your own fate and
ensure your future at the cost of your parents' lives."

For a moment she was silent in the roar of the sanctifying rain. Then she
said, "No. God, no, I don't want that. But it would take so little time to get
into the house, open the gun cabinet in the den, and load up."

"Everything we do tonight, every decision we make, has heavy consequences.
The same thing would be true if this was an ordinary night, without all this
weirdness. That's something I once forgot - that there are always moral
consequences - and I paid a heavy price for forgetting. Tonight it's truer
than ever."

As they descended the last of the long slope and drew near the edge of
town, Celeste said, "So what are we supposed to do - just cruise around, stay
on the move, wait for that avalanche you talked about to hit us?"

"Play it as it lays."

"But how does it lay?" she asked with considerable frustration.

"We'll see. Show me your hands."

She switched on the flashlight and revealed one palm, then the other.

"They're only dark bruises now," he told her. "No bleeding. We're doing
something right."

The car hit a narrow band of subsidence in the pavement, not a deep pit
with flames at the bottom, just a shallow swale about two yards wide, although
it was rough enough to jolt them, make the car springs creak, scrape the
muffler, and spring open the door on the glove box, which evidently had not
been closed tightly.

The flapping door startled Celeste, and she swung the flashlight toward it.
The beam flared off a curve of clear glass in that small compartment. A jar.
Four or five inches tall, three to four inches in diameter. Once it might have
contained pickles or peanut butter. The label had been removed. It was filled
with a liquid now, which was made opaque by the glimmering reflections of the
flashlight beam, and in the liquid floated something peculiar, not quite
identifiable, but nevertheless alarming.

"What's this?" she asked, reaching into the glove box without hesitation
but with a palpable dread, compelled against her better judgment, just as Joey
was, to have a closer look.

She withdrew the jar.

Held it up.

Floating in pink-tinted fluid was a pair of blue eyes.

10

GRAVEL RATTLED AGAINST THE UNDERCARRIAGE, THE MUSTANG THUMPED across a
depression, and Joey tore his gaze from the jar in time to see a mailbox
disintegrate on contact with the front bumper. The car churned across the lawn
of the first house in Coal Valley and came to a stop Jjust inches before
plowing into the front porch.

Instantly he was cast into a memory from the first time that he had lived
through this night, when he had failed to take the turnoff to Coal Valley:

driving the Mustang recklessly fast on the interstate, in a night full

of rain and sleet, in a frenzy to escape, as though a demon were in pursuit of
him, torn up about something, alternately cursing God and praying to Him. His
stomach is acidic, churning. There's a roll of Tums in the glove box. Holding
the wheel with one hand, he leans to the right, punches the latch release, and
the door in the dashboard drops open. He reaches into that small compartment,



feeling for the roll of antacid - and he finds the jar. Smooth and cool. He
can't figure what it is. He doesn't keep a jar of anything in there. He takes
it out, The headlights of an oncoming big rig, on the far side of the divided
highway, throw enough light into the car for him to see the contents of the
jar. Eyes. Either he jerks the wheel reflexively or the tires hydroplane on
the slick pavement, because suddenly the Mustang is totally out of control,
sliding, spinning. The signpost. A terrible crash. His head smacks against the
window, safety glass shattering into a gummy mass but cutting him nonetheless.
Rebounding from the steel signpost, slamming into the guardrail. Stopped. He
forces open the damaged door and scrambles out into the storm. He has to get
rid of the jar, dear Jesus, get rid of it before someone stops to help him.
Not much traffic in this killing weather, but surely someone will be a good
Samaritan when that is the last thing he needs. He's lost the jar. No. He
can't have lost the jar. He feels around frantically in the car: the floor in
front of the driver's seat. Cool glass. Intact. The 1lid still screwed on
tight. Thank God, thank God. He runs with it past the front of the car to the
guardrail. Beyond is wild land, an open field full of tall weeds. With all the
strength he can muster, he hurls the jar far into the darkness. And then time
passes and he finds himself still standing on the verge of the highway, not
sure what he's doing there, confused. Sleet stings his exposed face and hands.
He's got a fierce headache. He touches his forehead, finds the cut. He needs
medical attention. Maybe stitches. There's an exit one mile ahead. He knows
the town. He can find the hospital. No Samaritan has stopped. It's that kind
of world these days. When he gets back into the battered Mustang, he is
relieved to discover that it's still operable and that the damaged fender
isn't binding against the front tire. He's going to be all right. He's going
to be all right.

Sitting in front of the Coal Valley house, with pieces of the mangled
mailbox scattered across the lawn behind him, Joey realized that when he'd
driven away from the crash scene on the interstate twenty years ago, he had
forgotten about the jar and the eyes. Either the head injury had resulted in
selective amnesia - or he'd willed himself to forget. He was overcome by the
sick feeling that the explanation involved more of the latter than the former,
that his moral courage - not his physiology - had failed him.

In that alternate reality, the jar lay hidden in a weedy field, but here it
was in Celeste's grip. She had dropped the flashlight and held fast to the jar
with both hands, perhaps because she was afraid that the 1id would come loose
and the contents would spill into her lap. She shoved the container into the
glove box and slammed the small door shut.

Gasping, half sobbing, she hugged herself and bent forward in her seat.
"Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit," she chanted, using the word no more tightly
now than before.

Gripping the steering wheel so tightly that he wouldn't have been surprised
if it had broken apart in his hands, Joey was filled with an inner turmoil
more violent than the hard shatters of wind-driven rain that broke over the
Mustang. He was on the brink of understanding the jar: where it had come from,
whose eyes it contained, what it meant, why he had blocked it from memory all
these years. But he couldn't gquite bring himself to step off that brink into
the cold void of truth, perhaps because he knew that he didn't yet possess the
strength to face what he would discover at the bottom of the fall.

"I didn't," he said miserably.

Celeste was rocking in her seat, hugging herself, huddled over her crossed
arms, making a low, tortured sound.

"I didn't," he repeated.

Slowly she raised her head.

Her eyes were as appealing as ever, suggesting unusual depths of character
and knowledge beyond her years, but a new quality informed them as well,



something disturbing. Perhaps it was an unsought and unwanted awareness of the
human capacity for evil. She still looked like the girl he had picked up only
eight or ten miles back along the road - but in a fundamental sense she was
not that girl any more, and she could never return to the state of innocence
in which she had entered the night. She was not a schoolgirl now, not the shy
doe who had blushed when revealing the crush she had on him - and that was
unspeakably sad.

He said, "I didn't put the jar there. I didn't put the eyes in the jar. It
wasn't me."

"I know," she said simply and with a firm conviction for which he loved
her. She glanced at the glove box, then back at him. "You couldn't have. Not
you. Not you, Joey, not ever. You aren't capable of anything like that."

Again he teetered on a precipice of revelation, but a tide of anguish

washed him back from it rather than over the edge. "They've got to be her
eyes."

"The blonde in the plastic tarp."

"Yeah. And I think somehow ... somehow I know who she is, know how she

wound up dead with her eyes cut out. But I just can't gquite remember."

"Earlier you said that she was more than a vision, more than drunk's
hallucination."

"Yeah. For sure. She's a memory. I saw her for real somewhere, sometime."
He put one hand to his forehead, gripping his skull so tightly that his hand
shook with the effort and the muscles twitched the length of his arm, as if he
could pull the forgotten knowledge out of himself.

"Who could have gotten in your car to leave the jar?" she asked.

"I don't know."

"Where were you early in the evening, before you set out to go to college?"

"Home. Asherville. My folks' house. I didn't stop anywhere between there
and your Valiant."

"Was the Mustang in the garage?"

"We don't have a garage. It's not ... that kind of house."
"Was it locked?"
"No . "

"Then anybody could have gotten into your car."

"Yeah. Maybe."

No one had come out of the house in front of them, because it was one of
the first properties condemned in Coal Valley, abandoned for months. On the
white aluminum siding, someone had spray-painted a big "4" and drawn a circle
around it. As red as fresh blood in the Mustang's headlights, the number was
not graffiti but an official designation: It meant that the house would be the
fourth structure to be torn down when the last citizens of Coal Valley moved
out and the demolition crew came in with its bulldozers.

The state and federal bureaucracies had been so inefficient and slow in
dealing with the mine fire that it had been allowed to spread relentlessly
until its white-hot tributaries lay under the entire valley, whereupon it had
grown too far-reaching to be extinguished by anything other than time and
nature. With the destruction of the village, however, the authorities clearly
intended to be as orderly and speedy as a clockwork military operation.

"We're sitting ducks here," he said.

Without checking Celeste's hands, certain that this immobility had already
resulted in a resurgence of the stigmata, he shifted the Mustang into reverse
and backed across the lawn to the street. So much rain had fallen that he was
worried about getting bogged down in the soft sod, but they reached the
blacktop without trouble.

"Where now?" she asked.

"We'll look around town."

"For what?"



"Anything out of the ordinary."

"It's all out of the ordinary."

"We'll know it when we see it."

He cruised slowly along Coal Valley Road, which was the main thoroughfare
through town.

At the first intersection, Celeste pointed to a narrow street on the left.
"Our house is over there."

A block away, through beaded curtains of rain and past a few screening
pines, several windows were filled with a welcoming amber light. No other
house in that direction appeared to be occupied.

"All the neighbors are gone, moved out," Celeste confirmed. "Mom and Dad
are alone over there."

"And they may be safer alone," he reminded her, crossing the intersection,
driving slowly past her street, studying both sides of the main drag.

Even though Coal Valley Road led to destinations beyond the town of Coal
Valley itself, they had encountered no pass-through traffic, and Joey figured
that they weren't likely to encounter any. Numerous experts and officials had
assured the public that the highway was fundamentally safe and that there was
no danger of sudden subsidence swallowing unwary motorists. Following the
demolition of the wvillage, however, the road was scheduled for condemnation
and removal, and the residents of those mountain towns had long ago become
skeptical about anything the experts had to say about the mine fire. Alternate
routes had become popular.

Ahead of them, on the left, was St. Thomas's Catholic Church, where
services had once been conducted every Saturday and Sunday by the rector and
the curate of Our Lady of Sorrows in Asherville, who were circuit priests
covering two other small churches in that part of the county. It was not a
grand house of worship, but a wooden structure with plain rather than stained-
glass windows.

Joey's attention was drawn to St. Thomas's by flickering light at the
windows. A flashlight. Inside, each time the beam moved, shadows spun and
leaped like tormented spirits.

He angled across the street and coasted to a stop in front of the church.
He switched off the headlights and the engine.

At the top of the concrete steps, the double doors stood open.

"It's an invitation," Joey said.

"You think he's in there?"

"It's a pretty good bet."

Inside the church, the light blinked off.

"Stay here," Joey said, opening his door.

"Like hell."

"I wish you would."

"No," she said adamantly.

"Anything could happen in there."

"Anything could happen out here too."

He couldn't argue with the truth of that.

When he got out and went around to the back of the car, Celeste followed
him, pulling up the hood of her raincoat.

The rain was now mixed with sleet, as when he'd lived through this night
the first time and crashed on the interstate. It ticked against the Mustang
with a sound like scrabbling claws.

When he opened the trunk, he more than half expected to find the dead
blonde.

She wasn't there.

He removed the combination crowbar and lug wrench from the side well that
contained the jack. It was made of cast iron, comfortingly heavy in his hand.

In the faint glow of the trunk light, Celeste saw the toolbox and opened it



even as Joey was hefting the crowbar. She extracted a large screwdriver.

"It's not a knife," she said, "but it's something."

Joey wished that she would stay behind in the car with the doors locked. If
anyone showed up, she could blow the horn, and he would be at her side in
seconds.

Although he had met her hardly an hour ago, he already knew her well enough
to recognize the futility of trying to dissuade her from accompanying him. In
spite of her delicate beauty, she was uncommonly tough and resilient. Any
lingering uncertainties of youth, which might have inhibited her, had been
burned away forever with the realization that she'd been marked for rape and
murder - and with the discovery of the eyes in the jar. The world as she knew
it had abruptly become a far darker and more disturbing place than it had been
when the day began, but she had absorbed that change and adapted to it with
surprising and admirable courage.

Joey didn't bother to close the trunk quietly. The open doors of the church
made it clear that the man who had led him onto Coal Valley Road was expecting
him to follow here as well.

"Stay close," he said.

She nodded grimly. "Guaranteed."

In the front yard of St. Thomas's, a one-foot-diameter vent pipe rose six
feet above the ground. It was surrounded by an hourglass construction of
chain-1link, which served as a safety barrier. Plumes of mine-fire smoke rose
from deep underground and wafted from the top of the pipe, lessening the
likelihood that toxic fumes would build to dangerous levels in the church and
in nearby homes. During the past twenty years, as all efforts to extinguish -
or even to contain - the subterranean inferno had proved inadequate, almost
two thousand such vents had been installed.

In spite of the continuous scrubbing by the rain, the air around the
entrance to St. Thomas's had a sulfurous stench, as if some rough beast,
slouching toward Bethlehem to be born, had taken a detour to Coal Valley.

Painted in red on the front of the church was a large "13" with a red
circle around it.

Curiously, Joey thought of Judas. The thirteenth apostle. The betrayer of
Jesus.

The number on the wall merely indicated that the building had been the
thirteenth property in Coal Valley to be condemned and added to the master
demolition list, but he couldn't shake the notion that it was significant for
other reasons. In his heart he knew that it was a warning to guard against
betrayal. But betrayal from what source?

He hadn't gone to Mass in two decades, until the funeral this morning. He
had called himself an agnostic - and sometimes an atheist - for many years,
yet suddenly everything he saw and everything that happened seemed to have a
religious association for him. Of course, in one sense, he wasn't a cynical
and faithless man of forty any more but a young man of twenty who had still
been an altar boy less than two years ago. Perhaps this strange fall backward
in time had brought him closer to the faith of his youth.

Thirteen.

Judas.

Betrayal.

Rather than dismiss that train of thought as superstition, he took it
seriously and decided to be more cautious than ever.

Sleet had not yet mantled the sidewalk in ice, and the scattered pellets
crunched under their feet.

At the top of the steps, at the open doors, Celeste clicked on the small
flashlight that she had brought from the car, dispelling some of the darkness
inside.

They crossed the threshold side by side. She slashed left and right with



the beam, quickly revealing that no one was waiting for them in the narthex.

A white marble holy-water font stood at the entrance to the nave. Joey
discovered that it was empty, slid his fingers along the dry bottom of the
bowl, and crossed himself anyway.

He advanced into the church with the crowbar raised and ready, holding it
firmly in both hands. He wasn't willing to trust to the grace of God.

Celeste handled the flashlight expertly, probing quickly to all sides, as
though accustomed to conducting searches for homicidal maniacs.

Although no Masses had been said in St. Thomas's for the past five or six
months, Joey suspected that the electrical service had not been disconnected.
For safety reasons, the power might have been left on, because all the dangers
inherent in an abandoned building were greater in darkness. Now that official
indifference and incompetence had resulted in the loss of the entire town to
the hidden, hungry fire below, the authorities were uniformly enthusiastic
proponents of safety measures.

A faint scent of incense lingered from past Masses, but it was largely
masked by the smell of damp wood and mildew. A trace of sulfurous fumes laced
the air as well, and that stink gradually grew stronger till it drowned the
spicy aroma from all the old ceremonies of innocence.

Although volleys of sleet rattled against the roof and the windows, the
nave was filled with the familiar hush of all churches and with a sense of
quiet expectation. Usually it was an expectation of the subtle visitation of a
divine presence, but now it was the apprehension of a hateful intrusion into
that once-consecrated space.

Holding the crowbar in one fist, he slid his other hand along the wall to
the left of the narthex arch. He couldn't locate any switches.

Encouraging Celeste to move to the right of the arch, he felt along that
wall until he found a panel of four switches. He snapped them all up with one
sweep of his hand.

From overhead, cone-shaped fixtures cast dim, chrome-yellow light on the
ranks of pews. Along the walls, hooded sconces directed soft light down across
the fourteen stations of the cross an onto the dusty wood floor.

The front of the church beyond the sanctuary railing remained shrouded in
shadows. Nevertheless, Joey could see that everything sacred had been removed,
including all the statuary and the great crucifix that had graced the wall
behind the altar.

Occasionally, as a boy, he had traveled with the priest from Asherville to
Coal Valley, to serve when the local altar boys were i1l or were for some
other reason unavailable, so he was familiar with the appearance of St.
Thomas's prior to its deconsecration. Carved by a villager in the latter part
of the previous century, the twelve-foot-high crucifix had been a rough piece
of work, but Joey had been fascinated by it, for it had possessed a power that
he'd never seen in more professionally carved and polished versions.

When his gaze settled from the blank wall where the crucifix had been, he
saw a pale and shapeless mound on the elevated altar platform. A soft radiance
seemed to issue from it, but he knew that was only a trick of reflection - and
his imagination.

They walked cautiously along the center aisle, checking the pews to the
left and right, where someone could have been crouching out of sight, waiting
to spring at them. The church was small, capable of seating approximately two
hundred people, but this night there was neither a single worshiper nor a
beast among the pews.

When Joey opened the gate in the sanctuary railing, the hip squealed.

Celeste hesitated, then preceded him into the sanctuary. She was riveted by
the pale mound on the altar platform, but she didn't direct tie flashlight at
it, evidently preferring, as he did, to delay the inevitable revelation.

As the low gate creaked shut behind him, Joey glanced back into the nave.



No one had entered behind them.

Directly ahead was the choir enclosure. The chairs, the music stands, and
the organ had all been hauled away.

They followed the ambulatory to the left, around the choir. Though they
tried to tread lightly, their footfalls on the oak floor echoed hollowly
through the empty church.

On the wall beside the door to the sacristy were more switches. Joey
flicked them, and the sanctuary filled with sour light no brighter than that
in the nave.

He motioned for Celeste to slip past the closed door, and when she was out
of the way, he kicked it open as he had seen cops do in countless movies,
rushed across the threshold, and swung the crowbar with all his might, right
to left and back again, on the assumption that someone was waiting for him
there. He hoped to surprise and cripple the bastard with a preemptive blow,
but the length of iron cut the empty air with a whoosh.

Enough light spilled past him from the sanctuary to confirm that the
sacristy was deserted. The outer door was standing open when he entered, but a
gust of cold wind threw it shut.

"He's already gone," Joey told Celeste, who stood rigid with fear in the
inner doorway.

They returned to the sanctuary, followed the ambulatory to the presbytery,
and stopped at the foot of the three altar steps.

Joey's heart slammed in his breast.

Beside him, Celeste made a soft, plaintive sound - not a gasp of horror but
a murmur of compassion, regret, despair. "Ah, no."

The high altar, with its hand-carved antependium, was gone.

Only the altar platform remained.

The mound that they had seen from the nave was neither as pale nor as
shapeless as it had appeared to be when the sanctuary lights had been off.
Portions of the fetally curled corpse were visible through the heavy-gauge,
rumpled plastic. Her face was concealed, but a limp flag of blond hair trailed
out of a gap in the folds of the tarp.

This was no precognitive vision.

Not an hallucination either.

Not merely a memory.

This time the body was real.

Nevertheless, the events of the past twenty-four hours had left Joey in
doubt about what was real and what was not. He distrusted his own senses
enough to seek confirmation from Celeste: "You see it too, don't you?"

"Yes . "

"The body?"

"Yes."

He touched the thick plastic. It crackled under his fingers.

One slender, alabaster arm was exposed. The hand was cupped, and a nail
hole marked the center. The fingernails were torn and caked with blood.

Although he knew that the blonde was dead, in his heart Joey harbored a
fragile and irrational hope that the eyes in the jar were not hers, that a
thread of life still sewed her to this world, and that she might yet be
resuscitated. He dropped to his knees on the top altar step and put his
fingertips against her wrist, seeking at least a feeble pulse.

He found no pulse, but the contact with her cold flesh jolted him as if
he'd grasped a live electrical wire, and he was shocked into another memory
that had been long suppressed:

only wanting to help, carrying the two suitcases through the icy rain
to the back of the car, putting them down on the gravel driveway to unlock the
trunk. He raises the 1lid, and the small bulb inside the trunk is as dim as a
half-melted votive candle in a ruby-dark glass. The light is tinted red, in



fact, because the bulb is smeared with blood. The hot-copper stench of fresh
blood virtually steams from that cramped space, making him gag. She is there.
She is there. She is completely and totally there - so utterly unexpected that
she might have been mistaken for an hallucination, but instead she is more
solid than granite, more real than a punch in the face. Naked but swaddled in
a semitransparent tarp. Face hidden by her long blond hair and by smears of
blood on the inner surface of the plastic. One bare arm is free of the shroud,
and the delicate hand is turned with the palm up, revealing a cruel wound. She
seems to reach out beseechingly to him, seeking the mercy that she has found
nowhere else in the night. His heart swells so terribly with each apocalyptic
beat that it cramps his lungs and prevents him from drawing a breath. As the
iron treads of thunder roll across the mountains, he hopes that lightning will
strike him, that he will join the blonde in death, because trying to carry on
with life after this discovery will be too hard, too painful, joyless, and
pointless. Then someone speaks behind him, barely louder than the susurrant

song of the rain and wind: "Joey." If he's not permitted to die here, right
now, in this storm, then he prays to God to be struck deaf, to be blinded, to
be freed from the obligations of a witness. "Joey, Joey." Such sadness in the

voice. He turns from the battered corpse. In the nebulous blood-tinted light,
he faces tragedy, faces the ruination of four lives in addition to that of the
woman in the car trunk - his own, his mother's, his father's, his brother's.
"I only wanted to help," he tells P.J. "I only wanted to help."

Joey exhaled explosively, then inhaled with a shudder. "It's my brother. He
killed her."

11

THERE WERE RATS IN THE CHURCH. TWO FAT ONES SCUTTLED ALONG THE back of the
sanctuary, squeaking, briefly casting elongated shadows, vanishing into a hole
in the wall.

"Your brother? P.J.?" Celeste said in disbelief.

Although she had been five years behind P.J. in school, she knew who he
was. Everyone in Asherville and all the surrounding villages had known P.J.
Shannon even before he'd become a world-famous author. As a sophomore at
County High, he had become the youngest quarterback in the history of the
football team, a star player who had led his teammates to the divisional
championship - and then he had done it twice again, in his junior and senior
years. He was a straight-A student, valedictorian of his graduating class,
humble in spite of his natural gifts and achievements, a real people-loving
guy, handsome, charming, funny.

And the most difficult thing to reconcile with the body in the trunk: P.J.
was kind. He gave a lot of time to charitable activities at Our Lady of
Sorrows. When a friend was ill, P.J. was always first in attendance with a
small gift and get-well wishes. If a friend was in trouble, P.J. was at his
side to provide whatever help he could. Unlike many other jocks, P.J. wasn't
cliqguish - he was as likely to be found hanging out with the skinny, myopic
president of the chess club as with members of the varsity team, and he had no
tolerance for the nerd baiting and other cruelties in which popular, good-
looking kids sometimes indulged.

P.J. had been the best brother in the world.

But he was also a brutal killer.

Joey couldn't reconcile those two facts. It would've been easy to go mad
trying.

Remaining on his knees on the top altar step, Joey released the dead
woman's cold wrist. From the touch of her flesh, in a manner almost mystical,
he'd received a dreadful and shattering revelation. He could have been no more



profoundly affected if he had, instead, just now seen a Eucharist transformed
from a wafer of unleavened bread into the sacred flesh of God.

"P.J. was home on a visit from New York City that weekend," he told
Celeste. "After college he'd landed a job as an editorial assistant at a major
publishing house, figuring to work there until he could get a foot in the door
of the film business. We'd had a lot of fun together on Saturday, the whole
family. But after Mass on Sunday morning, P.J. was out all day, seeing old
friends from high school to talk about the glory days, and driving around a
little to enjoy the fall foliage. 'Taking a long, lazy nostalgia bath,' he
called it. At least that was what he said he'd been doing."

Celeste turned her back to the altar platform and stood facing the nave,
either because she could no longer tolerate the sight of the dead woman or
because she feared that P.J. would creep back into the church and take them
unaware.

"We usually had Sunday supper at five o'clock, but Mom held it up for him,
and he didn't get home till six," Joey said, "well after dark. He apologized,
shamefaced, said he'd been having so much fun with his old friends, he'd lost
track of time. All through dinner he was so on, spinning out jokes, full of
energy, as if being in his old stomping grounds had given him a big kick and
revitalized him."

Joey folded the loose flap of the plastic tarp over the dead woman's bare
arm. There was something obscene about her punctured hand being exposed on the
altar, even if St. Thomas's had been deconsecrated.

Celeste waited silently for him to continue.

"Looking back on it," he said, "maybe there was a weird manic quality about
him that evening ... a dark energy. Right after dinner, he rushed down to his
room in the basement to finish packing, then brought up his suitcases and put
them by the back door. He was eager to get going, because the weather was bad
and he had a long drive back to New York, wasn't likely to get there until two
in the morning at the earliest. But Dad didn't want to see him leave. God, he
loved P.J. so much. Dad brought out his scrapbooks about all those high-school
and college football triumphs, wanted to reminisce. And P.J. gives me this
wink, like to say, Hell, what's another half hour matter if it makes him
happy? He and Dad went into the living room to sit on the sofa and look
through the scrapbooks, and I decided I could save P.J. some time later by
putting his suitcases in the trunk of his car. His keys were right there on
the kitchen counter."”

Celeste said, "I'm so sorry, Joey. I'm so, so sorry."

He hadn't become desensitized to the sight of the murdered woman in the
bloodstained plastic tarp. The thought of what she'd suffered was enough to
make him sick to his stomach, weigh down his heart with anguish, and thicken
his voice with grief, even though he didn't know who she was. But he could not
get up and turn his back on her. For the moment he felt that his rightful
place was on his knees at her side, that she deserved no less than his
attention and his tears. Tonight, he needed to be the witness for her that he
had failed to be twenty years ago.

How strange that he had repressed all memory of her for two decades - yet
now, in this replay of that worst night of his 1life, she had been dead only a
few hours.

Whether by twenty years or by a few hours, however, he was too late to save
her.

"The rain had let up a little," he continued, "so I didn't even bother to
put on my hooded windbreaker. Just snatched the keys off the counter, grabbed
both suitcases, and took them out to his car. It was parked behind mine at the
end of the driveway, in back of the house. I guess maybe Mom must've said
something to P.J., I don't know, but somehow he realized what was happening,
what I was doing, and he left Dad with the scrapbooks to come after me, stop



me. But he didn't get to me in time."

a thin but bitterly cold rain, the blood-filtered light from the trunk
bulbs and P.J. standing there as if the whole world hasn't just fallen apart,
and Joey saying again, "I only wanted to help."

P.J. is wide-eyed, and for an instant Joey wants desperately to believe
that his brother is also seeing the woman in the trunk for the first time,
that he is shocked and has no idea how she got in there. But P.J. says, "Joey,
listen, it isn't what you think. I know it looks bad, but it isn't what you
think."

"Oh, Jesus, P.J. Oh, God!"

P.J. glances toward the house, which is only fifty or sixty feet away, to
be sure that neither of their parents has come out onto the back porch. "I can
explain this, Joey. Give me a chance here, don't go bugshit on me, give me a
chance."

"She's dead, she's dead."

"I know."

"All cut up."

"Easy, easy. It's okay."

"What've you done? Mother of God, P.J., what've you done?"

P.J. crowds close, corners him against the back of the car. "I haven't done
anything. Not anything I should rot in jail for."
"Why, P.J. ? No. Don't even try. You can't ... there can't be a why, there

can't be a reason that makes any sense. She's dead in there, dead and all
bloody in there."

"Keep your voice down, kid. Get hold of yourself." P.J. grips his brother
by the shoulders, and amazingly Joey isn't repelled by the contact. "I didn't
do it. I didn't touch her."

"She's there, P.J., you can't say she isn't there."

Joey 1is crying. The cold rain beats on his face and conceals his tears, but
he is crying nonetheless.

P.J. shakes him lightly by the shoulders. "Who do you think I am, Joey? For
Christ's sake, who do you think I am? I'm your big brother, aren't I? Still
your big brother, aren't I? You think I went away to New York City and changed
into someone else, something else, some monster?"

"She's in there," is all Joey can say.

"Yeah, all right, she's in there, and I put her in there, but I didn't do
it to her, didn't hurt her."

Joey tries to pull away.

P.J. grips him tightly, presses him against the rear bumper, nearly forcing
him backward into the open trunk with the dead woman. "Don't go off
halfcocked, kid. Don't ruin everything, everything for all of us. Am I your
big brother? Don't you know me any more? Haven't I always been there for you?
I've always been there for you, and now I need you to be there for me, just
this once."

Half sobbing, Joey says, "Not this, P.J. I can't be there for this. Are you
crazy?"

P.J. speaks urgently, with a passion that rivets Joey: "I've always taken
care of you, always loved you, my little brother, the two of us against the
world. You hear me? I love you, Joey. Don't you know I love you?" He lets go
of Joey's shoulders and grabs his head. P.J.'s hands are like the jaws of a
vise, one pressed against each of Joey's temples. His eyes seem to be full of
pain more than fear. He kisses Joey on the forehead. The fierce power with
which P.J. speaks and the repetition of what he says are hypnotic, and Joey
feels as though he's half in a trance, so deeply in P.J.'s thrall that he
can't move. He's having difficulty thinking clearly. "Joey, listen, Joey,
Joey, you're my brother - my brother! - and that means everything to me,
you're my blood, you're a part of me. Don't you know I love you? Don't you



know? Don't you know I love you? Don't you love me?"

"Yes, yes."

"We love each other, we're brothers."

Joey 1is sobbing now. "That's what makes it so hard."

P .J. still holds him by the head, eye to eye with him in the cold rain,
their noses almost touching. "So if you love me, kid, if you really love your
big brother, just listen. Just listen and understand how it was, Joey. Okay?
Okay? Here's how it was. Here's what happened. I was driving out on Pine
Ridge, the old back road, cruising like we used to cruise in high school,
going nowhere for no reason. You know the old road, how it winds all over, one
damn twist and turn after another, so I'm coming around a turn, and there she
is, there she is, running out of the woods, down a little weedy slope, onto
the road. I hit the brakes, but there's no time. Even if it hadn't been rainy,
there wouldn't have been time to stop. She's right in front of me, and I hit
her, she goes down, goes under the car, and I drive right over her before I
get stopped.”

"She's naked, P .J. I saw her, part of her, in the trunk there, and she's
naked."

"That's what I'm telling you, if you'll listen. She's naked when she comes
out of the woods, naked as the day she was born, and this guy is chasing her."

"What guy?"

"I don't know who he was. Never saw him before. But the reason she doesn't
see the car, Joey, the reason is because just then she's glancing back at this
guy, running for all she's worth and glancing back to see how close he is, and
she runs right in front of the car, looks up and screams just as I hit her.
Jesus, it was awful. It was the worst thing I hope I ever see, ever happens to
me my whole life. Hit her so hard I knew I must've killed her."

"Where's this guy that was chasing her?"

"He stops when I hit her, and he's stunned, standing there on the slope.
When I get out of the car, he turns and runs back to the trees, into the
trees, and I realize I gotta try to nail the bastard, so I go after him, but
he knows the woods around there and I don't. He's gone by the time I make it
up the slope and into the trees. I go in after him, ten yards, maybe twenty,
along this deer trail, but then the trail branches off, becomes three paths,
and he could've followed any of them, no way for me to know which. With the
storm, the light was bad, and in the woods it's like dusk. With the rain and
the wind, I can't hear him running, can't follow him by sound. So I go back to
the road, and she's dead, just like I knew she'd be." P.J. shudders at the
memory and closes his eyes. He presses his forehead to Joey's. "Oh, Jesus, it
was terrible, Joey, it was terrible what the car did to her and what he'd done
to her before I ever came along. I was sick, threw up in the road, puked my
guts out."

"What's she doing in the trunk?"

"I had the tarp. I couldn't leave her there."

"You should've gone for the sheriff."

"I couldn't leave her there alone on the road. I was scared, Joey, confused
and scared. Even your big brother can get scared." P.J. raises his head from
Joey's, lets go of him, gives him a little space for the first time. Looking
worriedly toward the house, P.J. says, "Dad's at the window, watching us. We
stand here like this much longer, he's going to come out to see what's wrong."

"So maybe you couldn't leave her there on the road, but after you put her
in the trunk and came back to town, why didn't you go to the sheriff's
office?"

"I'll explain it all, tell you the whole thing," P.J. promises. "Let's just
get in the car. It looks strange, us standing here in the rain so long. We get
in the car, turn on the engine, the radio, then he'll think we're just having
a private chat, a brother thing."



He puts one suitcase in the trunk with the dead woman. Then the other. He
slams the trunk 1lid.

Joey can't stop shaking. He wants to run. Not to the house. Into the night.
He wants to sprint into the night, through Asherville and across the whole
county, on to places he's never been, to towns where no one knows him, on and
on into the night. But he loves P.J., and P.J. has always been there for him,
so he's obligated at least to listen. And maybe it'll all make sense. Maybe it
isn't as bad as it looks. Maybe there's hope for a good brother who will take
the time to listen. He's only being asked for time, to listen.

P.J. locks the trunk and takes the keys out of it. He puts his hand against
the back of Joey's neck and squeezes lightly, partly as a gesture of
affection, partly to urge him to move. "Come on, kid. Let me tell you about
it, all about it, and then we'll try to figure out what's the right thing to
do. Come on, in the car. It's just me, just me, and I need you, Joey."

