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AUTOPHOBIA is a real personality disorder. The term is used to describe three different conditions:
(1) fear of being alone; (2) fear of being egotistical; (3) fear of oneself. The third is the rarest of
these conditions.

This phantasm

of falling petals vanishes into moon and flowers.

—OKYO
Whiskers of the cat,
webbed toes on my swimming dog:

God is in details.
—THE BOOK OF COUNTED SORROWS
In the real world as in dreams, nothing is quite what it seems.

—THE BOOK OF COUNTED SORROWS

Life is an unrelenting comedy. Therein lies the tragedy of it.

—MARTIN STILLWATER
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On that Tuesday in January, when her life changed forever, Martine Rhodes woke with a
headache, developed a sour stomach after washing down two aspirin with grapefruit juice,
guaranteed herself an epic bad-hair day by mistakenly using Dustin’s shampoo instead of her
own, broke a fingernail, burnt her toast, discovered ants swarming through the cabinet under the
kitchen sink, eradicated the pests by firing a spray can of insecticide as ferociously as Sigourney
Weaver wielded a flamethrower in one of those old extraterrestrial-bug movies, cleaned up the
resultant carnage with paper towels, hummed Bach’s Requiem as she solemnly consigned the
tiny bodies to the trash can, and took a telephone call from her mother, Sabrina, who still prayed
for the collapse of Martie’s marriage three years after the wedding. Throughout, she remained
upbeat—even enthusiastic— about the day ahead, because from her late father, Robert “Smilin’
Bob” Woodhouse, she had inherited an optimistic nature, formidable coping skills, and a deep
love of life in addition to blue eyes, ink-black hair, and ugly toes.

Thanks, Daddy.

After convincing her ever hopeful mother that the Rhodes marriage remained happy, Martie
slipped into a leather jacket and took her golden retriever, Valet, on his morning walk. Step by
step, her headache faded.

Along the whetstone of clear eastern sky, the sun sharpened

scalpels of light. Out of the west, however, a cool onshore breeze pushed malignant masses of
dark clouds.

The dog regarded the heavens with concern, sniffed the air warily, and pricked his pendant ears
at the hiss-clatter of palm fronds stirred by the wind. Clearly, Valet knew a storm was coming.

He was a gentle, playful dog. Loud noises frightened him, however, as though he had been a
soldier in a former life and was haunted by memories of battlefields blasted by cannon fire.

Fortunately for him, rotten weather in southern California was seldom accompanied by thunder.
Usually, rain fell unannounced, hissing on the streets, whispering through the foliage, and these
were sounds that even Valet found soothing.

Most mornings, Martie walked the dog for an hour, along the narrow tree-lined streets of Corona
Del Mar, but she had a special obligation every Tuesday and Thursday that limited their
excursion to fifteen minutes on those days. Valet seemed to have a calendar in his furry head,
because on their Tuesday and Thursday expeditions, he never dawdled, finishing his toilet close
to home.

This morning, only one block from their house, on the grassy sward between the sidewalk and
the curb, the pooch looked around shyly, discreetly lifted his right leg, and as usual made water
as though embarrassed by the lack of privacy.

Less than a block farther, he was preparing to conclude the second half of his morning business



when a passing garbage truck backfired, startling him. He huddled behind a queen palm, peering
cautiously around one side of the tree bole and then around the other, convinced that the
terrifying vehicle would reappear.

“No problem,” Martie assured him. “The big bad truck is gone. Everything’s fine. This is now a
safe-to-poop zone.”

Valet was unconvinced. He remained wary.

Martie was blessed with Smilin’ Bob’s patience, too, especially when dealing with Valet, whom
she loved almost as much as she might have loved a child if she’d had one. He was sweet-
tempered and beautiful: light gold, with gold-and-white feathering on his legs, soft snow-white
flags on his butt, and a lush tail.

Of course, when the dog was in a doing-business squat, like now, Martie never looked at him,
because he was as self-conscious as a nun in a topless bar. While waiting, she softly sang Jim
Croce’s “Time in a Bottle,” which always relaxed him.

As she began the second verse, a sudden chill climbed the ladder of her spine, causing her to fall
silent. She was not a woman given to premonitions, but as the icy quiver ascended to the back of
her neck, she was overcome by a sense of impending danger.

Turning, she half expected to see an approaching assailant or a hurtling car. Instead, she was
alone on this quiet residential street.

Nothing rushed toward her with lethal purpose. The only moving things were those harried by
the wind. Trees and shrubs shivered. A few crisp brown leaves skittered along the pavement.
Garlands of tinsel and Christmas lights, from the recent holiday, rustled and rattled under the
eaves of a nearby house.

Still uneasy, but feeling foolish, Martie let out the breath that she’d been holding. When the
exhalation whistled between her teeth, she realized that her jaws were clenched.

She was probably still spooked from the dream that awakened her after midnight, the same one
she’d had on a few other recent nights. The man made of dead, rotting leaves, a nightmare figure.
Whirling, raging.

Then her gaze dropped to her elongated shadow, which stretched across the close-cropped grass,
draped the curb, and folded onto the cracked concrete pavement. Inexplicably, her uneasiness
swelled into alarm.

She took one step backward, then a second, and of course her shadow moved with her. Only as
she retreated a third step did she realize that this very silhouette was what frightened her.

Ridiculous. More absurd than her dream. Yet something in her shadow was not right: a jagged
distortion, a menacing quality.

Her heart knocked as hard as a fist on a door.

In the severe angle of the morning sun, the houses and trees cast distorted images, too, but she
saw nothing fearsome in their stretched and buckled shadows—only in her own.

She recognized the absurdity of her fear, but this awareness did not diminish her anxiety. Terror
courted her, and she stood hand in hand with panic.



The shadow seemed to throb with the thick slow beat of its own heart. Staring at it, she was
overcome with dread.

Martie closed her eyes and tried to get control of herself.

For a moment, she felt so light that the wind seemed strong enough to sweep her up and carry her
inland with the relentlessly

advancing clouds, toward the steadily shrinking band of cold blue sky. As she drew a series of
deep breaths, however, weight gradually returned to her.

When she dared to look again at her shadow, she no longer sensed anything unusual about it. She
let out a sigh of relief.

Her heart continued to pound, powered not by irrational terror anymore, but by an
understandable concern as to the cause of this peculiar episode. She’d never previously
experienced such a thing.

Head cocked quizzically, Valet was staring at her.
She had dropped his leash.
Her hands were damp with sweat. She blotted her palms on her blue jeans.

When she realized that the dog had finished his toilet, Martie slipped her right hand into a plastic
pet-cleanup bag, using it as a glove. Being a good neighbor, she neatly collected Valet’s gift,
turned the bright blue bag inside out, twisted it shut, and tied a double knot in the neck.

The retriever watched her sheepishly.
“If you ever doubt my love, baby boy,” Martie said, “remember I do this every day.”
Valet looked grateful. Or perhaps only relieved.

Performance of this familiar, humble task restored her mental balance. The little blue bag and its
warm contents anchored her to reality. The weird incident remained troubling, intriguing, but it
no longer frightened her.

2

Skeet sat high on the roof, silhouetted against the somber sky, hallucinating and suicidal. Three
fat crows circled twenty feet over his head, as if they sensed carrion in the making.

Down here at ground level, Motherwell stood in the driveway, big hands fisted on his hips.
Though he faced away from the street, his fury was evident in his posture. He was in a head-
cracking mood.

Dusty parked his van at the curb, behind a patrol car emblazoned with the name of the private-
security company that served this pricey, gated residential community. A tall guy in a uniform
was standing beside the car, managing to appear simultaneously authoritative and superfluous.

The three-story house, atop which Skeet Caulfield contemplated his fragile mortality, was a ten-
thousand-square-foot, four-million-dollar atrocity. Several Mediterranean styles—Spanish
modern, classic Tuscan, Greek Revival, and early Taco Bell—had been slammed together by an



architect who had either a lousy education or a great sense of humor. What appeared to be acres
of steeply pitched, barrel-tile roofs hipped into one another with chaotic exuberance, punctuated
by too many chimneys badly disguised as bell towers with cupolas, and poor Skeet was perched
on the highest ridge line, next to the most imposingly ugly of these belfries.

Perhaps because he was unsure of his role in this situation and
needed something to do, the security guard said, “Can I help you, sir?”
“I’m the painting contractor,” Dusty replied.

The sun-weathered guard was either suspicious of Dusty or squint-eyed by nature, with so many
lines folded into his face that he looked like a piece of origami. “The painting contractor, huh?”
he said skeptically.

Dusty was wearing white cotton pants, a white pullover, a white denim jacket, and a white cap
with RHODES’ PAINTING printed in blue script above the visor, which should have lent some
credibility to his claim. He considered asking the leery guard if the neighborhood was besieged
by professional burglars disguised as housepainters, plumbers, and chimney sweeps, but instead
he simply said, “I’m Dustin Rhodes,” and pointed to the lettering on his cap. “That man up there
is one of my crew.”

“Crew?” The security man scowled. “Is that what you call it?”
Maybe he was being sarcastic or maybe he was just not good at conversation.

“Most painting contractors call it a crew, yeah,” Dusty said, staring up at Skeet, who waved. “We
used to call ours a strike force, but that scared off some homeowners, sounded too aggressive, so
now we just call it a crew, like everyone else.”

“Huh,” the guard said. His squint tightened. He might have been trying to figure out what Dusty
was talking about, or he might have been deciding whether or not to punch him in the mouth.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get Skeet down,” Dusty assured him.

“Who?”

“The jumper,” Dusty elucidated, heading along the driveway toward Motherwell.
“You think I should maybe call the fire department?” the guard asked, following him.
“Nah. He won’t torch himself before he jumps.”

“This is a nice neighborhood.”

“Nice? Hell, it’s perfect.”

“A suicide is going to upset our residents.”

“We’ll scoop up the guts, bag the remains, hose away the blood, and they’ll never know it
happened.”

Dusty was relieved and surprised that no neighbors had gathered to watch the drama. At this
early hour, maybe they were still eating



caviar muffins and drinking champagne and orange juice out of gold goblets. Fortunately,
Dusty’s clients—the Sorensons—on whose roof Skeet was schmoozing with Death, were
vacationing in London.

Dusty said, “Morning, Ned.”
“Bastard,” Motherwell replied. “Me?”
“Him,” Motherwell said, pointing to Skeet on the roof.

At six feet five and 260 pounds, Ned Motherwell was half a foot taller and nearly one hundred
pounds heavier than Dusty. His arms could not have been more muscular if they had been the
transplanted legs of Clydesdale horses. He was wearing a short-sleeve T-shirt but no jacket, in
spite of the cool wind; weather never seemed to bother Motherwell any more than it might
trouble a granite statue of Paul Bunyan.

Tapping the phone clipped to his belt, Motherwell said, “Damn, boss, I called you like yesterday.
Where you been?”

“You called me ten minutes ago, and where I’ve been is running traffic lights and mowing down
school kids in crosswalks.”

“There’s a twenty-five-mile-an-hour speed limit inside this community,” the security guard
advised solemnly.

Glowering up at Skeet Caulfield, Motherwell shook his fist. “Man, I’d like to hammer that
punk.”

“He’s a confused kid,” Dusty said.

“He’s a drug-sucking jerk,” Motherwell disagreed.
“He’s been clean lately.”

“He’s a sewer.”

“You’ve got such a big heart, Ned.”

“What’s important is I’ve got a brain, and I’'m not going to screw it up with drugs, and I don’t
want to be around people who self-destruct, like him.”

Ned, the crew foreman, was a Straight Edger. This unlikely but still-growing movement among
people in their teens and twenties— more men than women—required adherents to forgo drugs,
excess alcohol, and casual sex. They were into head-banging rock—’n’-roll, slam-dancing, self-
restraint, and self-respect. One element or another of the establishment might have embraced
them as an inspiring cultural trend—if Straight Edgers had not loathed the system and despised
both major political parties. Occasionally, at a club or concert, when they discovered a doper
among them, they beat the crap

out of him and didn’t bother to call it tough love, which was also a practice likely to keep them
out of the political mainstream.

Dusty liked both Motherwell and Skeet, although for different reasons. Motherwell was smart,
funny, and reliable—if judgmental. Skeet was gentle and sweet—although probably doomed to a



life of joyless self-indulgence, days without purpose, and nights filled with loneliness.

Motherwell was by far the better employee of the two. If Dusty had operated strictly by the
textbook rules of intelligent business management, he would have cut Skeet from the crew a long
time ago.

Life would be easy if common sense ruled; but sometimes the easy way doesn’t feel like the right
way.

“We’re probably going to get rained out,” Dusty said. “So why’d you send him up on the roof in
the first place?”

“I didn’t. I told ‘im to sand the window casings and the trim on the ground floor. Next thing I
know, he’s up there, saying he’s going to take a header into the driveway.”

“I’ll get him.”
“I tried. Closer I came to him, the more hysterical he got.”
“He’s probably scared of you,” Dusty said.

“He damn well better be. If I kill him, it’ll be more painful than if he splits his skull on the
concrete.”

The guard flipped open his cell phone. “Maybe I’d better call the police.”

“No!” Realizing that his voice had been too sharp, Dusty took a deep breath and more calmly
said, “Neighborhood like this, people don’t want a fuss made when it can be avoided.”

If the cops came, they might get Skeet down safely, but then they would commit him to a
psychiatric ward, where he’d be held for at least three days. Probably longer. The last thing Skeet
needed was to fall into the hands of one of those head doctors who were unreservedly
enthusiastic about dipping into the psychoactive pharmacopoeia to ladle up a fruit punch of
behavior-modification drugs that, while imposing a short-term placidity, would ultimately leave
him with more short-circuiting synapses than he had now.