So they get in the car.

Joey takes the passenger seat.

The car is cold, and the air is damp.

P.J. starts the engine. Turns on the heater.

The rain begins to fall harder than before, a real downpour, and the world
dissolves beyond the windows. The interior of the car seems to shrink around
them, humid and intimate. They are in a steel cocoon, waiting to metamorphose
into new people and be reborn into an unguessable future.

P.J. tunes the radio until he finds a station that is coming in clear and
strong.

Bruce Springsteen. Singing about loss and the difficulty of redemption.

P.J. turns down the volume, but the music and the words are as melancholy
when played softly as they are when played louder.

"I figure the sonofabitch must've kidnapped her," P.J. says, "been holding
her somewhere in the woods, in a shack or a hole somewhere, raping her,
torturing her. You read about that sort of thing. Year by year there's more of
it. But who'd ever think it would happen here, in a place like Asherville? She
must've gotten away from him somehow when he let his guard down."

"What did he look like?"

"Rough."

"What's that mean?"

"Dangerous. He looked dangerous, a little crazed. He was a big guy, maybe
six four, a good two hundred forty pounds. Maybe it's a good thing I didn't
catch up with him. He could've creamed me, Joey, that's how big he was. I'd
probably be dead now if I'd caught up with him. But I had to try, couldn't
just let him run away without trying to bring him down. Big guy with a beard,
long greasy hair, wearing dirty jeans, a blue flannel shirt with the tail
hanging out."

"You have to take her body to the sheriff, P.J. You have to do that right
now."

"I can't, Joey. Don't you see? It's too late now. She's in my trunk. It
could look like I was hiding her there until you found her by accident. All
sorts of interpretations could be put on it - and none of them good. And I
don't have any proof that I saw the guy chasing her."

"They'll find proof. His footprints, for one thing. They'll search the
woods out there, find the place where he was keeping her."

P.J. shakes his head. "In this weather, the footprints have all been washed
away. And maybe they won't find where he was keeping her, either. There's no
guarantee. I just can't take the chance. If they don't turn up any proof, then
all they have is me."

"If you didn't kill her, they can't do anything to you."

"Get serious, kid. I wouldn't be the first guy to be railroaded for
something he never did."



"That's ridiculous! P.J., everyone around here knows you, likes you. They
know what kind of guy you are. They'll all give you the benefit of the doubt."

"People can turn on you for no reason, even people you've been good to all
your life. Wait till you've been away at college longer, Joey. Wait until
you've lived awhile in a place like New York City. Then you'll see how hateful
people can be, how they can turn on you for little or no reason."

"Folks around here will give you the benefit of the doubt," Joey insists.

"You didn't."

Those two words are like a pair of body blows, a one-two punch of truth
that leaves Joey deeply shaken and more confused than ever. "God, P.J., if
only you'd left her back there on the road."

P.J. slumps in the driver's seat and covers his face with his hands. He's
weeping, Joey has never seen him weep before. For a while P.J. can't speak,
nor can Joey. When at last P.J. finds his voice, he says, "I couldn't leave
her. It was so awful - you didn't see, you can't know how awful. She's not
just a body, Joey. She's somebody's daughter, somebody's sister. I thought
about what if some other guy had hit her and I was her brother, what would I
want him to do in my place. And I'd have wanted him to take care of her, to
cover her nakedness. I'd never want him to just leave her there like a piece
of meat. Now I see ... maybe it was a mistake. But at the time I was rattled.
I should have handled it differently. But it's too late now, Joey."

"If you don't take her to the sheriff's office and tell them what happened,
then the guy with the beard, the long hair - he's going to get away. Then
he'll do to some other girl the same as he did to this one."

P.J. lowers his hands from his face. His eyes are pools of tears. "They'll
never catch him anyway, Joey. Don't you see that? He's long gone by now. He
knows I saw him, can describe him. He wouldn't have hung around these parts
ten minutes. He's out of the county by now, running fast as he can for the
state line, headed for someplace as far away from here as he can get. You
better believe it. Probably already shaved off his beard, hacked at his long
hair, looks totally different now. What little I can tell the cops won't help
them find him, and I sure as hell can't testify to anything that would convict
the bastard."”

"It's still the right thing to do - going to the sheriff."

"Is it? You're not thinking about Mom and Dad. Maybe if you thought about
them, it wouldn't be such a right thing."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm telling you, kid, when the cops don't have anybody else to pin this
on, they'll try to pin it on me. They'll try real hard. Imagine the stories in
the paper. The star football player, the local boy who made good and won a
full scholarship to a big-time university, gets caught with a naked woman in
the trunk of his car, tortured to death. Think about it, for God's sake! The
trial's going to be a circus. Biggest circus in the history of the county,
maybe the state."

Joey feels as though he is repeatedly throwing himself against a giant,
furiously spinning grindstone. He is being worn down by his brother's logic,
by the sheer power of his personality, by his unprecedented tears. The longer
Joey struggles to discern the truth, the more confused and anguished he
becomes.

P.J. switches off the radio, turns sideways in his seat, leans toward his
brother, and his gaze is unwavering. It's just the two of them and the sound
of the rain, nothing to distract Joey from the fiercely persuasive rhythms of
P.J.'s voice. "Please, please, listen to me, kid. Please, for Mom's sake, for
Dad's, think hard about this and don't ruin their lives just because you can't
grow up and shake loose of some altar-boy idea of what's right and wrong. I
didn't hurt this girl in the trunk, so why should I risk my whole future to
prove it? And suppose I come out all right, the jury does the right thing and



finds me innocent. Even then there'll be people around here, lots of people,
who'll continue to believe I did it, believe I killed her. All right, I'm
young and educated, so I get out of here, go anywhere, start a new life where
no one knows that I was once tried for murder. But Mom and Dad are middle-aged
and dirt poor, and what they have now is pretty much all they're ever going to
have. They don't have the resources to pull up stakes and move. They don't
have the options that you and I have, and they never will. This four-room
shack they call a house - it isn't much, but it's a roof over their heads.
They almost don't have a pot to piss in, but at least they've always had a lot
of friends, neighbors they care about and who care about them. But that'll
change even if I'm cleared in a courtroom." The arguments rolled from him, a
persuasive tide of words. "The suspicion is going to come between them and
their friends. They'll be aware of the whispering ... the unceasing gossip.
They won't be able to move away, because they won't be able to sell this dump,
and even if they could sell it, they don't have any equity to speak of. So
here they'll stay, trapped, gradually withdrawing from friends and neighbors,
more and more isolated. How can we let that happen, Joey? How can we let their
lives be ruined when I'm innocent in the first place? Jesus, kid, okay, I made
a mistake not leaving her back there and not taking her to the cops after I
wrapped her up and put her in the trunk, so go get a gun and shoot me if you
have to, but don't kill Mom and Dad. Because that's what you'll be doing,
Joey. You'll be killing them. Slowly."

Joey cannot speak.

"It's so easy to destroy them, me. But it's even easier to do the right
thing, Joey, even easier just to believe."

Pressure. Crushing pressure. Joey might as well be in a deep-sea
submersible instead of a car, at the bottom of a trench four miles under the
ocean. Thousands upon thousands of pounds of pressure per square inch. Testing
the integrity of the car. Bearing down on him until he feels as though he will

implode.
At last, when he finds his voice, it sounds younger than his years and
dismayingly equivocal: "I don't know, P.J. I don't know."

"You hold my life in your hands, Joey."

"I'm all mixed up."

"Mom and Dad. In your hands."

"But she's dead, P.J. A girl is dead."

"That's right. Dead. And we're alive."

"But ... what will you do with the body?"

When he hears himself ask that question, Joey knows that P.J. has won. He
feels suddenly weak, as if he is a small child again, and he is ashamed of his
weakness. Bitter remorse floods him, as corrosively painful as an acid, and he
can deal with the agony only by shutting down a part of his mind, switching
off his emotions. A grayness, like a fall of ashes from a great fire, sifts
down through his soul.

P.J. says, "Easy. I could dump the body somewhere it'll never be found."

"You can't do that to her family. They can't spend the rest of their lives
wondering what happened to her. They won't ever have any hope of peace if they
think she's ... somewhere in pain, lost."

"You're right. Okay. I'm not myself. Obviously, I should leave her where
she can be found."

The internal grayness - sifting, sifting - gradually anesthetizes Joey.
Minute by minute he feels less, thinks less. This strange detachment is
vaguely disturbing on one level, but it is also a great blessing, and he
embraces 1it.

Aware of a new flatness in his voice, Joey says, "But then the cops might
find your fingerprints on the tarp. Or find something else, like some of your
hair. Lots of ways they might connect you to her."



"Don't worry about fingerprints. There aren't any to find. I've been
careful. There's no other evidence either, none, no connections except ..."

Joey waits with bleak resignation for his brother - his only and much loved
brother - to finish that thought, because he senses that it will be the worst
thing with which he has to deal, the hardest thing he will have to accept,
other than the discovery of the brutalized body itself.

"... except I knew her," says P.J.

"You knew her?"

"I dated her."

"When?" Joey asks numbly, but he is almost beyond caring. Soon the
deepening grayness in him will soften all the sharp edges of his curiosity and
his conscience.

"My senior year in high school."

"What's her name?"

"A girl from Coal Valley. You didn't know her."

The rain seems as if it might never end, and Joey has no doubt that the
night will go on forever.

P.J. says, "I only dated her twice. We didn't hit it off. But you can see,
Joey, how this will look to the cops. I take her body to the sheriff, they
find out I knew her ... they'll use that against me. It'll be that much harder
to prove I'm innocent, that much worse for Mom and Dad and all of us. I'm
between a rock and hard place, Joey."

"Yes . "

"You see what I mean."

"Yes . "w

"You see how it is."

"Yes . "

"I love you, little brother.”

"I know."

"I was sure you'd be there for me when it counted."
"All right."

Deep grayness.

Soothing grayness.

"You and me, kid. Nothing in the world is stronger than you and me if we
stick together. We have this bond, brothers, and it's stronger than steel. You
know? Stronger than anything. It's the most important thing in the world to me
- what we have together, how we've always hung in there, brothers."

They sit in silence for a while.

Beyond the streaming windows of the car, the mountain darkness is deeper
than it has ever been before, as if the highest ridges have tilted toward one
another, fusing together, blocking out the narrow band of sky and any hope of
stars, as 1f he and P.J. and Mom and Dad now exist in a stone vault without
doors or windows.

"You've got to be getting back to college soon," P.J. says. "You've got a
long drive tonight."

"Yeah."

"I've got a long one too."

Joey nods.

"You'll have to come visit me in New York."

Joey nods.

"The Big Apple," P.J. says.

"Yeah."

"We'll have some fun."

"Yeah."

"Here, I want you to have this," P.J. says, taking Joey's hand, trying to
push something into it.

"What?"



"A little extra spending money."

"I don't want it," Joey says, trying to pull away.

P.J. grips his hand tightly, forcing a wad of bills between his reluctant
fingers. "No, I want you to have it. I know how it is in college, you can
always use a little extra."

Joey finally wrenches away without accepting the bills.

P.J. is relentless. He tries to shove the money into Joey's coat pocket.
"Come on, kid, it's only thirty bucks, it's not a fortune, it's nothing. Humor
me, let me play the big shot. I never get to do anything for you, it'll make
me feel good."

Resistance is so difficult and seems so pointless - only thirty dollars, an
insignificant sum that Joey finally lets his brother put the money in his
pocket. He is worn out. He hasn't the energy to resist.

P.J. pats him on the shoulder affectionately. "Better go inside, get you
packed up and off to school."

They return to the house.

Their folks are curious.

Dad says, "Hey, did I raise a couple of sons who're too dumb to come in out
of the rain?"

Putting an arm around Joey's shoulders, P.J. says, "Just some brother talk,
Dad. Big-brother-little-brother stuff. Meaning of life, all that."

With a smile, Mom teasingly says, "Deep, dark secrets."

Joey's love for her at the moment is so intense, so powerful, that the
force of it almost drives him to his knees.

In desperation, he retreats deeper into the internal grayness, and all the
bright hurts of the world are dimmed, all the sharpness dulled.

He packs quickly and leaves a few minutes before P.J. Of all the goodbye
hugs that he receives, the one from his brother is the most all-encompassing,
the most fierce.

A couple of miles outside of Asherville, he becomes aware of a car closing
rapidly behind him. By the time he reaches the stop sign at the intersection
of the county route and Coal Valley Road, the other vehicle has caught up with
him. The driver doesn't stop behind Joey but swings around him, casting up
great sheets of dirty water, and takes the turn onto Coal Valley Road at too
high a speed. When the tire-thrown water washes off the windshield, Joey sees
that the car has stopped after traveling a hundred yards onto the other
highway

He knows it is P.J.

Waiting.

It isn't too late.

There is still world enough, and time.

Everything hinges on making a left turn.

That is the route he had intended to take anyway.

Just turn left, as planned, and do what must be done.

Red taillights, beacons in the dismal rain. Waiting.

Joey drives through the intersection, straight ahead, passing the turnoff
to Coal Valley, taking the county route all the way to the interstate.

And on the interstate, although he still invites the devil of detachment
into his heart, he can't prevent himself from recalling certain things that
P.J. said, statements that have a more profound meaning now than they'd had
earlier: "It's so easy to destroy me, Joey ... but ... even easier just to
believe." As if truth were not an objective view of the facts, as if it could
be whatever a person chose to believe. And: "Don't worry about fingerprints.
There aren't any to be found. I've been careful." Caution implied intent. A
frightened, confused, innocent man wasn't rational enough to be cautious; he
didn't take steps to ensure that he'd eradicated all the evidence linking him
to a crime.



Had there been any bearded man with greasy hair - or had that been a
Charles Manson-inspired convenience? If he'd hit the woman up on Pine Ridge,
hit her hard enough to kill her instantly, why wasn't his car damaged?

Southbound in the night, Joey becomes increasingly distraught, and he
drives faster, faster, faster, as though he believes that he can outrun all
the facts and their dark implications. Then he finds the jar, loses control of
the Mustang, spins out, crashes

and finds himself standing by the guardrail, staring out at a field
full of knee-high grass and taller weeds, not quite sure what he's doing
there. Wind howling down the interstate with a sound like legions of phantom
trucks hauling strange cargo.

Sleet stings his face, his hands.

Blood. A cut above his right eye.

A head injury. He touches the wound, and a brightness spirals behind his
eyes, brief hot fireworks of pain.

A head injury, even one as small as this, provides infinite possibilities,
not the least of which is amnesia. Memory can be a curse and a guarantee
against happiness. On the other hand, forgetfulness can be a blessing, and it
can even be mistaken for that most admirable of all virtues - forgiveness.

He returns to the car. He drives to the nearest hospital to have his
bleeding wound stitched.

He is going to be all right.

He is going to be all right.

At college again, he attends classes for two days, but he finds no value in
following the narrow highways of formal education. He is a natural autodidact
anyway and will never find a teacher as demanding of him as he is of himself.
Besides, if he is going to be a writer, a novelist, then he needs to acquire a
fund of real-world experiences from which to draw on for the creation of his
art. The stultifying atmosphere of classrooms and the outdated wisdom of
textbooks will only inhibit development of his talent and stifle his
creativity. He needs to venture far and wide, leave academia behind, and
plunge into the turbulent river of life.

He packs his things and leaves college forever. Two days later, somewhere
in Ohio, he sells the damaged Mustang to a used-car dealer, and thereafter he
hitchhikes west.

Ten days after leaving college, from a desert truck stop in Utah, he drops
a postcard to his parents, explaining his decision to begin the experience-
gathering process that will give him the material he needs to be a writer. He
tells them that they should not worry about him, that he knows what he's
doing, that he'll keep in touch.

He's going to be all right. He's going to be all right.

"Of course," Joey said, still kneeling beside the dead woman in the
deconsecrated church, "I was never all right again."

The rain on the roof was a mournful sound, like a dirge for her, the doubly
dead, in that she died so young.

Joey said, "I drifted from place to place, Jjob to job. Fell out of touch
with everyone ... even with the dream of becoming a writer. I was too busy for
dreams. Too busy playing the game of amnesia. Didn't dare see Mom and Dad
and risk coming apart, spilling the truth."

Turning away from the deserted nave over which she had been keeping watch,
returning to his side, Celeste said, "Maybe you're being too hard on yourself.
Maybe the amnesia wasn't just self-delusion. The head injury could explain
it."

"I wish I was able to believe that," Joey said. "But the truth is
objective, not just what we'd like to make it."

"Two things I don't understand."

"If there're only two, then you're way ahead of me.'



"In the car with P.J. that night-"

"Tonight. It was twenty years ago ... but also just tonight."

"-he'd already convinced you to believe him, or at least to go along and
get along. Then, after he had you in the palm of his hand, he told you he knew
the dead girl. Why would he make a revelation like that when he'd already won?
Why would he risk raising your suspicions again and losing you?"

"You had to know P.J. well to understand. There was always this
dangerous quality about him. Not recklessness, not anything that anyone found
truly scary in any way. Just the opposite. It added to his allure. It was a
wonderful, romantic sort of dangerousness, a thing that people admired. He
liked to take chances. It was most obvious on the football field. His
maneuvers were often so bold and unorthodox - but they worked."

"They always said he liked to play on the edge."

"Yeah. And he enjoyed driving fast, really fast - but he could handle a car
about as well as anyone in the Indy 500, never had an accident or traffic
ticket. In a poker game, he'd bet everything he had on a single hand, even a
bad one if the timing felt right to him - and he nearly always won. You can
live dangerously, almost to any extreme, and as long as you win, as long as
the risks you take pay off - then people admire you for it."

Standing over him, she put her hand on his shoulder. "I guess that also
explains the other thing I didn't understand."

"The jar in the glove box," he guessed.

"Yeah. I'm assuming he put it there while you were packing your bags to go
back to college."

"He must've cut out her eyes earlier in the day, kept them as a memento,
for God's sake. I'm sure he thought it would be funny to put them in my car
and let me find them later. Test the strength of our bond."

"After he'd convinced you he was innocent, persuaded you to let him dispose
of the body, he was crazy ever to let you see the eyes - let alone give them
to you."

"He couldn't resist the thrill. The danger. Walking that thin line along
the edge of disaster. And you see - he pulled it off again. He got away with
it. I let him win."

"He acts like he thinks he's blessed."

"Maybe he is," Joey said.

"By what god?"

"There's no god involved."

Celeste stepped past him onto the altar platform, moved to the far side of
the dead woman, pocketed the screwdriver and flashlight, and knelt. Facing him
across the body, she said, "We have to look at her face."

Joey grimaced. "Why?"

"P.J. didn't tell you her name, but he said she's from here in Coal Valley.
I probably know her."

"That'll make it even harder on you."

"There's no choice but to look, Joey," she persisted. "If we know who she
is, we might have a clue about what he's up to, where he's gone."

They found it necessary to roll the body on its side to pull free a loose
end of the plastic tarp. They eased the dead woman onto her back again before
uncovering her face.

A thick fall of blood-spotted blond hair mercifully veiled her ravaged
features.

With one hand Celeste carefully pushed the hair aside with a tenderness
that Joey found deeply touching. Simultaneously, with her other hand, she
crossed herself and said, "In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,
amen."

Joey tilted his head back and stared at the sanctuary ceiling, not because
he hoped to get a glimpse of the Trinity, whose names she had intoned, but



because he couldn't bear to look into the empty sockets.

"There's a gag in her mouth," Celeste told him. "One of those things you
wash a car with - chamois. I think ... yes, her ankles are tied with wire. She
wasn't running from any crazed mountain man."

Joey shuddered.

"Her name's Beverly Korshak," Celeste said. "She was a few years older than
me. A nice girl. Friendly. She still lived with her folks, but they sold out
to the government here and moved into a house in Asherville last month.
Beverly had a secretarial job there, at the electric-company office. Her folks
are good friends with my folks. Known them a long, long time. Phil and Sylvie
Korshak. This is going to be hard on them, real hard."

Joey still stared at the ceiling. "P.J. must've seen her in Asherville
earlier today. Stopped to chat her up. She wouldn't have hesitated to get in
the car with apparently."”

"Let's cover her," Celeste said.

"You do it."

He wasn't squeamish about what her eyeless face might look like. He was
afraid, instead, that in her empty sockets he would somehow be able to see her
blue eyes, still intact, as they had been in the last moments of her terrible
agony, when she had screamed for help through the wadded rag in her mouth and
had known that no savior would answer her pleas.

The plastic rustled.

"You amaze me," he said.

"Why?"

"Your strength."

"I'm here to help you, that's all."

"I thought I was here to help you."

"Maybe it's both ways."

The rustling stopped.

"Okay," Celeste assured him.

He lowered his head and saw what he first thought was blood on the floor of
the altar platform. It had been revealed when they shifted the position of the
corpse.

On second look, however, Joey realized that it was not blood but paint from
a spray can. Someone had written the number 1 and drawn a circle around it.

"You see this?" he asked Celeste, as she rose to her feet on the other side
of the dead woman.

"Yeah. Something to do with the demolition plans.”

"I don't think so."

"Sure. Must be. Or maybe Jjust kids vandalizing the place. They painted more
of them back there," she said, gesturing in the general direction of the nave.

He got up, turned, and frowned at the dimly lighted church. "Where?"

"The first row of pews," she said.

Against the dark wood backs of the benches, the red paint was difficult to
read from a distance.

After picking up the crowbar, Joey swung his legs over the presbytery
balustrade, dropped into the three-sided choir enclosure, and went to the
sanctuary railing.

He heard Celeste following him, but by way of the ambulatory.

On the front pew to the left of the center aisle, a series of sequential
numbers, circled in red, had been painted side by side. They were spaced
approximately as people would have been if any had been sitting there.
Farthest to the left was the number 2, and the last number, nearest the center
aisle, was 6.

Joey felt as though spiders were crawling on the back of his neck, but his
hand found none there.

On the pew to the right of the center aisle, the red numbers continued in



sequence - 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 - to the far side of the church.

"Twelve," he brooded.

Joining him at the sanctuary railing, Celeste said softly, "What's wrong?"

"The woman on the altar ..."

"Beverly."

He stared intently at the red numbers on the pews, which now seemed as
radiant as signs of the Apocalypse.

"Joey? What about her? What is it?"

Joey was still puzzling it out, standing in the shadow of truth but not
quite able to see the whole icy structure of it. "He painted the number one
and then put her on top of it."

"P.J. did?"

"Yeah."

"Why?"

A hard blast of wind battered the old church, and a draft swept through the
nave. The faintly lingering scent of stale incense and the stronger smell of
mildew were swept away, and the draft brought with it the stink of sulfur.

Joey said, "Do you have any brothers or sisters?"

Clearly puzzled by the question, she shook her head. "No."

"Does anyone else live with you and your folks, like maybe a grandparent,
anyone?"

"No. Just the three of us."

"Beverly's one of twelve."

"Twelve what?"

He pointed at Celeste, and his hand shook. "Then your family - two, three,
four. Who else still lives in Coal Valley?"

"The Dolans."

"How many of them?"

"Five in their family."

"Who else?"

"John and Beth Bimmer. John's mother, Hannah, lives with them."

"Three. Three Bimmers, five Dolans, plus you and your folks. Eleven. Plus
her, there on the altar." With a sweep of his hand, he indicated the numbers
on the pews. "Twelve."

"Oh, God."

"I don't need any psychic flash to see where he's going with this one. The
number twelve must appeal to him for the obvious reason. Twelve apostles, all
dead and lined up in a deconsecrated church. All of them paying silent homage
not to God but to the thirteenth apostle. That's how P.J. sees himself, I
think - as the thirteenth apostle, Judas. The Betrayer."

Still holding the crowbar, he pushed open the sacristy gate and returned to
the nave.

He touched one of the numbers on the left-hand pew. In places, the paint
was still tacky.

"Judas. Betraying his family," Joey said, "betraying the faith he was
raised in, with reverence for nothing, loyal to nothing, to no one. Fearing
nothing, not even God. Walking the most dangerous line of them all, taking the
biggest imaginable risk to get the greatest of all thrills: risking his soul

for a ... for a dance along the edge of damnation."
Celeste moved close to Joey, pressed against his side, needing the comfort
of contact. "He's setting up ... some sort of a symbolic tableau?"

"With corpses," Joey said. "He intends to kill everyone who still lives in
Coal Valley before the night is through and bring their bodies here."

She paled. "Did that come to pass?"

He didn't understand. "Come to pass?"

"In the future that you've already lived - were all the people in Coal
Valley killed?"



With a shock, Joey realized that he didn't know the answer to her question.

"After that night, I pretty much stopped reading newspapers, news
magazines. Avoided TV news. Changed stations on the radio every time a news
report came on. Told myself that I was burnt out on news, that it was all just
airplane crashes and floods and fires and earthquakes. But what it really must
have been ... I didn't want to read about or hear about any women being
mutilated, murdered. Didn't want to risk some detail of a crime - eyes cut
out, anything like that - making a subconscious connection for me and maybe
blowing away my 'amnesia.'

"So for all you know - it happened. For all you know - they found twelve
dead people in this church, lined up on the front pews, one of them on the
altar platform."

"If it did come to pass - if that's what they found - no one ever nailed
P.J. for it. Because in my future, he's still on the loose."

"Jesus. Mom and Dad." She pushed away from him and ran down the center
aisle toward the back of the nave.

He rushed after her, through the narthex, through the open front doors,
into the sleety night.

She slipped on the icy walkway, fell to one knee, scrambled up, and hurried
on, rounding the car to the passenger side.

As he reached the driver's door of the Mustang, Joey heard a rumble that
first seemed to be thunder - but then he realized that the sound was coming
from beneath him, from under the street.

Celeste looked worriedly at him across the roof of the car. "Subsidence."

The rumble built, the street trembled as though a freight train were
passing through a tunnel under them, and then both the shaking and the ominous
sound faded away.

A section of a burning mine tunnel had collapsed.

Glancing around them, seeing no disturbance of the ground, Joey said,
"Where?"

"Must be somewhere else in town. Come on, come on, hurry," she urged,
getting into the car.

Behind the wheel, starting the engine, afraid that a sudden fissure in the
street might swallow the Mustang and drop them into fire, Joey said,
"Subsidence, huh?"

"I've never felt it that bad. Could be right under us but very deep, so far
down that it didn't affect the surface."

"Yet."

12

EVEN THOUGH THE TIRES HAD WINTER TREAD, THEY SPUN USELESSLY A couple of times
on the way to Celeste's place, but Joey concluded the short trip without
sliding into anything. The Baker house was white with green trim and had two
dormer windows on the second floor.

He and Celeste ran clumsily across the lawn to the front-porch steps,
avoiding the walkway, which was far more treacherous than the frozen grass.

Lights glowed throughout the downstairs, glittering in laces of ice that
filigreed some of the windows. The porch lamp was on as well.

They should have entered with caution, because P.J. might have gotten there
ahead of them. They had no way of knowing which of the three families he
intended to visit first.

But Celeste was in a panic about her folks, so she unlocked the door and
plunged heedlessly into the short front hall, calling out to them as she
entered. "Mom! Daddy! Where are you? Mom!"

No one answered.



Aware that any attempt to restrain the girl would prove futile, brandishing
the crowbar at every shadow and imagined movement, Joey followed close behind
her as she burst through doorways and flung open those doors that were closed,
shouting for her mother and father with increasing terror. Four rooms
downstairs and four up. One and a half bathrooms. The place wasn't a mansion
by any definition, but it was better than any home that Joey had ever known,
and everywhere there were books.

Celeste checked her own bedroom last, but her parents weren't there,
either. "He's got them," she said frantically.

"No. I don't think so. Look around you - there aren't any signs of violence
here no indications of a struggle. And I don't think they would have gone out
with him anywhere willingly, not in this weather."

"Then where are they?"

"If they'd had to go somewhere unexpectedly, would they leave a note for
you?"

Without answering, she spun around, dashed into the hall, and descended the
stairs two at a time to the ground floor.

Joey caught up with her in the kitchen, where she was reading a message
that was pinned to a corkboard beside the refrigerator.

Celeste,

Bev didn't come home from Mass this morning.
No one knows where she is. The sheriff is
looking for her. We've gone over to Asherville
to sit with Phil and Sylvie. They're half out
of their minds with worry. I'm sure it's all
going to turn out fine. Whatever happens,
we'll be home before midnight. Hope you had

a nice time at Linda's place. Keep the doors
locked. Don't worry. Bev will turn up. God
won't let anything happen to her. Love, Mom

Turning from the corkboard, Celeste glanced at the wall clock - only 9:02 -
and said, "Thank God, he can't get his hands on them."

"Hands." Joey suddenly remembered. "Let me see your hands."

She held them out to him.

The previously frightful stigmata in her palms had faded to vague bruises.

"We must be making right decisions," he said with a shiver of relief.
"We're changing fate - your fate, at least. We've just got to keep on keeping
on."

When he looked up from her hands to her face, he saw her eyes widen at the
sight of something over his shoulder. Heart leaping, he swung toward the
danger, raising the iron crowbar.

"No," she said, "just the telephone." She stepped to the wall phone. "We
can call for help. The sheriff's office. Let them know where they can find
Bev, get them looking for P.J."

The telephone was an old-fashioned rotary model. Joey hadn't seen one of
those in a long time. Curiously, more than anything else, it convinced him
that he was, indeed, twenty years in the past.

Celeste dialed the operator, then jiggled the cradle in which the handset
had been hanging. "No dial tone."

"All this wind, ice - the lines might be down."

"No. It's him. He cut the lines."

Joey knew that she was right.

She slammed down the phone and headed out of the kitchen. "Come on. We can
do better than the crowbar."

In the den, she went to the oak desk and took the gun-cabinet key from the



center drawer.
Two walls were lined with books. Running one hand over their brightly

colored spines, Joey said, "Just tonight, I finally realized ... when P.J.
conned me into letting him ... letting him get away with murder, he stole my
future."”

Opening the glass door of the gun cabinet, she said, "What do you mean?"

"I wanted to be a writer. That's all I ever wanted to be. But what a
novelist is always trying to do ... if he's any good, he's trying to get at
the truth of things. How could I hope to get at the truth of things, be a
writer, when I couldn't even face up to the truth about my brother? He left me
with nowhere to go, no future. And he became the writer."

She removed a shotgun from the rack in the cabinet and put it on the desk.
"Remington. Twenty-gauge. Pump action. Nice gun. So tell me something - how
could he be a writer if it's supposed to be all about dealing with truth? He's
only about lies and deceit. Is he a good writer?"

"Everyone says he is."

She took another shotgun from the cabinet and put it on the desk beside the
first weapon. "Remington too. My dad's partial to the brand. Twelve-gauge.
Pretty walnut stock, isn't it? I didn't ask you what everyone else says. What
do you think? Is he any good as a novelist - in this future of yours?"

"He's successful."

"So what. Doesn't necessarily mean he's good."

"He's won a lot of awards, and I've always pretended to think he's good.
But ... I've really never felt he was much good at all."

Crouching, pulling open a drawer in the bottom of the cabinet, quickly
pawing through the contents, she said, "So tonight you take your future back -
and you will be good."

In one corner stood a gray metal box the size of a briefcase. It was
ticking.

"What's that thing in the corner?" Joey asked.

"It monitors carbon monoxide and other toxic gases seeping up from the mine
fires. There's one in the basement. This room isn't over the basement, it's an
add-on, so it has a monitor of its own."

"An alarm goes off?"

"Yeah, if there's too many fumes." In the drawer she found two boxes of
ammunition. She put them on the desk. "Every house in Coal Valley was equipped
with them years ago."

"It's like living on a bomb."

"Yeah. But with a long, slow fuse."

"Why haven't you moved out?"

"Bureaucrats. Paperwork. Processing delays. If you move out before the
government has the papers ready to sign, then they declare the house
abandoned, a public danger, and they aren't willing to pay as much for it. You
have to live here, take the risk, let it happen at their pace if you want to
get a halfway fair price."

Opening one of the boxes of shells as Celeste opened the other, Joey said,
"You know how to use these guns?"

"I've been going skeet-shooting and hunting with my dad since I was
thirteen."

"You don't seem like a hunter to me," he said as he loaded the 20-gauge.

"Never killed anything. Always aim to miss."

"Your dad never noticed that?"

"Funny thing is - whether it's shotguns or rifles, whether it's small game
or deer, he always aims to miss too. Though he doesn't think I know it."

"Then what's the point?"

As she finished loading the 12-gauge, she smiled with affection at the
thought of her father. "He likes just being in the woods, walking in the woods



on a crisp morning, the clean smell of the pines - and having some private
time with me. He's never said, but I've always sensed he would've liked a son.
Mom had complications with me, couldn't carry another baby. So I've always
tried to give Dad a little of the son stuff. He thinks I'm a real tomboy."

"You're amazing," he said.

Hastily dropping spare shells into the various pockets of her black
raincoat, she said, "I'm only what I'm here to be."

The strangeness of that statement harked back to other enigmatic things
that she had said earlier in the night. He met her eyes, and once again he saw
those mysterious depths, which seemed too profound for her years, too deep to
be plumbed. She was the most interesting girl that he had ever known, and he
hoped that she saw something appealing in his eyes.

As Joey finished stuffing spare shells into the pockets of his sheepskin-
lined denim jacket, Celeste said, "Do you think Beverly is the first?"