“Neighborhoods like this,” Dusty said, “don’t want spectacles.”

Surveying the immense houses along the street, the regal palms and stately ficuses, the well-
tended lawns and flower beds, the guard said, “I’ll give you ten minutes.”

Motherwell raised his right fist and shook it at Skeet.
Under the circling halo of crows, Skeet waved.
The security guard said, “Anyway, he doesn’t look suicidal.”

“The little geek says he’s happy because an angel of death is sitting beside him,” Motherwell
explained, “and the angel has shown him what it’s like on the other side, and what it’s like, he
says, is really awesomely cool.”

“I’ll go talk to him,” Dusty said.

Motherwell scowled. “Talk, hell. Give him a push.”
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As the heavy sky, swollen with unspent rain, sagged toward the earth and as the wind rose,
Martie and the dog returned home at a trot. She repeatedly glanced down at her pacing shadow,
but then the storm clouds overwhelmed the sun, and her dark companion vanished as if it had
seeped into the earth, returning to some nether-world.

She surveyed nearby houses as she passed them, wondering if anyone had been at a window to
see her peculiar behavior, hoping that she hadn’t actually looked as odd as she’d felt.

In this picturesque neighborhood, the homes were generally old and small, though many were
lovingly detailed, possessing more charm and character than half the people of Martie’s
acquaintance. Spanish architecture dominated, but here were also Cotswold cottages, French
chaumieres, German Hauschens, and Art Deco bungalows. The eclectic mix was pleasing,
woven together by a green embroidery of laurels, palms, fragrant eucalyptuses, ferns, and
cascading bougainvillea.

Martie, Dusty, and Valet lived in a perfectly scaled, two-story, miniature Victorian with
gingerbread millwork. Dusty had painted the structure in the colorful yet sophisticated tradition
of Victorian houses on certain streets in San Francisco: pale yellow background; blue, gray, and
green ornamentation; with a judicious use of pink in a single detail along the cornice and on the
window pediments.

Martie loved their home and thought it was a fine testament to Dusty’s talent and craftsmanship.

Her mother, however, upon first seeing the paint job, had declared, “It looks as if clowns live
here.”

As Martie opened the wooden gate at the north side of the house and followed Valet along the
narrow brick walkway to the backyard, she wondered if her unreasonable fear somehow had its
origins in the depressing telephone call from her mother. After all, the greatest source of stress in
her life was Sabrina’s refusal to accept Dusty. These were the two people whom Martie loved
most in all the world, and she longed for peace between them.

Dusty wasn’t part of the problem. Sabrina was the only combatant in this sad war. Frustratingly,
Dusty’s refusal to engage in battle seemed only to harden her hostility.

Stopping at the trash enclosure near the back of the house, Martie removed the lid from one of
the cans and deposited the blue plastic bag full of Valet’s finest.

Perhaps her sudden inexplicable anxiety had been spawned by her mother’s whining about
Dusty’s supposed paucity of ambition and about his lack of what Sabrina deemed an adequate
education. Martie was afraid that her mother’s venom would eventually poison her marriage.
Against her will, she might start to see Dusty through her mother’s mercilessly critical eyes. Or
maybe Dusty would begin to resent Martie for the low esteem in which Sabrina held him.

In fact, Dusty was the wisest man Martie had ever known. The engine between his ears was even
more finely tuned than her father’s had been, and Smilin’ Bob had been immeasurably smarter
than his nickname implied. As for ambition. . . Well, she would rather have a kind husband than
an ambitious one, and you’d find more kindness in Dusty than you’d find greed in Vegas.

Besides, Martie’s own career didn’t fulfill the expectations her mother had for her. After earning



a bachelor’s degree—majoring in business, minoring in marketing—followed by an M.B.A., she
had detoured from the road that might have taken her to high-corporate executive glory. Instead,
she became a freelance video-game designer. She’d sold a few minor hits entirely of her own
creation, and on a for-hire basis she had designed scenarios, characters, and fantasy worlds based
on concepts by others. She earned good money, if not yet great, and she suspected that being a
woman in a male-

dominated field would ultimately be an enormous advantage, as her point of view was fresh. She
liked her work, and recently she’d signed a contract to create an entirely new game based on
J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy, which might produce enough royalties to impress
Scrooge McDuck. Nevertheless, her mother dismissively described her work as “carnival stuff,”
apparently because Sabrina associated video games with arcades, arcades with amusement parks,
and amusement parks with carnivals. Martie supposed she was lucky that her mother hadn’t gone
one step further and described her as a sideshow freak.

As Valet accompanied her up the back steps and across the porch, Martie said, “Maybe a
psychoanalyst would say, just for a minute back there, my shadow was a symbol of my mother
her negativity—"

Valet grinned up at her and wagged his plumed tail.

“—and maybe my little anxiety attack expressed an unconscious concern that Mom is. . . well,
that she’s going to be able to mess with my head eventually, pollute me with her toxic attitude.”

Martie fished a set of keys from a jacket pocket and unlocked the door.
“My God, I sound like a college sophomore halfway through Basic Psych.”

She often talked to the dog. The dog listened but never replied, and his silence was one of the
pillars of their wonderful relationship.

“Most likely,” she said, as she followed Valet into the kitchen, “there was no psychological
symbolism, and I’m just going totally nutball crazy.”

Valet chuffed as though agreeing with the diagnosis of madness, and then he enthusiastically
lapped water from his bowl.

Five mornings a week, following a long walk, either she or Dusty spent half an hour grooming
the dog on the back porch, combing and brushing. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, grooming
followed the afternoon stroll. Their house was pretty much free of dog hair, and she intended to
keep it that way.

“You are obliged,” she reminded Valet, “not to shed until further notice. And remember—just
because we’re not here to catch you in the act, doesn’t mean suddenly you have furniture
privileges and unlimited access to the refrigerator.”

He rolled his eyes at her as if to say he was offended by her lack of trust. Then he continued
drinking.

In the half bath adjacent to the kitchen, Martie switched on the light. She intended to check her
makeup and brush her windblown hair.

As she stepped to the sink, sudden fright cinched her chest again, and her heart felt as though it
were painfully compressed. She wasn’t seized by the certainty that some mortal danger loomed
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behind her, as before. Instead, she was afraid to look in the mirror.

Abruptly weak, she bent forward, hunching her shoulders, feeling as if a great weight of stones
had been stacked on her back. Gripping the pedestal sink with both hands, she gazed down at the
empty bowl. She was so bowed by irrational fear that she was physically unable to look up.

A loose black hair, one of her own, lay on the curve of white porcelain, one end curling under the
open brass drain plug, and even this filament seemed ominous. Not daring to raise her eyes, she
fumbled for a faucet, turned on the hot water, and washed the hair away.

Letting the water run, she inhaled the rising steam, but it did not dispel the chill that had returned
to her. Gradually the edges of the sink became warmer in her white-knuckled grip, though her
hands remained cold.

The mirror waited. Martie could no longer think of it as a mere inanimate object, as a harmless
sheet of glass with silvered backing. It waited.

Or, rather, something within the mirror waited to make eye contact with her. An entity. A
presence.

Without lifting her head, she glanced to her right and saw Valet standing in the doorway.
Ordinarily, the dog’s puzzled expression would have made her laugh; now, laughter would
require a conscious effort, and it wouldn’t sound like laughter when it grated from her.

Although she was afraid of the mirror, she was also—and more intensely—frightened of her own
bizarre behavior, of her utterly uncharacteristic loss of control.

The steam condensed on her face. It felt thick in her throat, suffocating. And the rushing,
gurgling water began to sound like malevolent voices, wicked chuckling.

Martie shut off the faucet. In the comparative quiet, her breathing was alarmingly rapid and
ragged with an unmistakable note of desperation.

Earlier, in the street, deep breathing had cleared her head, flushing away the fear, and her
distorted shadow had then ceased to be threatening. This time, however, each inhalation seemed
to fuel her terror, as oxygen feeds a fire.

She would have fled the room, but all her strength had drained out of her. Her legs were rubbery,
and she worried that she would fall and strike her head against something. She needed the sink
for support.

She tried to reason with herself, hoping to make her way back to stability with simple steps of
logic. The mirror couldn’t harm her. It was not a presence. Just a thing. An inanimate object.
Mere glass, for God’s sake.

Nothing she would see in it could be a threat to her. It was not a window at which some madman
might be standing, peering in with a lunatic grin, eyes burning with homicidal intent, as in some
cheesy

screamfest movie. The mirror could not possibly reveal anything but a reflection of the half
bath—and of Martie herself.

Logic wasn’t working. In a dark territory of her mind that she’d never traveled before, she found
a twisted landscape of superstition.
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She became convinced that an entity in the mirror was gaining substance and power because of
her efforts to reason herself out of this terror, and she shut her eyes lest she glimpse that hostile
spirit even peripherally. Every child knows that the boogeyman under the bed grows stronger and
more murderous with each denial of its existence, that the best thing to do is not to think of the
hungry beast down there with the dust bunnies under the box springs, with the blood of other
children on its fetid breath. Just don 't think of it at all, with its mad-yellow eyes and thorny black
tongue. Don'’t think of it, whereupon it will fade entirely away, and blessed sleep will come at
last, followed by morning, and you will wake in your cozy bed, snug under warm blankets,
instead of inside some demon’s stomach.

Valet brushed against Martie, and she almost screamed.

When she opened her eyes, she saw the dog peering up with one of those simultaneously
imploring and concerned expressions that golden retrievers have polished to near perfection.

Although she was leaning into the pedestal sink, certain that she couldn’t stand without its
support, she let go of it with one hand. Trembling, she reached down to touch Valet.

As if the dog were a lightning rod, contact with him seemed to ground Martie, and like a
crackling current of electricity, a portion of

the paralyzing anxiety flowed out of her. High terror subsided to mere fear.

Although affectionate and sweet-tempered and beautiful, Valet was a timid creature. If nothing in
this small room had frightened him, then no danger existed here. He licked her hand.

Taking courage from the dog, Martie finally raised her head. Slowly. Shaking with dire
expectations.

The mirror revealed no monstrous countenance, no otherworldly landscape, no ghost: only her
own face, drained of color, and the familiar half bath behind her.

When she looked into the reflection of her blue eyes, her heart raced anew, for in a fundamental
sense, she had become a stranger to herself. This shaky woman who was spooked by her own
shadow, who was stricken by panic at the prospect of confronting a mirror... this was not Martine
Rhodes, Smilin” Bob’s daughter, who had always gripped the reins of life and ridden with
enthusiasm and poise.

“What’s happening to me?” she asked the woman in the mirror, but her reflection couldn’t
explain, and neither could the dog.

The phone rang. She went into the kitchen to answer it.
Valet followed. He stared at her, puzzled, tail wagging at first, then not wagging.

“Sorry, wrong number,” she said eventually, and she hung up. She noticed the dog’s peculiar
attitude. “What’s wrong with you?”

Valet stared at her, hackles slightly raised.
“I swear, it wasn’t the girl poodle next door, calling for you.”

When she returned to the half bath, to the mirror, she still did not like what she saw, but now she
knew what to do about it.
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Dusty walked under the softly rustling fronds of a wind-stirred phoenix palm and along the side
of the house. Here he found Foster “Fig” Newton, the third member of the crew.

Hooked to Fig’s belt was a radio—his ever present electronic IV bottle. A pair of headphones
dripped talk radio into his ears.

He didn’t listen to programs concerned with political issues or with the problems of modern life.
Any hour, day or night, Fig knew where on the dial to tune in a show dealing with UFOs, alien
abductions, telephone messages from the dead, fourth-dimensional beings, and Big Foot.

“Hey, Fig.”
CCHey.’,

Fig was diligently sanding a window casing. His callused fingers were white with powdered
paint.

“You know about Skeet?” Dusty asked as he followed the slate walkway past Fig.
Nodding, Fig said, “Roof.”

“Pretending he’s gonna jump.”

“Probably will.”

Dusty stopped and turned, surprised. “You really think so?”

Newton was usually so taciturn that Dusty didn’t expect more than a shrug of the shoulders
byway of reply. Instead Fig said, “Skeet doesn’t believe in anything.”

“Anything what?”” Dusty asked. “Anything period.”

“He 1sn’t a bad kid, really.”

Fig’s reply was, for him, the equivalent of an after-dinner speech:
“Problem is, he isn’t much of anything.”

Foster Newton’s pie-round face, plum of a chin, full mouth, cherry-red nose with cherry-round
tip, and flushed cheeks ought to have made him look like a debauched hedonist; however, he was
saved from caricature by clear gray eyes which, magnified by his thick eyeglasses, were full of
sorrow. This was not a conditional sorrow, related to Skeet’s suicidal impulse, but a perpetual
sorrow with which Fig appeared to regard everyone and everything.

“Hollow,” Fig added.
“Skeet?”
“Empty.”
“He’ll find himself.”

“He stopped looking.”
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“That’s pessimistic,” Dusty said, reduced to Fig’s terse conversational style.
“Realistic.”

Fig cocked his head, attention drawn to a discussion on the radio, which Dusty could hear only as
a faint tinny whisper that escaped one of the headphones. Fig stood with his sanding block poised
over the window casing, eyes flooding with an even deeper sorrow that apparently arose from the
weirdness to which he was listening, as motionless as if he had been struck by the paralytic beam
from an extraterrestrial’s ray gun.