"The first?"

"That he's ever killed."

"I hope so ... but I don't know."

"I think there've been others," she said solemnly.

"After that night, after Beverly, when I let him go ... I know there
must've been others. That's why he was a gypsy. Poet of the highway, my ass.
He liked the life of a drifter 'cause he could keep moving through one police
jurisdiction after another. Hell, I never realized it before, didn't want to
realize it, but it's the classic sociopathic pattern
the loner on the road, the outsider, a stranger everywhere he goes, the next
thing to invisible. Easier for a man like that to get caught if the bodies
keep piling up in the same place. P.J.'s brilliance was to make a profession
out of drifting, to become rich and famous for it, to have the unstructured
lifestyle of a rootless serial killer but with the perfect cover - a
respectable occupation that all but required rootlessness, and a reputation
for writing uplifting stories about love and courage and compassion."

"But all that's in the future, as far as I'm concerned," Celeste said.
"Maybe my future, our future. Or maybe only one possible future. I don't know
how that works - or that it'll even help to think about it."

Joey had a bitter taste in his mouth - as though biting into a hard truth
could produce a flavor as acrid as chewing on dry aspirin. "Whether it was one
possible future or the only future, I still have to carry some of the guilt
for all those he killed after Beverly, because could've put an end to it that
night."

"Which is why you're here now, tonight, with me. To undo it all, Not just
to save me but everyone who came after ... and to save yourself." She picked
up the 12-gauge and chambered a shell. "But what I meant was that I think he's
killed before Beverly. He was just too cool with you, Joey, too smooth with
that story about her running in front of his car up on Pine Ridge. If she'd
been his first, he'd have been easily rattled. When you opened that trunk and
found her, he'd have been more shaken. The way he handled you - he's used to
carting dead women around in his car, looking for a safe place to dump them.
He's had a lot of time to think about what he'd do if anyone ever caught him
with a body before he was able to dispose of it."

Joey suspected that she was right about this, just as she was right about
the weather not being responsible for the dead telephone.

No wonder he had reacted with blind panic in Henry Kadinska's office when
the attorney revealed the terms of his father's last will and testament. The
money in the estate had originally come from P.J. It was blood money in more
ways than one, as tainted as Judas's thirty pieces of silver. Cash accepted
from the devil himself could have been no less clean.

He chambered a shell in his shotgun. "Let's go."
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OUTSIDE, THE SLEET STORM HAD PASSED, AND RAIN WAS FALLING ONCE more. The
brittle ice on the sidewalks and in the streets was swiftly melting into
slush.

Joey had been wet and cold all night. In fact, he had lived in a perpetual
chill for twenty years. He was used to it.

Halfway along the front walk, he saw that the hood was standing open on the
Mustang. By the time he got to the car, Celeste was shining the flashlight
into the engine compartment. The distributor cap was gone.

"P.J.," Joey said. "Having his fun."

"Fun."

"To him it's all fun."

"I think he's watching us right now."

Joey surveyed the nearby abandoned houses, the wind-stirred trees between
them: south to the end of the next block where the street terminated and the
forested hills began, north one block to the main drag through town.

"He's right here somewhere," she said uneasily.

Joey agreed, but in the tumult of wind and rain, his brother's presence was
even less easily detected than a reluctant spirit at a seance.

"Okay," he said, "so we're on foot. No big deal. It's a small town anyway.
Who's closer - the Dolans or the Bimmers?"

"John and Beth Bimmer."

"And his mother."

She nodded. "Hannah. Sweet old lady."

"Let's hope we're not too late," Joey said.

"P.J. can't have had time to come here from the church ahead of us, cut the
phone line, wait around to disable the car, and still go after anyone."

Nevertheless, they hurried through the slush in the street. On that
treacherous pavement, however, they didn't dare to run as fast as they would
have liked.

They had gone only half a block when the subterranean rumble began again,
markedly louder than before, building swiftly until the ground quivered under
them - as though no boats plied the River Styx any more, leaving the transport
of all souls to deep-running, clamorous railroads. As before, the noise lasted
no more than half a minute, with no catastrophic surface eruption of the
seething fires below.

The Bimmers lived on North Avenue, which wasn't half grand enough to be
called an avenue. The pavement was severely cracked and buckled as though from
a great and incessant pressure below. Even in the gloom, the once-white houses
appeared too drab - as if they were not merely in need of a fresh coat of
paint but were all heavily mottled with soot. Some of the evergreens were
deformed, stunted; others were dead. At least North Avenue was on the north
side of town: across Coal Valley Road from the Baker house and one block
farther east.

Six-foot-tall vent pipes, spaced about sixty feet on center and encircled
by high chain-link safety barriers, lined one side of the street. From those
flues, out of realms below, arose gray plumes of smoke like processions of
fugitive ghosts, which were torn into rags by the wind and exorcised by the
rain, leaving behind only a stink like that of hot tar.

The two-story Bimmer residence was curiously narrow for its lot, built to
the compressed horizontal dimensions of a row house in a downtown neighborhood
in some industrial city like Altoona or Johnstown. It appeared taller than it
actually was - and forbidding.

Lights were on downstairs.

As he and Celeste climbed the porch steps, Joey heard music inside, and a



tinny laugh track. Television.

He pulled open the aluminum-and-glass storm door and knocked on the wood
door behind it.

In the house, the phantom studio audience laughed uproariously and a
lighthearted tinkle of piano music further cued the folks at home that they
were supposed to be amused.

After the briefest hesitation, Joey knocked again, harder and longer.

"Hold your horses," someone called from inside.

Relieved, Celeste exhaled explosively. "They're okay."

The man who opened the door - evidently John Bimmer - was about fifty-five,
shiny bald on top with a Friar Tuck fringe of hair. His beer belly overhung
his pants. The bags under his eyes, his drooping jowls, and his rubbery
features made him appear as friendly and comfortable as an old hound dog.

Joey was holding the shotgun down at his side, safely aimed at the porch
floor, and Bimmer didn't immediately see it. "You're an impatient young fella,
ain't you?" he said affably. Then he spotted Celeste and broke into a wide
smile. "Hey, missy, that lemon meringue pie you brought by yesterday was every
bit of a first-rate job."

Celeste said, "Mr. Bimmer, we-"

"First rate," he repeated, interrupting her. He was wearing an unbuttoned
flannel shirt, a white T-shirt, and tan pants held up by suspenders, and he
patted the bulge of his belly to emphasize how good the pie had been. "Why, I
even let Beth and Ma take a smell of that beauty before I ate it all myself?"

The night echoed with a hard crack, as if the wind had snapped off a big
tree branch somewhere nearby, but it was not a branch and had nothing to do
with the wind, because simultaneously with the sound, arterial blood
brightened the front of John Bimmer's T-shirt. His engaging smile turned
strange as he was half lifted off his feet and thrown backward by the power of
the shot.

Joey shoved Celeste through the open doorway and to the living-room floor.
He scrambled after her, dropped beside her, rolled onto his back, and kicked
the front door shut hard enough to rattle a pair of pictures - John Kennedy,
Pope John XXIII - and a bronze crucifix on the wall above the sofa.

Bimmer had been thrown backward with such force that he wasn't even lying
in their way, which meant that the caliber of the weapon was big, damn big, a
deer rifle, maybe even bigger than that, a lot of punch. Probably hollow-point
cartridges too.

In a blue bathrobe and a crown of pink hair curlers, Bimmer's wife rose
from an armchair in front of the television, even as the door was slamming
shut, stunned into silence but only for an instant. When she saw her husband's
vest of blood and the two shotguns, she reached the logical but incorrect
conclusion. Screaming, she turned away from them.

"Get down!" Joey shouted, and Celeste cried out, "Beth, stay down!"
Unheeding, in a blind panic, heading toward the back of the house, Beth
Bimmer crossed in front of a window. It imploded with an incongruously merry,

bell-like ringing of shattering glass. She took a shot in the temple, which
snapped her head to the side so hard that it might also have broken her neck,
and as the phantom audience on the television laughed uproariously, she
crashed to the living-room floor in front of a birdlike elderly woman in a
yellow sweatsuit, who was sitting on the sofa.

The older woman had to be Hannah, Bimmer's mother, but she had no time to
grieve for her son and daughter-in-law, because two of the next three shots
were generous destiny's gifts for her, pumped through the same window but
delivered without the merry-bell music of breaking glass, killing her where
she sat, as she reached for her hickory cane with one palsied hand, before
either Joey or Celeste could even cry out to her.

It was late October of 1975, and the Vietnam War had ended back in April,



but Joey felt as if he were in one of those Asian battle zones that had filled
the television news when he was growing up. The sudden, senseless death might
have shocked him into immobility and fatal indecision - except that he was
actually a forty-year-old man in a twenty-year-old body, and those additional
twenty years of experience had been gained during a time when sudden,
senseless violence had grown commonplace. As a product of the latter decades
of the millennium, he could cope reasonably well in the midst of gunfire and
random slaughter.

The living room was filled with light, making easy targets of him and
Celeste, so he rolled onto his side and fired the 20-gauge Remington at a
brass floor lamp with a fringed shade. The roar of the shotgun in that
confined space was deafening, but he pumped a fresh shell into the breech and
fired at one of the end-table lamps flanking the sofa, then pumped it again
and took out the lamp on the other end table.

Understanding Joey's intent, Celeste fired one round into the television
screen, silencing the sitcom. The burnt-powder stench of gunfire was
immediately overlaid with the hot, astringent odor of ruined electronics.

"Stay low, under the windows," Joey instructed. In the ear-stunning
aftermath of the shotgun fire, he sounded as though he were speaking through a
woolen winter scarf, but even though his voice was muffled, he could hear the
tremor of fear in it. He was a child of the premillennium follies, steeled to
the savagery of his fellow human beings, but he nevertheless felt as though he
might wet his pants. "Follow the walls to a doorway, any doorway, just get out
of the room."

Crawling frantically along the floor in the darkness, dragging the shotgun
by its strap, Joey wondered what role he was supposed to serve in his
brother's nightmare tableau. If Celeste's parents returned to town and stepped
into P.J.'s gun sights, locals would provide all twelve bodies needed for the
creation of his demented bit of theater. But he must have a use in mind for
Joey too. After all, he had raced to catch up with the Mustang on the county
route, swung onto Coal Valley Road, and paused tauntingly, daring Joey to
follow. Although he perpetrated atrocities that any normal person would call
acts of madness, P.J. didn't otherwise behave irrationally. Even within his
homicidal fantasies, he operated with an appreciation for structure and
purpose, however grotesque they might be.

In the Bimmers' kitchen, the light in the oven clock cast a soft green glow
that barely illuminated the room - but even that was bright enough to make
most of the details visible and to keep Joey close to the floor.

Two windows. One over the sink. The other beside the breakfast table. Both
had side-panel curtains and, better yet, vinyl roll-up blinds that were drawn
halfway down.

Cautiously rising to his feet at the side of the breakfast table, with his
back pressed to the wall, he reached out and pulled that blind all the way
over the glass.

Breathing hard, both from exertion and fear, he was bizarrely convinced
that P.J. had circled the house and was now directly behind him, outside, with
only the wall between them. In spite of the wind and rain, maybe P.J. could
track him by his loud breathing and would shoot him through the wall to which
his back was pressed. The moment passed, and the shot in the spine didn't
come, and his terror abated somewhat.

Although he would have preferred that Celeste remain on the floor, below
any possible line of fire, she risked a bullet in the arm by drawing the blind
at the sink window.

"You okay?" he asked, when they eased back to the floor and met again in
the center of the kitchen, staying on their knees in spite of having secured
the two windows.

"They're all dead, aren't they?" she whispered bleakly.



"Yeah."

"All three."

"Yeah."

"No chance

"No. Dead."

"I've known them all my life."

"I'm sorry."

"Beth used to baby-sit me when I was little."

The eerie green glow from the oven clock made the Bimmer kitchen shimmer as
though it were underwater or had passed through a veil into an unnatural realm
outside the flow of real time and ordinary events. But the quality of the
light alone could not provide him with blessed detachment and his gut remained
knotted with tension; his throat was so constricted that he could barely
swallow.

Fumbling spare shells from his pockets, dropping them through his shaky
fingers, Joey said softly, "It's my fault."

"No, it's not. He knew where they were, where to find them. He knows who's
still left in town and where they live. We didn't lead him here. He'd have
come on his own anyway."

The dropped shells rolled away from him as he tried to recover them. His
fingers were half numb, and his hands were shaking so badly that he gave up
trying to reload until he calmed down.

Joey was surprised that his heart could still beat. It felt like cold iron
in his chest.

They listened to the deadly night, alert for the stealthy sound of a door
slowly easing open or the telltale clink of broken glass underfoot.

Eventually he said, "Back home, earlier, when I found the body in the trunk
of his car, if I'd called the sheriff then and there, none of these people
would be dead now."

"You can't blame yourself for that."

"Who the hell else should I blame?" He was instantly ashamed that he had
responded so harshly. When he spoke again, his voice was bitter and
remorseful, but his anger was directed at himself, not at her. "I knew the
right thing to do, and I didn't do it."

"Listen," she said, finding one of his hands in the green gloom, holding it
tightly, "that's not what I meant when I said you couldn't blame yourself.
Think about it, Joey. Not calling the sheriff - you made that mistake twenty
years ago, but you didn't make it tonight because your second chance didn't
begin with P.J. at the house today, didn't begin with the finding of the body.
It began only when you reached Coal Valley Road. Right?"

"Well ..."

"You weren't given a second chance to turn him in to the sheriff earlier."

"But twenty years ago I should've-"

"That's history. Terrible history, and you'll have to live with that part
of it. But now all that matters is what happens from here on. Nothing counts
except how you chose - and continue to choose - to handle things after you
took the right highway tonight."

"Haven't handled them well so far, have I? Three people dead."

"Three people who would've died anyway," she argued, "who probably did die
the first time you lived through this night. It's horrible, it's painful, but
it looks as if that part of it was meant to be, and there's no changing it."

Sinking deeper into anguish, Joey said, "Then what's the point of being
given a second chance if it isn't to save these people?"

"You might be able to save others before the night is through."

"But why not all of them? I'm screwing up again."

"Stop beating yourself up. It's not for you to decide how many people you
can save, how much you can change destiny. In fact, maybe the purpose of being



given a second chance wasn't to save anyone in Coal Valley."

"Except you."

"Maybe not even me. Maybe I can't be saved either.”

Her words left him speechless. She sounded as though she could accept the
possibility of her own death with equanimity - while for Joey, the thought of
failing her was like a hammer blow to the heart.

She said, "It may turn out that the only thing you can really accomplish
tonight is to stop P.J. from going on from here. Stop him from committing
twenty more years of murder. Maybe that's the only thing expected of you,
Joey. Not saving me. Not saving anyone. Just stopping P.J. from doing even
worse than what he'll do tonight. Maybe that's all God wants from you."

"There's no God here. No God in Coal Valley tonight."

She squeezed his hand, digging her fingernails into his flesh. "How can you
say that?"

"Go look at the people in the living room."

"That's stupid."

"How can a god of mercy let people die like that?"

"Smarter people than us have tried to answer the same question."

"And can't."
"But that doesn't mean there isn't an answer," she said with rising anger
and impatience. "Joey, if God didn't give you the chance to relive this night,

then who did?"

"I don't know," he said miserably.

"You think maybe it was Rod Serling, and now you're stuck in the Twilight
Zone?" she asked scornfully,

"No, of course not."

"Then who?"

"Maybe it was Jjust ... just an anomaly of physics. A random fold in time.
An energy wave. Inexplicable and meaningless. I don't know. How the hell could
I know?"

"Oh. I see. Just some mechanical breakdown in the great cosmic machinery,"
she said sarcastically, letting go of his hand.

"Seems to make more sense than God."

"So we're not in the Twilight Zone, huh? Now we're aboard the starship
Enterprise with Captain Kirk, assaulted by energy waves, catapulted into time
warps."

He didn't reply.

She said, "You remember Star Trek? Anyone still remember it up there in
1995°2"

"Remember? Hell, I think maybe it's a bigger industry than General Motors."

"Let's bring a little cool Vulcan logic to the problem, okay? If this
amazing thing that happened to you is meaningless and random, then why didn't
you get folded back in time to some boring day when you were eight years old
and had the puking flu? Or why not to some night a month ago, when you were
just sitting in your trailer out in Vegas, half drunk, watching old Road
Runner cartoons or something? You think some random anomaly of physics would
just by purest chance bring you back to the most important night of your life,
this night of all nights, to the very moment it all went wrong beyond any hope
of recovery?"

Just listening to her had calmed him, although his spirits had not been
lifted. At least he was able to pick up the spilled shells and reload his
shotgun.

"Maybe," she said, "you're living this night again not because there's
something you have to do, not to save lives and bring down P.J. and be a hero.
Maybe you're living this night again only so you'll have one last chance to
believe."

"In what?"



"In a world with meaning, in life with some greater purpose."

At times she seemed able to read his mind. More than anything, Joey wanted
to believe in something again - as he had when he'd been an altar boy, so many
years ago. But he vacillated between hope and despair. He remembered how
filled with wonder he'd been a short while ago when he'd realized that he was
twenty again, how grateful he had been to something-someone for this second
chance. But already it was easier to believe in the Twilight Zone or in a
fluke of quantum mechanics than in God.

"Believe," he said. "That's what P.J. wanted me to do. Just believe in him,
believe in his innocence, without one shred of proof. And I did. I believed in
him. And look where that got me."

"Maybe it wasn't believing in P.J. that ruined your life."

"It sure didn't help," he said sourly.

"Maybe the main problem was that you didn't believe in anything else."

"I was an altar boy once," he said. "But then I grew up. I got an
education."

"Having gone to college a little, you've surely heard the word
, sophomoric,'" Celeste suggested. "It describes the kind of thinking you're
still indulging in."

"You're really wise, huh? You know it all?"

"Nope. I'm not wise at all, not me. But my dad says - admitting you don't
know everything is the beginning of wisdom."

"Your dad the jerkwater high-school principal - suddenly he's a famous
philosopher?"

"Now you're just being mean," she said.

After a while, he said, "Sorry."

"Don't forget the sign I was given. My blood on your fingertips. How can I
not believe? More important, how can you not believe after that? You called it
a 'sign' yourself."

"I wasn't thinking. I was all ... emotional. When you take time to think
about it, apply just a little of that cool Vulcan logic you mentioned-"

"If you think hard enough about anything, you won't be able to believe in
it. If you saw a bird fly across the sky - the moment it's out of sight,
there's no way to prove it existed. How do you even know Paris exists - have
you ever been there?"

"Other people have seen Paris. I believe them."

"Other people have seen God."

"Not the way they've seen Paris."

"There are a lot of ways to see," she said. "And maybe neither your eyes
nor a Kodak is the best way."

"How can anyone believe in any god so cruel that he'd let three people die
like that, three innocent people?"

"If death isn't permanent," she said without hesitation, "if it's only a
transition from one world to the next, then it isn't necessarily cruel."

"It's so easy for you," he said enviously. "So easy just to believe."

"It can be easy for you too."

"No."

"Just accept."

"Not easy for me," he insisted.

"Then why even bother to believe that you're living this night again? Why
not write it off as just a silly dream, roll over, go on sleeping, and wait to
wake up in the morning?"

He didn't answer. He couldn't.

Although he knew it was pointless to try, he crawled to the wall phone,
reached up, and pulled the receiver off the cradle. No dial tone.

"Can't possibly work," Celeste said with an edge of sarcasm.

"Huh?"



"Can't work because you've had time to think about it, and now you realize
- there's no way to prove there's anyone else in the world to call. And if
there's no way to prove beyond a doubt, right here, right now, that other
people exist - then they don't exist. You must have learned the word for that
in college. 'Solipsism.' The theory that nothing can be proven except your own
awareness, that there is nothing real beyond yourself."

Letting the telephone handset dangle on its springy cord, Joey leaned back
against the kitchen cabinet and listened to the wind, to the rain, to the
special hush of the dead.

Eventually Celeste said, "I don't think P.J.'s going to come in after us."

Joey had arrived at the same conclusion. P.J. wasn't going to kill them.
Not yet. Later. If P.J. had wanted to waste them, he could have nailed them
easily when they were on the front porch, standing in the light with their
backs to him. Instead, he had carefully placed his first shot in the narrow
gap between their heads, taking out John Bimmer with a perfectly placed bullet
in the heart.

For his own twisted reasons, P.J. evidently wanted them to bear witness to
the murders of everyone in Coal Valley, then waste them. Apparently he
intended that Celeste should be the twelfth and final apostle in the freeze-
frame drama that he was creating at the church.

And me? Joey wondered. What do you have in mind for me, big brother?
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THE BIMMER KITCHEN WAS PURGATORY WITH LINOLEUM FLOORS AND Formica countertops.
Joey waited to be propelled from that place either by events or by
inspiration. There must be something that he could do to stop P.J.

Nevertheless, merely proceeding to the Dolan house with the intention of
preventing those five pending murders would be sheer folly. He and Celeste
would only serve as witnesses to the deaths.

Maybe they could slip into the Dolan place without anyone being shot down
at the front door or at the windows. Maybe they could even convince the Dolans
of the danger and conspire with them to turn the house into a fortress. But
then P.J. could easily set a fire to kill them where they hid or to drive them
out into the night where he could shoot them down.

If the Dolan house had an attached garage, and if the Dolans could get in
their car and make a run for it, P.J. would shoot out the tires as they tried
to flee. Then he would kill them with a spray of gunfire while they were
helpless in the disabled vehicle.

Joey had never met the Dolan family. At that moment, convincing himself
that they actually existed was, in fact, harder than he would have thought.
How easy it would be to sit there in the kitchen and do nothing, let the
Dolans - if they existed - look out for themselves, and believe only in the
bottle-green shadows around him, the faint smell of cinnamon, the strong aroma
of fresh coffee warming in the pot, the hard wood against his back, the floor
beneath him, and the hum of the refrigerator motor.

Twenty years ago, when he turned his back on the grisly proof of what his
brother had done, he had been equally unable to believe in all the victims to
come. Without their bloodied faces before him, without their battered bodies
piled high, they had been as unreal to him as the citizens of Paris were
unreal to a man convinced of the wisdom of solipsism. How many people had P.J.
killed in those twenty years following the first passage of this night? Two
per year, forty in all? No. Too low. Killing that infrequently would be too
little challenge, too little thrill. More than one a month for twenty years?
Two hundred fifty victims: tortured, mutilated, dumped along back roads from
one end of the country to the other or buried in secret graves? P.J. seemed



more than sufficiently energetic to handle that. By refusing to believe in
future horrors, Joey had ensured that they would come to pass.

For the first time he was aware of the true size of his burden of
responsibility, which was far greater than he wanted to believe. His
acquiescence to P.J. on that long-ago night had resulted in a triumph of evil
- so enormous that now he was half crushed by the belated recognition of its
weight, under which his soul was pinned.

The ultimate consequences of inaction could be greater than the
consequences of action.

"He wants us to go to the Dolans' place, so I can see them being murdered,"
Joey said thickly. "If we don't go right away ... we'll be buying them a
little time at least."

"We can't just sit here," she said.

"No. Because sooner or later, he'll go kill them anyway."

"Sooner," she predicted.

"While he's still watching us here, waiting for us to come out, we have to
do something he's not expecting, something that'll make him curious and keep
him close to us, away from the Dolans, something that'll surprise and unsettle
him."

"Like what?"

The refrigerator motor. The rain. Coffee, cinnamon. The oven clock:
ticking, ticking.

"Joey?" she prodded.

"It's so hard to think of something that might rattle him," he said
miserably. "He's so sure of what he's doing, so bold."

"That's because he has something to believe in."

"P.J.? Something to believe in?"

"Himself. The sick creep believes in himself, in his cleverness and charm
and intelligence. In his destiny. It's not much in the way of a religion, but
he believes in himself with a real passion, which gives him a whole lot more
than confidence. It gives him power."

Celeste's words electrified Joey, but at first he didn't gquite understand
why.

Then, with sudden excitement, he said, "You're right. He does believe in
something. But he doesn't believe only in himself. He believes in something
else all right. It's clear, isn't it? All the evidence is there, easy to see,
but I didn't want to admit it. He believes, he's a true believer, and if we
play into that belief, then we might be able to rattle him and get an
advantage."

"I'm not following you," Celeste said worriedly.

"I'll explain later. Right now we don't have much time. You have to search
the kitchen, see if you can find candles, matches. Get an empty bottle or jar
and fill it with water."

Scrambling to his feet but staying in a crouch, he said, "Just find it if
you can. I'll have to take the flashlight with me, so open the refrigerator
door for more light if you need it. Don't turn on the overhead fluorescents.
They're too bright. You'll throw a shadow on one of the blinds just when he's
tired of waiting for us and ready to take a shot after all."

As Joey headed toward the open door to the dining room, leaving Celeste
alone in the green gloom, she said, "Where're you going?"

"The living room. And upstairs. There's some stuff I need."

"What stuff?"

"You'll see."

In the living room, he used the flashlight judiciously, twice flicking it
on and immediately off, to orient himself and avoid the three dead bodies. The
second burst of light revealed Beth Bimmer's wide eyes as she stared at
something beyond the ceiling of the room, beyond the confines of the house,



far above the storm clouds outside, somewhere past the North Star.

To take down the crucifix, he had to climb onto the sofa and stand beside
the body of the old woman. The long, affixing nail was driven not simply into
plaster or dry wall but into a stud, and the head of it was larger than the
brass loop through which it was driven, so he had to work hard to remove the
stubborn cross from the wall. As he struggled in the darkness, he was afraid
that Hannah's body would tip on its side and slump against his legs, but he
managed to pry loose the prize and get down on the floor again without coming
into contact with her.

A third flick of the light, a fourth, and he was at the stairs.

The second floor offered three small rooms and a bath, each revealed with a
quick sweep of the flashlight.

If P.J. was watching outside, perhaps his curiosity had begun to be pricked
by Joey's exploration of the house.

In spite of her advanced years and her cane, Hannah had slept on the second
floor, and in her bedroom Joey found what he needed. A shrine to the Holy
Mother stood in one corner, on a three-legged table in the shape of a pie
slice: a ten-inch-tall ceramic statuette with a built-in three-watt bulb at
the base, which cast a fan of light over the Virgin. Also on the table were
three small ruby-red glasses containing votive candles - all extinguished.

Using the flashlight, he confirmed that the sheets on the bed were white,
and then he pulled them off. He carefully bundled the statuette and other
items in the sheets.

He went down to the living room again.

The wind was pushing through the broken window, tossing the drapes. He
stood tensely at the foot of the stairs for a moment, until he was certain
that, in fact, nothing else was moving at the window besides those streaming
panels of fabric.

The dead remained dead, and in spite of the inrushing night air, the room
stank like the car trunk in which the tarp-wrapped blonde had been kept.

In the kitchen, the refrigerator door was open a few inches, and by that
cold light, Celeste was still searching the cabinets. "Found a half-gallon
plastic jug, filled it with water," she said. "Got some matches too, but no
candles yet."

"Keep looking," Joey said as he put down the sheet-wrapped articles from
Hannah's room.

In addition to the entrance to the dining room and the exit to the back
porch, the kitchen contained a third door. He cracked it open. The influx of
freezing air, bringing the faint scent of gasoline and motor oil, told him
that he'd found the attached garage.

"Be right back," he said.

The flashlight revealed that the only window in the garage was in the back
wall and covered with a flap of oilcloth. He switched on the overhead light.

An old but well-maintained Pontiac with a toothy chrome grin stood in the
single stall.

Beside a rough workbench was an unlocked cabinet that proved to be full of
tools. After choosing the heftiest of three hammers, he searched through boxes
of nails until he found the size that he needed.

By the time Joey returned to the kitchen, Celeste had located six candles.
Beth Bimmer evidently had bought them to decorate the house or the dining
table at Christmas. They were about six inches tall, three to four inches in
diameter: three red, three green, all scented with bayberry.

Joey had been hoping for simple, tall, white candles. "These will have to
do."

He opened the sack that he'd made by gathering the bed sheets, and he added
the candles, matches, hammer, and nails to the items that he had collected
earlier.



"What is all this?" she asked.

"We're going to play into his fantasy."

"What fantasy?"

"No time to explain. You'll see. Come on."

She carried her shotgun and the half-gallon jug of water. He carried the
makeshift sack in one hand and his shotgun in the other. Thus encumbered, if
they were threatened, they wouldn't be able to raise a weapon and fire with
any accuracy or quickly enough to save themselves.

Joey was counting on his brother's desire to play games with them for a
while yet. P.J. was enjoying their fear, feeding on it.

They left by the front door - boldly, without hesitation. The point was not
to give P.J. the slip but to draw his attention and engage his curiosity.
Joey's gut was clenched in dread anticipation of a rifle shot - not so much
one aimed at him but one that might smash the porcelain beauty of Celeste's
face.

They descended the porch steps into the rain, went to the end of the front
walk, and turned left. They headed back toward Coal Valley Road.

The series of mine vents along North Avenue, set sixty feet on center,
suddenly whooshed like a row of gas-stove burners being ignited all at once.
Columns of baleful yellow fire, shot through with tongues of blue, erupted
from the top of every pipe along the street.

Celeste cried out in surprise.

Joey dropped the bed-sheet sack, grabbed the shotgun with both hands, spun
to the left swung to the right. He was so jumpy that he half thought P.J. was
somehow responsible for the spontaneous venting of the fires under the town.

If he was nearby, however, P.J. did not reveal himself.

Fire didn't merely flap like bright banners at the tops of the vent pipes
and dissolve in the storm wind. Instead, it shot four or five feet above the
iron rims, under considerable pressure, like flames from the nozzles of
blowtorches.

The ground didn't rumble, as it had done earlier, but the fierce rush of
gases escaping up those metal shafts from far below produced a great roar that
vibrated in Joey's bones. Strangely, the sound had a disturbing quality of
rage about it, as though it had been produced not by natural forces but by
some colossus trapped in the inferno and less pained than infuriated by it.

"What's happening?" he asked, raising his voice though Celeste was close
beside him.

"I don't know."

"Ever see anything like this before?"

"No!" she said, looking around in fearful wonder.

As though they were the pipes of a gargantuan carnival calliope, the vents
pumped forth a midnight music of roars and growls and huffs and whistles and
occasional mad shrieks. Echoes ricocheted off the smoke-mottled walls of the
abandoned houses, off windows as dark as blind eyes.

In the backwash of spectral light from the ferocious gushes of fire,
pterodactyl silhouettes swooped through the rain-shattered night. Mammoth
shadows lurched across North Avenue as if thrown by an army of giants marching
through the street one block to the east.

Joey picked up the bundle that he had dropped. With a sense that time was
swiftly running out, he said, "Come on. Hurry."

While he and Celeste sprinted along the deeply puddled street toward Coal
Valley Road, the burn-off of subterranean gases ended as abruptly as it had
begun. The queer light throbbed once, then again, and was gone. The flying-
lurching shadows vanished into an immobilizing darkness.

Rain turned to steam when it struck the fiercely hot iron pipes, and even
above the sounds of the storm there arose a hissing as if Coal Valley had been
invaded by thousands upon thousands of serpents.



15

THE DOORS OF THE CHURCH STILL STOOD OPEN. THE LIGHTS GLOWED softly inside, as
Joey had left them.

After following Celeste into the narthex, he pulled the double doors shut
behind them. The big hinges rasped noisily - as he had expected. Now, if P.J.
followed them by that route, he would not be able to enter quietly.

At the archway between the narthex and the nave, Joey indicated the marble
font, which was as white as an ancient skull and every bit as dry. "Empty the
Jjug."

"Just do it," he said urgently.

Celeste propped her shotgun against the wall and unscrewed the cap from the
half-gallon container. The water splashed and gurgled into the bowl.

"Bring the empty Jjug," Joey said. "Don't leave it where he can see it."

He led her down the center aisle, through the low gate in the sanctuary
railing, along the ambulatory that curved around the choir enclosure.

The body of Beverly Korshak, swaddled in heavy plastic, still lay on the
altar platform. A pale mound.

"What now?" Celeste asked, following him along the presbytery to the altar
platform.

Joey put down the white bundle, behind the dead woman. "Help me move her."

Grimacing in disgust at the prospect of that task, Celeste said, "Move her
where?"

"Out of the sanctuary into the sacristy. She shouldn't be here like this.
It's a desecration of the church."

"This isn't a church any more," she reminded him.

"It will be again soon."

"What are you talking about?"

"When we're done with it."

"We don't have the power to make it a church again. That takes a bishop or
something, doesn't it?"

"We don't have the authority officially, no, but maybe that's not necessary
to play into P.J.'s twisted fantasy. Maybe all we need is a little stage
setting. Celeste, please, help me."

Reluctantly she obliged, and together they moved the corpse out of the
sanctuary and put it down gently in a corner of the sacristy, that small room
where priests had once prepared themselves for Mass.

On the first visit to St. Thomas's, Joey had found the exterior sacristy
door open. He had closed and locked it. When he checked it now, he found that
the door was still securely locked.

Another door opened onto a set of descending stairs. Gazing into that
darkness, Joey said, "You've gone to church here for most of your life, right?
Is there an outside entrance to the basement?"

"No. Not even windows. It's all below ground."

P.J. wouldn't be able to get into the church that way either, which left
only the front doors.