Worried by Fig’s glum prediction, Dusty hurried to the long aluminum extension ladder that
Skeet had climbed earlier. Briefly, he considered moving it to the front of the house. Skeet might
become alarmed by a more direct approach, however, and leap before he could be talked down.
The rungs rattled under Dusty’s feet as he rapidly ascended.

When he swung off the top of the ladder, Dusty was at the back of the house. Skeet Caulfield
was at the front, out of sight beyond a steep slope of orange clay tiles that rose like the scaly
flank of a sleeping dragon.

This house was on a hill, and a couple miles to the west, beyond the crowded flats of Newport
Beach and its sheltered harbor, lay the Pacific. The usual blueness of the water had settled like a
sediment to the ocean floor, and the choppy waves were many shades of gray, mottled with
black: a reflection of the forbidding heavens. At the horizon, sea and sky appeared to curve
together in a colossal dark wave which, if real, would have rushed ashore with enough force to
sweep past the Rocky Mountains more than six hundred miles to the east.

Behind the house, forty feet below Dusty, were slate-paved patios that posed a more immediate
danger than the sea and the oncoming storm. He could more easily envision himself splattered
across that slate than he could conjure, in his mind’s eye, an image of the Rockies awash.

Turning his back to the ocean and to the perilous drop, leaning from the waist, with his arms
slightly spread and thrust forward to serve as counterweights to the dangerous backward pull of
gravity, Dusty clambered upward. The onshore flow was still just a strong breeze, not yet grown
into a full-fledged wind; nevertheless, he was grateful to have it at his back, sticking him to the
roof instead of lifting him away from it. At the summit of the long incline, he straddled the ridge
line and looked toward the front of the house, past additional slopes of the complex roof.

Skeet was perched on another ridge parallel to this one, beside a double-stack chimney disguised
as a squat bell tower. The stucco tower was surmounted by Palladian arches, the faux-limestone
columns of which supported a copper-clad Spanish-colonial cupola, and atop the cupola was a
shortened but ornate Gothic spire that was no more out of place in this screwball design than
would have been a giant neon sign for Budweiser.

With his back toward Dusty, knees drawn up, Skeet gazed at the three crows circling above him.
His arms were raised to them in an embracive gesture, inviting the birds to settle upon his head
and shoulders, as though he were not a housepainter but Saint Francis of Assisi in communion
with his feathered friends.

Still straddling the ridge, waddling like a penguin, Dusty moved north until he came to the point
at which a lower roof, running west to east, slid under the eaves of the roof that he was
traversing. He abandoned the peak and descended the rounded tiles, leaning backward because
gravity now inexorably pulled him forward. Crouching, he hesitated near the brink, but then
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jumped across the rain gutter

and dropped three feet onto the lower surface, landing with one rubber-soled shoe planted on
each slope.

Because his weight wasn’t evenly distributed, Dusty tipped to the right. He struggled to regain
his balance but realized that he wasn’t going to be able to keep his footing. Before he tilted too
far and tumbled to his death, he threw himself forward and crashed facedown on the ridge-line
tiles, right leg and arm pressing hard against the south slope, left leg and arm clamped to the
north slope, holding on as though he were a panicked rodeo cowboy riding a furious bull.

He lay there for a while, contemplating the mottled orange-brown finish and the patina of dead
lichen on the roofing tiles. He was reminded of the art of Jackson Pollock, though this was more
subtle, more fraught with meaning, and more appealing to the eye.

When the rain came, the film of dead lichen would quickly turn slimy, and the kiln-fired tiles
would become treacherously slippery. He had to reach Skeet and get off the house before the
storm broke.

Eventually he crawled forward to a smaller bell tower.

This one lacked a cupola. The surmounting dome was a miniature version of those on mosques,
clad in ceramic tiles that depicted the Islamic pattern called the Tree of Paradise. The owners of
the house weren’t Muslims, so they apparently included this exotic detail because they found it
visually appealing—even though, up here, the only people who could get close enough to the
dome to admire it were roofers, housepainters, and chimney sweeps.

Leaning against the six-foot tower, Dusty pulled himself to his feet. Shifting his hands from one
vent slot to another, under the rim of the dome, he edged around the structure to the next length
of open roof.

Once more straddling the ridge, crouching, he hurried forward toward another damn false bell
tower with another Tree of Paradise dome. He felt like Quasimodo, the high-living hunchback of
Notre Dame: perhaps not nearly as ugly as that poor wretch but also not a fraction as nimble.

He edged around the next tower and continued to the end of the east-west span, which slid under
the eaves of the north-south roof that capped the front wing of the residence. Skeet had left a
short aluminum ladder as a ramp from the lower ridge line to the slope of the higher roof, and
Dusty ascended it, rising from all fours to an apelike crouch as he moved off the ladder onto one
more incline.

When at last Dusty reached the final peak, Skeet was neither surprised to see him nor alarmed.
“Morning, Dusty”

“Hi, kid.”

Dusty was twenty-nine, only five years older than the younger man; nonetheless, he thought of
Skeet as a child.

“Mind if I sit down?” Dusty asked.
With a smile, Skeet said, “I’d sure like your company.”

Dusty sat beside him, butt on the ridge line, knees drawn up, shoes planted solidly on the barrel
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tiles.

Far to the east, past wind-shivered treetops and more roofs, beyond freeways and housing tracts,
beyond the San Joaquin Hills, the Santa Ana Mountains rose brown and sere, here at the
beginning of the rainy season; around their aged crowns, the clouds wound like dirty turbans.

On the driveway below, Motherwell had spread a big tarp, but he himself was nowhere to be
seen.

The security guard scowled up at them, and then he consulted his wristwatch. He had given
Dusty ten minutes to get Skeet down.

“Sorry about this,” Skeet said. His voice was eerily calm.
“Sorry about what?”

“Jumping on the job.”

“You could have made it a leisure-time activity,” Dusty agreed.

“Yeah, but I wanted to jump where I’m happy, not where I’'m unhappy, and I’m happiest on the
job.”

“Well, I do try to create a pleasant work environment.”
Skeet laughed softly and wiped his runny nose on the back of his sleeve.

Though always slender, Skeet had once been wiry and tough; now he was far too thin, even
gaunt, yet he was soft-looking, as if the weight he had lost consisted entirely of bone mass and
muscle. He was pale, too, although he often worked in the sun; a ghostly pallor shone through his
vague tan, which was more gray than brown. In cheap black-canvas-and-white-rubber sneakers,
red socks, white pants, and a tattered pale-yellow sweater with frayed cuffs that draped loosely
around his bony wrists, he looked like a boy, a lost child who had been wandering in the desert
without food or water.

Wiping his nose on the sleeve of his sweater again, Skeet said, “Must be getting a cold.”
“Or maybe the runny nose is just a side effect.”

Usually, Skeet’s eyes were honey-brown, intensely luminous, but now they were so watery that a
portion of the color seemed to have washed out, leaving him with a dim and yellowish gaze.
“You think I’ve failed you, huh?”

“No.”

“Yes, you do. And that’s all right. Hey, I’'m okay with that.”
“You can’t fail me,” Dusty assured him.

“Well, I did. We both knew I would.”

“You can only fail yourself.”

“Relax, bro.” Skeet patted Dusty’s knee reassuringly and smiled. “I don’t blame you for
expecting too much of me, and I don’t blame myself for being a screwup. I’'m past all that.”
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Forty feet below, Motherwell came out of the house, single-handedly carrying the mattress from
a double bed.

The vacationing owners had left keys with Dusty, because some interior walls in high-traffic
areas had also needed to be painted. That part of the job was finished.

Motherwell dropped the mattress on the previously positioned tarpaulin, glanced up at Dusty and
Skeet, and then went back into the house.

Even from a height of forty feet, Dusty could see that the security guard didn’t approve of
Motherwell raiding the residence to put together this makeshift fall-break.

“What did you take?” Dusty asked.

Skeet shrugged and turned his face up toward the circling crows, regarding them with such an
inane smile and with such reverence that you would have thought he was a total naturehead who
had begun the day with a glass of fresh-squeezed organic orange juice, a sugarless bran muffin, a
tofu omelet, and a nine-mile hike.

“You must remember what you took,” Dusty pressed.
“A cocktail,” Skeet said. “Pills and powders.”
“Uppers, downers?”

“Probably both. More. But I don’t feel bad.” He looked away from the birds and put his right
hand on Dusty’s shoulder. “I don’t feel like crap anymore. I’m at peace, Dusty.”

“I"d still like to know what you took.”

“Why? It could be the tastiest recipe ever, and you’d never use it.” Skeet smiled and pinched
Dusty’s cheek affectionately. “Not you. You’re not like me.”

Motherwell came out of the house with a second mattress from another double bed. He placed it
beside the first.

“That’s silly,” Skeet said, pointing down the steep slope to the mattresses. “I’ll just jump to one
side or the other.”

“Listen, you’re not going to take a header into the Sorensons’ driveway,” Dusty said firmly.
“They won’t care. They’re in Paris.”

“London.”

“Whatever.”

“And they will care. They’ll be pissed.”

Blinking his bleary eyes, Skeet said, “What—are they really uptight or something?”

Motherwell was arguing with the guard. Dusty could hear their voices but not what they were
saying.

Skeet still had his hand on Dusty’s shoulder. “You’re cold.”
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“No,” Dusty said. “I’'m okay.”

“You’re shaking.”

“Not cold. Just scared.”

“You?” Disbelief brought Skeet’s blurry eyes into focus. “Scared? Of what?”
“Heights.”

Motherwell and the security guard headed into the house. From up here, it appeared as though
Motherwell had an arm around the guy’s back, as if maybe he was lifting him half off his feet
and hurrying him along.

“Heights?” Skeet gaped at him. “Whenever there’s anything on a roof to be painted, you always
want to do it yourself.”

“With my stomach in knots the whole time.”
“Get serious. You’re not afraid of anything.”
“Yes, I am.”

“Not you.”

“Me.”

“Not you!” Skeet insisted with sudden anger.
“Even me.”

Distressed, having undergone a radical mood swing in an instant, Skeet snatched his hand off
Dusty’s shoulder. He hugged himself and began to rock slowly back and forth on the narrow seat
provided by the single-width cap of ridge-line tiles. His voice was wrenched with anguish, as
though Dusty had not merely acknowledged a fear of heights but had announced that he was
riddled with terminal cancer:

“Not you, not you, not you, not you.. .

In this condition, Skeet might respond well to several sweet spoonfuls of sympathy; however, if
he decided that he was being coddled, he could become sullen, unreachable, even hostile, which
was annoying in ordinary circumstances, but which could be dangerous forty feet above the
ground. Generally he responded better to tough love, humor, and cold truth.

Into Skeet’s not you chant, Dusty said, “You’re such a feeb.”
“You re the feeb.”

“Wrong. You’re the feeb.”

“You are so completely the feeb,” Skeet said.

Dusty shook his head. “No, I’m the psychological progeriac.”

“The what?”
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“Psychological, meaning ‘of, pertaining to, or affecting the mind.” Pro geriac, meaning
‘someone afflicted with progeria,” which is a ‘congenital abnormality characterized by premature
and rapid aging, in which the sufferer, in childhood, appears to be an old person.’”

Skeet bobbed his head. “Hey, yeah, I saw a story about that on 60 Minutes.”

“So a psychological progeriac is someone who is mentally old even as a kid. Psychological
progeriac. My dad used to call me that. Sometimes he shortened it to the initials—PP. He’d say,
‘How’s my little pee-pee today?’ or ‘If you don’t want to see me drink another Scotch, you little
pee-pee, why don’t you just hike your ass out to the tree house in the backyard and play with
matches for a while.””

Casting anguish and anger aside as abruptly as he had embraced them, Skeet said
sympathetically, “Wow. So it wasn’t like a term of endearment, huh?”

“No. Not like feeb.”
Frowning, Skeet said, “Which one was your dad?”
“Dr. Trevor Penn Rhodes, professor of literature, specialist in deconstructionist theory.”
“Oh, yeah. Dr. Decon.”

Gazing at the Santa Ana Mountains, Dusty paraphrased Dr. Decon: “Language can’t describe reality.
Literature has no stable reference, no real meaning. Each reader’s interpretation is equally valid,
more important than the author’s intention. In fact, nothing in life has meaning. Reality is
subjective. Values and truth are subjective.

Life itself is a kind of illusion. Blah, blab, blah, let’s have another Scotch.”

The distant mountains sure looked real. The roof under his butt felt real, too, and if he fell
headfirst onto the driveway, he would either be killed or crippled for life, which wouldn’t prove a
thing to the intractable Dr. Decon, but which was enough reality for Dusty.

“Is he why you’re afraid of heights,” Skeet asked, “because of something he did?”
“Who—Dr. Decon? Nah. Heights just bother me, that’s all.”

Sweetly earnest in his concern, Skeet said, “You could find out why. Talk to a psychiatrist.”
“I think I’1l just go home and talk to my dog.”

“I’ve had a lot of therapy.”

“And it’s done wonders for you, hasn’t it?”

Skeet laughed so hard that snot ran out of his nose. “Sorry.” Dusty withdrew a Kleenex from a
pocket and offered it. As Skeet blew his nose, he said, “Well, me.. . now I’m a different story.
Longer than I can remember, I’ve been afraid of everything.”

“] know.”

“Getting up, going to bed, and everything between. But I’'m not afraid now.” He finished with the
Kleenex and held it out to Dusty
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“Keep it,” Dusty said.

“Thanks. Hey, you know why I’m not afraid anymore?”

“Because you’re shitfaced?”

Skeet laughed shakily and nodded. “But also because I’ve seen the Other Side.”
“The other side of what?”