Returning with Celeste to the sanctuary, Joey wished that they had been
able to bring a card table or other small piece of furniture to serve as an
altar. But the low, bare platform itself would have to suffice.

He unfolded the twisted ends of the sheets, with which he had formed the
sack, and he set aside the hammer, box of nails, red and green candles, votive
candles, matches, crucifix, and statuette of the Holy Mother.

At Joey's instruction, Celeste helped him cover the platform with the two
white sheets.

"Maybe he nailed her to a floor while he ... did what he wanted," he said



as they worked. "But he wasn't just torturing her. It meant more to him than
that. It was a sacrilegious act, blasphemy. More likely than not, the whole
rape and murder was part of a ceremony."

"Ceremony?" she asked with a shudder.

"You said that he's strong and difficult to rattle because he believes in
something. Himself, you said. But I think he believes in more than that. He
believes in the dark side."

"Satanism?" she asked doubtfully. "P.J. Shannon, football hero, Mr. Nice
Guy?"

"We both already know that person doesn't exist any more - if he ever did.
Beverly Korshak's body tells us that much."

"But he got a scholarship to Notre Dame, Joey, and I don't think they
encourage Black Masses out there in South Bend."

"Maybe it all began right here, before he ever went away to the university
or eventually to New York."

"It's so far out," she said.

"Here in 1975, okay, it's a little far out," he agreed as he finished
straightening the sheets. "But by 1995, a troubled high-school kid getting
into Satanism - it's not so unusual. Believe me. And it was happening in the
sixties and seventies too - Jjust not as often."

"I don't think I'd much like this 1995 of yours."

"You're not the only one."

"Did P.J. seem troubled in high school?"

"No. But sometimes the most deeply disturbed ones don't much show it."

The cloth was pulled taut across the altar platform. Most of the wrinkles
had been smoothed. The white cotton seemed to be whiter now than when they had
first unfolded the sheets - radiant.

"Earlier," Joey reminded her, "you said he behaves recklessly, so
arrogantly it's as if he thinks he's blessed. Well, maybe that's exactly what
he thinks. Maybe he thinks he's made a bargain that protects him, and now he
can get away with just about anything."

"You're saying he sold his soul?"

"No. I'm not saying there is a soul or that it could be sold even if it
existed. I'm only telling you what he might think he's done and why that ugly
little fantasy gives him such extraordinary self-confidence."

"We do have souls," she said quietly, firmly.

Picking up the hammer and the box of nails, Joey said, "Bring the
crucifix.”

He went to the back of the sanctuary where a twelve-foot-high carving of
Christ in blessed agony had once hung. No overhead spots were focused on the
wall; instead, the plaster was washed with light from a pair of floor-mounted
lamps. The rising light had been meant to lead the eye upward to the
contemplation of the divine. He drove a nail into the plaster slightly above
eye level.

Celeste slipped the brass loop over the nail, and once more St. Thomas's
had a crucifix behind and above its altar platform.

Glancing at the rain-streaked windows and the unrelieved night beyond, Joey
wondered if P.J. was watching them. What interpretation might he put upon
their actions? Did he find these developments laughable - or alarming?

Joey said, "The tableau that he seems to want to create here - a mockery of
the twelve apostles, arranged in a deconsecrated church, at the expense of
twelve lives - it's not just an act of madness. It's almost ... an offering."

"A while ago, you said he thinks he's like Judas."

"The Betrayer. Betraying his community, his family, his faith, even God.
And passing along the corruption wherever he can. Pushing thirty dollars into
my pocket in his car that night before sending me back to school."

"Thirty dollars - thirty pieces of silver."



Returning to the altar platform and putting aside the hammer, he grouped
the six Christmas candles at one end of the white sheet. "Thirty dollars. Just
a little symbolic gesture to amuse himself. Payment for my cooperation in
letting him get away with her murder, making a little Judas out of me."

Frowning as she picked up the pack of matches and began to light the
candles, Celeste said, "So he sees Judas Iscariot as - what? - like his patron
saint on the dark side?"

"Something like that, I think."

"Did Judas go to Hell for betraying Christ?" she wondered.

"If you believe there's a Hell, then I guess he has one of the deepest
rooms there," Joey said.

"You, of course, don't believe in Hell."

"Look, it doesn't really matter what I believe in, only what P.J. believes

"

in.

"You're wrong about that."

Ignoring her comment, he said, "I don't pretend to know all the twists and
turns of his delusions - just maybe the overall design of it. I think even a

first-rate psychiatrist would have trouble mapping the weird landscape in my
big brother's head."

As she finished lighting the six bayberry candles, Celeste said, "So P.J.
comes home from New York, takes a ride around the county, and he sees how
weird things have gotten here in Coal Valley. All the abandoned houses. The
subsidence everywhere. More vent pipes than ever. The open pit of fire out on
the edge of town. The church deconsecrated, condemned. It's as if the whole
town's sliding into Hell. Sliding pretty fast, in fact, and right before his
eyes. And it excites him. Is that what you think?"

"Yeah. A lot of psychotics are very susceptible to symbolism. They live in
a different reality from ours. In their world, everyone and everything has
secret meanings. There are no coincidences."

"You sound like you've crammed the subject for a test."

"Over the years I read lots of books about aberrant psychology. At first I
told myself it was all research for novels I'd write. Then, when I admitted
I'd never be a writer, I kept reading - as a hobby."

"But subconsciously, you were trying to understand P.J."

"A homicidal sociopath with religious delusions, of the sort that P.J.
seems to have, might see demons and angels masquerading as ordinary people. He
believes cosmic forces are at work in the simplest events. His world is a
place of constant high drama and immense conspiracies."

Celeste nodded. She was the principal's daughter, after all, raised in a
house full of books. "He's a citizen of Paranoialand. Yeah, okay, so maybe
he's been killing for years, since he went away to college if not before, one
girl here, one there, little offerings from time to time. But the situation in
Coal Valley really gets his juices up, makes him want to do something special,
something big."

Joey placed the ceramic statuette of the Holy Mother at the far end of the
white sheets from the candles and plugged the cord into a socket on the side
of the altar platform. "So now we'll screw up his plans by opening the door to
God and inviting Him back into the church. We'll step straight into P.J.'s
fantasy and fight symbolism with symbolism, counter superstition with
superstition."”

"And how will that stop him?" she asked, moving to Joey's end of the altar
to light the three votive candles in the ruby glasses, which he had carefully
arranged in front of the statuette of the Virgin.

"It'll rattle him, I think. That's the first thing we have to do - rattle
him, shake his confidence and get him to come in out of the darkness, where we
have a chance at him."

"He's like a wolf out there," she agreed, "just circling beyond the



campfire light."

"He's promised this offering - twelve sacrifices, twelve innocent people - and
now he feels he's got to deliver. But he's committed to setting up his tableau
of corpses in a church from which God's been driven out."

"You seem so sure ... as if you're in tune with him."

"He's my brother."

"It's a little scary," she said.

"For me too. But I sense that he needs St. Thomas's. He has no chance of
finding another place like it, not tonight. And now that he's started all
this, he feels compelled to finish it. Tonight. If he's watching us right now,
he'll see what we're doing, and it'll rattle him, and he'll come in here to
make us undo it all."

"Why won't he just shoot us through the windows, then come in and undo it
all himself?"

"He might have handled it that way - if he'd realized soon enough what we
were up to. But the moment we hung the crucifix, it was too late. Even if I'm
only half right about his delusions, even if he's only half as deeply lost in
his fantasy as I think he is ... I don't believe he'll be able to touch a
crucifix on a sanctuary wall any more easily than a vampire could."

Celeste 1lit the last of the three votive candles.

The altar should have looked absurd - like a playhouse vignette arranged by
children engaged in a game of church. Even with their makeshift stage
furnishings, however, they had created a surprisingly convincing illusion of a
sacred space. Whether it was a function of the lighting or arose by contrast
with the starkness of the stripped, deconsecrated, dusty church, an unnatural
glow seemed to emanate from the bed sheets on the altar platform, as though
they had been treated with phosphorescent dye; they were whiter than the
whitest linens that Joey had ever seen. The crucifix, lighted from below and
at an extreme angle, cast an absurdly large shadow across the back wall of the
sanctuary, so it almost appeared as though the massive, hand-carved icon that
had been removed during deconsecration had now been brought back and lovingly
re-hung. The flames on the fat Christmas candles all burned strong and steady
in spite of myriad cross drafts in the church; not one guttered or threatened
to go out; curiously, the bayberry-scented wax smelled not at all like
bayberry but quite like incense. By some fluke of positioning and trick of
reflection, one of the votive candles in the ruby-red glasses cast a
shimmering spot of crimson light on the breast of the small bronze crucifix.

"We're ready," Joey said.O
He put the two shotguns on the floor of the narrow presbytery, out of sight
but within easy reach.

"He saw us with the guns earlier," Celeste said. "He knows we have them. He
won't come close enough to let us use them."

"Maybe not. It depends on how deeply he believes in his fantasy, how
invincible he feels."

Turning his back to the altar steps, Joey dropped to one knee behind the
presbytery balustrade that overlooked the choir enclosure. The heavy handrail
and the chunky balusters offered some protection from gunfire, but he wasn't
under the illusion that they provided ideal cover. The gaps between the
balusters were two to three inches wide. Besides, the wood was old and dry;
hollow-point rounds from a high-caliber rifle would chop it into kindling
pretty quickly, and some of the splinters would make deadly shrapnel.

Kneeling beside him, as if reading his mind, Celeste said, "It won't be
decided with guns, anyway."

"It won't?"

"It's not a question of force. It's a question of faith."

As on more than one previous occasion, Joey saw mysteries in her dark eyes.
Her expression was unreadable - and strangely serene, considering their



circumstances.

He said, "What do you know that I don't know?"

After meeting his gaze for a long beat, she looked out at the nave and
said, "Many things."

"Sometimes you seem

"How do I seem?"

"Different."

"From what?"

"From everyone."

A shadow of a smile drew her lips into a suggestion of a curve. "I'm not
just the principal's daughter."

"Oh? What else?"

"I'm a woman."

"More than that," he insisted.

"Is there more than that?"

"Sometimes you seem ... much older than you are."

"There are things I know."

"Tell me."

"Certain things."

"I should know them too."

"They can't be told," she said enigmatically, and her pale smile faded.

"Aren't we in this together?" he asked sharply.

She looked at him again, eyes widening. "Oh, yes."

"Then if there's anything you know that can help-"

"Deeper than you think," she whispered.

"What?"

"We're in it together deeper than you think."

Either she was choosing to be inscrutable or there was less mystery in the
moment than Joey imagined.

She returned her attention to the nave.

They were silent.

Like the frantic wings of trapped birds struggling to break free, rain and
wind beat against the church.

After a while he said, "I feel warm."

"It's been heating up in here for some time," Celeste confirmed.

"How can that be? We didn't turn on any furnace."

"It's coming up through the floor. Don't you feel it? Through every chink,
every crack in the boards.”

He put his hand on the presbytery floor and discovered that the wood was
actually warm to the touch.

Celeste said, "Rising from the ground under the church, from the fires far
below."

"Maybe not so far any more." Remembering the ticking metal box in the
corner of the study at her house, Joey said, "Should we be worried about toxic
gases?"

"NO . "

"Why not?"

"There's worse tonight."

Within only a minute or two, a fine dew of perspiration formed on his brow.

Searching his jacket pockets for a handkerchief, Joey found a wad of money
instead. Two ten-dollar bills. Two fives. Thirty bucks.

He kept forgetting that what had happened twenty years in the past had
also, in another sense, happened only hours ago.

Staring in horror at the folded currency, Joey recalled the persistence
with which P.J. had forced it upon him back there in the humid closeness of
the parked car. The body hidden in the trunk. The smell of rain heavy in the
night. The odor of blood heavier in his memory.

"



He shuddered violently and dropped the money.

As they fell out of his hand, the rumpled bills became coins and rang
against the wooden floor, making a music like altar bells. Glittering,
spinning, clinking, wobbling, rattling, they quickly settled into a silent
heap beside him.

"What's that?" Celeste asked.

He glanced at her. She hadn't seen. He was between her and the coins.

"Silver," he said.

But when he looked again, the coins were gone. Only a wad of paper currency
lay on the floor.

The church was hot. The window glass, streaming with rain, appeared to be
melting.

His heart was suddenly racing. Pounding like a penitent fist upon the wrong
side of his breast.

"He's coming," Joey said.

"Where?"

Rising slightly, Joey pointed across the balustrade and along the center
aisle to the archway at the back of the nave, to the dimly lighted narthex
beyond the arch, to the front doors of the church, which were barely visible
in the shadows. "He's coming."
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WITH A FORTHRIGHT SHRIEK OF UNCOILED HINGES, THE CHURCH DOORS opened out of
darkness into shadow, out of the cold night into the strange heat, out of the
blustering storm into a quiet one, and a man entered the narthex. He didn't
proceed stealthily or even with any noticeable caution, but walked directly to
the nave arch, and with him came the rotten-egg fumes from the vent pipe
outside.

It was P.J. He was wearing the same black boots, beige cords, and red
cable-knit sweater that he had been wearing earlier in the evening, back at
the house, at dinner, and later in the car when he had argued the merits of
forgetfulness and brotherly bonds. Since then he had put on a black ski
jacket.

This was not the P.J. Shannon whose novels always found a home on the best-
seller lists, not the New-Age Kerouac who had crossed the country uncounted
times in various wvans, motor homes, and cars. This P.J. was still shy of his
twenty-fourth birthday, a recent graduate of Notre Dame, home from his new job
in New York publishing.

He wasn't carrying the rifle with which he'd shot the Bimmers, and he
didn't seem to think he needed it. He stood in the archway, feet planted wide,
hands empty at his sides, smiling.

Until now, Joey had forgotten the extreme confidence of P.J. at that age,
the tremendous power that he radiated, the sheer intensity of his presence.
The word "charismatic" had been overused even in 1975; by 1995, it was
employed by journalists and critics to describe every new politician who had
not yet been caught stealing, every new rap singer who thought "hate" rhymed
with "rape," every young actor with more smoldering in his eyes than in his
brain. But whether in 1995 or 1975, the word seemed to have been invented for
P.J. Shannon. He had all the charisma of an 0ld Testament prophet without the
beard and robes, commanding attention sheerly by his presence, so magnetic
that he seemed to exert an influence upon even inanimate objects, realigning
all things around him until even the lines of the church's architecture subtly
focused attention toward him.

Meeting Joey's eyes across the length of the church, P.J. said, "Joey, you
surprise me."



With one sleeve, Joey blotted the sweat on his face, but he didn't reply.

"I thought we had a bargain," said P.J.

Joey put one hand on his shotgun, which lay on the presbytery floor beside
him. But he didn't pick it up. P.J. could dodge out of the archway and back
into the narthex before Joey would be able to raise the gun and pump off a
round. Besides, at that distance, mortal damage probably couldn't be done with
a shotgun even if P.J. failed to get out of the line of fire fast enough.

"All you had to do was go back to college like a good boy, back to your job
at the supermarket, lose yourself in the daily struggle of life, the gray
grinding boredom that you were born for. But you had to stick your nose in
this."

"You wanted me to follow you here," Joey said.

"Well, true enough, little brother. But I was never sure you'd actually do
it. You're just a little priest-loving, rosary-kissing altar boy. Why should I
expect you to have any guts? I thought you might even go back to college and
make yourself accept my cockamamie story about the mountain man up on Pine
Ridge."

"I did."

"What?"

"Once," Joey said. "But not this time."

P.J. was clearly baffled. This was the first and only time that he would
ever live through this strange night. Joey had been through a variation of it
once before, and only Joey had been given a second chance to do it right.

From the floor beside him, Joey scooped up the thirty dollars and, still
half sheltered behind the balustrade, threw it at P.J. Although wadded in a
ball the paper currency sailed only as far as the end of the choir enclosure
and fell short of the sanctuary railing. "Take back your silver."

For a moment P.J. seemed stunned, but then he said, "What an odd thing to
say, little brother."

"When did you make your bargain?" Joey asked, hoping that he was right
about P.J.'s psychotic fantasy and was playing into it in a way that would
shake him out of his smug complacency.

"Bargain?" P.J. asked.

"When did you sell your soul?"

Shifting his attention to Celeste, P.J. said, "You must have helped him
puzzle it out. His mind doesn't have a dark bent that would let him see the
truth on his own. Certainly not in the couple of hours since he opened my car
trunk. You're an interesting young lady. Who are you?"

Celeste didn't answer him.

"The girl by the road," P.J. said. "I know that much. I would hat had you
by now if Joey hadn't interfered. But who else are you?"

Secret identities. Dual identities. Conspiracies. P.J. was indeed operating
in the complex and melodramatic world of a paranoid psychotic with religious
delusions, and he evidently believed that he saw in Celeste some otherworldly
presence.

She remained silent. Crouching by the balustrade. One hand on hey shotgun,
which lay on the presbytery floor.

Joey hoped she wouldn't use the weapon. They needed either to lure P.J.
farther into the church, within range - or they needed to convince him that
they didn't need guns at all and felt confident about trusting in the power of
the holy ground on which they stood.

"Know where the thirty bucks came from, Joey?" P.J. asked. "From Beverly
Korshak's purse. Now I'll have to gather it up and put it its your pocket
again later. Preserve the evidence."

At last Joey understood what role P.J. had in mind for him. was expected to
take the fall for everything his brother had done - and would do - this night.
No doubt his own murder would have been made to look like suicide: Priest-



loving, rosary-kissing altar flips out, kills twelve in Satanic ceremony,
takes own life, film al eleven.

He had escaped that fate twenty years ago when he had failed to follow P.J.
onto Coal Valley Road - but he'd taken a turn into another destiny that had
been nearly as bad. This time, he had to avoid both those options.

"You asked when I sold my soul," P.J. said, still lingering in the narthex
archway. "I was thirteen, you were ten. I got hold of the books about
Satanism, the Black Mass - neat stuff. I was ripe for them Joey. Held my funny

little ceremonies in the woods. Small animals on my little altar in the woods.
I was ready to slit your throat, kiddo, and cut your heart out if nothing else
had worked. But it didn't come to that. It was so much easier than that. I'm
not even sure the ceremonies were necessary, you know? I think all that was
necessary was to want it badly enough. Wanting it with every fiber of my
being, with all my heart, wanting it so badly that I hurt with wanting it -
that's what opened the door and let him in."

"Him?" Joey said.

"Satan, Scratch, the devil, spooky old Beelzebub," said P.J. in a jokey and
theatrical tone of voice. "Boy, he's not at all like that, Joey. He's actually
a warm, fuzzy old beast - at least to those who embrace him."

Though Celeste remained crouched behind the balustrade, Joey rose to his
full height.

"That's right, kiddo," P.J. encouraged. "Don't be afraid. Your big brother
won't spout green fire out his nose or sprout leathery wings."

Desert-dry heat was still coming through the floor.

Like ectoplasmic faces pressed to the glass, condensation began to form on
some of the windows.

"Why did you do it, P.J.?" Joey asked, pretending to believe in such things
as souls and bargains with the devil.

"Oh, kiddo, even then I was sick to death of being poor, afraid of growing
up to be a useless piece of shit like our old man. Wanted money in my pocket,
cool cars when I got old enough for them, my pick of the girls. And there was
no way that was ever going to happen to me like I was, not when I was just one
of the Shannon boys, living in a room next to the furnace. But after I made
the deal - well, look what happened. Football star. Top grades in my class.
Most popular boy in school. Girls couldn't wait to spread their legs for me -
and even after I'd dump one of them, she'd still love me, moon over me, never
say a word against me. Then a full scholarship to a Catholic university, and
how's that for irony"

Joey shook his head in denial. "You were always a good athlete, even as a
kid. And real smart. And everyone always liked you. You always had those
things, P.J."

"The hell I did," P.J. said, raising his voice for the first time. "God
gave me nothing when I came into this world, nothing, nothing but crosses to
bear. He's a great advocate of suffering, God is. A real sadist. I had nothing
until I made a deal for it."

Reason and logic would have no effect on him, especially not if his
psychosis had taken root when he'd been a child. He was a long time gone into
madness. The only hope of manipulating him into a disadvantageous position was
to play into his fantasy, encourage him.

P.J. said, "Why don't you try it, Joey? You won't have to learn a lot of
chants, conduct ceremonies in the woods, none of that. Just want it, open your
heart to it, and you can have your own companion."

"Companion?"

"Like I have Judas. A rider on the soul. I invited him into me. I let him
out of Hell for a while, and in return he takes good care of me. He has big
plans for me, Joey. Wealth, fame. He wants me to satisfy every desire I have,
because he experiences everything through me - feels the girls through me,



tastes the champagne, shares the sense of power, the glorious power, when it's
time to kill. He wants only the very best for me, Joey, and he makes sure that
I get it. You could have a companion of your own, kiddo. I can make it happen,
I really, can."

Joey was rendered speechless by the astonishing complexity of P.J.'s
twisted fantasy of Faustian bargains, negotiated damnation, and possession. If
he had not spent twenty years reading the most exotic cases of aberrant
psychology ever published, he could not have begun to grasp the nature of the
human monster with whom he was dealing He could not possibly have understood
P.J. the first time that he'd lived through this night, because then he had
lacked the special knowledge that allowed him to comprehend.

P.J. said, "You just have to want it, Joey. Then we kill this bitch here.
One of the Dolan boys is sixteen. Big kid. We can make it look like he did it
all, then killed himself. You and me - we walk away, and from now on we're
together, tighter than brothers, together like we've never been before."

"What do you really need me for, P.J.?"

"Hey, I don't need you, Joey. I'm not out to use you for any reason. I just
love you. Don't you think I love you? I do. You're my baby: brother. Aren't
you my one and only little baby brother? Why shouldn't I want to have you at
my side, share my good fortune with you?"

Joey's mouth was dry, and not just from the sudden heat. For the first time
since turning off the county route onto Coal Valley Road, he longed for a
double shot of Jack Daniel's. "I think you just need me to take down the
crucifix for you. Maybe hang it upside down instead of the way it is."

P.J. didn't respond.

"I think you're desperate to finish the little tableau that you started to
set up here, but now you're afraid to come into the church since we've
restored things."

"You haven't restored anything," P.J. said scornfully.

"I bet if I took down the crucifix, blew out the candles, tore up the
altar, 1if I just made the place safe for you again - then you'd kill both of
us, just like you planned all along."

"Hey, kiddo, don't you see who you're talking to? This is your brother
here. What's wrong with you? Am I your brother, the one who always fought all
your fights with you, took good care of you? Am I ever going to hurt you? Hurt
you? Does that make any sense at all?"

Celeste rose from her knees to stand beside Joey, as though she sensed that
any small show of courage on her part would help convince P.J. that she and
Joey were confident about the protection provided by the symbols with which
they had surrounded themselves. Their confidence might feed his apprehension.

"If you're not afraid of the church, why won't you come farther in?" Joey
asked.

"Why's it so warm in here?" P.J. tried to sound as self-assured as always,
but doubt tainted his voice. "What's there to be afraid of? Nothing."

"Then come on in."

"There's nothing sacred here."

"Prove it. Put your fingers in the holy water."

P.J. turned his attention to the marble font at his right side. "It was dry
before. You put the water there yourself."

"Did we?"

"It hasn't been blessed," P.J. said. "You're not a damn priest. It's just
ordinary water."

"Then put your fingers in it."

Joey had read of psychotics who, swept away by delusions that they
possessed Satanic power, were capable of literally blistering when they put
their fingers into holy water or touched a crucifix. The injuries they
suffered were real, although induced entirely by their own powers of



suggestion, by the depth of their belief in their own sick fantasies.

When P.J. continued to regard the shallow pool of holy water with
trepidation, Joey said, "Go on, touch it, go on - or are you afraid it'll eat
into your hand, burn like an acid?"

P.J. reached hesitantly toward the marble bowl. Like a dragonfly, his
spread fingers hovered over the water. Then he pulled his hand back.

"Jesus," Celeste said softly.

They had found a way to use P.J.'s madness to protect themselves from him.

The first time that he had lived through this night, Joey had been little
more than a boy, just out of his teens, up against not merely an older brother
but a psychopath of extreme cunning and high intelligence. Now, he had twenty
years of experience on P.J., which gave him the psychological advantage this
time.

"You can't touch us," Joey said. "Not here in this sacred place. You can't
do anything that you planned to do here, P.J. Not now, not since we've let God
back inside these walls. All you can do now is run for it. Morning will roll
around eventually, and we'll just wait here until someone comes looking for us
or until someone finds the Bimmers."

P.J. tried again to put his hand in the water, but he couldn't do it.
Crying out wordlessly in fear and frustration, he kicked the font.

The wide marble bowl crashed off the fluted pedestal, and P.J. took
sufficient courage from that destruction to rush forward into the nave while
the font was still toppling.

Joey stooped and reached for the 20-gauge.

Even as the contents of the bowl spilled onto the floor, P.J. stepped into
the spreading puddle, and a cloud of sulfurous steam erupted around his feet
as i1f the water had indeed been blessed and had reacted with fierce corrosive
power upon encountering the shoe of a demon-ridden man.

Joey realized that the floor must have been much hotter at the back of the
nave than in the sanctuary, fearfully hot.

Having noticed the extreme and increasing heat in the church, P.J. should
have realized as much himself; however, in his dementia, he reacted not with
reason but with superstitious panic. The gush of steam from the "holy" water
reinforced his bizarre delusion, and he screamed as if he'd actually been
burned. In fact, he surely was suffering, because to anyone afflicted with
psychosomatic pain, it seemed as genuine as the real thing. P.J. let out a
shriek of abject misery, slipped and fell in the water, into more steam,
landing hard on his hands and
knees, wailing, squealing. He raised his hands, fingers smoking, and then put
them to his face but tore them away at once, as though the beads of water on
them were indeed the tears of Christ and were searing his lips, his cheeks,
half blinding him. He thrashed to his feet, stumbled out of the nave into the
narthex, to the front doors, into the night, alternately shouting in rage and
bleating in purest anguish, like neither a man nor a man possessed but like a
wild beast in excruciating torment.

Joey had only half raised the Remington. P.J. had never come close enough
to warrant the use of the gun.

"My God," Celeste said shakily.

"That was amazing luck," Joey agreed.

But they were talking about different things.

She said, "What luck?"

"The hot floor."

"It's not that hot," she said.

He frowned. "Well, it must be a lot hotter back there than at this end of
the building. In fact, I'm wondering how long we'll even be safe here."

"It wasn't the floor."

"You saw-"



"It was him."

"Him?"

She was as deathly pale as one of the distorted, ghostly faces of
condensation on the church windows. Staring at the shallow puddle that was
still lightly steaming at the far end of the center aisle, she said, "He
couldn't touch it. Wasn't worthy."

"No. Nonsense. It was just the hot floor meeting the cool water, steam-"

She shook her head vigorously. "Corrupt. Couldn't touch something holy."

"Celeste-"

"Corrupt, foul, tainted."

Worried that she was on the brink of hysteria, he said, "Have you
forgotten?"

Celeste met his eyes, and he saw such an acute awareness in her that he
dismissed all concerns about panic attacks and hysteria. In fact, there was a
curiously humbling quality about her piercing stare. She'd forgotten nothing.
Nothing. And he sensed that her perception was, in fact, clearer than his.

Nevertheless, he said, "We put the water in the font."

"So?"

"Not a priest."

"SO?"

"We put it there, and it's just ordinary water."

"I saw what it did to him."

"Just steam-"

"No, Joey. No, no." She spoke rapidly, running sentences together, frantic
to convince him: "I got a glimpse of his hands, part of his face, his skin was
blistered, red and peeling, the steam can't have been that hot, not off a
wooden floor."

"Psychosomatic injury," he assured her.

"NO . "
"The power of the mind, autohypnosis."
"There's not much time," she said urgently, looking around at the crucifix

and then at the candles, as if to make sure that their stage setting was still
in order.

"I don't think he'll be back," Joey said.

"He will."

"But when we played straight into his fantasy, we scared the bejesus -

"No. He can't be frightened. Nothing can scare him."

Even in her urgency, she seemed mildly dazed, in shock. But Joey was
overcome by the odd certainty that she was not distracted, as she seemed, but
was functioning at a level of awareness and with a degree of insight that he
had never known. Heightened perceptions.

She crossed herself. " ... in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti

" She was spooking Joey worse than P.J. had done.

"A homicidal psychotic," Joey said nervously, "is full of rage, sure, but
he can be as susceptible to fear as any sane person. Many of them-"

"No. He's the father of fear-"

"-many of them live in constant terror-"

"-the father of lies, such inhuman fury-"

"-even when they're on power fantasies like he is, they live in fear of-"

"-fury driving him for eternity." Her expressive eyes were glazed, haunted.
"He never gives up, never will, nothing to lose, in a perpetual state of
hatred and rage ever since the Fall "

Joey glanced toward the spilled water in which P.J. had slipped. The church
was hotter than ever, sweltering, but steam had stopped rising from the
puddle. Anyway, that wasn't the fall she meant.

After a hesitation, he said, "Who're we talking about, Celeste?"

She appeared to be listening to voices that only she could hear. "He's



coming," she whispered tremulously.

"You're not talking about P.J., are you?"

"He's coming."

"What? Who?"

"The companion."

"Judas? There's no Judas. That's fantasy."

"Beyond Judas."

"Celeste, be serious, the devil himself isn't really in P.J."

As alarmed by his insistence on reason as he was alarmed by her sudden
descent into full-blown mysticism, she gripped him by the lapels of his denim
jacket. "You're running out of time, Joey. Not much time left to believe."

"I believe-"

"Not in what matters."

She let go of him, wvaulted over the presbytery balustrade into the choir
enclosure, landing solidly on both feet.

"Celeste!"

Rushing to the sanctuary gate, she shouted, "Come touch the floor, Joey,
touch where the water spilled, see whether it's hot enough for steam, hurry!"
Frightened for her, frightened by her, Joey also vaulted the balustrade.

"Wait!"

She shoved through the sanctuary gate.

Over the incessant drumming of the rain on the roof, another sound arose.
An escalating roar. Not from under them. Outside.

She hurried into the center aisle.

He looked toward the windows on the left. Toward the windows on the right.
Darkness on both sides.

"Celeste!" he shouted as he pushed through the sanctuary gate. "Show me
your hands!"

She was halfway down the aisle. She turned toward him. Her face was slick
with sweat. Like a ceramic glaze. Glistening with candlelight. The face of a
saint. A martyr.

The roar swelled. An engine. Accelerating.

"Your hands!" Joey shouted desperately.

She raised her hands.

In her delicate palms were hideous wounds. Black holes thick with blood.

From out of the west, shattering windows, smashing through clapboard and
wall studs and old wood paneling and stations of the cross, the Mustang
exploded into the church, headlights unlit but engine screaming, horn suddenly
blaring, tires popping like balloons as the floor splintered under them,
driving forward with tremendous power, plowing into the pews, unstoppable.
Those benches cracked free of their moorings, tilted up, slammed into one
another - pews and kneelers erupting and crashing together and piling one atop
the next in a cresting wave of wood, in a geometry of penitence - and still
the Mustang surged forward, engine racing, gears grinding, trumpeting as it
came.

Joey fell to the floor in the center aisle and shielded his head with his
folded arms, certain that he was going to die in the tsunami of pews. He was
even more certain that Celeste would die, whether crushed to death now or,
later, after being nailed to the floor or to the wall by P.J. Joey had utterly
failed her, failed himself. Following the storm of broken glass, the ,hail of
plaster, the avalanche of wood, there would be a rain of blood. Over the roar
of the Mustang, over the banshee horn, over the crack-split-shatter of wood,
over the ringing of falling glass, over the ominous creak of sagging ceiling
beams, he heard one special sound separate and eerily distinct from all
others, and instantly he knew what it was: the bronze clatter and thud of the
crucifix dropping off the back wall of the sanctuary.
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THE COLD WIND WAS IN THE CHURCH NOW, SNIFFING AND PANTING, LIKE a pack of dogs
through the ruins.

Joey lay facedown under a stack of tumbled pews and shattered wall beams,
and although he felt no pain, he was afraid that his legs were crushed. When
he dared to move, however, he discovered that he was neither injured nor
pinned in place.

The rubble was a multitiered, three-dimensional maze. Joey was forced to
crawl, writhe, and squirm through it as though he were a rat-seeking ferret
exploring the depths of an ancient timberfall.

Shingles, laths, and chunks of other debris still dropped out of the
demolished wall and from the damaged ceiling, clattering into the wreckage.
The wind played the narrow twisting passages in the destruction as though they
were flutes, piping an eerie, tuneless music. But the car engine had died.

After wriggling through an especially cramped space between slabs of
prayer-polished oak, Joey came to the front wheel of the Mustang. The tire was
flat, and the fender had crumpled around it like paper.

From the undercarriage, greenish antifreeze drizzled like dragon's blood.
The radiator had burst.

He squeezed farther along the side of the car. Just past the driver's door,
he reached a place where he was able to stand up between the vehicle and the
surrounding rubble.

He hoped to see his brother dead in the Mustang, the shaft of the steering
wheel driven through his chest by the impact or his body pitched halfway
through the windshield. But the driver's door was open Jjust wide enough to
allow escape, and P.J. was gone.

"Celeste!" Joey shouted.

No answer.

PT would be looking for her.

"Celeste!"

He smelled gasoline. The fuel tank had burst.