“Capital 0, capital S. I had a visitation from an angel of death, and he showed me what’s waiting
for us.”

“You’re an atheist,” Dusty reminded him.
“Not anymore. I’m past all that. Which should make you happy, huh, bro?”
“How easy for you. Pop a pill, find God.”

Skeet’s grin emphasized the skull beneath the skin, which was frighteningly close to the surface
in his gaunt countenance. “Cool, huh? Anyway, the angel instructed me to jump, so I’'m
jumping.”

Abruptly the wind rose, skirling across the roof, chillier than before, bringing with it the briny scent
of the distant sea—and then

briefly, like an augury, came the rotten stink of decomposing seaweed.

Standing up and negotiating a steeply pitched roof in this blustery air was a challenge that Dusty
did not want to face, so he prayed that the wind would diminish soon.

Taking a risk, assuming that Skeet’s suicidal impulse actually arose, as he insisted, from his
newfound fearlessness, and hoping that a good dose of terror would make the kid want to cling to
life again, Dusty said, “We’re only forty feet off the ground, and from the edge of the roof to the
pavement, it’s probably only thirty or thirty-two. Jumping would be a classic feeb decision,
because what you’re going to do is maybe end up not dead but paralyzed for life, hooked up to
machines for the next forty years, helpless.”

“No, I’ll die,” Skeet said almost perkily. “You can’t be sure.”
“Don’t get an attitude with me, Dusty.” “I’m not getting an attitude.”
“Just denying you have an attitude is an attitude.”

“Then I've got an attitude.”

“See.”

Dusty took a deep breath to steady his nerves. “This is so lame. Let’s get down from here. I’ll
drive you over to the Four Seasons Hotel in Fashion Island. We can go all the way up to the roof,
fourteen, fifteen floors, whatever it is, and you can jump from there, so you’ll be sure it’ll work.”

“You wouldn’t really.”

“Sure. If you’re going to do this, then do it right. Don’t screw this up, too.”
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“Dusty I’'m smacked, but I’'m not stupid.”
Motherwell and the security guard came out of the house with a king-size mattress.

As they struggled with that ungainly object, they had a Laurel and Hardy quality that was
amusing, but Skeet’s laugh sounded utterly humorless to Dusty

Down in the driveway, the two men dropped their burden squarely atop the pair of smaller
mattresses that were already on the tarp.

Motherwell looked up at Dusty and raised his arms, hands spread, as if to say, What're you
waiting for?

One of the circling crows went military and conducted a bombing run with an accuracy that
would have been the envy of any high-tech air force in the world. A messy white blob splattered
across Skeet’s left shoe.

Skeet peered up at the incontinent crow and then down at his soiled sneaker. His mood swung so
fast and hard that it seemed his head ought to have spun around from the force of the change. His
eerie smile crumbled like earth into a sinkhole, and his face collapsed in despair. In a wretched
voice, he said, “This is my life,” and he reached down to poke one finger into the mess on his
shoe. “My life.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Dusty said. “You’re not well enough educated to think in metaphors.”
This time, he couldn’t make Skeet laugh.

“I’'m so tired,” Skeet said, rubbing bird crap between his thumb and forefinger. “Time to go to
bed.”

He didn’t mean bed when he said bed. He didn’t mean he was going to take a nap on the pile of
mattresses, either. He meant that he was going to settle in for the big sleep, under a blanket of
dirt, and dream with the worms.

Skeet got to his feet on the peak of the roof. Although he was hardly more than a wisp, he stood
at his full height and didn’t seem unduly bothered by the hooting wind.

When Dusty rose into a cautious crouch, however, the onshore flow hit him with gale force,
rocking him forward, off the heels of his shoes, and he teetered for a moment before he settled
into a position that gave him a lower center of gravity.

Either this was a deconstructionist’s ideal wind—the effect of which would be different
according to each person’s interpretation of it, a mere breeze to me, a typhoon to thee—or
Dusty’s fear of heights caused him to have an exaggerated perception of every gust. Since he’d
long ago rejected his old man’s screwy philosophies, he figured that if Skeet could stand erect
with no risk of being spun away like a Frisbee, then so could he.

Raising his voice, Skeet said, “This is for the best, Dusty”
“Like you would know what’s for the best.”
“Don’t try to stop me.”

“Well, see, I've got to try.”
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“I can’t be talked down.”
“I’ve become aware of that.”

They faced each other, as though they were two athletes about to engage in a strange new sport
on a slanted court: Skeet standing tall, like a basketball player waiting for the opening toss-up,
Dusty crouched like an underweight sumo wrestler looking for leverage.

“I don’t want to get you hurt,” Skeet said.
“I don’t want to get me hurt, either.”

If Skeet was determined to jump off the Sorensons’ house, he couldn’t be prevented from doing
so. The steep pitch of the roof, the rounded surfaces of the barrel tiles, the wind, and the law of
gravity were on his side. All that Dusty could hope to do was to make sure the poor son of a bitch
went off the edge at exactly the right place and onto the mattresses.

“You’re my friend, Dusty My only real friend.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, kid.”

“Which makes you my best friend.”

“By default,” Dusty agreed.

“A guy’s best friend shouldn’t get in the way of his glory.”
“Glory?”

“What I’ve seen it’s like on the Other Side. The glory.”

The only way to be sure that Skeet went off the roof precisely above the fall-break was to grab
him at the right instant and hurl him to the ideal point along the brink. Which meant going down
the roof and over the edge with him.

The wind tossed and whipped Skeet’s long blond hair, which was the last attractive physical
quality that he had left. Once, he’d been a good-looking boy, a girl magnet. Now his body was
wasted; his face was gray and haggard; and his eyes were as burnt out as the bottom of a crack

pipe. His thick, slightly curly, golden hair was so out of sync with the rest of his appearance that
it seemed to be a wig.

Except for his hair, Skeet stood motionless. In spite of being more stoned than a witch in Salem,
he was alert and wary, deciding how best to break away from Dusty and execute a clean running
dive headfirst into the cobblestones below.

Hoping to distract the kid or at least to buy a little time, Dusty said, “Something I’ve always
wondered. ... What does the angel of death look like?”

C(Why?”
“You saw him, right?”
Frowning, Skeet said, “Yeah, well, he looked okay.”

A hard gust of wind tore off Dusty’s white cap and spun it to Oz, but he didn’t take his attention
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off Skeet. “Did he look like Brad Pitt?”

“Why would he look like Brad Pitt?”” Skeet asked, and his eyes slid sideways and back to Dusty
again, as he glanced surreptitiously toward the brink.

“Brad Pitt played him in that movie, Meet Joe Black.”

“Didn’t see it.”

With growing desperation, Dusty said, “Did he look like Jack Benny?”

"What’re you talking about?”

“Jack Benny played him once in a really old movie. Remember? We watched it together.”
“I don’t remember much. You’re the one with the photographic memory.”

“Eidetic. Not photographic. Eidetic and audile memory.”

“See? I can’t even remember what it's called. You remember what you had for dinner five years
ago. I don’t remember yesterday.”

“It’s just a trick thing, eidetic memory. Useless, anyway.”
The first fat drops of rain spattered across the top of the house.

Dusty didn’t have to look down to see the dead lichen being transformed into a thin film of
slime, because he could smell it, a subtle but singular musty odor, and he could smell the wet clay
tiles, too.

A daunting image flickered through his mind: He and Skeet were sliding off the roof then
tumbling wildly, Skeet landing on the mattresses without sustaining a single cut or bruise, but
Dusty overshooting and fracturing his spine on the cobblestones.

“Billy Crystal,” Skeet said.
“What—you mean Death? The angel of death looked like Billy Crystal?”
“Something wrong with that?”

“For God’s sake, Skeet, you can’t trust some wise-ass, maudlin, shtick-spouting Billy Crystal
angel of death!”

“I liked him,” Skeet said, and he ran for the edge.

S

As though the great guns of battleships were providing cover fire for invading troops, hard
hollow explosions echoed along the south-facing beaches. Enormous waves slammed onto the
shore, and bullets of water, skimmed off the breakers by a growing wind, rattled inland through
the low dunes and sparse stalks of grass.

Martie Rhodes hurried along the Balboa Peninsula boardwalk, which was a wide concrete
promenade with ocean-facing houses on one side and deep beaches on the other. She hoped the
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rain would hold off for half an hour.

Susan Jagger’s narrow, three-story house was sandwiched between similar structures. The
weather-silvered, cedar-shingle siding and the white shutters vaguely suggested a house on Cape
Cod, although the pinched lot did not allow for a full expression of that style of architecture.

The house, like its neighbors, had no front yard, no raised porch, only a shallow patio with a few
potted plants. This one was paved with bricks and set behind a white picket fence. The gate in the
fence was unlocked, and the hinges creaked.

Susan had once lived on the first and second floors with her husband, Eric, who had used the
third floor—complete with its own bath and kitchen—as a home office. They were currently
separated. Eric had moved out a year ago, and Susan had moved up, renting the lower two floors
to a quiet retired couple whose only vice seemed to

be two martinis each before dinner, and whose only pets were four parakeets.

A steep exterior set of stairs led along the side of the house to the third story. As Martie climbed
to the small covered landing, shrieking seagulls wheeled in from the Pacific and passed
overhead, crossing the peninsula, flying toward the harbor, where they would ride out the storm
in sheltered roosts.

Martie knocked, but then unlocked the door without waiting for a response. Susan was usually
hesitant to welcome a visitor, reluctant to be confronted with a glimpse of the outside world; so
Martie had been given a key almost a year previously.

Steeling herself for the ordeal ahead, she stepped into the kitchen, which was revealed by a single
light over the sink. The blinds were tightly shut, and lush swags of shadows hung like deep-
purple bunting.

The room was not redolent of spices or lingering cooking odors. Instead, the air was laced with
the faint but astringent scents of disinfectant, scouring powder, and floor wax.

“It’s me,” Martie called, but Susan didn’t answer.

The only illumination in the dining room came from behind the doors of a small breakfront, in
which antique majolica china gleamed on glass shelves. Here, the air smelled of furniture polish.

If all the lights had been ablaze, the apartment would have proved to be spotless, cleaner than a
surgery. Susan Jagger had a lot of time to fill.

Judging by the mélange of odors in the living room, the carpet had been shampooed recently, the
furniture polished, the upholstery dry-cleaned in place, and fresh citrus-scented potpourri had
been placed in two small, ventilated, red-ceramic jars on the end tables.

The expansive windows, which framed an exhilarating ocean view, were covered by pleated
shades. The shades were for the most part concealed by heavy drapes.

Until four months ago, Susan had been able at least to look out at the world with wistful longing,
even though for sixteen months she had been terrified of venturing into it and had left her home
only with someone upon whom she could lean for emotional support. Now merely the sight of a
vast open space, with no walls or sheltering roof, could trigger a phobic reaction.

All the lamps glowed, and the spacious living room was brightly
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lighted. Yet because of the shrouded windows and the unnatural hush, the atmosphere felt
funereal.

Shoulders slumped, head hung, Susan waited in an armchair. In a black skirt and black sweater,
she had the wardrobe and the posture of a mourner. Judging by her appearance, the paperback
book in her hands should have been the Bible, but it was a mystery novel.

“Did the butler do it?”” Martie asked, sitting on the edge of the sofa.
Without looking up, Susan said, “No. The nun.”
“Poison?”

Still focused on the paperback, Susan said, “Two with an ax. One with a hammer. One with a
wire garrote. One with an acetylene torch. And two with a nail gun.”

“Wow, a nun who’s a serial killer.”

“You can hide a lot of weapons under a habit.”

“Mystery novels have changed since we read them in junior high.”
“Not always for the better,” Susan said, closing the book.

They had been best friends since they were ten: eighteen years of sharing more than mystery
novels—hopes, fears, happiness, sorrow, laughter, tears, gossip, adolescent enthusiasms, hard-
won insights. During the past sixteen months, since the inexplicable onset of Susan’s
agoraphobia, they had shared more pain than pleasure.

“I should have called you,” Susan said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t go to the session today.”
This was ritual, and Martie played her part: “Of course, you can, Susan. And you will.”

Putting the paperback aside, shaking her head, Susan said, “No, I’ll call Dr. Ahriman and tell him
I’m just too ill. I’'m coming down with a cold, maybe the flu.”

“You don’t sound congested.”
Susan grimaced. “It’s more a stomach flu.”
“Where’s your thermometer? We’d better take your temperature.”

“Oh, Martie, just look at me. I look like hell. Pasty-faced and red-eyed and my hair like straw. I
can’t go out like this.”

“Get real, Sooz. You look like you always look.”

“I’'m a mess.”

“Julia Roberts, Sandra Bullock, Cameron Diaz—they’d all kill to

look as good as you, even when you’re sick as a dog and projectile vomiting, which you aren’t.”
“I’'m a freak.”

“Oh, yeah, right, you’re the Elephant Woman. We’ll have to put a sack over your head and warn
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away small children.”

If beauty had been a burden, Susan would have been crushed flat. Ash-blond, green-eyed, petite,
with exquisitely sculptured features, with skin as flawless as that of a peach on a tree in Eden,
she had turned more heads than a coven of chiropractors.

“I’m bursting out of this skirt. I’'m gross.”
“A virtual blimp,” Martie said sarcastically. “A dirigible. A giant balloon of a woman.”

Although Susan’s self-imprisonment allowed her no exercise except housecleaning and long
walks on a treadmill in the bedroom, she remained svelte.

“I’ve gained more than a pound,” Susan insisted.
9

“My God, it’s a liposuction emergency,” Martie said, bolting up from the sofa. “I’ll get your
raincoat. We can call the plastic surgeon from the car, tell him to get an industrial-size sump
pump to suck out all the fat.”

In the short hall that led to the bedroom, the coat closet featured a pair of sliding, mirrored doors.
As Martie approached it, she tensed and hesitated, concerned that she would be overcome by the
same irrational fear that had seized her earlier.

She had to keep a grip on herself. Susan needed her. If she leaped into looniness again, her
anxiety would feed Susan’s fear, and perhaps vice versa.

When she confronted the full-length mirror, nothing in it made her heart race. She forced a smile,
but it looked strained. She met her eyes in the reflection, and then quickly looked away, sliding
one of the doors aside.

As she slipped *e raincoat off the hanger, Martie considered, for the first time, that her recent
peculiar bouts of fear might be related to the time that she’d spent with Susan during the past
year. Maybe you should expect to absorb a little overspill of anxiety if you hung out a lot with a
woman suffering from an extreme phobia.

A faint heat of shame flushed Martie’s face. Even to consider such a possibility seemed
superstitious, uncharitable, and unfair to poor Susan. Phobic disorders and panic attacks weren’t
contagious.

Turning away from the closet door and then reaching back to slide it shut, she wondered what
term psychologists used to describe a fear of one’s shadow. A disabling fear of open spaces,
which afflicted Susan, was called agoraphobia. But shadows? Mirrors?

Martie stepped out of the hail and into the living room before she realized that she had reached
behind her back to pull shut the sliding door in order to avoid glancing in the mirror again.
Startled that she had acted with such unconscious aversion, she considered returning to the closet
and confronting the mirror.

From the armchair, Susan was watching her.
The mirror could wait.

Holding the raincoat open, Martie approached her friend. “Get up, get in this, and get moving.”

26



Susan gripped the arms of the chair, miserable at the prospect of leaving her sanctuary. “I can’t.”
“If you don’t cancel a session forty-eight hours ahead, you have to pay for it.”

“I can afford to.”

“No, you can’t. You don’t have any income.”

The only psychological malady that could have destroyed Susan’s career as a real-estate agent
more effectively than agoraphobia was uncontrollable pyromania. She had felt reasonably safe
inside any property while showing it to a client, but such paralyzing terror had overcome her
while she was traveling between houses that she hadn’t been able to drive.

“I have the rent,” Susan said, referring to the monthly check from the parakeet-infatuated retirees
downstairs.

“Which doesn’t quite cover the mortgage, taxes, utilities, and maintenance on the property.”
“I have a lot of equity in the house.”

Which might eventually be the only thing between you and total destitution, if you don’t beat this
damn phobia, Martie thought, but she could not bring herself to speak those words, even if that
dire prospect might motivate Susan to get out of the armchair.

Raising her delicate chin in an unconvincing expression of brave defiance, Susan said, “Besides,
Eric sends me a check.”

“Not much. Hardly more than pocket change. And if the swine divorces you, maybe there won’t
be anything more at all from him,

considering you came into this marriage with more assets than he did, and there aren’t any kids.”
“Eric’s not a swine.”

“Pardon me for not being blunt enough. He’s a pig.”

“Be nice, Martie.”

“I gotta be me. He’s a skunk.”

Susan was determined to avoid self-pity and tears, which was highly admirable, but she was
equally determined not to admit to her anger, which was less so. “He just was so upset seeing
me. . . this way. He couldn’t take it anymore.”

“Oh, the poor sensitive darling,” Martie said. “And I guess he was just too distressed to
remember the part of the marriage vows that goes ‘in sickness and in health.””

Martie’s anger at Eric was genuine, although she made an effort to stoke it like a fire and keep it
ever alive. He had always been quiet, self-effacing, and sweet—and in spite of his abandonment
of his wife, he remained hard to hate. Martie loved Susan too much not to despise Eric, however,
and she believed that Susan needed anger to motivate her in her struggle against agoraphobia.

“Eric would be here if I had cancer or something,” Susan said. “I’m not just sick, Martie. I'm
crazy, is what [ am.”
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“You aren’t crazy,” Martie insisted. “Phobias and anxiety attacks aren’t the same as madness.”
“I feel mad. I feel stark raving.”
“He didn’t last four months after this started. He’s a swine, a skunk, a weasel, and worse.”

This grim part of each visit—which Martie thought of as the extraction phase—was stressful for
Susan, but it was downright grueling for Martie. To get her resistant friend out of the house, she
had to be firm and relentless; and although this was a firmness informed by much love and
compassion, she felt as though she were hectoring Susan. It wasn’t within Martie’s character to
be a bully, even in a good cause, and by the end of this brutal four- or five-hour ordeal, she
would return home to Corona Del Mar in a state of physical and emotional exhaustion.

“Sooz, you’re beautiful, kind, special, and smart enough to whip this thing.” Martie shook the
raincoat. “Now get your ass out of that chair.”

“Why can’t Dr. Ahriman come to me for these sessions?”

“Leaving this house twice a week is part of the therapy. You know the theory—immersion in the
very thing you’re frightened of. A sort of inoculation.”

“It isn’t working.”
“Come on.”

“I’'m getting worse.”
“Up, up.”

“It’s so cruel,” Susan protested. Letting go of the arms of the chair, she fisted her hands on her
thighs. “So damn cruel.”

“Whiner.”
She glared at Martie. “Sometimes you can be such a mean bitch.”

“Yeah, that’s me. If Joan Crawford were alive, I’d challenge her to a wire coat-hanger fight, and
I’d lacerate her.”

Laughing, then shaking her head, Susan rose from the armchair. “I can’t believe I said that. I'm
sorry, Martie. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Holding the raincoat as Susan slipped her arms into it, Martie said, “You be good, girlfriend, and
on the way back from the doctor, we’ll get some great Chinese takeout. We’ll open a couple
bottles of Tsingtao, and we’ll play some killer two-hand pinochle over lunch, fifty cents a point.”

“You already owe me over six hundred thousand bucks.”
“So break my legs. Gambling debts aren’t legally collectible.”

After Susan switched off all but one of the lamps, she retrieved her purse from the coffee table
and led Martie through the apartment.

As she was crossing the kitchen behind Susan, Martie found her attention drawn to a wicked-
looking item that lay on a cutting board near the sink. It was a mezzaluna knife, a classic Italian
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kitchen tool: The curved stainless-steel blade was shaped like a half-moon, with a handle at each
end, so it could be rocked rapidly back and forth to dice and slice.

Like an electric current, scintillant light seemed to sizzle along the cutting edge.

Martie could not look away from it. She didn’t realize how completely the mezzaluna had
mesmerized her—until she heard Susan ask, “What’s wrong?”

Her throat was tight, and her tongue felt swollen. With audible thickness, she asked a question to
which she already knew the answer:

“What’s that?”
“Haven’t you ever used one? It’s great. You can dice an onion in a flash.”

The sight of the knife didn’t fill Martie with terror, as had her shadow and the bathroom mirror.
It did, however, make her uneasy, although she couldn’t explain her queer reaction to it.

“Martie? Are you okay?”
“Yeah, sure, let’s go.”

Susan twisted the knob but hesitated to open the kitchen door. Martie put her hand over her
friend’s, and together they pulled

the door inward, admitting cold gray light and a sharp-toothed wind. Susan’s face drained of
color at the prospect of entering the roofless world beyond her threshold.

“We’ve done this a hundred times before,” Martie assured her.
Susan clutched the doorjamb. “I can’t go out there.”
“You will,” Martie insisted.

Susan attempted to return to the kitchen, but Martie blocked her. “Let me in, this is too hard, it’s
agony.”

“it’s agony for me, too,” Martie said.

“Bullshit.” Desperation clawed some of the beauty out of Susan’s face, and a feral terror
darkened the green of her jungle eyes. “You’re getting off on this, you love it, you’re crazy.”

“No, I’'m mean.” Martie gripped the doorjamb with both hands, holding her ground. “I’'m the
mean bitch. You re the crazy bitch.”

Suddenly Susan stopped pushing at Martie and clutched at her instead, seeking support. “Damn, |
want that Chinese takeout.”

Martie envied Dusty, whose biggest worry of the morning would be whether the rain would hold
off long enough for his crew to get some work done.

Fat drops of rain—at first in fitful bursts but soon more insistently—began to rattle on the roof
that covered the landing.

Finally, they stepped across the threshold, outside. Martie pulled the door shut and locked it.
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The extraction phase was behind them. Worse lay ahead, however, and Martie was unable to see
most of it coming.

6

Skeet ran exuberantly down the steeply pitched roof, toward the brink, angling for a point of
departure that would ensure he landed on skull-cracking pavement rather than on mattresses,
bounding along the convex orange-brown tiles as though he were a kid racing across a cobbled
street to an ice-cream vendor, and Dusty ran grimly after him.

To those watching from below, it must have appeared that the two men were equally deranged,
fulfilling a suicide pact.

More than halfway down the slope, Dusty caught up with Skeet, grabbed him, wrenched him off
his intended trajectory, and stumbled diagonally across the incline with him. Some clay tiles
cracked underfoot, dislodging small chunks of roofer’s mortar, which rattled toward the rain
gutter. Remaining upright on this rolling debris was no less difficult than walking on marbles,
with the added challenges of the rain and the slimy lichen and Skeet’s energetic and gleeful
resistance, which he waged with flailing arms and spiking elbows and disturbing childlike
giggles. Skeet’s invisible dance partner, Death, seemed to give him supernatural grace and
balance, but then Dusty fell and took Skeet down with him, and entwined they rolled the last ten
feet, perhaps toward the mattresses or perhaps not—Dusty had lost his bearings—and across the
copper gutter, which twanged like a plucked bass string.

Airborne, plummeting, letting go of Skeet, Dusty thought of

Martie: the clean smell of her silky black hair, the mischievous curve of her smile, the honesty of
her eyes.

Thirty-two feet wasn’t far, merely three stories, but far enough to split open the most stubborn
head, far enough to crack a spine as easily as one might snap a pretzel stick, so when Dusty fell
flat on his back on the piled mattresses, he thanked God as he bounced. Then he realized that in
free fall, when each lightning-quick thought could have been his last, his mind had been filled
with Martie, and that God had occurred to him after the fact.

The Sorensons had purchased first-rate mattresses. The impact didn’t even knock the wind out of
Dusty.

Skeet, too, had crashed into the safety zone. Now he lay as he had landed, face planted in the
satin-weave ticking, arms over his head, motionless, as though he had been so fragile that even a
fall into layers of cotton batting, foam rubber, and airy eiderdown had shattered his eggshell
bones.

As the top mattress quickly became sodden with rain, Dusty got onto his hands and knees. He
rolled the kid faceup.

Skeet’s left cheek was abraded, and a small cut bisected the shallow cleft in his chin. Both
injuries had probably occurred as he had rolled across the roof tiles; neither produced much
blood.

“Where am [?”” Skeet asked.
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“Not where you wanted to be.”

The kid’s bronze eyes had a dark patina of anguish that hadn’t been evident during the manic
minutes on the roof. “Heaven?”

“I’ll make it seem like Hell, you smacked-out creep,” Motherwell said, looming over them,
grabbing Skeet by his sweater and hauling him to his feet. If the sky had been split by lightning
and shaken by thunder, Motherwell could have passed for Thor, Scandinavian god of the storm.
“You’re off my crew, you’re finished, you hopeless screwup!”

“Easy, easy,” Dusty said, scrambling to his feet and off the mattress.

Still holding Skeet a foot off the ground, Motherwell rounded on Dusty. “I mean it, boss. Either
he’s gone, he’s history, or I can’t work with you anymore.”

“Okay, all right. Just put him down, Ned.”

Instead of releasing Skeet, Motherwell shook him and shouted in his face, spraying enough
foamy spittle to flock him like a Christmas

tree: “By the time we buy new mattresses, three expensive mattresses, there goes most of the
profit. Do you have any clue, you shithead?”

Dangling from Motherwell’s hands, offering no resistance, Skeet said, “I didn’t ask you to put
down the mattresses.”

“I wasn’t trying to save you, asshole.”
“You’re always calling me names,” Skeet said. “I never call you names.”

“You’re a walking pus bag.” Straight Edgers, like Motherwell, denied themselves many things,
but never anger. Dusty admired their efforts to lead a clean life in the dirty world they had
inherited, and he understood their anger even as he sometimes wearied of it.

“Man, I like you,” Skeet told Motherwell. “I wish you could like me.”

“You’re a pimple on the ass of humanity,” Motherwell thundered, casting Skeet aside as if
tossing a bag of garbage.

Skeet almost slammed into Foster Newton, who was passing by. Fig halted as the kid collapsed
in a heap on the driveway, glanced at Dusty, said, “See you in the morning if it doesn’t rain,”
stepped over Skeet, and proceeded to his car at the curb, still listening to talk radio through his
headphones, as though he’d seen people jumping off roofs every day of his working life.

“What a mess,” Ned Motherwell said, frowning at the drenched mattresses.
“I’ve got to check him into rehab,” Dusty told Motherwell, as he helped Skeet to his feet.

“I’ll take care of this mess,” Motherwell assured him. “Just get that cankerous little weasel-dick
out of my sight.”

All along the rainwashed circular driveway to the street, Skeet leaned on Dusty. His previous
frenetic energy, whether it had come from drugs or from the prospect of successful self-
destruction, was gone, and he was limp with weariness, almost asleep on his feet.
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The security guard fell in beside them as they neared Dusty’s white Ford van. “I’ll have to file a
report about this.”