The surrounding pews and slabs of wood paneling and sheared-off two-by-
fours had tilted up higher than the car. He couldn't see much of the church.

Joey levered himself onto the roof of the Mustang. He rose to his feet,
turning his back to the damaged wall and the rain-slashed night.

St. Thomas's was filled with strange light and swarming shadows. Some
ceiling bulbs were still on, but others were out. Toward the rear of the
church, showers of white-gold-blue sparks cascaded from a damaged overhead
fixture.

In the sanctuary, the candles had toppled when the building had been shaken
by the impact of the hurtling car. The sheets on the altar platform were
afire.

Shuttling, weaving shadows made a fabric of confusion, but one among them
moved with a linear purpose that snapped Joey's attention to it. Coming off
the ambulatory onto the presbytery was P.J. He was carrying Celeste. She was
unconscious, cradled in his arms, head tilted back, tender throat exposed,
black hair trailing almost to the floor.

Christ, no!

For an instant, Joey couldn't breathe.

Then he was gasping.

He plunged off the roof of the Mustang onto the crumpled hood and clambered
up from the car onto the surrounding jumble of pews and beams and buckled
wallboard. The wreckage shifted under him, threatening to open and swallow him
in a maw of wickedly splintered boards and twisted nails, but he kept moving,
wobbling and lurching, arms spread like those of a lumberjack trying to



maintain his balance in a logrolling contest.

At the three altar steps, P.J. ascended.

The back wall of the sanctuary, without crucifix, crawled with images of
fire.

Joey jumped down from the pile of rubble into an open space in front of the
sanctuary railing.

On the altar, P.J. dropped Celeste onto the burning sheets, as though she
were not a persona special and needed person - but only an armful of trash.

"No!" Joey shouted, leaping across the sanctuary railing, stumbling into
the curving ambulatory that would take him around the choir and up to the high
altar.

Her raincoat caught fire. He saw the flames leap hungrily from that new
fuel.

Her hair. Her hair!

Stung by the flames, she regained consciousness and screamed.

Rounding the ambulatory, reaching the presbytery walkway, Joey saw P.J.
standing over Celeste, on the burning sheets, oblivious of the fire around his
feet, hunched like some round-backed beast, the hammer in one hand and raised
high to strike.

With his heart knocking as loud as Death's fist on a door, Joey crossed the
presbytery, toward the altar steps.

The hammer arced down.

Her cry of terror. Heart piercing. Cut off by the sound of the steel hammer
crushing her skull.

A bleat of misery tore free of Joey as he reached the foot of the altar
steps.

P.J. whipped around. "Little brother." He was grinning. Eyes adance with
reflections of fire. Face blistered by water burns. He triumphantly raised the
blood-wet hammer. "Now let's nail her down."

"Noooooooo!"

Something fluttered across Joey's vision. No. Nor across. The flutter
wasn't anything in the church, nothing real. Behind his eyes. Like a darting
shadow of wings on rippled, sun-spangled water.

Everything had changed.

The fire was gone.

So was P.J.

The crucifix hung on the back wall again. The candles were all upright, the
makeshift altar cloth unburned.

Celeste grabbed him by the shoulder, spun him, seized the lapels of his
denim jacket.

He gasped in surprise.

She said, "You're running out of time, Joey. Not much time left to
believe."

He heard himself say, "I believe-"

"Not in what matters," she interrupted.

She let go of him and vaulted over the presbytery balustrade into the choir
enclosure, landing solidly on both feet.

There was as yet no ragged breach in the west wall. The Mustang had not yet
exploded into the church.

Replay.

Joey had been thrown back in time again. Not twenty years as before. Only a
minute. Two minutes at most.

A chance to save her.

He's coming.

"Celeste!"

Running to the sanctuary gate, she shouted, "Come touch the floor, Joey,
touch where the water spilled, see whether it's hot enough for steam, hurry!"



Joey put a hand on the balustrade, ready to vault across it and go after
her.

No. Do it right this time. Last chance. Do it right.

Celeste shoved through the sanctuary gate.

Over the incessant drumming of the rain on the roof, another sound arose.
An escalating roar. The Mustang.

He's coming.

With a terrifying conviction that he was wasting precious seconds and that
this replay was running faster than the original event, Joey snatched the 20-
gauge shotgun from the presbytery floor.

Celeste hurried into the center aisle.

He shouted frantically - "Get out of the way! The car!" - as he hurtled
over the balustrade with the shotgun in one hand.

She was halfway down the aisle, as she had been the first time. She turned,
as before. Her face was slick with sweat. Like a ceramic glaze. Glistening
with candlelight. The face of a saint. A martyr.

The roar of the Mustang swelled.

Puzzled, she half turned toward the windows, raising her hands.

In her delicate palms were hideous wounds. Black holes thick with blood.

"Run!" he shouted, but she froze where she was.

This time he didn't even reach the sanctuary railing before the Mustang
slammed through the west wall of the church. A tidal wave of glass and wood
and plaster and broken pews crested before the running-horse hood ornament,
washed back along both fenders, until the car was all but hidden in the
debris.

A length of board, spinning like a martial-arts weapon, whistled through
the air, hit Celeste, and knocked her to the floor more than halfway down the
center aisle - which was something that Joey hadn't been able to see from his
previous vantage point, the first time that he had lived through the crash.

With a double bang of blowing tires, the car came to a halt in steepled
rubble, and even above the clatter of the last tumbling pews, Joey heard the
curiously separate and distinct clank of the bronze crucifix falling off the
back wall of the sanctuary.

Instead of lying half trapped under the destruction in the nave, as before,
he was still in the sanctuary, untouched by anything other than the cloud of
pale dust that the incoming wind swept out of the ruins. And this time he was
armed.

Chambering a shell in the 20-gauge Remington, he kicked through the
sanctuary gate.

The wreckage was still settling, and debris was falling from the corner of
the roof that had sagged inward when the supports had been knocked from under
it. The amount of residual noise was greater than it had seemed to Joey when
he had been lying under the ruins, but then he had been half dazed.

As far as he was able to discern, the destruction had fallen into precisely
the same patterns as before. The Mustang still could not be approached easily
or directly. He could see only sections of it through gaps in the ruins.

He had to do it right this time. No mistakes. Finish him off.

Toting the gun, Joey climbed onto the precariously stacked pews. They
creaked and groaned, wobbled and shuddered, treacherous beneath him. Wary of
protruding nails and glass daggers, he nevertheless clambered quickly across
upturned benches, splintered window frames, cracked two-by-fours, and slabs of
wallboard, reaching the car much faster than when he'd had to snake his way to
it from the bottom of the rubble.

Even as he jumped down from a pew onto the Mustang's hood, he fired a round
from the shotgun into the pitch-dark interior of the car. He wasn't well
balanced, and the recoil nearly knocked him off his feet, but he stayed
upright, pumped the Remington, fired again, and a third time, filled with



savage judgmental glee, confident that P.J. could not have lived through that
storm of buckshot.

The three shots were thunderous, and in the fading echo of the third, he
heard a movement behind him that didn't sound like merely another settling
noise, that seemed to be more purposeful. It was impossible that P.J. could
have gotten out of the car before Joey had arrived this time, impossible that
he could have both gotten out and circled around behind. Joey started to turn,
looking back and up - and beheld the impossible from the corner of his eye.
P.J. was right there, coming down on him, descending the precarious woodpile
with daunting agility, swinging a length of two-by-four.

The flat of the heavy club struck Joey hard along the right temple. He fell
onto the car hood, losing his grip on the shotgun, instinctively rolling away
from his assailant, drawing his knees up and tucking his head down in the
fetal position. The second blow smashed the ribs along his left side and drove
all the breath out of him. Wheezing for air, getting none, he rolled again.
The third blow landed on his back, and a scintillant pain coruscated along his
spine. He rolled through the shot-out windshield, over the dashboard, into the
front seat of the dark Mustang, and from there dropped into a far deeper, more
profound blackness.

When he came around, rising out of a cloistered inner space of softly
scurrying midnight spiders, he was certain that he'd been unconscious for only
a few seconds, surely less than a minute. He was still struggling mightily to
breathe. Sharp pain in his ribs. The taste of his own blood.

Celeste.

Sliding through gummy safety glass and buckshot, Joey pulled himself behind
the steering wheel. He pushed the door open as far as the embracing rubble
would allow, but that was far enough to get out into the October wind and the
flickering light.

Toward the narthex and the overturned holy-water font, sparks cascaded from
a ceiling fixture.

In the other direction, orange reflections of fire and shadows of flames
slithered up the back wall of the sacristy, but he couldn't see the blaze
itself through the encircling ruins.

Having taken the first blow from the two-by-four on the right side of his
head, he had little vision in that eye. Blurred shapes throbbed and swarmed
among twinkling phantom lights.

He smelled gasoline.

He dragged-levered-kicked himself onto the roof of the Mustang. He was too
dizzy to get all the way to his feet. On his knees, he surveyed the church.

With his left eye, he could see P.J. ascending the altar steps with Celeste
unconscious in his arms.

The candles had toppled. The altar cloth was afire.

Joey heard someone cursing, then realized that he was listening to his own
voice. He was cursing himself.

Cruelly dropping Celeste onto the seething altar platform, P.J. Snatched up
the hammer.

Joey heard sobbing where there had been cursing, and devastating pain
detonated along his left side, through his broken ribs.

The hammer. Raised high.

Stung to wakefulness by the fire, Celeste screamed.

From the altar platform, P.J. peered across the church, toward the Mustang,
toward Joey, and his eyes were filled with jack-o'-lantern light.

The hammer crashed down.

A flutter. Behind Joey's eyes. Like a darting shadow of wings on rippled,
sun-spangled water. Like the flight of angels half seen at the periphery of
vision.

Everything had changed.



His ribs were no longer broken.

His vision was clear.

He had not yet been beaten by his brother.

Rewind. Replay.

Oh, Jesus.

Another replay.

One more chance.

Surely it would be the last.

And he hadn't been cast backward in time as far as he had been before. His
window of opportunity was narrower than ever, giving him less time to think;
his chances of altering their fate were poor, because now he didn't have
leeway for even a small error in judgment. The Mustang had already rammed into
the church, the high altar was burning, and Joey was already scrambling across
the steepled rubble, jumping down onto the hood of the car, squeezing the
trigger on the Remington.

He checked himself just in time to avoid his previous mistake, whirled, and
instead fired up at the jumbled pews behind him, from which P.J. had attacked
him with the two-by-four. The buckshot shredded empty air. P.J. wasn't there.

Confused, Joey turned to the car and blasted out the windshield, as he had
done before, but no scream came from inside, so he whipped around to cover his
back again. P.J. still wasn't coming at him with the two-by-four.

Jesus! Screwing up again, screwing up, doing the wrong thing again. Think.
Think!

Celeste. She was all that mattered.

Forget about taking P.J. Just get to Celeste before he does.

Carrying the shotgun with him even though it inhibited movement, Joey
scrambled up the tilted pews and kneelers, across the rubble, toward the rear
of the nave, down again into the center aisle where he'd seen Celeste knocked
unconscious by the spinning chunk of wood. She wasn't there.

"Celeste!"

In the sanctuary at the front of the church, a slouching figure hunched
along the ambulatory, through the dervish reflections of the altar fire above.
It was P.J. He was carrying Celeste.

The center aisle was blocked. Joey ran between two rows of pews to the side
aisle along the east wall of the church, and then raced forward along the
unbroken panes of rain-beaten glass toward the sanctuary railing.

Rather than proceed to the altar as before, P.J. disappeared with Celeste
through the door to the sacristy.

Joey leaped over the sanctuary railing, as though too eager to accept a
proffered sacrament, and edged swiftly but warily along the wall to the
sacristy. He hesitated at the doorway, fearful of stepping face-first into a
hard-swung two-by-four or a gun blast, but then he did what must be done - the
right thing - and stepped up to the threshold.

The sacristy door was closed, locked.

He stepped back, aimed the shotgun. One round trashed the lock and blew the
door open.

The sacristy was deserted - except for Beverly Korshak's body, which lay in
a corner, a pale mound in a plastic shroud.

Joey went to the exterior door. It was secured with a deadbolt from the
inside, as he had left it.

The cellar door. He opened it.

In the moon-yellow light below, a serpentine shadow slithered into a coil
and rolled out of sight around a corner.

The stairs were unpainted wood, and in spite of every effort he made at
stealth, his boots met every tread with a hollow knock like the deliberative
countdown of a doomsday clock.

Heat rose in parching currents, in torrid waves, in scorching tides, and by



the time he reached the basement floor, he felt as if he had descended into a
primal furnace. The air was redolent of superheated wood ceiling beams on the
brink of charting, hot stone from the masonry walls, hot lime from the
concrete floor - and a trace of sulfur from the mine fires below.

When he stepped off the final wooden tread, Joey would not have been
surprised if the rubber heels of his boots had melted on contact with the
cellar floor. Sweat streamed from him, and his hair fell across his face in
lank, dripping strands.

The cellar appeared to be divided into several chambers that were separated
by deep, offset archways, so it was impossible to see into one room from
another. The first was illuminated only by a single, bare, dust-caked bulb
seated in a coffer between two beams that severely limited the spread of the
light.

A fat black spider, as if driven mad by the heat and sulfurous fumes,
circled frenziedly around and around and around the crystal-glittering strands
of its enormous web, in the same coffer as the lightbulb. Its exaggerated
shadow jittered and stilted across the floor in a spiral that made Joey
nauseous and dizzied him when he trod upon it as he headed toward the archway
to the next room.

Aboveground, the structure had been a plain coal-country church, but its
masonry underpinnings were more formidable, seemed older than the Commonwealth
of Pennsylvania itself, and had a Gothic weight that imprisoned his heart.
Joey felt as though he had descended not only into St. Thomas's basement but
into haunted catacombs beneath Rome itself - one sea, one continent, one
millennium away from Coal Valley.

He paused long enough to reload the Remington with shells from his jacket
pockets.

As Joey entered the second room, the serpentine shadow shimmered away from
him across the floor again, as though it were a stream of black mercury. It
darkled out of the bile-yellow light and around the corner of another archway
into the next crypt.

Because the slippery shade was P.J.'s shadow and bore with it the precious
shadow of Celeste, Joey swallowed his fear and followed into a third vault, a
fourth. Although none of those low-ceilinged spaces was immense, the
subterranean portion of the church began to seem vast, immeasurably larger
than the humble realm above. Even if the basement architecture proved to be
supernaturally extensive, however, he would arrive eventually at a final
chamber where brother could come face to face with brother and the right thing
at last could be done.

The cellar had no windows.

No outside doors.

Confrontation was inevitable.

Sooner rather than later, holding the shotgun at the ready, Joey edged
cautiously through a final archway with carved-scroll keystone, into a bleak
hold that measured approximately forty feet from left to right and eighteen
from the archway to the back wall. He figured that it lay under the narthex.
Here, the floor wasn't concrete but stone, like the walls, either black by its
nature or grime-coated by time.

Celeste lay in the middle of the room, in a drizzle of yolk-yellow light
from the lone overhead bulb. Wispy beards of dust and tattered spider silk
hung from the fixture, casting a faint faux lace over her pale face. Her
raincoat was spread like a cape around her, and her silken hair spilled black-
on-black across the floor. She was unconscious but, judging by appearances,
otherwise unharmed.

P.J. had wvanished.

In a socket between two massive beams, the single light didn't reach to
every end of the chamber, but even in the farthest corners the gloom was not



deep enough to conceal a door. Except for the entrance archway, the stone
walls were featureless.

The heat was so intense that Joey felt as though his clothes - if not his
body - might spontaneously combust, and he worried that his fevered brain was
boiling up hallucinations. No one, not even the soul-mortgaged companion of
Judas, could have walked through those walls.

He wondered if the walls were, in fact, as solid as they seemed and if
exploration might reveal a panel of masonry cleverly hinged to swing open into
an extension of the cellar. But even half roasted in that stone oven, confused
and beginning to be disoriented, he couldn't bring himself to believe that
there were secret passages, keeps, and dungeons under ramshackle old St.
Thomas's. Who would have built them - legions of demented monks in some
clandestine and evil brotherhood?

Nonsense.

Yet P.J. was gone.

Heart pounding like a blacksmith's hammer, the anvil ring of it filling his
ears, Joey eased across the room to Celeste. She seemed to be sleeping
peacefully.

He spun in a crouch and swept the room with the shotgun, finger taut on the
trigger, certain that P.J. was looming behind him, having materialized out of
thin air.

Nothing.

He needed to wake Celeste, if possible, and quickly lead her out of there -
or carry her out as she had been carried in. If she had to be carried,
however, he would need to set aside the shotgun, which he was loath to do.

Gazing down at her, at the fine filigree of dust-web shadows that trembled
like a veil on her face, Joey recalled the frenzied spider pointlessly
circling its web in the first room at the foot of the basement stairs.

Shocked by a sudden dreadful thought, he sucked hot breath between clenched
teeth, producing a brief, thin whistle of alarm.

He stepped back from under the coffer that contained the light fixture. He
squinted up into the unlighted three-foot-wide, foot-deep recess between the
next pair of beams.

P.J. was there, a cunning shadow among shadows, not simply wedged in place
and waiting to drop upon his prey, but scuttling straight at Joey from the
right side of the chamber with all the horrid grace of a spider, diabolically
nimble and impossibly silent, upside down, clinging to the ceiling by means
unknowable, softly ricocheting back and forth between the timbers, defying
gravity, defying reason, his eyes gleaming like polished coal, teeth bared -
and there could no longer be any doubt that he was something other than merely
a man.

Joey started to raise the 20-gauge, which felt like a ton weight in his
arms. Too late and far too slow, he knew the despair of defeat even as he
reacted, felt himself in the cold and paralyzing grip of nightmare though he
was awake.

Like a bat erupting from its roost, P.J. sprang out of the well between the
rough-hewn beams, swooped down, and knocked Joey off his feet. The shotgun
spun away across the concrete, out of reach.

As boys, they had occasionally wrestled and roughhoused, but they had never
actually fought each other with serious intention. They had always been too
tight for that - the Shannon brothers against the world. But now twenty years
of pent-up rage flashed through Joey with atomic heat, instantly purging him
of all lingering affection and compassion for P.J., leaving only an energizing
remorse-regret-resentment. He was determined not to be a victim any more. He
had a passion for justice. He punched and clawed and kicked, fighting for his
life and for Celeste's, tapping a wrath that was Biblical in its power, a
righteous and frightening fury that freed a savage avenger within him.



But even driven by rage and desperation, Joey was no match for whomever and
whatever his brother had become. P.J.'s stone-hard fists landed an avalanche
of punches, and no blocking arm or turned head seemed able to deflect the
power of a single blow. His fury was inhuman, his strength superhuman. As
Joey's resistance collapsed, P.J. grabbed him, lifted him half off the floor,
slammed him down, slammed him down, slammed him down again, bouncing the back
of his skull off the stone.

P.J. rose from him, stood, loomed over him, looking down with scorching
contempt. "Fucking altar boy!" The angry, sneering voice was P.J.'s but
changed, deeper than it had ever been before, fierce and reverberant, like a
raging voice out of an abysmal stone place, out of iron walls and inescapable
prisons, shivering with icy hatred, each word echoing as hollowly as if it
were a dropped stone that had found the impossible bottom of eternity.
"Fucking altar boy!" With the repetition of those words came the first kick,
delivered with incredibly vicious power, landing in Joey's right side,
cracking his ribs, as if P.J. was wearing steel-toed boots. "Rosary-kissing
little bastard." Another kick, another, and Joey tried to curl up defensively,
as though he were a pill bug turning its armor to the world. But each furious
kick found a vulnerable spot - ribs, kidneys; the base of his spine - and
seemed to have been meted out not by a man but by a pile driver, a mindless
robotic torture machine.

Then the kicking stopped.

With one throttling hand clamped on Joey's throat and the other hand on the
belt of his blue jeans, P.J. snatched him off the floor as a world champion
power lifter might clean-and-jerk a barbell that carried only light-workout
weights. He hoisted him overhead, turned, and threw him.

Joey bounced off the wall beside the archway and crashed to the floor in a
broken-marionette heap. Mouth full of cracked teeth. Choking on blood. Chest
tight. Lungs painfully compressed, maybe even punctured by a splintered rib.
Inhaling with a consumptive wheeze, exhaling with a thick wet rattle. His
heart was stuttering arrhythmically. Precariously balanced on a high wire of
consciousness over a bottomless dark, he blinked through scalding tears and
saw P.J. turn away from him and toward Celeste.

He also saw the shotgun. Within reach.

He could not control his extremities. He strove determinedly to reach out
to the Remington, but his muscles spasmed. His arm merely twitched, and his
right hand flopped uselessly on the floor.

A menacing rumble rose under him. Vibrations in the hot stone.

P.J. crouched over Celeste, turning his back to Joey, giving him up for
dead.

The Remington.

So close. Tantalizingly close.

Joey focused all his attention on the shotgun, marshaled all his remaining
strength for the task of getting hold of it, put all his faith in the power of
the weapon, and willed himself to ignore the ungodly pain that crippled him,
to overcome the paralyzing shock of the brutal beating that he had endured.
Come on, come on, you fucking altar boy, come on, do it, do it, do the right
thing for once in your sorry damn life!

His arm responded shakily. His hand clenched into a fist, then sprang open,
then reached out. His trembling fingers touched the walnut stock of the
Remington.

Hunched over Celeste, P.J. reached into a pocket of his ski jacket and
withdrew a knife. At the touch of a button, the six-inch springloaded blade
snapped out of the handle, and the yellow light lovingly caressed the razor-
sharp edge.

Smooth walnut. Hot, smooth steel. Joey curled his fingers. They palsied,
weak. Not good. He had to get a firm grip. Tight. Tighter. Try to 1lift.



Quietly, quietly.

P.J. was talking - not to Joey, not to Celeste, either to himself or to
someone whom he imagined to be present. His voice was low and guttural, still
disturbing and strange, and now he seemed to be speaking a foreign language.
Or gibberish. Rough and rhythmic, full of hard punctuation and low animal
sounds.

The rumble grew louder.

Good. A blessing, that rumble - fearful but welcome. Together, the
subterranean disturbance and P.J.'s queer muttering provided some cover for
any sounds that Joey made.

He had one chance, and he needed to execute his plan - his feeble, pathetic
plan - smoothly, quickly, confidently, before P.J. realized what was
happening.

He hesitated. Didn't want to act precipitously, before he was sure that he
had summoned all his depleted resources. Wait. Wait. Be sure. Wait forever?
The ultimate consequences of inaction could be greater than the consequences
of action. Now or never. Do or die. Do and die, but at least, for God's sake,
do something!

In one fluid movement, clenching his broken teeth against the explosion of
pain that he knew would come - that came - Joey rolled up from his side into a
sitting position, pulling the shotgun with him, bracing his back against the
wall.

Even over his muttering and the persistent rumbling in the earth under the
church, P.J. heard and reacted, simultaneously rising from his crouch and
turning.

Joey had both hands on the Remington. The butt of the stock was jammed
against his shoulder.

The baleful light that glimmered on the switchblade also leaped in P.J.'s
eyes.

Pointblank. Joey squeezed the trigger.

The boom seemed loud enough to shatter the stone around them, and echoes of
the shot crashed back and forth from one end of the room to the other, from
ceiling to floor, with a volume that seemed to swell rather than diminish.

The recoil from the Remington struck lightning bolts of pain through Joey's
entire body, and the shotgun fell out of his hands, clattering to the floor
beside him.

The powerful blast took P.J. in the belly and chest, lifted him off his
feet, spun him all the way around. He stumbled and went to his knees still
facing Joey, folding his arms around his torso, bending forward, hugging
himself as though to prevent his buckshot-riddled intestines from spilling
out.

If Joey could have lifted his arms, he would have picked up the shotgun and
fired again. He would have emptied the magazine. But his muscles would no
longer even so much as twitch. His hands wouldn't even flop convulsively at
his sides. He suspected that he was paralyzed from the neck down.

The rumble under the church grew louder.

Thin exhalations of sulfurous steam rose through cracks in the mortar
between the flooring stones.

P.J. slowly raised his head, revealing a face that was hideously contorted
in agony, eyes wide with shock, mouth stretched in a silent scream. He gagged,
retched, choked rackingly. A phlegmy gurgle in his throat suddenly became a
violent series of disgorging spasms. From his mouth gushed not rich arterial
blood but a grotesque silver vomit, a stream of small glittering coins that
rang onto the floor, as though he were a human slot machine.

Repulsed, astonished, stone-cold terrified, Joey looked up from the silver
hoard as P.J. spat out one last coin and broke into a grin that could have
been no more malevolent if it had been on the bare-bone face of Death himself.



He unfolded his arms from his blasted torso and held his pale hands out in the
manner of a magician saying Presto!, and although his clothes had been torn by
the buckshot, he seemed to have suffered no wounds at all.

Joey knew that he must be dying, hallucinating, more than halfway to the
Other Side and out of his head with pain. The delirium tremens of death made
the crawling walls of a drunkard's nightmares seem amusing by contrast.

He screamed at Celeste to wake up, to run, but the warnings were only
whispers that even he could barely hear.

The quaking, steaming floor abruptly cracked the width of the room. Along
that jagged line, thin spears of fierce orange light stabbed up from the realm
below. Mortar crumbled into the burning mine. Stones broke loose and tumbled
out of sight. The overhead timbers cracked, and the cellar walls shook. The
fissure in the floor rapidly widened to an inch, two inches, six inches, a
foot, two feet, filling the room with blinding light, providing a glimpse of
white-hot mine walls below, separating Joey from P.J. and Celeste.

Over the groans and skreeks of the shaken church, over the roar of the fire
below and the thunder of subsidence, P.J. said, "Better say goodbye to the
bitch, altar boy." He shoved Celeste into the blaze beneath Coal Valley, into
volcanic heat and molten anthracite and instant death.

Ah, no! No! Please, God, no, no, please, no, not her, not her. Me, but not
her. I'm self-pitying, arrogant, weak, blind to the truth, too ignorant to
know what a second chance means, and I deserve whatever happens to me, but not
her, not her in all her beauty, not her in all her kindness, not her!

A flutter. Behind Joey's eyes.

A flutter like the feathery shadows of many wings taking flight across a
mysterious, great sphere of light.

Everything had changed.

He was uninjured. Free of pain. On his feet.

He was upstairs in the church.

Replay.

The Mustang had already crashed through the wall. P.J. already had Celeste.

Time had been wound backward but not far enough to give him an opportunity
to think through his predicament. Only a couple of minutes remained until the
subsidence would hit, not a second to waste.

Joey knew beyond doubt that this was his last chance, that the next spiral
of events would not be rewound to bring him back to any moment of fatal error.
The next damnation he earned would be his to keep. So there must be no errors
this time, no mistakes, no failure to believe.

He was running between two rows of pews toward the side aisle along the
east wall of the nave.

In the sanctuary at the front of the church, a slouching figure hunched
along the ambulatory, through the dervish reflections of the altar fire above.
It was P.J. He was carrying Celeste.

Joey reached the side aisle and raced forward along the unbroken panes of
rain-beaten glass toward the sanctuary railing. He threw down the shotgun. He
had no faith in it any more.

P.J. disappeared with Celeste through the door to the sacristy, slamming it
behind him.

Joey vaulted over the sanctuary railing, followed the ambulatory to the
sacristy door, but didn't stop there. He continued to the presbytery, to the
altar stairs, to the altar platform, sidled around the overturned candles and
the burning sheets, and went to the back wall of the sanctuary.

The crucifix had been shaken off its nail when the Mustang had crashed into
the church. It lay facedown on the floor.

Joey picked up the bronze figure on the wooden cross and rushed back to the
sacristy door. Locked.

The previous time, he'd blown it open with one round from the Remington.



Now he considered returning to the nave to retrieve the discarded weapon.

Instead, he reared back and kicked the door as hard as he could, kicked it
again, kicked, kicked. The stop molding cracked on the other side, a little
play came into the door, he kicked it again, and yet again, was rewarded by a
twang of metal, by splintering wood. He kicked it once more. The lock sprang,
the stop molding shattered, the door flew open, and he went into the sacristy.

The cellar door.

The wooden stairs.

Because he'd had to batter down the door, Joey was now behind schedule. He
was arriving at this point later in the replay than he had the first time. His
brother's serpentine shadow had already slithered out of the moon-yellow light
below and was nowhere to be seen. P.J. was farther into the labyrinthine
cellar than before. With Celeste.

Joey started to descend the stairs two at a time, then realized that
caution was still required. By discarding the gun and taking up the crucifix,
he had altered the future that would unfold from this point on. Previously, he
had reached the final chamber in the cellar before encountering P.J., but this
time his brother might be waiting elsewhere along the way. He clutched the
stair railing with one hand and continued downward with circumspection.

Such heat. An oven.

The smell of hot lime from the concrete. Hot stone baking in the walls.

In the first room, the jittering shadow of the frenzied spider spiraled
ceaselessly on the floor.

Warily crossing toward the archway, Joey searched the long, deep coffers
between the ceiling timbers for something other than spiders.

By the time he reached the second room, a railroad rumble had arisen under
St. Thomas's.

As he stepped into the third chamber, the ominous sound swelled and was
accompanied by tremors in the floor.

No time for caution.

No time for mistakes either.

He gripped the crucifix tightly in his right hand, held it out in front of
him: Professor Von Helsing in the castle of the count.

Overhead. Shadows. Only shadows.

Room by room to the final archway.

Celeste lay unconscious under the single lightbulb.

The village-rocking subsidence hit, the church shook, and Joey was thrown
through the archway into the final chamber just as the stone floor cracked
open. Blades of orange light slashed out of the tunnel below. The fault in the
floor widened as mortar disintegrated and stones broke loose, creating a more
formidable gap between him and Celeste.

P.J. seemed to have vanished.

Stepping under the ceiling coffer that lay just this side of the fissure,
standing with the brink of the raging mine fire to his right, Joey peered up
expectantly into the recess between the rough timbers. P.J. was there as
before, scuttling toward him, spider quick and spider agile, defying gravity,
weirder than ever in the seething firelight. He shrieked, twitched with an
arachnid spasm, and flung himself down at his prey.

Joey had no more Twilight Zone explanations to fall back upon, no more
quirks of quantum physics, no more Star Trek time warps or energy waves, no
more relatively polite monsters from the X-Files that might be taken out with
a shotgun, not even any more complex Freudian analyses. There was only the
real thing now, the foul and ancient thing, purest evil, the greatest fear of
so many other centuries, millennia, here now swooping at him, shrieking
hatred, reeking of sulfur, dark devourer of souls, eater of hope: only the
fundamentals now, only a beast so primal that believing in it was difficult
even when face to face with it. Joey cast out all doubt, however, overcame all



cynicism, shed the supposed sophistication of the postmodern age, raised the
crucifix in both hands, and thrust it out in front of him.

The top of the crucifix was blunt, not pointed, but it impaled P.J. when he
slammed into it. Impaled, however, he was not stopped. He
fell into Joey and drove him backward. They staggered, stumbled, stayed on
their feet, but teetered on the edge of the fiery gulf.

P.J. got one hand around Joey's throat. His fingers were as powerful as the
jaws of a motorized vise, as shiny and hard as the carapace of
a dung beetle. His yellow eyes reminded Joey of the mongrel dog that he'd seen
only that morning on the front porch of his dad's house.

When P.J. spoke, black blood bubbled on his lips: "Altar boy."

In the inferno below, an expansive pocket of toxic gases burst from
confinement and exploded, shimmering incandescently. A white ball of flame
spun out of the cellar floor, engulfed them, igniting P.J.'s clothes and hair,
scorching away his skin in an instant. He released Joey, lost his balance, and
with the crucifix embedded in his chest, he dropped through the steadily
widening fissure into the old mine tunnel, folding the cape of fire around his
body and taking it with him.

Although Joey had been immersed in the flames, he was unharmed. His clothes
were not even singed.

He didn't need to ask Rod Setting or Captain Kirk or the ever logical Mr.
Spock or anyone else to explain his miraculous escape from injury.

The merciless subterranean light blazed so fiercely that he couldn't see
much even when he squinted, but he was sure that his brother fell an
immeasurably greater distance than merely to the floor of an old tunnel,
farther even than any vertical shaft in any coal mine could have possibly
bored into the earth. His body was a frenzied spiky darkness that spiraled
down like a spider's shadow, jittering down and around, jittering around and
down, around and down and away.

Joey leaped across the fissure in the floor as it cracked wider, and he
knelt at Celeste's side.

He lifted her right hand and turned the palm up, then her left hand. No
wounds. Not even faint bruises.

When he tried to wake her, she murmured and stirred but didn't regain
consciousness.

Substrata of coal, eaten away by years of hidden fires, had left layered
cavities under Coal Valley. The weight of the surface world, with all its iron
sorrows, at last became too great to be supported by the impaired structures
that had once served as its foundations. This section of the wvalley, if no
other, suffered a catastrophic subsidence in which the empty veins of fire-
stripped coal imploded, collapsed into one another. The cellar shook, the
floor heaved, and the fissure widened in an instant from three to five feet.
The upper portion of St. Thomas's was tweaked from a rectangle into a
rhomboid; and the wooden walls began to tear loose of the stone substructure
to which they had been so long anchored.

As the ceiling sagged dangerously, as plaster fell and beams cracked, Joey
scooped Celeste off the floor.