“Yeah? With whom?”

“The executive board of the homeowners’ association. With a copy to the property-management
company.”

“They won’t kneecap me with a shotgun, will they?” Dusty asked as he propped Skeet against
the van.

“Nah, they never take my recommendation,” the guard said, and Dusty was forced to reevaluate
him.

Rising out of his stupor, Skeet warned, “They’ll want your soul, Dusty. I know these bastards.”

From behind a veil of water that drizzled off the visor of his uniform cap, the security guard said,
“They might put you on a list of undesirable contractors they’d rather not have in the community.
But probably all that’ll happen is they’ll want you never to bring this guy inside the gates again.
What’s his full name, anyway?”

Opening the passenger door of the van, Dusty said, “Bruce Wayne.”
“I thought it was Skeet something.”

Helping Skeet into the van, Dusty said, “That’s just his nickname.” Which was truthful yet
deceptive.

“I’ll need to see his ID.”

“I’11 bring it later,” Dusty said, slamming the door. “Right now I’ve got to get him to a doctor.”
“He hurt?” the guard asked, following Dusty around the van to the driver’s side.

“He’s a wreck,” Dusty said as he got in behind the wheel and pulled the door shut.

The guard rapped on the window.

Starting the engine with one hand, winding down the window with the other, Dusty said,
“Yeah?”

“You can’t go back to strike force, but crew isn’t the right word, either. Better call them your
circus or maybe hullabaloo.”

“You’re all right,” Dusty said. “I like you.”
The guard smiled and tipped his sopping hat.

Dusty rolled up the window, switched on the wipers, and drove away from the Sorensons’ house.

7

Descending the exterior stairs from her third-floor apartment, Susan Jagger stayed close to the
house, sliding her right hand along the shingle siding, as though constantly needing to reassure
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herself that shelter was close by, fiercely clutching Martie’s arm with her left hand. She kept her
head down, focusing intently on her feet, taking each ten-inch-high step as cautiously as a rock
climber might have negotiated a towering face of sheer granite.

Because of Susan’s raincoat hood and because she was shorter than Martie, her face was
concealed, but from rainless days, Martie knew how Susan must look. Shock-white skin. Jaw set,
mouth grim. Her green eyes would be haunted, as though she’d glimpsed a ghost however, the
only ghost in this matter was her once vital spirit, which had been killed by agoraphobia.

“What’s wrong with the air?” Susan asked shakily.
“Nothing.”

“Hard to breathe,” Susan complained. “Thick. Smells funny.”
“Just humidity. The smell is me. New perfume.”
“You? Perfume?”

“I’ve got my girlish moments.”

“We’re so exposed,” Susan said fearfully.

“It’s not a long way to the car.”

“Anything could happen out here.”

“Nothing will happen.”

“There’s nowhere to hide.”

“There’s nothing to hide from.”

Fifteen-hundred-year-old religious litanies were no less rigidly structured than these twice-a-
week conversations on the way to and from therapy sessions.

As they reached the bottom of the steps, the rain fell harder than before, rattling through the
leaves of the potted plants on the patio, clicking against the bricks.

Susan was reluctant to let go of the corner of the house.

Martie put an arm around her. “Lean on me if you want.”

Susan leaned. “Everything’s so strange out here, not like it used to be.”
“Nothing’s changed. It’s just the storm.”

“It’s a new world,” Susan disagreed. “And not a good one.”

Huddling together, with Martie bending to match Susan’s stoop, they progressed through this
new world, now in a rush as Susan was drawn forward by the prospect of the comparatively
enclosed space of the car, but now haltingly as Susan was weighed down and nearly crushed by
the infinite emptiness overhead. Whipped by wind and lashed by rain, shielded by their hoods
and their billowing coats, they might have been two frightened holy sisters, in full habit,
desperately seeking sanctuary in the early moments of Armageddon.
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Evidently Martie was affected either by the turbulence of the incoming storm or by her troubled
friend, because as they proceeded fitfully along the promenade toward the side street where she
had parked her car, she became increasingly aware of a strangeness in the day that was easy to
perceive but difficult to define. On the concrete promenade, puddles like black mirrors swarmed
with images so shattered by falling rain that their true appearance could not be discerned, yet
they disquieted Martie. Thrashing palm trees clawed the air with fronds that had darkened from
green to green-black, producing a thrum-hiss-rattle that resonated with a primitive and reckless
passion deep inside her. On their right, the sand was smooth and pale, like the skin of some vast
sleeping beast, and on their left, each house appeared to be filled with a storm of its own, as
colorless images of roiling clouds and wind-tossed trees churned across the large ocean-view
windows.

Martie was unsettled by all these odd impressions of unnatural menace in the surrounding
landscape, but she was more disturbed by

a new strangeness within herself, which the storm seemed to conjure. Her heart quickened with
an irrational desire to surrender to the sorcerous energy of this wild weather. Suddenly she was
afraid of some dark potential she couldn’t define: afraid of losing control of herself, blacking out,
and later coming to her senses, thereupon discovering she had done something terrible.. .
something unspeakable.

Until this morning, such bizarre thoughts had never occurred to her. Now they came in
abundance.

She remembered the unusually sour grapefruit juice that she’d drunk at breakfast, and she
wondered if it had been tainted. She didn’t have a sick stomach; but maybe she was suffering
from a strain of food poisoning that caused mental rather than physical symptoms.

That was another bizarre thought. Tainted juice was no more likely an explanation than the
possibility that the CIA was beaming messages into her brain via a microwave transmitter. If she
continued down this twisty road of illogic, she’d soon be fashioning elaborate aluminum-foil hats
to guard against long-distance brainwashing.

By the time they descended the short flight of concrete steps from the beach promenade to the
narrow street where the car was parked, Martie was drawing as much emotional support from
Susan as she was giving, although she hoped Susan didn’t sense as much.

Martie opened the curbside door, helped Susan into the red Saturn, and then went around and got
in the driver’s seat.

Rain drummed on the roof, a cold and hollow sound that brought hoofbeats to mind, as though
the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse—Pestilence, War, Famine, and Death—were approaching
at full gallop along the nearby beach.

Martie pulled back her hood. She fished in one coat pocket and then in the other until she found
her keys.

In the passenger seat, Susan remained hooded, head bowed, hands fisted against her cheeks, eyes
squeezed shut, and face pinched, as if the Saturn were in one of those hydraulic car crushers,
about to be squashed into a three-foot cube.

Martie’s attention fixed on the car key, which was the same one she had always used, yet
suddenly the point seemed wickedly sharp, as never before. The serrations resembled those on a
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bread knife, which then reminded her of the mezzaluna in Susan’s kitchen.

This simple key was a potential weapon. Crazily, Martie’s mind clotted with images of the
bloody damage a car key could inflict.

“What’s wrong?”” Susan asked, though she had not opened her eyes.

Thrusting the key into the ignition, struggling to conceal her inner turmoil, Martie said,
“Couldn’t find my key. It’s okay. I’ve got it now.”

The engine caught, roared. When Martie locked herself into her safety harness, her hands were
shaking so badly that the hard plastic clasp and the metal tongue on the belt chattered together
like a pair of windup, novelty-store teeth before she finally engaged the latch.

“What if something happens to me out here and I can’t get home again?”” Susan worried.

“I’11 take care of you,” Martie promised, although in light of her own peculiar state of mind, the
promise might prove empty.

“But what if something happens to you?”
“Nothing is going to happen to me,” Martie vowed as she switched on the windshield wipers.
“Something can happen to anybody. Look at what happened to me.”

Martie pulled away from the curb, drove to the end of the short street, and turned left onto
Balboa Boulevard. “Hold tight. You’ll be in the doctor’s office soon.”

“Not if we’re in an accident,” Susan fretted.
“I’'m a good driver.”

“The car might break down.”

“The car’s fine.”

“It’s raining hard. If the streets flood—"

“Or maybe we’ll be abducted by big slimy Martians,” Martie said. “Be taken up to the mother
ship, forced to breed with hideous squid-like creatures.”

“The streets do flood here on the peninsula,” Susan said defensively.

“This time of year, Big Foot hides out around the pier, bites the heads off the unwary. We better
hope we don’t have a breakdown in that area.”

“You’re vicious,” Susan complained.
“I’m mean as hell,” Martie confirmed.
“Cruel. You are. I mean it.”

“I’m loathsome.”

“Take me home.”
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“No.”

“I hate you.”

“I love you anyway,” Martie said.

“Oh, shit,” Susan said miserably. “I love you, too.”
“Hang in there.”

“This is so hard.”

“I know, honey.”

“What if we run out of fuel?”

“The tank’s full.”

“I can’t breathe out here. I can’t breathe.”

“Sooz, you’re breathing.”

“But the air’s like a.. . sludge. And I’'m having chest pains. My heart.”
“What /’'ve got is a pain in the ass,” Martie said. “Guess its name.”
“You’re a mean bitch.”

“That’s old news.”

“I hate you.”

“I love you,” Martie said patiently.

Susan began to cry. She buried her face in her hands. “I can’t go on like this.”
“It’s not much farther.”

“I hate myself.”

Martie frowned. “Don’t say that. Don’t ever.”

“I hate what I’ve become. This frightened, quivering thing I’ve become.”

Martie’s eyes clouded with tears of pity. She blinked furiously to clear her vision.

From off the cold Pacific, waves of black clouds washed across the sky, as though the tide of
night were turning and would drown this bleak new day. Virtually all the oncoming traffic,
northbound on Pacific Coast Highway, approached behind headlights that silvered the wet
blacktop.

Martie’s perception of unnatural menace had passed. The rainy day no longer seemed in the least
strange. In fact, the world was so achingly beautiful, so right in every detail, that although she
was no longer afraid of anything in it, she was terribly afraid of losing it.

Despairing, Susan said, “Martie, can you remember me. .. the way I used to be?”
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“Yes. Vividly.”

“I can’t. Some days I can’t remember me any other way but how I am now. I’'m scared, Martie.
Not just of going outside, out of the house. I’'m scared of. .. all the years ahead.”

“We’ll get through this together,” Martie assured her, “and there’ll be a lot of good years.”

Massive phoenix palms lined the entrance road to Fashion Island, Newport Beach’s premier
shopping and business center. In the wind, the trees, like agitated lions preparing to roar, shook
their great green manes.

Dr. Mark Ahriman’s suite of offices was on the fourteenth floor of one of the tall buildings that
surrounded the sprawling, low-rise shopping plaza. Getting Susan from the parking lot to the
lobby and then across what seemed like acres of polished granite into an elevator was not as
arduous a trek as Frodo’s journey from the peaceful Shire to the land called Mordor, there to
destroy the Great Ring of Power—but Martie was nonetheless relieved when the doors slid shut
and the cab purred upward.

“Almost safe,” Susan murmured, gaze fixed on the indicator board inset in the transom above the
doors, watching the light move from number to number, toward 14, where sanctuary waited.

Though entirely enclosed and alone with Martie, Susan never felt secure in the elevator.
Consequently, Martie kept one arm around her, aware that from Susan’s troubled point of view,
the fourteenth-floor elevator alcove and the corridors beyond it—even the psychiatrist’s waiting
room—were also hostile territories harboring uncountable threats. Every public space, regardless
of how small and sheltered, was an open space in the sense that anyone could enter at any time.
She felt safe only in two places: in her home on the peninsula—and in Dr. Ahriman’s private
office, where even the dramatic panoramic view of the coastline did not alarm her.

“Almost safe,” Susan repeated as the elevator doors slid open at the fourteenth floor.

Curiously, Martie thought of Frodo again, from The Lord of the Rings. Frodo in the tunnel that
was a secret entrance to the evil land of Mordor. Frodo confronting the guardian of the tunnel,
the spiderlike monster Shelob. Frodo stung by the beast, apparently dead, but actually paralyzed
and set aside to be devoured later.

“Let’s go, let’s go,” Susan whispered urgently. For the first time since leaving her apartment, she
was eager to proceed.

Inexplicably, Martie wanted to pull her friend back into the elevator, descend to the lobby, and
return to the car.

Once more she sensed a disquieting strangeness in the mundane scene around her, as if this were
not the ordinary elevator alcove that it appeared to be, but was in fact the tunnel where Frodo and
his companion Sam Gamgee had confronted the great pulsing, many-eyed spider.

Responding to a sound behind her, she turned with dread, half expecting to see Shelob looming.
The elevator door was rolling shut. Nothing more than that.

In her imagination, a membrane between dimensions had ruptured, and the world of Tolkien was
seeping inexorably into Newport Beach. Maybe she had been working too long and too hard on
the video-game adaptation. In her obsession with doing honor to The Lord of the Rings, and in
her mental exhaustion, was she confusing reality and fantasy?
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No. Not that. The truth was something less fantastic but equally strange.

Then Martie caught a glimpse of herself in the glass panel that covered a wall niche containing
an emergency fire hose. Immediately, she turned away, rattled by the razor-sharp anxiety in her
face. Her features appeared jagged, with deep slashes for laugh lines, a mouth like a scar; her
eyes were wounds. This unflattering expression was not what made her look away. Something
else. Worse. Something to which she couldn’t quite put a name.

What’s happening to me?
“Let’s go,” Susan said more insistently than before. “Martie, what’s wrong? Let’s go.”

Reluctantly, Martie accompanied Susan out of the alcove. They turned left into the corridor.

Susan took heart from her mantra—"almost safe, almost safe”— but Martie found no comfort in
it.

8

As the wind stripped wet leaves off trees and as cataracts gushed along gutters toward half-
clogged street drains, Dusty drove down through the Newport hills.

“I’'m soaked. I'm cold,” Skeet complained.

“Me too. Fortunately, we’re high-order primates with lots of gadgets.” Dusty switched on the
heater.

“I screwed up,” Skeet mumbled. “Who, you?”

“I always screw up.” “Everybody’s good at something.” “Are you angry with me?”
“Right now I’m sick to death of you,” Dusty said honestly.

“Do you hate me?”

“No.”

Skeet sighed and slid down farther in his seat. In his boneless slump, as a faint steam rose off his
clothes, he looked less like a man than like a pile of damp laundry. His chafed and swollen
eyelids drooped shut. His mouth sagged open. He appeared to be asleep.

The sky pressed down, as gray-black as wet ashes and char. The rain wasn’t the usual glittering
silver, but dark and dirty, as if nature were a scrubwoman wringing out a filthy mop.

Dusty drove east and south, out of Newport Beach, into the city

of Irvine. He hoped that the New Life Clinic, a drug-and-alcohol-rehabilitation facility. would
have an open bed.

Skeet had been in rehab twice before, once at New Life six months ago. He came out clean,
sincerely intending to stay that way. After each course of therapy, however, he gradually slid
backward.

Until now he’d never gotten low enough to try suicide. Perhaps, from this new depth, he’d
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realize that he was facing his last chance.

Without lifting his chin from his chest, Skeet said, “Sorry... back there on the roof. Sorry I forgot
which one was your dad. Dr. Decon. It’s just that I’'m so wrecked.”

“That’s okay. I’ve been trying to forget him most of my life.”
“You remember my dad, I’ll bet”

“Dr. Holden Caulfield, professor of literature.”

“He’s a real bastard,” Skeet said.

“They all are. She’s attracted to bastards.”

Skeet slowly raised his head, as though it were a massive weight elevated by a complex system
of powerful hydraulic lifts. “Holden Caulfield’s not even his real name.”

Dusty braked at a red traffic signal and regarded Skeet with skepticism. The name, identical to
that of the protagonist in The Catcher in the Rye, seemed too pat to have been an invention.

“He changed it legally when he was twenty-one,” Skeet said. “Sam Farner was his born name.”
“Is this stoned talk or true talk?”

“True,” Skeet said. “Old Sam’s dad was a career military man. Colonel Thomas Jackson Farner.
His mom, Luanne, she taught nursery school. Old Sam had a falling-out with them—after the
colonel and Luanne finished putting him through college and after old Sam got a scholarship
toward his master’s degree. Otherwise, he might’ve waited to have his falling-out, until his folks
ponied up more tuition.”

Dusty knew Skeet’s father—the false Holden Caulfield—and knew him far too well, because the
pretentious bastard was his stepfather. Trevor Penn Rhodes, Dusty’s father, was the second of
their mother’s four husbands, and Holden Sam Caulfield Farner was her third. From before
Dusty’s fourth birthday until past his fourteenth, this self-styled blue blood had ruled their family
with a lofty sense of divine right, and with enough authoritarian zeal and sociopathic ferocity to
earn praise from Hannibal Lecter. “He said his mother

had been a professor at Princeton, his father at Rutgers. All those stories . .
“Not biography,” Skeet insisted. “Just his cooked-up résumé.”
“Their tragic death in Chile? ..

“Another lie.” In Skeet’s bloodshot eyes was a fierce light that might have been vengeance. For a
moment, the kid appeared not sad at all, not drawn and gaunt and ruined, but full of a wild and
barely contained glee.

Dusty said, “He had such a tremendous disagreement with Colonel Farner that he wanted to
change his name?”

“I guess he liked The Catcher in the Rye.”

Dusty was amazed. “Maybe he liked it, but did he understand it?” Which was a dumb question.
Skeet’s father was as shallow as a petri dish, culturing one short-lived enthusiasm after another,
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most of them as destructive as salmonella. “Who would want to be Holden Caulfield?”

“Sam Earner, my good old dad. And I’ll bet it hasn’t hurt the bastard’s career at the university. In
his line of work, that name makes him memorable.”

A horn sounded behind them. The traffic signal had changed from red to green.
Resuming the drive to New Life, Dusty said, “Where did you learn all this?”

“To begin with—on the Internet.” Skeet sat up straighter, and with his bony hands, he smoothed
his damp hair back from his face. “First, I checked out the faculty emeritus at Rutgers, on their
web-site. Everyone who’d ever taught there. Same at Princeton. No one with his parents’ names
had been professors at either place. His invented parents, I mean.”

With an unmistakable note of pride in his voice, Skeet recounted the tortuous route he’d followed
in his search for the simple truth about his father. The investigation had required concerted effort
and considerable creative thought, not to mention sober logic.

Dusty marveled that this fragile kid, ravaged by life as well as by his own addictions and
compulsions, had been able to focus sharply enough and long enough to get the job done.

“My old man’s old man, Colonel Earner—he’s long dead,” Skeet said. “But Luanne, his mother,
she’s alive. She’s seventy-eight, lives out in Cascade, Colorado.”

“Your grandmother,” Dusty said.

“Didn’t know she existed till three weeks ago. Talked to her on the phone twice. She seems real
sweet, Dusty. Broke her heart when her only kid cut them out of his life.”

“Why did he?”
“Political convictions. Don’t ask me what that means.”

“He changes convictions with his designer socks,” Dusty said. “It must have been something
else.”

“Not according to Luanne.”

Pride of accomplishment, which had given Skeet the strength to sit up straighter and lift his chin
off his chest, was no longer sufficient to sustain him. Gradually he slid down and retreated
turtlelike into the steam, the wet smell, and the soggy folds of his loose rain-soaked clothes.

“You can’t afford all this again,” Skeet said as Dusty drove into the New Life Clinic parking lot.

“Don’t worry about it. I have two major jobs lined up. Besides, Martie’s designing all kinds of
hideous deaths for Orcs and assorted monsters, and there’s serious bucks in that.”

“I don’t know if I can go through the program again.”

“You can. You jumped off a roof this morning. Hell, getting through rehab should be a piece of
cake.”

The private clinic was in a building styled like the corporate headquarters for a prosperous chain
of Mexican fast-food restaurants: a two-story hacienda with arched loggias on the first floor,
covered balconies on the second, too precisely prettified with royal-purple bougainvillea, which

40



had been meticulously hand-woven around columns and across archways. Perfection had been
sought so aggressively that the result was a Disneyesque artificiality, as if everything from the
grass to the roof were stamped out of plastic. Here, even the dirty rain had a tinsel glimmer.

Dusty parked at the curb near the entrance, in the zone reserved for patient admissions. He
switched off the wipers, but didn’t kill the engine. “Have you told him what you’ve learned?”

“You mean good old Dad?” Skeet closed his eyes, shook his head. “No. It’s enough I know it
myself.”

In truth, Skeet was afraid of Professor Caulfield, née Farner, no less now than when he’d been a
boy—and perhaps with good reason.

“Cascade, Colorado,” Skeet said, pronouncing it as if it were a magical place, home to wizards
and gryphons and unicorns.

"You want to go there, see your grandma?”
“Too far. Too hard,” Skeet said. “I can’t drive anymore.”

Because of numerous moving violations, he had lost his driver’s license. He rode to work each
day with Fig Newton.

“Listen,” Dusty said, “you get through the program, and I’ll take you out there to Cascade to
meet your grandma.”

Skeet opened his eyes. “Oh, man, that’s risky.”
“Hey, I’'m not that bad a driver.”
“I mean, people let you down. Except you and Martie. And Dominique. She never let me down.”

Dominique was their half sister, born to their mother’s first husband. She’d been a Down’s baby
and had died in infancy. Neither of them had ever known her, though sometimes Skeet visited
her grave. The one who escaped, he called her.

“People always let you down,” he said, “and it’s not smart to expect too much.”

“You said she sounded sweet on the phone. And evidently your dad despises her, which is a good
sign. Damn good. Besides, if she turns out to be the grandmother from Hell, I’ll be there with
you, and I’ll break her legs.”

Skeet smiled. He stared wistfully through the rain-washed windshield, not at the immediate
landscape but perhaps at an ideal portrait of Cascade, Colorado, which he’d already painted in
his mind. “She said she loved me. Hasn’t met me, but said it anyway.”

“You’re her grandson,” Dusty said, switching off the engine.

Skeet’s eyes appeared to be not just swollen and bloodshot but sore, as if he’d seen too many
painful things. But in the ice-pale, sunken wreckage of his gaunt face, his smile was warm.
“You’re not just a half brother. You’re a brother and a half.”

Dusty cupped a hand against the back of Skeet’s head and pulled him close, until their foreheads
touched. They sat for a while, brow to brow, neither of them saying anything.
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Then they got out of the van, into the cold rain.

9

Dr. Mark Ahriman’s waiting room featured two pairs of Ruhlmanstyle lacquered lacewood
chairs with black leather seats. The floor was black granite, as were the two end tables, each of
which held fanned copies of Architectural Digest and Vanity Fair The color of the walls matched
the honey tone of the lacewood.

Two Art Deco paintings, nighttime cityscapes reminiscent of some early work by Georgia
O’Keeffe, were the only art.

The high-style decor was also surprisingly serene. As always, Susan was visibly relieved the
moment she crossed the threshold from the fourteenth-floor corridor. For the first time since
leaving her apartment, she didn’t need to lean on Martie. Her posture improved. She raised her
head, pushed back the raincoat hood, and took long breaths, as if she’d broken through the
surface of a cold, deep pond.

Curiously, Martie, too, felt a measure of relief. Her floating anxiety, which didn’t seem to be
anchored to any particular source, abated somewhat as she closed the waiting-room door behind
them.

The doctor’s secretary, Jennifer, could be seen through the receptionist's window. Sitting at a
desk, talking on the phone, she waved.

An inner door opened soundlessly. As if telepathically informed of his patient’s arrival, Dr.
Ahriman entered from the equally well furnished chamber in which he conducted therapy
sessions. Impeccably dressed in a dark gray Vestimenta suit, as stylish as his

offices, he moved with the easy grace characteristic of professional athletes.

He was forty-something, tall, well-tanned, with salt-and-pepper hair, as handsome as the
photographs on the dust jackets of his bestselling books about psychology. Though his hazel eyes
were unusually direct, his stare wasn’t invasive or challenging, not clinical—but warm and
reassuring. Dr. Ahriman looked nothing like Martie’s fader; however, he shared Smilin’ Bob’s
affability, genuine interest in people, and relaxed self-confidence. To her, he had a fatherly air.

Rather than reinforce Susan’s agoraphobia by solicitously asking how she had handled the trip
from her apartment, he spoke eloquendy about the beauty of the storm, as though the soggy
morning were as luminous as a painting by Renoir. As he described the pleasures of a walk in the
rain, the chill and the damp sounded as soul-soothing as a sunny day at the beach.

By the time Susan stripped out of her raincoat and handed it to Martie, she was smiling. All the
anxiety was gone from her face, if not entirely from her eyes. As she left the waiting room for
Dr. Ahriman’s inner office, she no longer moved like an old woman, but like a young girl,
apparently unintimidated by the expansive view of the coastline that awaited her from his
fourteenth-floor windows.

As always, Martie was impressed by the instant soothing effect that the doctor had on Susan, and
she almost decided against sharing her concern with him. But then, before he followed Susan
into the office, Martie asked if she might have a word with him.
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To Susan, he said, “I’ll be right with you,” and then shut his office door.

Moving to the center of the waiting room with Ahriman, keeping her voice low, Martie said,
“I’m worried about her, Doctor.”

His smile was as comforting as hot tea, sugared shortbread, and a fireside armchair. “She’s doing
well, Mrs. Rhodes. I couldn’t be more pleased.”

“Isn’t there medication you could give her? I was reading that anxiety medication—"

“In her case, anxiety medication would be a very grave mistake. Drugs aren’t always the answer,
Mrs. Rhodes. Believe me, if they would help her, I’d write the prescription in a minute.”

“But she’s been like this for sixteen months.”
He cocked his head and regarded her almost as if he suspected

that she was teasing him. “Have you really seen no change in her, especially over the last few
months?”

“Oh, yes. Plenty. And it seems to me ... Well, I'm no doctor, no therapist, but lately Susan seems
to be worse. A lot worse.”

“You’re right. She’s getting worse, but that’s not a bad sign.”
Baffled, Martie said, “It’s not?”

Sensing the depth of Martie’s distress, perhaps intuitively aware that her anxiety arose not
entirely from her concern about her friend, Dr. Ahriman guided her to a chair. He settled into the
seat beside her.

“Agoraphobia,” he explained, “is almost always a sudden-onset condition, rarely gradual. The
intensity of the fear is as severe during the first panic attack as during the hundredth. So when
there’s a change in the intensity, it often indicates the patient is on the edge of a breakthrough.”

“Even if the fear gets worse?”

“Especially when it gets worse.” Ahriman hesitated. “I’m sure you realize I can’t violate Susan’s
privacy by discussing the details of her specific case. But in general the agoraphobic often uses
his or her fear as a refuge from the world, as a way to escape engagement with other people or to
avoid dealing with particularly traumatic personal experiences. There’s a perverse comfort in the
isolation—"

“But Susan hates being so fearful, trapped in that apartment.”

He nodded. “Her despair is deep and genuine. However, her need for isolation is even greater
than her anguish over the limitations imposed by her phobia.”

Martie had noticed that sometimes Susan seemed to cling to her apartment because she was
happy there more than because she was too frightened of the world beyond.