Gasping for breath in the furnace-hot air, blinking through rivers of eye-
stinging sweat, he turned to the fissure. It was now six feet across, far too
wide to be jumped with the girl in his arms.

Even if he could get across the abyss somehow, he knew that he wouldn't be
able to make it all the way back through the cellar chambers to the steps, up
to the sacristy, and out of the place before it collapsed.

His heart slammed against his caging ribs. His knees shook not under the
weight of the girl but with the hard realization of his own mortality.

They couldn't die like this.

They had come too far, survived too much.



He had done the right thing, and that was what mattered. He had done the
right thing, and now, whatever happened, he would not be afraid, not even here
in the valley of the shadow of death.

I will fear no evil.

Abruptly the splintering ceiling stopped sagging toward him and pulled up
instead, increasing his head room, as the building's superstructure noisily
uprooted itself and tipped away from this end of the cellar.

Cold wind howled at his back.

Joey turned to the end wall of the basement and was astonished to see the
sill plate wrenching loose of the anchor bolts that had held it to the stone.
Jack studs snapped, the sole plate buckled, and all of it rose in an arc
through the night as the church slowly tilted up and away from Joey. A wedge-
shaped gap had opened between the foundation and the receding wall, through
which the storm wind surged down into the exposed cellar. The gap was growing
wider as the building tipped backward from him.

A way out.

The cellar wall was still eight feet high. He saw no easy way to scale it.
Especially not with Celeste in his arms.

With a thunder of falling stone, the pit widened at his back, and the
firestorm raged closer to his heels. Inblown rain steamed off the floor.

His heart raced but not in fear now, only in wonder, as he waited for his
destiny to unfold.

Before him, wide cracks opened in the cellar wall, zigzagging along the
mortar lines. The shaking ground jarred loose a stone that clattered to the
floor, bounced, and knocked painfully against his shin. Here, another stone;
there, a third; and a little higher, a fourth, a fifth. The foundation wall
retained its integrity, but now it offered handholds.

Joey shifted Celeste, slung her over his left shoulder in a fireman's
carry. He climbed out of the suffocating heat into the rain-filled night as
the building tilted away, away, away like a giant clipper ship tacking in a
strong wind.

He dragged her through sodden grass and thick mud, past the vent pipe from
which flames spouted like blood from an arterial tap. Onto the sidewalk. Into
the street.

Sitting on the blacktop with Celeste in his arms, holding her tightly
while she began to regain consciousness, Joey watched as the Church
of St. Thomas was torn asunder, as the ruins ignited, and as the burning
walls collapsed into a bright chasm, into far deeper grottoes, and finally
into unknown kingdoms of fire.

Subsidence.

18

LONG PAST MIDNIGHT, AFTER GIVING THEIR STATEMENTS TO DEPUTIES from the county
sheriff's department and to the Pennsylvania State Police, Joey and Celeste
were driven back to Asherville.

The police had issued a condemnation order for the village of Coal Valley.
Saved from P.J. without ever knowing that they had been in danger, the Dolan
family had been evacuated.

The bodies of John, Beth, and Hannah Bimmer would be taken to the
Devokowski Funeral Home, where Joey's father had so recently rested.

Celeste's parents, waiting in Asherville with the Korshaks for word of poor
Beverly's fate, had not only been given the bad news about the murder but had
already been informed that they would not be permitted to return to Coal
Valley this night and that their daughter would be brought to them. In
addition to the church, subsidence had suddenly claimed half a block of homes



in another part of town, and the ground was too unstable to risk continued
habitation.

Joey and Celeste sat in the back of the sheriff's-department patrol car,
holding hands. After making a few attempts to draw them out, the young deputy
left them to their shared silence.

By the time they turned off Coal Valley Road onto the county route, the
rain had stopped falling.

Celeste persuaded the deputy to drop them in the center of Asherville and
to allow Joey to walk her from there to the Korshaks' place.

Joey didn't know why she preferred not to be driven all the way, but he
sensed that she had a reason and that it was important.

He was not unhappy about delaying his own arrival home. By now his mom and
dad had no doubt been awakened by the police, who would want to search P.J.'s
old basement room. They had been told about the monstrous things their older
son had done to Beverly Korshak, to the Bimmers - and to God knew how many
others. Even as Joey's world had been rebuilt by making good use of the second
chance that he'd been given, their world had been forever changed for the
worse. He dreaded seeing the sorrow in his mother's eyes, the torment and
grief in his father's.

He wondered if, by changing his own fate, he had somehow freed his mother
from the cancer that would otherwise kill her just four years hence. He dared
to hope. Things had changed. In his heart, however, he knew that his actions
had only made the world better in one small way; paradise on earth was not
pending.

As the patrol car drove away, Celeste took his hand and said, "Something I
need to tell you."

"Tell me."

"Show you, actually."

"Then show me."

She led him along the damp street, across a carpet of sodden leaves, to the
municipal building. All county government except the sheriff's department
maintained offices there.

The library was in the annex, toward the back. They entered an unlighted
courtyard through an archway in a brick wall, passed under dripping larches,
and went to the front door.

In the wake of the storm, the night town was as silent as any cemetery.

"Don't be surprised," she said.

"About what?"

The lower part of the library door was solid, but the upper portion
featured four eight-inch-square panes of glass. Celeste rammed her elbow into
the pane nearest the lock, shattering it.

Startled, Joey looked around the courtyard and out toward the street beyond
the wall. The breaking glass had been a fragile, short-lived sound. He doubted
that anyone had heard it at that late hour. Furthermore, theirs was a small
town, and this was 1975, so there was no burglar alarm.

Reaching through the broken pane, she unlocked the door from inside. "You
have to promise to believe."

She withdrew the small flashlight from her raincoat pocket and led him past
the librarian's desk into the stacks.

Because the county was poor, the library was small. Finding any particular
volume would not have taken long. In fact, she took no time at all to search,
because she knew what she wanted.

They stopped in the fiction aisle, a narrow space with books shelved eight
feet high on both sides. She directed the beam of light at the floor, and the
colorful spines of the books seemed magically luminescent in the backwash.

"Promise to believe," she said, and her beautiful eyes were huge and
solemn.



"Believe what?"

"Promise."

"All right."

"Promise to believe.

"I'll believe."

She hesitated, took a deep breath, and began. "In the spring of '73, when
you were graduating from County High, I was at the end of my sophomore year.
I'd never had the nerve to approach you. I knew you'd never noticed me - and
now you never would. You were going away to college, you'd probably find a
girl there, and I'd never even see you again."

The fine hairs on the nape of Joey's neck prickled, but he did not yet know
why.

She said, "I was depressed, feeling like the nerd of nerds, so I lost
myself in books, which is what I always do when I have the blues. I was here
in the library, in this very aisle, looking for a new novel ... when I found
your book."

"My book?"

"I saw your name on the spine. Joseph Shannon."

"What book?" Puzzled, he scanned the shelves.

"I thought it was someone else, a writer with your name. But when I took it
off the shelf and checked the back of the jacket, there was a picture of you."

He met her eyes again. Those mysterious depths.

She said, "It wasn't a picture of you as you are now, tonight - but as you
will be in about fifteen years. Still ... it was recognizably you."

"I don't understand," he said, but he was beginning to think that he did.

"I looked at the copyright page, and the book was published in 1991."

He blinked. "Sixteen years from now?"

"This was in the spring of '73," she reminded him. "So at that time I was
holding a book that wouldn't yet be published for eighteen years. On the
jacket it said that you'd written eight previous novels and that six of them
had been best-sellers."

The not unpleasant prickling sensation on the nape of his neck increased.

"I took the book to the checkout desk. When I passed it to the librarian
with my card, when she took it into her hands ... it wasn't your book any
more. Then it was a novel by someone else, one that I'd read before, published
in '69."

She raised the flashlight, directing the beam at the shelves behind him.

"I don't know if it's too much to ask," she said, "but maybe it's here
again tonight, here again for just one moment on this night of all nights."

Overcome by a growing sense of wonder, Joey turned to look at the stacks
where the flashlight focused. He followed the beam as it slipped along one of
the shelves.

A small gasp of delight escaped Celeste, and the beam came to a halt on a
book with a red spine.

Joey saw his name turned on edge, in silver-foil letters. Above his name
was a title in more silver foil: Strange Highways.

Trembling, Celeste slid the book out from between two other volumes. She
showed him the cover, and his name was in big letters at the top, above the
title. Then she turned the book over.

He stared in awe at the photo of himself on the dust jacket. He was older
in the photograph, in his middle thirties.

He was familiar with his appearance at that age, for he had already lived
five years past it in his other life. But he looked better in this photograph
than he had really looked when he'd been thirty-five: not prematurely aged,
not dissipated by booze, not dead in the eyes. He appeared to be prosperous
too - and best of all, he looked like a happy man.

His appearance in the photograph, however, was not a fraction as important



as who was shown with him. It was a group portrait. Celeste was at his side,
also fifteen years older than she was now - and two children, a beautiful girl
of perhaps six and a handsome boy who might have been eight.

Unexpectedly filled with tears that he could barely repress, heart
hammering with a wild joy that he had never known before, Joey took the book
from her.

She pointed to the words under the photograph, and he had to blink
furiously to clear his vision enough to read them:

Joseph Shannon is the author of eight other acclaimed novels about

the joys and rewards of love and family, six of which have been national
best-sellers. His wife, Celeste, i1s an award-winning poet. They live with
their children, Josh and Laura, in Southern California.

As he read, he followed the words with his trembling fingers, in precisely
the way that he had done, as a child, when following the text in the missal at
Mass.

"And so," she said softly, "ever since the spring of '73, I've known that
you would come."

Some of the mysteries in her eyes were gone, but by no means all. He knew
that regardless of how long a life they shared, she would be to some degree
forever mysterious to him.

"I want to take this," he said of the book.

She shook her head. "You know you can't. Besides, you don't need the book
to be able to write it. You only need to believe that you will."

He let her take the novel out of his hands.

As she returned the volume to the shelf, he suspected that he had been
given a second chance not so much to stop P.J. as to meet Celeste Baker. While
resistance to evil was essential, there could be no hope for the world without
love.

"Promise me you'll believe," she said, putting one hand to his face,
tenderly tracing the line of his cheek.

"I promise."

"Then all things," she said, "are possible."

Around them, the library was filled with lives that had been lived, with
hopes that had been realized, with ambitions that had been achieved, with
dreams for the taking.

THE BLACK PUMPKIN
1

THE PUMPKINS WERE CREEPY, BUT THE MAN WHO CARVED THEM WAS far stranger than
his creations. He appeared to have baked for ages in the California sun, until
all the juices had been cooked out of his flesh. He was stringy, bony, and
leather skinned. His head resembled a squash, not pleasingly round like a
pumpkin, yet not shaped like an ordinary head, either: slightly narrower at
the top and wider at the chin than was natural. His amber eyes glowed with a
sullen, smoky, weak - but dangerous - light.

Tommy Sutzmann was uneasy the moment that he saw the old pumpkin carver. He
told himself that he was foolish, overreacting again. He had a tendency to be
alarmed by the mildest signs of anger in others, to panic at the first vague



perception of a threat. Some families taught their twelve-year-old boys
honesty, integrity, decency, and faith in God. By their actions, however,
Tommy's parents and his brother, Frank, had taught him to be cautious,
suspicious, and even paranoid. In the best of times, his mother and father
treated him as an outsider; in the worst of times, they enjoyed punishing him
as a means of releasing their anger and frustration at the rest of the world.
To Frank, Tommy was simply - and always - a target. Consequently, deep and
abiding uneasiness was Tommy Sutzmann's natural condition.

Every December this vacant lot was full of Christmas trees, and
during the summer, itinerant merchants used the space to exhibit DayGlo
stuffed animals or paintings on velvet. As Halloween approached, the half-acre
property, tucked between a supermarket and a bank on the outskirts of Santa
Ana, was an orange montage of pumpkins: all sizes and shapes, lined in rows
and stacked in neat low pyramids and tumbled in piles, maybe two thousand of
them, three thousand, the raw material of pies and jack-o'-lanterns.

The carver was in a back corner of the lot, sitting on a tube-metal chair.
The vinyl-upholstered pads on the back and seat of the chair were darkly
mottled, webbed with cracks - not unlike the carver's face. He sat with a
pumpkin on his lap, whittling with a sharp knife and other tools that lay on
the dusty ground beside him.

Tommy Sutzmann did not remember crossing the field of pumpkins. He recalled
getting out of the car as soon as his father had parked at the curb - and the
next thing he knew, he was in the back of the lot just a few feet from the
strange sculptor.

A score of finished jack-o'-lanterns were propped atop mounds of other
pumpkins. This artist did not merely hack crude eye holes and mouths. He
carefully cut the skin and the rind of the squash in layers, producing
features with great definition and surprising subtlety. He also used paint to
give each creation its own demonic personality: Four cans, each containing a
brush, stood on the ground beside his chair - red, white, green, and black.

The jack-o'-lanterns grinned and frowned and scowled and leered. They
seemed to be staring at Tommy. Every one of them.

Their mouths were agape, little pointy teeth bared. None had the blunt,
goofy dental work of ordinary jack-o'-lanterns. Some were equipped with long
fangs.

Staring, staring. And Tommy had the peculiar feeling that they could see
him.

When he looked up from the pumpkins, he discovered that the old man was
also watching him intently. Those amber eyes, full of smoky light, seemed to
brighten as they held Tommy's own gaze.

"Would you like one of my pumpkins?" the carver asked. In his cold, dry
voice, each word was as crisp as October leaves wind-blown along a stone walk.
Tommy could not speak. He tried to say, No, sir, thank you, no, but the
words stuck in his throat as if he were trying to swallow the cloying pulp of

a pumpkin.

"Pick a favorite," the carver said, gesturing with one withered hand toward
his gallery of grotesques - but never taking his eyes off Tommy.
"No, uh ... no, thank you." Tommy was dismayed to hear that his voice had a

tremor and a slightly shrill edge.

What's wrong with me? he wondered. Why am I hyping myself into a fit like
this? He's just an old guy who carves pumpkins.

"Is it the price you're worried about?" the carver asked.

"No."

"Because you pay the man out front for the pumpkin, same price as any other
on the lot, and you just give me whatever you feel my work is worth."

When he smiled, every aspect of his squash-shaped head changed. Not for the
better.



The day was mild. Sunshine found its way through holes in the overcast,
brightly illuminating some orange mounds of pumpkins while leaving others deep
in cloud shadows. In spite of the warm weather, a chill gripped Tommy and
would not release him.

Leaning forward with the half-sculpted pumpkin in his lap, the carver said,
"You just give me whatever amount you wish ... although I'm duty-bound to say
that you get what you give."

Another smile. Worse than the first one.

Tommy said, "Uh ..."

"You get what you give," the carver repeated.

"No shit?" brother Frank said, stepping up to the row of leering jack-o'-
lanterns. Evidently he had overheard everything. He was two years older than
Tommy, muscular where Tommy was slight, with a self-confidence that Tommy had
never known. Frank hefted the most macabre of all the old guy's creations. "So
how much is this one?"

The carver was reluctant to shift his gaze from Tommy to Frank, and Tommy
was unable to break the contact first. In the man's eyes Tommy saw something
he could not define or understand, something that filled his mind's eye with
images of disfigured children, deformed creatures that he could not name, and
dead things.

"How much is this one, gramps?" Frank repeated.

At last, the carver looked at Frank - and smiled. He lifted the half-carved
pumpkin off his lap, put it on the ground, but did not get up. "As I said, you
pay me what you wish, and you get what you give."

Frank had chosen the most disturbing jack-o'-lantern in the eerie
collection. It was big, not pleasingly round but lumpy and misshapen, narrower
at the top than at the bottom, with ugly crusted nodules like ligneous fungus
on a diseased oak tree. The old man had compounded the unsettling effect of
the pumpkin's natural deformities by giving it an immense mouth with three
upper and three lower fangs. Its nose was an irregular hole that made Tommy
think of campfire tales about lepers. The slanted eyes were as large as lemons
but were not cut all the way through the rind except for a pupil - an evil
elliptical slit - in the center of each. The stem in the head was dark and
knotted as Tommy imagined a cancerous growth might be. The maker of jack-o'-
lanterns had painted this one black, letting the natural orange color blaze
through in only a few places to create character lines around the eyes and
mouth as well as to add emphasis to the tumorous growths.

Frank was bound to like that pumpkin. His favorite movies were The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre and all the Friday the 13th sagas of the mad, murderous
Jason. When Tommy and Frank watched a movie of that kind on the VCR, Tommy
always pulled for the victims, while Frank cheered the killer. Watching
Poltergeist, Frank was disappointed that the whole family survived: He kept
hoping that the little boy would be eaten by some creepazoid in the closet and
that his stripped bones would be spit out like watermelon seeds. "Hell," Frank
had said, "they could've at least ripped the guts out of the stupid dog."

Now, Frank held the black pumpkin, grinning as he studied its malevolent
features. He squinted into the thing's slitted pupils as if the jack-o'-
lantern's eyes were real, as if there were thoughts to be read in those depths
- and for a moment he seemed to be mesmerized by the pumpkin's gaze.

Put it down, Tommy thought urgently. For God's sake, Frank, put it down and
let's get out of here.

The carver watched Frank intently. The old man was still, like a predator
preparing to pounce.

Clouds moved, blocking the sun.

Tommy shivered.

Finally breaking the staring contest with the jack-o'-lantern, Frank said
to the carver, "I give you whatever I like?"



"You get what you give."

"But no matter what I give, I get the jack-o'-lantern?"

"Yes, but you get what you give," the old man said cryptically.

Frank put the black pumpkin aside and pulled some change from his pocket.
Grinning, he approached the old man, holding a nickel.

The carver reached for the coin.

"No!" Tommy protested too explosively.

Both Frank and the carver regarded him with surprise.

Tommy said, "No, Frank, it's a bad thing. Don't buy it. Don't bring it
home, Frank."

For a moment Frank stared at him in astonishment, then laughed. "You've
always been a wimp, but are you telling me now you're scared of a pumpkin?"

"It's a bad thing," Tommy insisted.

"Scared of the dark, scared of high places, seared of what's in your
bedroom closet at night, scared of half the other kids you meet - and now
scared of a stupid damn pumpkin," Frank said. He laughed again, and his laugh
was rich with scorn and disgust as well as with amusement.

The carver took his cue from Frank, but the old man's dry laugh contained
no amusement at all.

Tommy was pierced by an icy needle of fear that he could not explain, and
he wondered if he might be a wimp after all, afraid of his shadow, maybe even
unbalanced. The counselor at school said he was "too sensitive." His mother
said he was "too imaginative," and his father said he was "impractical, a
dreamer, self-involved." Maybe he was all those things, and perhaps he would
wind up in a sanitarium someday, in a boobyhatch with rubber walls, talking to
imaginary people, eating flies. But, damn it, he knew the black pumpkin was a
bad thing.

"Here, gramps," Frank said, "here's a nickel. Will you really sell it for
that?"

"I'll take a nickel for my carving, but you still have to pay the usual
price of the pumpkin to the fella who operates the lot."

"Deal," Frank said.

The carver plucked the nickel out of Frank's hand.

Tommy shuddered.

Frank turned from the old man and picked up the pumpkin again.

Just then, the sun broke through the clouds. A shaft of light fell on their
corner of the lot.

Only Tommy saw what happened in that radiant moment. The sun brightened the
orange of the pumpkins, imparted a gold sheen to the dusty ground, gleamed on
the metal frame of the chair - but did not touch the carver himself. The light
parted around him as if it were a curtain, leaving him in the shade. It was an
incredible sight, as though the sunshine shunned the carver, as though he were
composed of an unearthly substance that repelled light.

Tommy gasped.

The old man fixed Tommy with a wild look, as though he were not a man at
all but a storm spirit passing as a man, as though he would at any second
erupt into tornadoes of wind, furies of rain, crashes of thunder, lightning.
His amber eyes were aglow with promises of pain and terror.

Abruptly the clouds covered the sun again.

The old man winked.

We're dead, Tommy thought miserably.

Having lifted the pumpkin again, Frank looked craftily at the old man as if
expecting to be told that the nickel sale was a joke. "I can really just take
it away?"

"I keep telling you," the carver said.

"How long did you work on this?" Frank asked.

"About an hour."



"And you're willing to settle for a nickel an hour?"

"I work for the love of it. For the sheer love of it." The carver winked at
Tommy again.

"What are you, senile?" Frank asked in his usual charming manner.

"Maybe. Maybe."

Frank stared at the old man, perhaps sensing some of what Tommy felt, but
he finally shrugged and turned away, carrying the jack-o'-lantern toward the
front of the lot where their father was buying a score of uncarved pumpkins
for the big party the following night.

Tommy wanted to run after his brother, beg Frank to return the black
pumpkin and get his nickel back.

"Listen here," the carver said fiercely, leaning forward once more. The old
man was so thin and angular that Tommy was convinced he'd heard ancient bones
scraping together within the inadequate padding of the desiccated body.

"Listen to me, boy ... ."

No, Tommy thought. No, I won't listen, I'll run, I'll run.

The old man's power was like solder, however, fusing Tommy to that piece of
ground, rendering him incapable of movement.

"In the night," the carver said, his amber eyes darkening, "your brother's
jack-o'-lantern will grow into something other than what it is now. Its jaws
will work. Its teeth will sharpen. When everyone is asleep, it'll creep
through your house ... and give what's deserved. It'll come for you last of
all. What do you think you deserve, Tommy? You see, I know your name, though
your brother never used it. What do you think the black pumpkin will do to
you, Tommy? Hmmm? What do you deserve?"

"What are you?" Tommy asked.

The carver smiled. "Dangerous."

Suddenly Tommy's feet tore loose of the earth to which they had been stuck,
and he ran.

When he caught up with Frank, he tried to persuade his brother to return
the black pumpkin, but his explanation of the danger came out as nothing more
than hysterical babbling, and Frank laughed at him. Tommy tried to knock the
hateful thing out of Frank's hands. Frank held on to the jack-o'-lantern and
gave Tommy a hard shove that sent him sprawling backward over a pile of
pumpkins. Frank laughed again, purposefully tramped hard on Tommy's right foot
as the younger boy struggled to get up, and moved away.

Through the involuntary tears wrung from him by the pain in his foot, Tommy
looked toward the back of the lot and saw that the carver was watching.

The old man waved.

Heart beating double time, Tommy limped out to the front of the lot,
searching for a way to convince Frank of the danger. But Frank was already
putting his purchase on the backseat of the Cadillac. Their father was paying
for the jack-o'-lantern and for a score of uncarved pumpkins. Tommy was too
late.

AT HOME, FRANK TOOK THE BLACK PUMPKIN INTO HIS BEDROOM AND stood it on the
desk in the corner, under the poster of Michael Berryman as the demented
killer in The Hills Have Eyes.

From the open doorway, Tommy watched.

Frank had found a fat, scented decorative candle in the kitchen pantry; now
he put it inside the pumpkin. It was big enough to burn steadily for at least
two days. Dreading the appearance of light in the jack-o'-lantern's eyes,
Tommy watched as Frank 1lit the candle and put the pumpkin's stem-centered 1lid
in place.



The slitted pupils glowed-flickered-shimmered with a convincing imitation
of demonic life and malevolent intellect. The serrated grin blazed bright, and
the fluttering light was like a tongue ceaselessly licking the cold-rind lips.
The most disgusting part of the illusion of life was the leprous pit of a
nose, which appeared to fill with moist, yellowish mucus.

"Incredible!" Frank said. "That old fart is a real genius at this stuff."

The scented candle emitted the fragrance of roses.

Although he could not remember where he had read of such a thing, Tommy
recalled that the sudden, unexplained scent of roses supposedly indicated the
presence of spirits of the dead. Of course, the source of this odor was no
mystery.

"What the hell?" Frank said, wrinkling his nose. He lifted the 1id of the
jack-o'-lantern and peered inside. The inconstant orange light played across
his face, queerly distorting his features. "This is supposed to be a lemon-
scented candle. Not roses, not girlie crap."

In the big airy kitchen, Lois and Kyle Sutzmann, Tommy's mother and father,
were standing at the table with the caterer, Mr. Howser. They were studying
the menu for the flashy Halloween party that they were throwing the following
night - and loudly reminding Mr. Howser that the food was to be prepared with
the finest ingredients.

Tommy circled behind them, hoping to remain invisible. He took a can of
Coke from the refrigerator.

Now his mother and father were hammering the caterer about the need for
everything to be "impressive." Hors d'oeuvres, flowers, the bar, the waiters'
uniforms, and the buffet dinner must be so elegant and exquisite and drop-dead
perfect that every guest would feel himself to be in the home of true
California aristocracy.

This was not a party for kids. In fact, Tommy and Frank would be required
to remain in their rooms tomorrow evening, permitted to engage only in the
quietest activities: no television, no stereo, no slightest peep to draw
attention to themselves.

This party was strictly for the movers and shakers on whom Kyle Sutzmann's
political career depended. He was now a California State Senator, but in next
week's election he was running for the United States Congress. This was a
thank-you party for his most generous financial backers and for the power
brokers who had pulled strings to ensure his nomination the previous spring.
Kids verboten.

Tommy's parents seemed to want him around only at major campaign rallies,
media photography sessions, and for a few minutes at the start of election-
night victory parties. That was okay with Tommy. He preferred to remain
invisible. On those rare occasions when his folks took notice of him, they
invariably disapproved of everything he said and did, every movement he made,
every innocent expression that crossed his face.

Lois said, "Mr. Howser, I hope we understand that large shrimp do not
qualify as finger lobster."

As the nervous caterer reassured Lois of the quality of his operation,
Tommy sidled silently away from the refrigerator and quietly extracted two
Milanos from the cookie jar.

"These are important people," Kyle informed the caterer for the tenth time,
"substantial and sophisticated people, and they are accustomed to the very
best."

In school, Tommy had been taught that politics was the means by which many



enlightened people chose to serve their fellow men. He knew that was baloney.
His parents spent long evenings plotting his father's political career, and
Tommy never once overheard either of them talk about serving the people or
improving society. Oh, sure, in public, on campaign platforms, that was what
they talked about "the rights of the masses, the hungry, the homeless" - but
never in private. Beyond the public eye, they endlessly discussed "forming
power bases" and "crushing the opposition" and "shoving this new law down
their throats." To them and to all the people with whom they associated,
politics was a way to gain respect, make some money, and - most important -
acquire power.

Tommy understood why people liked to be respected, because he received no
respect at all. He could see why having a lot of money was desirable. But he
did not understand this power thing. He could not figure why anyone would
waste a lot of time and energy trying to acquire power over other people. What
fun could be gotten from ordering people around, telling them what to do? What
if you told them to do the wrong thing, and then what if, because of your
orders, people were hurt or wound up broke or something worse? And how could
you expect people to like you if you had power over them? After all, Frank had
power over Tommy - complete power, total control - and Tommy loathed him.

Sometimes he thought he was the only sane person in the family. At other
times, he wondered if they were all sane and if he was mad. Whatever the case,
crazy or sane, Tommy always felt that he did not belong in the same house with
his own family.

As he slipped stealthily out of the kitchen with his can of Coke and two
Milanos wrapped in a paper napkin, his parents were querying Mr. Howser about
the champagne.

In the back hallway, Frank's door was open, and Tommy paused for a glimpse
of the pumpkin. It was still there, fire in every aperture.

"What you got there?" Frank asked, stepping into the doorway. He grabbed
Tommy by the shirt, yanked him into the room, slammed the door, and
confiscated the cookies and Coke. "Thanks, snotface. I was just thinking I
could use a snack." He went to the desk and put the booty beside the glowing
jack-o'-lantern.

Taking a deep breath, steeling himself for what resistance would mean,
Tommy said, "Those are mine."

Frank pretended shock. "Is my little brother a greedy glutton who doesn't
know how to share?"

"Give me back my Coke and cookies."

Frank's grin seemed filled with shark's teeth. "Good heavens, dear brother,
I think you need to be taught a lesson. Greedy little gluttons have to be
shown the path of enlightenment."

Tommy would have preferred to walk away, to let Frank win, to go back to
the kitchen and fetch another Coke and more cookies. But he knew that his
life, already intolerable, would get far worse if he didn't make an effort, no
matter how futile, to stand up to this stranger who was supposedly his
brother. Total, willing capitulation would inflame Frank and encourage him to
be even more of a bully than he already was.

"I want my cookies and my Coke," Tommy insisted, wondering if any cookies,
even Milanos, were worth dying for.

Frank rushed him.

They fell to the floor, pummeling each other, rolling, kicking, but
producing little noise. They didn't want to draw their folks' attention. Tommy
was reluctant to let his parents know what was happening because they would
invariably blame the ruckus on him. Athletic, well-tanned Frank was their
dream child, their favorite son, and he could do no wrong. Frank probably
wanted to keep the battle secret because their father would put a stop to it,
thereby spoiling the fun.



Throughout the tussle, Tommy had brief glimpses of the glowing jack-o'-
lantern, which gazed down on them, and he was sure that its grin grew steadily
wider, wider.

At last Tommy was driven into a corner, beaten and exhausted. Straddling
him, Frank slapped him once, hard, rattling his senses, then tore at Tommy's
clothes, pulling them off.

"No!" Tommy whispered when he realized that in addition to being beaten, he
was to be humiliated. "No, no."

He struggled with what little strength he still possessed, but his shirt
was stripped off; his jeans and underwear were yanked down. With his pants
tangled around his sneakers, he was pulled to his feet and half carried across
the room.

Frank threw open the door, pitched Tommy into the hallway, and called out,
"Oh, Maria! Maria, can you come here a moment, please?"

Maria was the twice-a-week maid who came in to clean and do the ironing.
This was one of her days.

"Maria!"

Naked, terrified of being humiliated in front of the maid, Tommy scrambled
to his feet, grabbed his pants, tried to run and pull up his Jjeans at the same
time, stumbled, fell, and sprang up again.

"Maria, can you come here, please?" Frank asked, barely able to get the
words out between gales of laughter.

Gasping, whimpering, Tommy somehow reached his room and got out of sight
before Maria appeared. For a while he leaned against the closed door, holding
up his jeans with both hands, shivering.

WITH THEIR PARENTS OFF AT A CAMPAIGN APPEARANCE, TOMMY AND Frank ate dinner
together, after heating up a casserole that Maria had left in the
refrigerator. Ordinarily, dinner with Frank was an ordeal, but this time it
proved to be uneventful. As he ate, Frank was engrossed in a magazine that
reported on the latest horror movies, with heavy emphasis on slice-and-dice
films and with lots of color photographs of mutilated and blood-soaked bodies;
he seemed oblivious of Tommy.

Later, when Frank was in the bathroom preparing for bed, Tommy sneaked into
his older brother's room and stood at the desk, studying the jack-o'-lantern.
The wicked mouth glowed. The narrow pupils were alive with fire.

The scent of roses filled the room, but underlying that odor was another
more subtle and less appealing fragrance that he could not quite identify.

Tommy was aware of a malevolent presence - something even worse than the
malevolence that he could always sense in Frank's room. A cold current raced
through his blood.

Suddenly he was certain that the potential murderous power of the black
pumpkin was enhanced by the candle within it. Somehow, the presence of light
inside its shell was dangerous, a triggering factor. Tommy did not know how he
knew this, but he was convinced that if he was to have the slightest chance of
surviving the coming night, he must extinguish the flame.

He grasped the gnarled stem and removed the 1id from the top of the jack-
o'-lantern's skull.

Light did not merely rise from inside the pumpkin but seemed to be flung at
him, hot on his face, stinging his eyes.

He blew out the flame.

The jack-o'-lantern went dark.

Immediately, Tommy felt better.

He put the 1lid in place.



As he let go of the stem, the candle refit spontaneously.

Stunned, he jumped back.

Light shone from the carved eyes, the nose, the mouth.

"No," he said softly.

He removed the 1lid and blew out the candle once more.

A moment of darkness within the pumpkin. Then, before his eyes, the flame
reappeared.

Reluctantly, issuing a thin involuntary sound of distress, Tommy reached
into the jack-o'-lantern to snuff the stubborn candle with his thumb and
finger. He was convinced that the pumpkin shell would suddenly snap shut
around his wrist, severing his hand, leaving him with a bloody stump. Or
perhaps it would hold him fast while swiftly dissolving the flesh from his
fingers and then release him with an arm that terminated in a skeletal hand.
Driven toward the brink of hysteria by these fears, he pinched the wick,
extinguished the flame, and snatched his hand back with a sob of relief,
grateful to have escaped mutilation.

He jammed the 1id in place and, hearing the toilet flush in the adjacent
bath, hurried out of the room. He dared not let Frank catch him there. As he
stepped into the hallway, he glanced back at the jack-o'-lantern, and, of
course, it was full of candlelight again.

He went straight to the kitchen and got a butcher's knife, which he took
back to his own room and hid beneath his pillow. He was sure that he would
need it sooner or later in the dead hours before dawn.

HIS PARENTS CAME HOME SHORTLY BEFORE MIDNIGHT.

Tommy was sitting in bed, his room illuminated only by the pale bulb of the
low-wattage night-light. The butcher's knife was at his side, under the
covers, and his hand was resting on the haft.

For twenty minutes, Tommy could hear his folks talking, running water,
flushing toilets, closing doors. Their bedroom and bath were at the opposite
end of the house from his and Frank's rooms, so the noises they made were
muffled but nonetheless reassuring. These were the ordinary noises of daily
life, and as long as the house was filled with them, no weird lantern-eyed
predator could be stalking anyone.

Soon, however, quiet returned.

In the postmidnight stillness, Tommy waited for the first scream.

He was determined not to fall asleep. But he was only twelve years old, and
he was exhausted after a long day and drained by the sustained terror that had
gripped him ever since he had seen the mummy-faced pumpkin carver. Propped
against a pile of pillows, he dozed off long before one o'clock

-and something thumped, waking him.

He was instantly alert. He sat straight up in bed, clutching the butcher's
knife.

For a moment he was certain that the sound had originated within his own
room. Then he heard it again, a solid thump, and he knew that it had come from
Frank's room across the hall.

He threw aside the covers and sat on the edge of the bed, tense. Waiting.
Listening.

Once, he thought he heard Frank calling his name - "Tooommmmyy" - a
desperate and frightened and barely audible cry that seemed to come from the
far rim of a vast canyon. Perhaps he imagined it.

Silence.

His hands were slick with sweat. He put the big knife aside and blotted his
palms on his pajamas.



Silence.

He picked up the knife again. He reached under his bed and found the
flashlight that he kept there, but he did not switch it on. He eased
cautiously to the door and listened for movement in the hallway beyond.

Nothing.

An inner voice urged him to return to bed, pull the covers over his head,
and forget what he had heard. Better yet, he could crawl under the bed and
hope that he would not be found. But he knew this was the voice of the wimp
within, and he dared not hope for salvation in cowardice. If the black pumpkin
had grown into something else, and if it was now loose in the house, it would
respond to timidity with no less savage glee than Frank would have shown.

God, he thought fervently, there's a boy down here who believes in you, and
he'd be very disappointed if you happened to be looking the other way right
now when he really, really, really needs you.

Tommy quietly turned the knob and opened the door. The hallway, illuminated
only by the moonlight that streamed through the window at the end, was
deserted.

Directly across the hall, the door to Frank's room stood open.

Still not switching on the flashlight, desperately hoping that his presence
would go undetected if he was mantled in darkness, he stepped to Frank's
doorway and listened. Frank usually snored, but no snoring could be heard
tonight. If the jack-o'-lantern was in there, the candle had been extinguished
at last, for no flickering paraffin light was visible.

Tommy crossed the threshold.

Moonlight silvered the window, and the palm-frond shadows of a wind-stirred
tree danced on the glass. In the room, no object was clearly outlined.
Mysterious shapes loomed in shades of dark gray and black.

He took one step. Two. Three.

His heart pounded so hard that it shattered his resolve to cloak himself in
darkness. He snapped on the Eveready and was startled by the way the butcher's
knife in his right hand reflected the light.

He swept the beam around the room and, to his relief, saw no crouching
monstrosity. The sheets and blankets were tumbled in a pile on the mattress,
and he had to take another step toward the bed before he was able to ascertain
that Frank was not there.

The severed hand was on the floor by the nightstand. Tommy saw it in the
penumbra of the flashlight, and he brought the beam to bear directly on it. He
stared in shock. Frank's hand. No doubt about its identity, because Frank's
treasured silver skull-and-crossbones ring gleamed brightly on one slug-white
finger. It was curled into a tight fist.

Perhaps powered by a postmortem nerve spasm, perhaps energized by darker
forces, the fisted hand suddenly opened, fingers unfolding like the spreading
petals of a flower. In the palm was a single, shiny nickel.

Tommy stifled a wild shriek but could not repress a series of violent
shudders.

As he frantically tried to decide which escape route might be safest, he
heard his mother scream from the far end of the house. Her shrill cry was
abruptly cut off. Something crashed.

Tommy turned toward the doorway of Frank's room. He knew that he should run
before it was too late, but he was as welded to this spot as he had been to
that bit of dusty ground in the pumpkin lot when the carver had insisted on
telling him what the jack-o'-lantern would become during the lonely hours of
the night.

He heard his father shout.

A gunshot.

His father screamed.

This scream also was cut short.



Silence again.

Tommy tried to 1lift one foot, just one, just an inch off the floor, but it
would not be lifted. He sensed that more than fear was holding him down, that
some malevolent spell prevented him from escaping the black pumpkin.

A door slammed at the other end of the house.

Footsteps sounded in the hall. Heavy, scraping footsteps.

Tears slipped out of Tommy's eyes and down his cheeks.

In the hall, the floorboards creaked and groaned as if under a great
weight.

Staring at the open door with no less terror than if he had been gazing
into the entrance of Hell, Tommy saw flickering orange light in the corridor.
The glow grew brighter as the source - no doubt a candle - drew nearer from
the left, from the direction of his parents' bedroom.

Amorphous shadows and eerie snakes of light crawled on the hall carpet.

The heavy footsteps slowed. Stopped.

Judging by the light, the thing was only a foot or two from the doorway.

Tommy swallowed hard and worked up enough spit to say, Who's there? but was
surprised to hear himself say instead, "Okay, damn you, let's get it over
with."

Perhaps his years in the Sutzmann house had toughened him more thoroughly
and had made him more fatalistic than he had previously realized.

The creature lurched into view, filling the doorway.

Its head was formed by the jack-o'-lantern, which had undergone hideous
mutations. That peculiar pate had retained its black and orange coloring and
its gourdlike shape, narrower at the top than at the bottom, and all the
tumorous nodules were as crusted and disgusting as ever. However, though it
had been as large as any pumpkin that Tommy had ever seen, it was now only
about the size of a basketball, shriveled. The eyes had sagged, although the
slitted pupils were still narrow and mean. The nose was bubbling with some
vile mucus. The immense mouth stretched from ear to ear, for it had remained
large while the rest of the face had shrunk around it. In the orange light
that streamed out between them, the hooked fangs appeared to have been
transformed from points of pumpkin rind into hard, sharp protuberances of
bone.

The body under the head was vaguely humanoid, although it seemed to be
composed of thick gnarled roots and tangled vines. The beast appeared to be
immensely strong, a colossus, a fierce juggernaut if it wished to be. Even in
his terror, Tommy was filled with awe. He wondered if the creature's body had
grown from the substance in its previously enormous pumpkin head and, more
pointedly, from the flesh of Frank, Lois, and Kyle Sutzmann.

Worst of all was the orange light within the skull. The candle still burned
in there. Its leaping flames emphasized the impossible emptiness of the head -
How could the thing move and think without a brain? - and invested a savage
and demonic awareness in its eyes.

The nightmarish vision raised one thick, twisted, powerful, vinelike arm
and thrust a rootlike finger at Tommy. "You," it said in a deep whispery voice
that called to mind the sound of wet slush pouring down a drain.

Tommy was now less surprised by his inability to move than by his ability
to stand erect. His legs felt like rags. He was sure that he was going to
collapse in a helpless heap while the thing descended upon him, but somehow he
remained on his feet with the flashlight in one hand and the butcher's knife
in the other.

The knife. Useless. The sharpest blade in the world could never harm this
adversary, so Tommy let the knife slip out of his sweaty fingers. It clattered
to the floor.

"You," the black pumpkin repeated, and its voice reverberated moistly
throughout the room. "Your vicious brother got what he gave. Your mother got



what she gave. Your father got what he gave. I fed on them, sucked the brains
out of their heads, chewed up their flesh, dissolved their bones. Now what do
you deserve?"

Tommy could not speak. He was shaking and weeping silently and dragging
each breath into his lungs only with tremendous effort.

The black pumpkin lurched out of the doorway and into the room, looming
over him, eyes blazing.

It stood nearly seven feet tall and had to tilt its lantern head to peer
down at him. Curls of sooty black smoke from the candle wick escaped between
its fangs and from its leprous nose.

Speaking in a rough whisper, yet with such force that its words vibrated
the windowpanes, the thing said, "Unfortunately, you are a good boy, and I've
no right or license to feed on you. So ... What you deserve is what you've got
from now on - freedom."

Tommy stared up into the Halloween face, striving hard to grasp what he had
been told.

"Freedom," the demonic beast repeated. "Freedom from Frank and Lois and
Kyle. Freedom to grow up without their heels pressing down on you. Freedom to
be the best that you can be - which means I'll most likely never get a chance
to feed on you."

For a long time they stood face to face, boy and beast, and gradually Tommy
achieved complete understanding. In the morning, his parents and his brother
would be missing. Never to be found. A great and enduring mystery. Tommy would
have to live with his grandparents. You get what you give.

"But maybe," the black pumpkin said, putting one cold hand upon Tommy's
shoulder, "maybe there's some rottenness in you too, and maybe someday you'll
surrender to it, and maybe in time I'll still have my chance with you.
Dessert." Its wide grin grew even wider. "Now get back to your bed and sleep.
Sleep."

Simultaneously horrified and filled with strange delight, Tommy crossed the
room to the doorway, moving as if in a dream. He looked back and saw that the
black pumpkin was still watching him with interest.

Tommy said, "You missed a bit," and pointed to the floor beside his
brother's nightstand.

The beast looked at Frank's severed hand.

"Ahhhh," said the black pumpkin, snatching up the hand and stuffing that
grisly morsel into its mouth.

The flame within the squashy skull suddenly burned very bright, a hundred
times brighter than before, then was extinguished.

MISS ATTILA THE HUN
1

THROUGH FROST AND THAW, THROUGH WET AND DRY SEASONS, THE thing on the forest
floor had waited many hundreds of years for a chance to live again. Not that
it was dead. It was alive, aware, always alert to the passage of warm-blooded
creatures in the dense woods around it. But only a small portion of its mind
was required to monitor nearby animals for a possible host, while for the most
part it was occupied with vivid dreams of previous, ancient lives that it had
led on other worlds.

Deer, bears, badgers, squirrels, chipmunks, rabbits, possums, wolves, mice,



foxes, raccoons, cougars, quail that had strayed in from the fields, dogs,
toads, chameleons, snakes, worms, beetles, spiders, and centipedes had passed
near enough to the thing to have been seized if they had been suitable. Some,
of course, were not warm-blooded, which was one of the creature's primary
requirements of a host. Those that did have warm blood - the mammals and the
birds - did not meet the other important requirement: a high order of
intelligence.

The thing did not grow impatient. It had found hosts in one form or another
for millions upon millions of years. It was confident that it would eventually
have an opportunity to ascend from its cold dreams and experience this new
world, as it had experienced - and congquered - many others.

JAMIE WATLEY WAS IN LOVE WITH MRS. CASWELL. HE HAD CONSIDERABLE artistic
talent, so he filled a tablet with drawings of his dream woman: Mrs. Caswell
riding a wild horse; Mrs. Caswell taming a lion; Mrs. Caswell shooting a
charging rhinoceros that was as big as a Mack truck; Mrs. Caswell as the
Statue of Liberty, holding a torch high. He had not seen her ride a horse,
tame a lion, or shoot a rhino; neither had he ever heard of her having
performed any of those feats. And she certainly did not look like the Statue
of Liberty (she was much prettier), but it seemed to Jamie that these
imaginary scenes nevertheless portrayed the real Mrs. Caswell.

He wanted to ask Mrs. Caswell to marry him, although he was not confident
about his chances. For one thing, she was well-educated, and he was not. She
was beautiful, and he was homely. She was funny and outgoing, but he was shy.
She was so sure of herself, in command of any situation - Remember the school
fire back in September, when she single-handedly saved the building from
burning to the ground? - while Jamie had difficulty coping with even minor
crises. She was already married too, and Jamie felt guilty about wishing her
husband dead. But if he were to have any hope at all of marrying Mrs. Caswell,
the worst problem to be overcome was the difference in their ages; she was
seventeen years older than Jamie, who was only eleven.

That Sunday night in late October, Jamie sat at the plank-topped, makeshift
desk in his small bedroom, creating a new pencil drawing of Mrs. Caswell, his
sixth-grade teacher. He depicted her in their classroom, standing beside her
desk, dressed in the white robes of an angel. A wonderful light radiated from
her, and all the kids - Jamie's classmates - were smiling at her. Jamie put
himself into the picture - second row from the door, first desk - and, after
some thought, he drew streams of small hearts rising from him the way fog rose
from a block of Dry Ice.

Jamie Watley - whose mother was an alcoholic slattern and whose father was
an alcoholic, frequently unemployed mechanic - had never much cared for school
until this year, when he had fallen under the spell of Mrs. Laura Caswell.
Now, Sunday night was always the slowest night of the week because he was
impatient for the start of school.

Downstairs, his mean-spirited, drunken father was arguing with his equally
drunken mother. The subject was money, but the argument could as easily have
been about the inedible dinner she had prepared, his eye for other women, her
sloppy appearance, his poker losses, her constant whining, the lack of snack
foods in the house, or which TV program they were going to watch. The thin
walls of the decrepit house did little to muffle their voices, but Jamie was
usually able to tune them out.

He started a new drawing. In this one, Mrs. Caswell was standing on a rocky
landscape, wearing futuristic clothing, and battling an alien monster with a
laser sword.



BEFORE DAWN, TEEL PLEEVER DROVE HIS BATTERED, DIRTY, EIGHT-YEAR old jeep
station wagon into the hills. He parked along an abandoned logging road deep
in the forest. As dawn was breaking, he set out on foot with his deer rifle.
The gun was a bolt-action Winchester Model 70 in .270 caliber, restocked in
fine European walnut, with a four-power scope on Stith Streamline mounts,
incorporating windage.

Teel loved the woods at dawn: the velvety softness of the shadows, the
clear early light spearing down through the branches, the lingering smell of
night dampness. He took great satisfaction from the feel of the rifle in his
hand and from the thrill of the hunt, but most of all he enjoyed poaching.

Although he was the most successful real-estate wheeler and dealer in the
county, a man of position and modest wealth, Teel was loath to spend a dollar
when the same item could be had elsewhere for ninety-eight cents, and he
refused to spend a penny when he could get what he wanted for free. He had
owned a farm on the northeast edge of Pineridge, the county seat, where the
state had decided to put the new turnpike interchange, and he'd made better
than six hundred thousand dollars in profit by selling off pieces to motel and
fast-food chains. That was the biggest of his deals but far from the only one;
he would have been a rich man without it. Yet he bought a new jeep wagon only
every ten years, owned one suit, and was notorious at Pineridge's Acme
Supermarket for spending as much as three hours comparison shopping to save
eighty cents on one order of groceries.

He never bought beef. Why pay for meat when the woods were full of it, on
the hoof, free for the taking? Teel was fifty-three. He had been shooting deer
out of season since he was seventeen, and he had never been caught. He had
never particularly liked the taste of venison, and after having eaten
uncounted thousands of pounds of the stuff over the past three and a half
decades, he sometimes didn't look forward to dinner; however, his appetite
always improved when he thought of all the money that he had kept in his
pocket and out of the hands of cattle farmers, beef brokers, and members of
the butchers' union.

After forty minutes of climbing the gently sloped, forested foothills
without spotting deer spoor, Teel paused for a rest on a large flat rock
between two big-cone pines. After he sat on the edge of the rock and put his
rifle aside, he noticed something odd in the ground between his booted feet.

The object was half buried in the soft, moist, black soil. It was also
partly covered by decaying, brown pine needles. He reached down with one hand
and brushed the needles away. The thing was the shape of a football but
appeared to be about twice as large. The surface was highly polished, as
glossy as a ceramic glaze, and Teel knew the object must be man-made because
no amount of wind and water abrasion could produce such a sheen. The thing was
darkly mottled blue and black and green, and it had a strange beauty.

He was about to get off the rock, drop to his hands and knees, and dig the
mysterious object out of the soil, when holes opened in several places across
its surface. In the same instant, black and glossy plantlike tendrils exploded
toward him. Some whipped around his head and neck, others around his arms,
still others around his feet. In three seconds he was snared.

Seed, he thought frantically. Some crazy damn kind of seed no one's seen
before.

He struggled violently, but he could not pull free of the black tendrils or
break them. He could not even get up from the rock or move an inch to one side
or the other.

He tried to scream, but the thing had clamped his mouth shut.



Because Teel was still looking straight down between his legs at the
nightmarish seed, he saw a new, larger hole dilate in the center of it. A much
thicker tendril - a stalk, really - rose swiftly out of the opening and came
toward his face as if it were a cobra swaying up from a snake charmer's
basket. Black with irregular midnight-blue spots, tapered at the top, it
terminated in nine thin, writhing tendrils. Those feelers explored his face
with a spider-soft touch, and he shuddered in revulsion. Then the stalk moved
away from his face, curved toward his chest, and with horror he felt it
growing with amazing rapidity through his clothes, through his skin, through
his breastbone, and into his body cavity. He felt the nine tendrils spreading
through him, and then he fainted before he could go insane.

ON THIS WORLD, ITS NAME WAS SEED. AT LEAST THAT WAS WHAT IT SAW in the mind of
its first host. It was not actually a plant - nor an animal, in fact - but it
accepted the name that Teel Pleever gave it.

Seed extruded itself entirely from the pod in which it had waited for
hundreds of years and inserted all of its mass into the body of the host. Then
it closed up the bloodless wounds by which it had entered Pleever.

It required ten minutes of exploration to learn more about human physiology
than humans knew. For one thing, humans apparently didn't understand that they
had the ability to heal themselves and to daily repair the effects of aging.
They lived short lives, oddly unaware of their potential for immortality.
Something had happened during the species' evolution to create a mind-body
barrier that prevented them from consciously controlling their own physical
being.

Strange.

Sitting on the rock between the pine trees, in the body of Teel Pleever,
Seed took an additional eighteen minutes to acquire a full understanding of
the depth, breadth, and workings of the human mind. It was one of the most
interesting minds that Seed had encountered anywhere in the universe: complex,
powerful - distinctly psychotic.

This was going to be an interesting incarnation.

Seed rose from the rock, picked up the rifle that belonged to its host, and
headed down the forested hills toward the place where Teel Pleever had parked
the jeep wagon. Seed had no interest in deer poaching.

5

JACK CASWELL SAT AT THE KITCHEN TABLE, WATCHING HIS WIFE AS SHE got ready for
school that Monday morning, and he knew beyond a doubt that he was the
luckiest man in the world. Laura was so lovely, slender, long limbed, and
shapely that Jack sometimes felt as if he were dreaming his life rather than
actually living it, for surely in the real world he would not have merited a
woman like Laura.

She took her brown-plaid scarf from one of the hooks by the back door and
wrapped it around her neck, crossing the fringed ends over her breasts.
Peering through the half-steamed window in the door, she read the outside
temperature on the big thermometer mounted on the porch. "Thirty-eight
degrees, and it's only the end of October."

Her thick, soft, shiny, chestnut-brown hair framed a perfectly proportioned
face reminiscent of the old movie star Veronica Lake. She had enormous,
expressive eyes so dark brown that they were almost black; they were the
clearest, most direct eyes that Jack had ever seen. He doubted that anyone



could look into those eyes and lie - or fail to love the woman behind them.

Removing her old brown cloth coat from another hook, slipping into it,
closing the buttons, she said, "We'll have snow well before Thanksgiving this
year, I'll bet, and the whitest Christmas in ages, and we'll be snowbound by
January."

"Wouldn't mind being snowbound with you for maybe six or eight months," he
said. "Just the two of us, snow up to the roof, so we'd have to stay in bed,
under the covers, sharing body heat to survive."

Grinning, she came to him, bent, and kissed him on the cheek. "Jackson,"
she said, using her pet name for him, "the way you turn me on, we'd generate
so darn much body heat that it wouldn't matter if the snow was a mile higher
than the roof. Regardless of how cold it was outside, it'd be sweltering in
here, temperature and humidity over a hundred degrees, jungle plants growing
out of the floorboards, vines crawling up the walls, tropical molds in all the
corners."

She went into the living room to get the briefcase that was on the desk at
which she planned her school lessons.

Jack got up from the table. A little stiffer than usual this morning but
still in good enough shape to shuffle around without his cane, he gathered up
the dirty breakfast dishes. He was still thinking about what a lucky man he
was.

She could have had any guy she wanted, yet she had chosen a husband with no
better than average looks and with two bum legs that wouldn't hold him up if
he didn't clamp them in metal braces every morning. With her looks,
personality, and intelligence, she could have married rich or could have gone
off to the big city to make her own fortune. Instead she had settled for the
simple life of a teacher and the wife of a struggling writer, passing up
mansions for this small house at the edge of the woods, forgoing limousines
for a three-year-old Toyota.

When she bustled into the kitchen with her briefcase, Jack was putting the
dishes in the sink. "Do you miss the limousines?"

She blinked at him. "What're you talking about?"

He sighed and leaned against the counter. "Sometimes I worry that maybe

She came to him. "That maybe what?"

"Well, that you don't have much in life, certainly not as much as you ought
to have. Laura, you were born for limousines, mansions, ski chalets in
Switzerland. You deserve them."

She smiled. "You sweet, silly man. I'd be bored in a limousine. I like to
drive. It's fun to drive. Heck, if I lived in a mansion, I'd rattle around
like a pea in a barrel. I like cozy places. Since I don't ski, chalets aren't
any use to me. And though I like their clocks and chocolates, I can't abide
the way the Swiss yodel all the time."

He put his hands on her shoulders. "Are you really happy?"

She looked directly into his eyes. "You're serious about this, aren't you?"

"I worry that I can't give you enough."

"Listen, Jackson, you love me with all your heart, and I know you do. I
feel it all the time, and it's a love that most women will never experience.
I'm happier with you than I ever thought I could be. And I enjoy my work too.
Teaching is immensely satisfying if you really try to jam knowledge into those
little demons. Besides, you'll be famous someday, the most famous writer of
detective novels since Raymond Chandler. I just know it. Now, if you don't
stop being a total booby, I'm going to be late for work."

She kissed him again, went to the door, blew him another kiss, went
outside, and descended the porch steps to the Toyota parked in the gravel
driveway.

He grabbed his cane from the back of one of the kitchen chairs and used it



to move more quickly to the door than he could have with only the assistance
of his leg braces. Wiping the steam from the cold pane of glass, he watched
her start the car and race the engine until, warmed up, it stopped knocking.
Clouds of vapor plumed from the exhaust pipe. She drove out to the county road
and off toward the elementary school three miles away. Jack stayed at the
window until the white Toyota had dwindled to a speck and vanished.

Though Laura was the strongest and most self-assured person Jack had ever
known, he worried about her. The world was hard, full of nasty surprises, even
here in the rural peace of Pine County. And people, including the toughest of
them, could get ground up suddenly by the wheels of fate, crushed and broken
in the blink of an eye.

"You take care of yourself," he said softly. "You take care and come back
to me."

SEED DROVE TEEL PLEEVER'S BATTERED OLD JEEP WAGON TO THE END OF the abandoned
logging road and turned right onto a narrow blacktop lane. In a mile the hills
descended into flatter land, and the forest gave way to open fields.

At the first dwelling, Seed stopped and got out of the jeep. Drawing upon
its host's store of knowledge, Seed discovered this was "the Halliwell place."
At the front door, it knocked sharply.

Mrs. Halliwell, a thirtyish woman with amiable features, answered the
knock. She was drying her hands on her blue-and-white-checkered apron. "Why,
Mr. Pleever, isn't it?"

Seed extruded tendrils from its host's fingertips. The swift, black lashes
whipped around the woman, pinning her. As Mrs. Halliwell screamed, a much
thicker stalk burst from Pleever's open mouth, shot straight to the woman, and
bloodlessly pierced her chest, fusing with her flesh as it entered her.

She never finished her first scream.

Seed took control of her in seconds. The tendrils and stalks linking the
two hosts parted in the middle, and the glistening, blue-spotted black alien
substance flowed partly back into Teel Pleever and partly into Jane Halliwell.

Seed was growing.

Searching Jane Halliwell's mind, Seed learned that her two young children
had gone to school and that her husband had taken the pickup into Pineridge to
make a few purchases at the hardware store. She had been alone in the house.

Eager to acquire new hosts and expand its empire, Seed took Jane and Teel
out to the jeep wagon and drove back onto the narrow lane, heading toward the
county road that led into Pineridge.

MRS. CASWELL ALWAYS BEGAN THE MORNING WITH A HISTORY LESSON. Until he had
landed in her sixth-grade class, Jamie Watley had thought that he didn't like
history, that it was dull. When Mrs. Caswell taught history, however, it
wasn't only interesting but fun.

Sometimes she made them act out roles in great historical events, and each
of them got to wear a funny hat suitable to the character he was portraying.
Mrs. Caswell had the most amazing collection of funny hats. Once, when
teaching a lesson about the Vikings, she had walked into the room wearing a
horned helmet, and everyone had busted a gut laughing. At first Jamie had been
a bit embarrassed for her; she was his Mrs. Caswell, after all, the woman he
loved, and he couldn't bear to see her behaving foolishly. But then she showed
them paintings of Viking longboats with intricately carved dragons on the



prows, and she began to describe what it was like to be a Viking sailing
unknown misty seas in the ancient days before there were maps, heading out
into unknown waters where - as far as people of that time knew you might
actually meet up with dragons or even fall off the edge of the earth, and as
she talked her voice grew softer, softer, until everyone was leaning forward,
until it seemed as if they were transported from their classroom onto the deck
of a small ship, with storm waves crashing all around them and a mysterious
dark shore looming out of the wind and rain ahead. Now Jamie had ten drawings
of Mrs. Caswell as a Viking, and they were among his favorites in his secret
gallery.

Last week a teaching evaluator name Mr. Enright had monitored a day of Mrs.
Caswell's classes. He was a neat little man in a dark suit, white shirt, and
red bow tie. After the history lesson, which had been about life in medieval
times, Mr. Enright wanted to question the kids to see how much they grasped of
what they had been taught. Jamie and the others were eager to answer, and
Enright was impressed. "But, Mrs. Caswell," he said, "you're not exactly
teaching them the six-grade level, are you? This seems more like about eighth-
grade material to me."

Ordinarily, the class would have reacted positively to Enright's statement,
seizing on the implied compliment. They would have sat  up straight at their
desks, puffed our their chests, and smiled smugly. = But they had been coached
to react differently if this situation arose, so they slumped in their chairs
and tried to look exhausted.

Mrs. Caswell said, "Class, what Mr. Enright means is that he's afraid I'm
pushing you too fast, too hard. You don't think that I demand too much of
you?"

The entire class answered with one voice: "Yes!"

Mrs. Caswell pretended to look startled. "Oh, now, I don't overwork you."

Melissa Fedder, who had the enviable ability to cry on cue, burst into
tears, as if the strain of being one of Mrs. Caswell's students were just too
much to bear.

Jamie stood, shaking in make-believe terror, and delivered his one speech
with practiced emotion: "Mr. En-Enright, we can't t-t-take it any more. She
never lets up on us. N-n-never. We c-c-call her Miss Attila the Hun."

Other kids began to voice rehearsed complaints to Mr. Enright:

"-never gives us a recess-"

"-four hours of homework every night-"

"-too much-"

"-only sixth-graders-"

Mr. Enright was genuinely appalled.

Mrs. Caswell stepped toward the class, scowling, and made a short chopping
motion with her hand.

Everyone instantly fell silent, as if afraid of her. Melissa Fedder was
still crying, and Jamie worked hard at making his lower lip tremble.

"Mrs. Caswell," Mr. Enright said uneasily, "uh, well, perhaps you should
consider sticking closer to the sixth-grade texts. The stress created by-"

"Oh!"™ Mrs. Caswell said, feigning horror. "I'm afraid it's too late, Mr.
Enright. Look at the poor dears! I'm afraid I've worked them to death."

At this cue, all the kids in the class fell forward on their desks, as if
they had collapsed and died.

Mr. Enright stood in startled silence for a moment, then broke into
laughter, and all the kids laughed too, and Mr. Enright said, "Mrs. Caswell,
you set me up! This was staged."

"I confess," she said, and the kids laughed harder.

"But how did you know I'd be concerned about your pushing them past sixth-
grade material?"

"Because everyone always underestimates kids," Mrs. Caswell said. "The



approved curriculum never challenges them. Everyone worries so much about
psychological stress, the problems associated with being an overachiever, and
the result is that kids are actually encouraged to be underachievers. But I
know kids, Mr. Enright, and I tell you they're a much tougher, smarter bunch
than anyone gives them credit for being. Am I right?"

The class loudly assured her that she was right.

Mr. Enright surveyed the class, pausing to study each child's face, and it
was the first time all morning that he had really looked at them. At last he
smiled. "Mrs. Caswell, this is a wonderful thing you've got going here."

"Thank you," said Mrs. Caswell.

Mr. Enright shook his head, smiled more broadly, and winked. "Miss Attila
the Hun indeed."

At that moment Jamie was so proud of Mrs. Caswell and so in love with her
that he had to struggle valiantly to repress tears far more genuine than those
of Melissa Fedder.

Now, on the last Monday morning in October, Jamie listened to Miss Attila
the Hun as she told them what medical science was like in the Middle Ages
(crude) and what alchemy was (lead into gold and all sorts of crazy-
fascinating stuff), and in a while he could no longer smell the chalk dust and
child scents of the classroom but could almost smell the terrible, reeking,
sewage-spattered streets of medieval Europe.

IN HIS TEN-FOOT-SQUARE OFFICE AT THE FRONT OF THE HOUSE, JACK Caswell sat at
an ancient pine desk, sipping coffee and rereading the chapter he'd written
the previous day. He made a lot of pencil corrections and then switched on his
computer to enter the changes.

In the three years since his accident, unable to return to work as a game
warden for the department of forestry, he had struggled to fulfill his
lifelong desire to be a writer. (Sometimes, in his dreams, he could still see
the big truck starting to slide on the ice-covered road, and he felt his own
car entering a sickening spin too, and the bright headlights were bearing down
on him, and he pumped the brake pedal, turned the wheel into the slide, but he
was always too late. Even in the dreams, he was always too late.) He had
written four fast-paced detective novels in the last three years, two of which
had sold to New York publishers, and he had also placed eight short stories in
magazines.

Until Laura came along, his two great loves had been the outdoors and
books. Before the accident, he had often hiked miles up into the mountains, to
places remote and serene, with his backpack half filled with food, half with
paperbacks. Augmenting his supplies with berries and nuts and edible roots, he
had remained for days in the wilderness, alternately studying the wildlife and
reading. He was equally a man of nature and civilization; though it was
difficult to bring nature into town, it was easy to carry civilization - in
the form of books - into the wild heart of the forest, allowing him to satisfy
both halves of his cleft soul.

These days, cursed with legs that would never again support him on a
journey into the hills, he had to be content with the pleasures of
civilization - and, damn it, he soon had to make a better living with his
writing than he had managed thus far. From the sales of eight stories and two
well-reviewed novels spread over three years, he had not earned a third as
much as Laura's modest teaching salary. He was a long way from reaching the
best-seller lists, and life at the lower end of the publishing business was
far from glamorous. Without his small disability pension from the department
of forestry, he and Laura would have had serious difficulty keeping themselves



housed, clothed, and fed.

When he remembered the worn brown cloth coat in which Laura had gone off to
school that morning, he grew sad. But the thought of her in that drab coat
also made him more determined than ever to write a breakthrough book, earn a
fortune, and buy her the luxuries that she deserved.

The strange thing was that if he had not been in the accident, he would not
have met Laura, would not have married her. She'd been at the hospital
visiting a sick student, and on the way out she had seen Jack in the hall. He
was in a wheelchair, sullenly roaming the corridors. Laura was incapable of
passing an obviously depressed man in a wheelchair without attempting to cheer
him. Filled with self-pity and anger, he rebuffed her; however, rejection only
made Laura try harder. He didn't know what a bulldog she was, but he learned.
Two days later, when she returned to visit her student, she paid a call on
Jack as well, and soon she was coming every day just to see him. When he
resigned himself to life in a wheelchair, Laura insisted that he work longer
and harder with a therapist every day and that he at least try to learn to
walk with braces and a cane. After some time, when the therapist had only
moderate success with him, Laura wheeled him, protesting, into the therapy
room every day and put him through the exercises a second time. Before long,
her indomitable spirit and optimism infected Jack. He became determined to
walk again, and then he did walk, and somehow learning to walk led to love and
marriage. So the worst thing that had ever happened to him - the leg-crushing
collision - had brought him to Laura, and she was far and away the best thing
that had ever happened to him.

Screwy. Life sure was screwy.

In the new novel on which he was working, he was trying to write about that
screwiness: the bizarre way that bad things could lead to blessings while
blessings sometimes ended in tragedy. If he could thread that observation
through a detective story in such a way as to explore the more profound
aspects of it, he might be able to write not only a big-money book but also a
book of which he could be proud.

He poured another cup of coffee and was about to start a new chapter when
he looked out the window to the left of his desk and saw a dirty, dented jeep
station wagon pull off the county road into his driveway.

Wondering who could be calling, he immediately levered himself up from the
chair and grabbed his cane. He needed time to get to the front door, and he
hated to keep people waiting.

He saw the jeep stop in front of the house. Both doors flew open, and a man
and a woman got out.

Jack recognized the man, Teel Pleever, whom he knew slightly. Just about
everyone in Pine County knew Pleever, but Jack figured that, like him, most
folks didn't really know the man well.

The woman was vaguely familiar to him. She was about thirty, attractive,
and he thought perhaps she had a child in Laura's class and that he had seen
her at a school function. In only a housedress and an apron, she was not
properly clothed for the chilly October morning.

By the time Jack caned halfway across the office, his visitors had begun to
knock on the front door.

SEED PULLED OFF THE HIGHWAY AS SOON AS IT SAW THE NEXT DWELLING. After
centuries of dreamy half-1life, it was eager to expand into more hosts. From
Pleever, it knew that five thousand people lived in the town of Pineridge, in
which Seed intended to arrive by noon. Within two days, three at most, it
would assume control of every one of the town's citizens and then would spread



throughout Pine County, until it seized the bodies and imprisoned the minds of
all twenty thousand residents in that entire rural area.

Although spread among many hosts, Seed remained a single entity with a
single consciousness. It could live simultaneously in tens of millions or even
billions of hosts, absorbing sensory input from billions of eyes and billions
of ears and billions of noses, mouths, and hands, without risking confusion or
information overload. In its countless millions of years of drifting through
the galaxies, on the more than one hundred planets where it had thrived, Seed
had never encountered another creature with its unigque talent for physical
schizophrenia.

Now it took its two captives out of the jeep and marched them across the
lawn to the front-porch steps of the small white house.

From Pine County it would send its hosts outward, fanning across this
continent, then to others, until every human being on the face of the earth
had been claimed. Throughout this period, it would destroy neither the mind
nor the individual personality of any host but would imprison each while it
used the host's body and store of knowledge to facilitate its conquest of the
world. Teel Pleever, Jane Halliwell, and all the others would be horribly
aware during their months of total enslavement: aware of the world around
them, aware of the monstrous acts they were committing, and aware of Seed
nesting within them.

It walked its two hosts up the porch steps and used Pleever to knock loudly
on the front door.

When no man, woman, or child on earth remained free, Seed would advance to
the next stage, the Day of Release, abruptly allowing its hosts to resume
control of their bodies, though in each of them would remain an aspect of the
puppetmaster, always gazing out through their eyes and monitoring their
thoughts. By the Day of Release, of course, at least half of the hosts would
be insane. Others, having held on to sanity in hope of eventual release from
torment, would be rocked by the realization that even after regaining control
of themselves, they must endure the cold, parasitic presence of the intruder
forever; they too would then go slowly mad. That was what always happened. A
smaller group would inevitably seek solace in religion, forming a socially
disruptive cult that would worship Seed. And the smallest group of all, the
tough ones, would remain sane and either adapt to Seed's presence or seek ways
to evict it, a crusade that would not prove successful.

Seed rapped on the door again. Perhaps no one was at home.

"Coming, coming," a man called from inside.

Ah, good.

Following the Day of Release, the fate of this sorry world would conform to
the usual pattern: mass suicides, millions of homicides committed by
psychopaths, complete and bloody social collapse, and an irreversible slide
into anarchy, barbarism.

Chaos.

Creating chaos, spreading chaos, nurturing chaos, observing and relishing
chaos were Seed's only purposes. The thing had been born in the genesis
explosion at the start of time. Before that, it had been part of the supreme
chaos of supercondensed matter in the time before time began. When that great
undifferentiated ball of genesis matter exploded, the universe was formed;
unprecedented order arose in the void, but Seed was not part of that order. It
was a remnant of precreation chaos; protected by an invincible shell, it
drifted forth into the blossoming galaxies, in the service of entropy.

A man opened the door. He was leaning on a cane.

"Mr. Pleever, isn't it?" he said.

From Jane Halliwell, Seed extruded black tendrils.

The man with the cane cried out as he was seized.

A blue-spotted black stalk burst from Jane Halliwell's mouth, pierced the



crippled man's chest, and in seconds Seed had its third host: Jack Caswell.

The man's legs had been so badly damaged in an accident that he wore metal
braces. Because Seed did not want to be slowed down by a crippled host, it
healed Caswell's body and shucked off the braces.

Drawing upon Caswell's knowledge, Seed discovered that no one else was at
home. It also learned that Caswell's wife taught at an elementary school and
that this school, containing at least a hundred and sixty children and their
teachers, was only three miles away. Rather than stop at every dwelling on the
road into Pineridge, Seed could more effectively go to the school, seize
control of everyone, and then spread out with all those hosts in every
direction.

Jack Caswell, though imprisoned by Seed, was privy to his alien master's
thoughts, because they shared the same cerebral tissue and neural pathways.
Upon realizing that the school was to be attacked, Caswell's trapped mind
squirmed violently, trying to slip free of its shackles.

Seed was surprised by the vigor and persistence with which the man
resisted. With Pleever and the Halliwell woman, it had noticed that human
beings - as they called themselves - possessed a far more powerful will than
any species with which it had previously enjoyed contact. Now Caswell proved
to have a considerably stronger will than either Pleever or Halliwell. Here
was a species that obviously struggled relentlessly to create order out of
chaos, that tried to make sense of existence, and that was determined to
impose order on the natural world by the sheer power of its will. Seed was
going to take special pleasure in leading humanity into chaos, degeneration,
and ultimately into devolution.

Seed shoved the man's mind into an even darker, tighter corner than that to
which it first confined him, chained him more securely. Then, in the form of
its three hosts, it set out for the elementary school.

10

JAMIE WATLEY WAS EMBARRASSED TO ASK MRS. CASWELL FOR PERMISSION to go to the
bathroom. He wanted her to think that he was special, wanted her to notice him
in a way that she did not notice the other kids, wanted her to love him as
much as he loved her - but how could she think that he was special if she knew
that he had to pee like any other boy? He was being silly, of course. Having
to go to the bathroom was nothing to be ashamed about. Everyone peed. Even
Mrs. Caswell

No! He wouldn't think about that. Impossible.

But all through the history lesson he did keep thinking about his own need
to pee, and by the time they were finished with history and halfway through
math, he could no longer contain himself.

"Yes, Jamie?"

"May I have a lavatory pass, Mrs. Caswell?"

"Certainly."

The lavatory passes were on a corner of her desk, and he had to walk by her
to reach them. He hung his head and refused to look at her because he didn't
want her to see that he was blushing brightly. He snatched the pass off the
desk and hurried into the hall.

Unlike other boys, he did not dawdle in the restroom. He was eager to get
back to class so he could listen to Mrs. Caswell's musical voice and watch her
move back and forth through the room.

When he came out of the lav, three people were entering the end of the
corridor through the outside door to the parking lot: a man dressed in hunting
clothes, a woman in a housedress, and a guy in khaki pants and a maroon
sweatshirt. They were an odd trio.



Jamie waited for them to pass because they looked as if they were in a
hurry about something and might knock him down if he got in their way.
Besides, he suspected that they might ask where to find the principal or the
school nurse or somebody important, and Jamie enjoyed being helpful. As they
drew abreast of him, they turned toward him, as one.

He was snared.

11

SEED WAS NOW FOUR.

By nightfall it would be thousands.

In its four parts, it walked down the hall toward the classroom to which
Jamie Watley had been returning.

A year or two hence, after the entire population of the world had become
part of Seed, when bloodshed and chaos were then initiated with the Day of
Release, the entity would remain entirely on - planet only a few weeks to
witness firsthand the beginning of the human decline. Then it would form a new
shell, fill that vessel with part of itself, and break free of the earth's
gravity. Returning to the void, it would drift for tens of thousands or even
millions of years until it found another likely world, where it would descend
and await contact with a member of the dominant species.

During its long cosmic journeying, Seed would remain in contact with the
billions of parts of itself that it left behind on earth, although only as
long as those fragments had hosts to inhabit. In a way, therefore, it would
never really leave this planet until the last human being was destroyed
centuries hence in one terminal act of chaotic violence, whereupon the
remaining bit of earthbound Seed would die with that final host.

Seed reached the door of Laura Caswell's classroom.

The minds of Jack Caswell and Jamie Watley, hot with anger and fear, tried
to melt through the shackles in which Seed bound them, and it paused briefly
to cool them down and establish full control. Their bodies twitched, and they
made gurgling sounds as they strove to scream a warning. Seed was shocked by
the rebellion; while having no slightest chance of success, their resistance
was nevertheless greater than any it had ever before encountered.

Exploring the minds of Jack and Jamie, Seed discovered that their
impressive, stubborn exercise of will had been powered not by fear for
themselves but by fear for Laura Caswell, teacher of one and wife of the
other. They were angry about their own enslavement, yes, but they were even
angrier about the possibility of Laura being possessed. They were both in love
with her, and the purity of that love gave them the strength to resist the
horror that had engulfed them.

Interesting..

Seed had encountered the concept of love among half of the species that it
had destroyed on other worlds, but nowhere had it perceived the force of love
as strongly as in these human beings. Now it realized for the first time that
the will of an intelligent creature wasn't the only important power in the
employ of universal order; love also fulfilled that function. And in a species
that had both a strong will and an unusually well-developed ability to love,
Seed had found the most formidable enemy of chaos.

Not formidable enough, of course. Seed was unstoppable, and within twenty-
four hours all of Pineridge would be absorbed.

Seed opened the classroom door. The four of it went inside.

12



LAURA CASWELL WAS SURPRISED TO SEE HER HUSBAND ENTER THE ROOM with Richie
Halliwell's mother, that old scoundrel Teel Pleever, and Jamie. She couldn't
imagine what any of them, other than Jamie, was doing there. Then she realized
that Jack was walking, actually walking, not shuffling, not dragging himself
along stiff legged but walking easily like any man.

Before the wonder of Jack's recovery could sink in, before Laura could ask
him what was happening, even as her students were turning in their seats,
terror struck. Jamie Watley held his hands toward a classmate, Tommy
Albertson, and hideous, black, wormlike tendrils erupted from his fingertips.
They lashed around Tommy, and as the snared boy cried out, a repulsive
snakelike thing burst from Jamie's breastbone and pierced Tommy's chest,
linking them obscenely.

The children screamed and pushed up from their desks to flee, but with
astonishing speed they were attacked and silenced. Hateful, glossy worms and
thicker snakes spewed forth from Mrs. Halliwell, Pleever, and Jack. Three more
of Laura's nineteen students were seized. Suddenly Tommy Albertson and the
other contaminated children joined in the attack; worms and snakes erupted
from them toward new victims only seconds after they themselves had first been
pierced.

Miss Garner, the teacher in the next room, stepped through the door to see
what the shouting was about. She was taken before she could cry out.

In a single minute all but four thoroughly terrorized children had been
taken firmly under the control of some nightmare organism. The four survivors
- including Jane Halliwell's son, Richie - gathered around Laura; two were
stunned into silence and two were crying. She pushed the kids behind her, into
a corner by the chalkboard, and stood between them and the monstrosity that
wanted them.

Fifteen possessed children, Pleever, Mrs. Halliwell, Miss Garner, and Jack
gathered before her, staring with predatory intensity. For a moment all were
still and silent. In their eyes she saw not merely reflections of their own
tortured souls but the inhuman hunger of the thing that had taken control of
them.

Laura was scared and sick at heart to think of that glistening black thing
curled inside her Jack, but she was not hobbled by either confusion or
disbelief, because she had seen her share of the movies that, for decades, had
been preparing the world for precisely this nightmare. Invaders from Mars.
Invasion of the Body Snatchers. The War of the Worlds. She knew immediately
that something from beyond the stars had at last found the earth.

The question was: Could it be stopped - and how?

She realized that she was holding her chalkboard pointer as if it were a
mighty sword and as if the nineteen alien-infected people in front of her
would be kept at bay by that useless weapon. Silly. Nevertheless, she did not
cast the pointer aside but thrust it forward challengingly.

She was dismayed to see her hand shaking. She hoped that the four children
crouching behind her were not aware that she was in the grip of terror.

From the possessed group that confronted her, three moved slowly forward:
Jane Halliwell, Jamie Watley, and Jack.

"Stay back," she warned.

They took another step toward her.

A bead of perspiration trickled down Laura's right temple.

Mrs. Halliwell, Jack, and Jamie advanced another step.

Suddenly they didn't seem to be as well controlled as the others, because
they began to twitch and jerk with muscle spasms. Jack said, "Noooo," in a
horrible, low, agonized voice. And Jane Halliwell said, "Please, please," and
shook her head as if to deny the orders that she had been given. Jamie was
trembling violently and holding his hands to his head as though trying to get
at the thing inside him and wrench it out.



Why were these three being forced to complete the subjugation of the
classroom? Why not others?

Laura's mind worked feverishly, sensing an advantage, searching for it, but
not sure if she would recognize it when she found it. Perhaps the thing in
Jane Halliwell wanted her to infect her own son, Richie, who hid behind
Laura's skirts, as a test of its control over the woman. And for the same
reason it might want Jack to experience the horror of inducting his wife into
this colony of the damned. As for poor Jamie ... well, Laura was aware of the
boy's fierce crush on her, so maybe he was being tested as well, to see if he
could be made to attack the person he loved.

But if they had to be tested, their master was not yet entirely certain of
its dominance. And where it had doubt, surely its intended victims had hope.
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SEED WAS IMPRESSED WITH THE RESISTANCE EXHIBITED BY THREE OF ITS hosts when
the moment came to infect their loved ones.

The mother was furious at the thought of her son being brought into the
fold. She pried at the restraints on her mind and struggled fiercely to regain
her body. She posed a mildly difficult problem of control, but Seed squeezed
her consciousness into an even tighter, darker place than that to which it had
at first condemned her. It pushed her mind down, down, as if it were thrusting
her into a pool of water, and then it weighted her in that deep place as if
stacking heavy stones upon her.

Jamie Watley was equally troublesome, motivated as he was by pure, clean
puppy love. But Seed reasserted authority over Jamie as well, stopped the
boy's muscle spasms, and forced him forward toward the woman and children in
the corner of the room.

The husband, Jack Caswell, was the most difficult of the three, for his
will was the strongest; and his love was the most powerful. He raged against
confinement, actually bent the bars of his mental prison, and would have
gladly killed himself before taking Seed to Laura Caswell. For more than a
minute he resisted his master's orders, and for one startling moment he seemed
about to break free of control, but at last Seed squeezed him into full if
grudging compliance.

The fourteen other captured children in Mrs. Caswell's sixth-grade class
were easily seized and controlled, although they also exhibited signs of
rebellion. As the teacher backed into the corner, as the three chosen hosts
approached her, a hot wave of rage went through every child in the room, for
they all loved her and could not bear the thought of her possessed. Seed
clamped down on them at once, hard, and their brief exertions of will faded
like sparks on an arctic wind.

Under the guidance of Seed, Jack Caswell stepped in front of his wife. He
tore the pointer out of her hand and threw it aside.

Seed burst from Jack's fingertips, seized Laura, and held her, although she
struggled fiercely to pull free. Opening the mouth of its host, Seed shot
forth a thick stalk, pierced the woman's breast, and surged into her,
triumphant.
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NO'!

Laura felt it slithering along her nervous system, questing coldly in her
brain, and she denied it. With the iron determination that she had brought to
her campaign to make Jack walk, with the unlimited patience that she always



brought to the instruction of her students, with the unshakable sense of self-
worth and individuality with which she faced every day of her life, she fought
the thing at every turn. When it cast restraining bands of psychic energy
around her mind, she snapped them and threw them off. When it tried to drag
her into a dark place and imprison her there under psychic stones, she threw
off those weights as well and soared to the surface. She sensed the thing's
surprise, and she took advantage of its confusion, delving into its mind,
learning about it. In an instant she realized that it dwelled in all the minds
of its hosts simultaneously, so she reached out to Jack and found him-

-I love you, Jack, I love you more than life itself-

—and she tore at his mental bonds with all the enthusiasm that she had
shown when assisting him in therapeutic exercises for his ruined legs.
Questing outward across the psychic net by which Seed linked its hosts, she
found Jamie Watley-

-You're a sweet kid, Jamie, the sweetest, and I've always wanted to tell
you that it doesn't matter what kind of people your parents are, doesn't
matter if they're selfish mean-spirited drunks; what matters is that you have
the capacity to be far better than they are; you have the capacity to lave and
to learn and to know the joy of a fulfilling life-

-and Seed swarmed over her, trying to draw her consciousness back into her
own body, out of the minds of the others. However, in spite of its billions of
years of experience and its vast knowledge acquired from hundreds of doomed
species, it found itself unequal to the task. Laura examined it and judged it
inferior because it did not need love, could not give love. Its will was
weaker than human will because humans could love, and in their love they found
a reason to strive, a reason to seek order out of chaos, to make better lives
for those whom they cherished. Love gave purpose to will and made it
infinitely stronger. To some species, Seed might be a welcome master, offering
the false security of a single purpose, a single law. But to humankind, Seed
was anathema-

-Tommy, you can tear loose if you'll think of your sister Edna, because I
know you love Edna more than anything; and you, Melissa, you must think of
your father and mother because they love you so much, because they almost lost
you when you were a baby (did you know that?) and losing you would have broken
them; and you, Helen, you're one heck of a little girl, and I couldn't love
you more if you were my own, you have such a sweet concern for others, and I
know you can throw this damn thing off because you're all love from head to
toe; and you, Jane Halliwell, I know you love your son and your husband
because your love for Richie is so evident in the self-confidence you've given
him and in the manners and courtesy you've taught him; you, Jimmy Corman, oh,
yes, you talk tough and you act tough, but I know how much you love your
brother Harry and how sad it makes you that Harry was born with a deformed
hand, and I know that if someone made fun of poor Harry's twisted hand, you'd
fight him with every bit of strength you have, so turn that love for Harry
against this thing, this Seed, and destroy it, don't let it have you because
if it gets you then it'll get Harry too-

-and Laura walked into the room, among the possessed, touching them,
hugging this one, lovingly squeezing the hand of the next one, looking into
their eyes and using the power of love to bring them to her, out of their
darkness and into the light with her.
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AS HE SHATTERED THE BONDS THAT HELD HIM, AS HE CAST OFF SEED, Jamie Watley
experienced a wave of dizziness and actually blacked out for an instant, not
even long enough to collapse to the floor. Blackness flickered through him,



and he swayed, but he came to his senses as his knees were buckling. He
grabbed the edge of Mrs. Caswell's desk and steadied himself.

When he looked around the classroom, he saw the adults and the other
children in similar shaky postures. Many were looking down in disgust, and
Jamie saw that they were staring at the slick, mucus-wet black substance of
Seed, which had been expelled from them and which writhed in pieces on the
classroom floor.

Most of the alien tissue seemed to be dying, and a few pieces were actually
decomposing with an awful stench. But suddenly one lump coalesced into the
shape of a football. In seconds it formed a mottled blue-green-black shell,
and as 1f bazooka-shot, it exploded through the ceiling of the room, showering
them with plaster and bits of lath. It smashed through the roof of the one-
story schoolhouse and disappeared straight up into the blue October sky.
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TEACHERS AND KIDS CAME FROM ALL OVER THE BUILDING TO FIND OUT what had
happened, and later the police arrived. The following day, both uniformed air-
force officers and plainclothes government men visited the Caswell house among
others. Throughout, Jack would not move far from Laura. He preferred to hold
her - or at least her hand - and when they had to separate for a few minutes,
he held fast to a mental picture of her, as if that image were a psychic totem
that guaranteed her safe return.

Eventually the furor subsided, and the reporters went away, and life
returned to normal - or as close to normal as it would ever be. By Christmas,
Jack's nightmares began to diminish in both frequency and vividness, though he
knew that he would need years to scrub out the residue of fear that was left
from Seed's possession of him.

On Christmas Eve, sitting on the floor in front of the tree, sipping wine
and eating walnuts, he and Laura exchanged gifts, for Christmas Day itself was
always reserved for visiting their families. When the packages had been
opened, they moved to a pair of armchairs in front of the fireplace.

After sitting quietly for a while, sipping at a final glass of wine and
watching the flames, Laura said, "I've got one more gift that will have to be
opened soon."

"One more? But I've nothing more for you."

"This is a gift for everyone," she said.

Her smile was so enigmatic that Jack was instantly intrigued. He leaned
sideways in his chair and reached for her hand. "What're you being so
mysterious about?"

"The thing healed you," she said.

His legs were propped on a hassock, as healthy and useful as they had been
before his accident.

"At least some good came of it," he said.

"More than you know," she said. "During those awful moments when I was
trying to expel the thing from my mind and body, while I was trying to get the
kids to expel it from theirs, I was acutely aware of the creature's own mind.
Heck, I was within its mind. And since I'd noticed that you were healed and
figured the creature must have been responsible for knitting up your legs, I
poked around in its thoughts to see how it had worked that miracle."

"You don't mean-"

"Wait," she said, pulling her hand from his. She slipped off her chair,
dropped to her knees, leaned toward the fireplace, and thrust her right hand
into the leaping flames.

Jack cried out, grabbed her, and pulled her back.

Grinning, Laura held up blistered fingers as raw as butchered beef, but



even as Jack gasped in horror, he saw that her flesh was healing. In moments
the blisters faded, the skin re-formed, and her hand was undamaged.

"The power's within all of us," she said. "We just have to learn how to use
it. I've spent the past two months learning, and now I'm ready to teach
others. You first, then my kids at school, then the whole darn world."

Jack stared at her in astonishment.

She laughed with delight and threw herself into his arms. "It's not easy to
learn, Jackson. Oh, no! It's hard. It's hard. You don't know how many nights
I've sat up while you slept, working at it, trying to apply what I learned
from Seed. There were times when my head felt as if it would burst with the
effort, and trying to master the healing talent leaves you physically
exhausted in a way I've never been before. It hurts all the way down in your
bones. There were times when I despaired. But I learned. And others can learn.
No matter how hard it is, I know I can teach them. I know I can, Jack."

Regarding her with love but also with a new sense of wonder, Jack said,
"Yeah, I know you can too. I know you can teach anything to anyone. You may be
the greatest teacher who ever lived."

"Miss Attila the Hun," she said, and she kissed him.

DOWN IN THE DARKNESS
1

DARKNESS DWELLS WITHIN EVEN THE BEST OF US. IN THE WORST OF us, darkness not
only dwells but reigns.

Although occasionally providing darkness with a habitat, I have never
provided it with a kingdom. That's what I prefer to believe. I think of myself
as a basically good man: a hard worker, a loving and faithful husband, a stern
but doting father.

If I use the cellar again, however, I will no longer be able to pretend
that I can suppress my own potential for evil. If I use the cellar again, I
will exist in eternal moral eclipse and will never thereafter walk in the
light.

But the temptation is great.

I first discovered the cellar door two hours after we signed the final
papers, delivered a cashier's check to the escrow company to pay for the
house, and received the keys. It was in the kitchen, in the corner beyond the
refrigerator: a raised-panel door, stained dark like all the others in the
house, with a burnished-brass lever-action handle instead of a conventional
knob. I stared in disbelief, for I was certain that the door had not been
there before.

Initially, I thought I had found a pantry. When I opened it, I was startled
to see steps leading down through deepening shadows into pitch blackness. A
windowless basement.

In Southern California, nearly all houses - virtually everything from the
cheaper tract crackerboxes to those in the multimillion-dollar range - are
built on concrete slabs. They have no basements. For decades this has been



considered prudent design. The land is frequently sandy, with little bedrock
near the surface. In country subject to earthquakes and mudslides, a basement
with concrete-block walls can be a point of structural weakness into which all
rooms above might collapse if the giants in the earth wake and stretch.

Our new home was neither crackerbox nor mansion, but it had a cellar. The
real-estate agent never mentioned it. Until now, we had never noticed it.

Peering down the steps, I was at first curious - then uneasy. A wall switch
was set just inside the doorway. I clicked it up, down, up again. No light
came on below.

Leaving the door open, I went looking for Carmen. She was in the master
bathroom, hugging herself, grinning, admiring the handmade emerald-green
ceramic tiles and the Sherle Wagner sinks with their gold-plated fixtures.

"Oh, Jess, isn't it beautiful? Isn't it grand? When I was a little girl, I
never dreamed I'd live in a house like this. My best hope was for one of those
cute bungalows from the forties. But this is a palace, and I'm not sure I know
how to act like a queen."

"It's no palace," I said, putting an arm around her. "You've got to be a
Rockefeller to afford a palace in Orange County. Anyway, so what if it was a
palace - you've always had the style and bearing of a queen."

She stopped hugging herself and hugged me. "We've come a long way, haven't
we?"

"And we're going even further, kid."

"I'm a little scared, you know?"

"Don't be silly."

"Jess, honey, I'm just a cook, a dishwasher, a pot scrubber, only one
generation removed from a shack on the outskirts of Mexico City. We worked
hard for this, sure, and a lot of years ... but now that we're here, it seems
to have happened overnight."

"Trust me, kid - you could hold your own in any gathering of society ladies
from Newport Beach. You have natural-born class."

I thought: God, I love her. Seventeen years of marriage, and she is still a
girl to me, still fresh and surprising and sweet.

"Hey," I said, "almost forgot. You know we have a cellar?"

She blinked at me.

"It's true," I said.

Smiling, waiting for the punch line, she said, "Yeah? And what's down
there? The royal vaults with all the jewels? Maybe a dungeon?"

"Come see."

She followed me into the kitchen.

The door was gone.

Staring at the blank wall, I was for a moment icebound.

"Well?" she said. "What's the joke?"

I thawed enough to say, "No joke. There was ... a door."

She pointed to the image of a kitchen window that was etched on the blank
wall by the sun streaming through the glass. "You probably saw that. The
square of sunlight coming through the window, falling on the wall. It's more
or less in the shape of a door."

"No. No ... there was ..." Shaking my head, I put one hand on the sun-
warmed plaster and lightly traced its contours, as if the seams of the door
would be more apparent to the touch than to the eye.

Carmen frowned. "Jess, what's wrong?"

I looked at her and realized what she was thinking. This lovely house
seemed too good to be true, and she was superstitious enough to wonder if such
a great blessing could be enjoyed for long without fate throwing us a heavy
weight of tragedy to balance the scales. An overworked husband, suffering from
stress - or perhaps afflicted by a small brain tumor - beginning to see things
that were not there, talking excitedly of nonexistent cellars ... That was



just the sort of nasty turn of events with which fate too frequently evened
things out.

"You're right," I said. I forced a laugh but made it sound natural. "I saw
the rectangle of light on the wall and thought it was a door. Didn't even look
close. Just came running for you. Now, has this new-house business got me
about as crazy as a monkey or what?"

She looked at me somberly, then matched my smile. "Crazy as a monkey. But
then ... you always were."

"Is that so?"

"My monkey," she said.

I said, "Ook, ook," and scratched under one arm.

I was glad I had not told her that I'd opened the door. Or that I had seen
the steps beyond.

The house in Laguna Beach had five large bedrooms, four baths, and a family
room with a massive stone fireplace. It also had what they call an
"entertainer's kitchen," which didn't mean that either Siegfried and Roy or
Barbra Streisand performed there between Vegas engagements, but referred
instead to the high quality and number of appliances: double ovens, two
microwaves, a warming oven for muffins and rolls, a Jenn Air cooking center,
two dishwashers, and a pair of Sub Zero refrigerators of sufficient size to
serve a restaurant. Lots of immense windows let in the warm California sun and
framed views of the lush landscaping - bougainvillea in shades of yellow and
coral, red azaleas, impatiens, palms, two imposing Indian laurels - and the
rolling hills beyond. In the distance, the sun-dappled water of the Pacific
glimmered enticingly, like a great treasure of silver coins.

Though not a mansion, it was unquestionably a house that said, The Gonzalez
family has done well, has made a fine place for itself. My folks would have
been very proud.

Maria and Ramon, my parents, were Mexican immigrants who had scratched out
a new life in El1 Norte, the promised land. They had given me, my brothers, and
my sister everything that hard work and sacrifice could provide, and we four
had all earned university scholarships. Now, one of my brothers was an
attorney, the other a doctor, and my sister was chairperson of the Department
of English at UCLA.

I had chosen a career in business. Carmen and I owned a restaurant, for
which I provided the business expertise, for which she provided the exquisite
and authentic Mexican recipes, and where we both worked twelve hours a day,
seven days a week. As our three children reached adolescence, they took jobs
with us as waiters. It was a family affair, and every year we became more
prosperous, but it was never easy. America does not promise easy wealth, only
opportunity. We seized the machine of opportunity and lubricated it with
oceans of perspiration, and by the time we bought the house in Laguna Beach,
we were able to pay cash. Jokingly, we gave the house a name: Casa Sudor -
House of Sweat.

It was a huge home. And beautiful.

It had every amenity. Even a basement with a disappearing door.

The previous owner was one Mr. Nguyen Quang Phu. Our Realtor - a sturdy,
garrulous, middle-aged woman named Nancy Keefer - said Phu was a Vietnamese
refugee, one of the courageous boat people who had fled months after the fall
of Saigon. He was one of the fortunate who had survived the storms, the
gunboats, and the pirates.

"He arrived in the U.S. with only three thousand dollars in gold coins and



the will to make something of himself," Nancy Keefer told us when we first
toured the house. "A charming man and a fabulous success. Really fabulous.
He's pyramided that small bankroll into so many business interests, you
wouldn't believe it, all in fourteen years! Fabulous story. He's built a new
house, fourteen thousand square feet on two acres in North Tustin, it's just
fabulous, really, it is, you should see it, you really should."

Carmen and I made an offer for Phu's old house, which was less than half
the size of the one he had recently built, but which was a dream home to us.
We dickered a bit but finally agreed on terms, and the closing was achieved in
just ten days because we were paying cash, taking no mortgage.

The transfer of ownership was arranged without Nguyen Quang Phu and me
coming face to face. This is not an unusual situation. Unlike some states,
California does not require a formal closing ceremony with seller, buyer, and
their attorneys gathered in one room.

Nevertheless, it was Nancy Keefer's policy to arrange a meeting between the
buyer and seller at the house, within a day or two of the close of escrow.
Although our new home was beautiful and in splendid repair, even the finest
houses have quirks. Nancy believed it was always a good idea for the seller to
walk the buyer through the place to point out which closet doors tended to
slide off their tracks and which windows wept in a rainstorm. She arranged for
Phu to meet me at the house on Wednesday, May fourteenth.

Monday, May twelfth, was the day we closed the deal. And that was the
afternoon when, strolling through the empty house, I first saw the cellar
door.

Tuesday morning, I returned to the house alone. I didn't tell Carmen where
I was really going. She thought that I was at Horace Dalcoe's office, politely
wrangling with that extortionist over his latest greedy demands.

Dalcoe owned the small open-air shopping center in which our restaurant was
located, and he was surely the very man for whom the word "sleazeball" had
been coined. Our lease, signed when Carmen and I were poorer and naive, gave
him the right to approve even every minor change we made inside the premises.
Therefore, six years after we opened, when we wanted to remodel the restaurant
at a cost of two hundred thousand dollars - which would have been an
improvement to his property - we were required to give Dalcoe ten thousand in
tax-free cash, under the table, for his okay. When I bought out the lease of
the stationery store next door to expand into their quarters, Dalcoe insisted
upon a steep cash payment for his approval. He was interested not only in
large lumps of sugar but in tiny grains of it as well; when I put a new and
more attractive set of front doors on the place, Dalcoe wanted a lousy two
hundred bucks under the table to sign off on that small job.

Now, we wished to replace our old sign with a new and better one, and I was
negotiating a bribe with Dalcoe. He was unaware that I had discovered that he
didn't own the land on which his own little shopping center stood; he had
taken a ninety-nine-year lease on the parcel twenty years ago, and he felt
secure. At the same time that I was working out a new bribe with him, I was
secretly negotiating a purchase of the land, after which Dalcoe would discover
that, while he might have a stranglehold on me by virtue of my lease, I would
have a stranglehold on him because of his lease. He still thought of me as an
ignorant Mex, maybe second generation but Mex just the same; he thought I'd
had a little luck in the restaurant business, luck and nothing more, and he
gave me no credit for intelligence or savvy. It was not going to be exactly a
case of the little fish swallowing the big one, but I expected to arrange a
satisfactory stalemate that would leave him furious and impotent.

These complex machinations, which had been continuing for some time, gave
me a believable excuse for my absence from the restaurant Tuesday morning. I'd
be bargaining with Dalcoe at his office, I told Carmen. In fact, I went
directly to the new house, feeling guilty about having lied to her.



When I stepped into the kitchen, the door was where I had seen it the
previous day. No rectangle of sunlight. No mere illusion. A real door.

I worked the lever-action handle.

Beyond the threshold, steps led down into deepening shadows.

"What the hell?" I said. My voice echoed back to me as if it had bounced
off a wall a thousand miles away.

The switch still did not work.

I had brought a flashlight. I snapped it on.

I crossed the threshold.

The wooden landing creaked loudly, because the boards were old, unpainted,
scarred. Mottled with gray and yellow stains, webbed with hairline cracks, the
plaster walls looked as if they were much older than the rest of the house.
The cellar clearly did not belong in this structure, was not an integral part
of it.

I moved off the landing onto the first step.

A frightening possibility occurred to me. What if a draft pushed the door
shut behind me - and then the door vanished as it had done yesterday, leaving
me trapped in the cellar?

I retreated in search of something with which to brace the door. The house
contained no furniture, but in the garage I found a length of two-by-four that
did the job.

Standing on the top step once more, I shone the flashlight down, but the
beam did not reach nearly as far as it should have. I could not see the cellar
floor. The tar-black murk below was unnaturally deep. This darkness was not
merely an absence of light but seemed to possess substance, texture, and
weight, as if the lower chamber was filled with a pool of oil. Like a sponge,
the darkness absorbed the light, and only twelve steps were revealed in the
pale beam before it faded into the gloom.

I descended two steps, and two 