“If the patient begins to understand why she’s embracing her loneliness,” Ahriman continued, “if
at last she starts to identify the real trauma she’s trying not to face, then sometimes, in denial, she
will cling to the agoraphobia more fiercely. An intensification of symptoms usually means she’s
making a last-ditch defense against the truth. When that defense fails, she’ll finally face the thing
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she really fears—not open spaces, but something more personal and immediate.”

The doctor’s explanation made sense to Martie, yet she couldn’t easily accept the idea that an
ever steeper decline would inevitably

lead to a cure. Last year, her father’s battle with cancer progressed along a relentless downward
spiral, and at the bottom there had been no joyful breakthrough, only death. Of course a
psychological illness could not be compared to a physical disease. Nevertheless

“Did I set your mind at rest, Mrs. Rhodes?” A twinkle of humor enlivened his eyes. “Or do you
think I’'m full of psychobabble?”

His charm won her over. The impressive array of diplomas in his office, his reputation as the
finest specialist in phobic therapy in California and perhaps in the nation, and his keen mind
were no more important to building patient trust than was his bedside manner.

Martie smiled and shook her head. “No. The only babble is coming from me. I guess . .. I feel
like I’ve failed her somehow.”

“No, no, no.” He placed a hand reassuringly on her shoulder. “Mrs. Rhodes, I can’t stress
strongly enough how important you are to Susan’s recovery. Your commitment to her means
more than anything I can do. You must always feel comfortable about expressing your worries to
me. Your concern for her is the rock on which she stands.”

Martie’s voice thickened. “We’ve been friends since we were kids, most of our lives. I love her
so much. I couldn’t love her more if she were my sister.”

“That’s what I mean. Love can accomplish more than therapy, Mrs. Rhodes. Not every patient
has someone like you. Susan is so very lucky in that regard.”

Martie’s vision blurred. “She seems so lost,” she said softly.
His hand tightened slightly on her shoulder. “She’s finding her way. Believe me, she is.”

She did believe him. Indeed, he had comforted her so much that she almost mentioned her own
peculiar rushes of anxiety this morning: her shadow, the mirror, the mezzaluna, the point and the
serrated edge of the car key. .

In the inner office, Susan was waiting for her session. This time was hers, not Martie’s.

“Is there something else?”” Dr. Ahriman asked.

“No. I’'m all right now,” she said, getting to her feet. “Thank you. Thank you so much, Doctor.”
“Have faith, Mrs. Rhodes.”

“Ido.”

Smiling, he gave her a thumbs-up sign, went into his office, and closed the door.

Martie followed a narrow hallway between the doctor’s private office and a large file room, to a
second waiting area. This was smaller than—but similar to—the first.

Here, a back door led into Dr. Ahriman’s office, and another door opened onto the fourteenth-
floor corridor. This double-waiting-room arrangement ensured that arriving patients and their
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companions, if any, wouldn’t encounter departing patients, thus guaranteeing everyone’s privacy.
Martie hung Susan’s raincoat and her own on a pair of wall hooks beside the exit door.

She had brought a paperback book, a thriller, to pass the time, but she couldn’t focus on the
story. None of the creepy things happening in the novel was as disquieting as the real events of
this morning.

Soon Jennifer, the doctor’s secretary, brought a mug of coffee— black, without sugar, as Martie
liked it—and a chocolate biscotto. “I didn’t ask if you’d rather have a soft drink. I just assumed,
on a day like this, coffee was the thing.”

“Perfect. Thank you, Jenny.”

When Martie first accompanied Susan here, she had been surprised by this simple courtesy;
although having no previous experience with psychiatrists’ offices, she was sure that such
thoughtful treatment was not common to the profession, and she was still charmed by it.

The coffee was rich but not bitter. The biscotto was excellent; she would have to ask Jennifer
where to buy them.

Funny, how one good cookie could calm the mind and even elevate a troubled soul.

After a while, she was able to concentrate on the book. The writing was good. The plot was
entertaining. The characters were colorful. She enjoyed it.

The second waiting room was a fine place to read. Hushed. No windows. No annoying
background music. No distractions.

In the story, there was a doctor who loved haiku, a concise form of Japanese poetry. Tall,
handsome, blessed with a mellifluous voice, he recited a haiku while he stood at a huge window,
watching a

Storm:
“Pine wind blowing hard, quick rain, torn windpaper
talking to itself”

Martie thought the poem was lovely. And those succinct lines perfectly conveyed the mood of
this January rain as it swept along the coast, beyond the window. Lovely—both the view of the
storm and the words.

Yet the haiku also disturbed her. It was haunting. An ominous intent lurked beneath the beautiful
images. A sudden disquiet came over her, a sense that nothing was what it seemed to be.

What’s happening to me?

She felt disoriented. She was standing, though she had no memory of having risen from her
chair. And for God’s sake, what was she doing here?

“What’s happening to me?” she asked aloud this time.

Then she closed her eyes, because she must relax. She must relax. Relax. Have faith.
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Gradually she recovered her composure.

She decided to pass the time with a book. Books were good therapy. You could lose yourself in a
book, forget your troubles, your fear.

This particular book was especially good escape reading. A real thriller. The writing was good.
The plot was entertaining. The characters were colorful. She enjoyed it.

10

The one available room at New Life was on the second floor, with a view of the well-landscaped
grounds. Queen palms and ferns thrashed in the wind, and beds of blood-red cyclamens
throbbed.

Rain clicked against the window so hard that it sounded like sleet, though Dusty could see no
beads of ice sliding down the glass.

His clothes only slightly damp now, Skeet sat in a blue tweed armchair. He paged desultorily
through an ancient issue of Time.

This was a private rather than semiprivate room. A single bed with yellow-and-green-checked
spread. One blond, wood-grain Formica nightstand, a small matching dresser. Off-white walls,
burnt-orange drapes, bile-green carpet. When they went to Hell, sinful interior designers were
assigned to quarters like this for eternity.

The attached bath featured a shower stall as cramped as a phone booth. A red label -TEMPERED
GLASS—was fixed to a corner of the mirror above the sink: If broken, it would not produce the
sharp shards required to slash one’s wrists.

Although the room was humble, it was costly, because the care given by the staff at New Life
was of a far higher quality than their furniture. Skeet’s health insurance didn’t include [—was-
stupid-andself-destructive-and-now-I-need-to-have-a-full-brain-flush coverage, so Dusty had
already written a check for four weeks of room and

board, and he had signed a commitment to pay for the services of therapists, physicians,
counselors, and nurses as needed.

As this was Skeet’s third course of rehabilitation—and his second at New Life—Dusty was
beginning to think that to have any hope of success, what he needed were not psychologists,
physicians, and therapists—but a wizard, a warlock, a witch, and a wishing well.

Skeet was likely to be at New Life for a minimum of three weeks. Perhaps six. Because of his
suicide attempt, a series of nurses would be with him around the clock for at least three days.

Even with painting contracts lined up and with Martie’s deal to design a new Lord of the Rings
game, they were not going to be able to afford a long Hawaiian vacation this year. Instead, they
could put a few tiki lanterns in the backyard, wear aloha shirts, crank up a Don Ho CD, and have
a canned-ham luau. That would be fun, too. Any time spent with Martie was fun, whether the
backdrop was Waimea Bay or the painted board fence at the end of their flower garden.

As Dusty sat on the edge of the bed, Skeet dropped the issue of Time that he’d been reading.
“This magazine sucks since they stopped running nudes.” When Dusty didn’t respond, Skeet
said, “Hey, that was just a joke, bro, not the drugs talking. I’'m not particularly high anymore.”

46



“You were funnier when you were.”

“Yeah. But after the flight goes down, it’s hard to be funny in the wreckage.” His voice wobbled
like a spinning top losing momentum.

The rataplan of rain on the roof was usually soothing. Now it was depressing, a chilling reminder
of all the dreams and drug-soaked years washed down the drain.

Skeet pressed pale, wrinkled fingertips to his eyelids. “Saw my eyes in the bathroom mirror. Like
someone hocked wads of phlegm in a couple dirty ashtrays. Man, that’s how they feel, too.”

“Anything particular you’d like besides your gear? Some new magazines, books, a radio?”

“Nah. For a few days, I’ll be sleeping a lot.” He stared at his fingertips, as if he thought part of
his eye might have stuck to them. “I appreciate this, Dusty. I’'m not worth it, but I do appreciate
it. And I’ll pay you back somehow.”

“Forget it.”

“No. I want to.” He slowly melted down into the chair, as though he were a wax candle in the
shape of a man. “It’s important to me.

Maybe I’ll win the lottery or something big. You know? It could happen.”

“It could,” Dusty agreed, because although he didn’t believe in the lottery, he did believe in
miracles.

The first-shift nurse arrived, a young Asian American named Tom Wong, whose air of relaxed
competence and boyish smile gave Dusty confidence that he was putting his brother in good
hands.

The name on the patient—ID sheet was Holden Caulfield Jr., but when Tom read it aloud, Skeet
was roused from his lethargy. “Skeet!” he said ferociously, sitting up straighter in his chair,
clenching his fists. “That’s my name. Skeet and nothing but Skeet. Don’t you ever call me
Holden. Don’t you ever How can I be Holden junior when my phony shit of a father isn’t even
Holden senior? Who I should be is Sam Farner Jr. Don’t you call me that, either! You call me
anything but Skeet, then I’ll strip naked, set my hair on fire, and throw myself through that
freaking window. Okay? You understand? Is that what you want, me taking a flaming-naked
suicide leap into that pretty little garden of yours?”

Smiling, shaking his head, Tom Wong said, “Not on my shift, Skeet. The flaming hair would be
an amazing sight, but I sure don’t want to see you naked.”

Dusty smiled with relief. Tom had struck the perfect note.
Slumping in the armchair again, Skeet said, “You’re all right, Mr. Wong.”
“Please call me Tom.”

Skeet shook his head. “I’m a bad case of arrested development, stuck in early adolescence, more
screwed-up-twisted-up-tangled-up than a couple earthworms makin’ babies. What I need here
aren’t a bunch of new friends, Mr. Wong. What I need here, you see, are some authority figures,
people who can show me the way, ‘cause I really can’t go on like this and I really do want to find
the way, I really do. Okay?”

47



“Okay,” said Tom Wong.
“I’ll be back with your clothes and stuff,” Dusty said.

When Skeet tried to get to his feet, he didn’t have sufficient strength to push himself up from the
chair.

Dusty bent down and kissed him on the cheek. “Love you, bro.”
“Truth is,” Skeet said, “I’ll never pay you back.”

“Sure you will. The lottery, remember?”

“I’m not lucky.”

“Then I’1l buy the ticket for you,” Dusty said.

“Hey, would you? You’re lucky. Always were. Hell, you found Martie. You walk around in luck
up to your ears.”

“You have some pay coming. I’ll buy you two tickets a week.”

“That would be cool.” Skeet closed his eyes. His voice settled into a murmur. “That would be. ..
cool.” He was asleep.

“Poor kid,” Tom Wong said.
Dusty nodded.

From Skeet’s room, Dusty went directly to the second-floor care station, where he spoke to the
head nurse, Colleen O’Brien: a stout, freckled woman with white hair and kind eyes, who could
have played the mother superior in every convent in every Catholicthemed movie ever produced.
She claimed to be aware of the treatment limitation special to Skeet’s case, but Dusty went
through it with her anyway.

“No drugs. No tranquilizers, no sedatives. No antidepressants. He’s been on one damn drug or
another since he was five, sometimes two or three at once. He had a learning disability, and they
called it a behavior disorder, and his old man had him on a series of drugs for that. When one
drug had side effects, then there were drugs to counter the side effects, and when those produced
side effects, there were more drugs to counter the new side effects. He grew up in a chemical
stew, and I know that’s what screwed him up. He’s so used to popping a pill or taking an
injection that he can’t figure how to live straight and clean.”

“Dr. Donklin agrees,” she said, producing Skeet’s file. “He’s got a zero-medication advisory in
place.”

“Skeet’s metabolism is so out of whack, his nervous system so shot, you can’t always be sure
what reaction he’ll have even to some usually harmless patent medicine.”

“He won’t even get Tylenol.”

Listening to himself, Dusty could hear that in his concern for Skeet, he was babbling. “He nearly
killed himself once with caffeine tablets, they were such a habit. Developed caffeine psychosis,
had some amazingly weird hallucinations, went into convulsions. Now he’s incredibly sensitized
to it, allergic. You give him coffee, a Coke, he could go into anaphylactic shock.”
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“Son,” she said, “that’s here in the file, too. Believe me, we’re

going to take good care of him.” To Dusty’s surprise, Colleen O’Brien made the sign of the cross
and then winked at him. “No harm is going to come to your little brother on my watch.”

If she had been a mother superior in a movie, you would have had full confidence that she was
speaking both for herself and for God.

“Thank you, Mrs. O’Brien,” he said softly. “Thank you very, very much.”

Outside again, in his van, he did not at once switch on the engine. He was trembling too badly to
drive.

The shakes were in part a delayed reaction to the fall off the Sorensons’ roof. Anger shook him,
too. Anger at poor screwed-up Skeet and the endless burden he imposed. And the anger made
Dusty tremble with shame, because he loved Skeet, as well, and felt responsible for him, but was
powerless to help him. Being powerless was the worst of it.

He folded his arms across the steering wheel, put his forehead on his arms, and did something
that he had rarely permitted himself to do in his twenty-nine years. He cried.

11

After the session with Dr. Ahriman, Susan Jagger appeared to be restored to her former self, the
woman she had been prior to the agoraphobia. As she slipped into her raincoat, she declared that
she was famished. “With considerable humor and flair, she rated the three Chinese restaurants
that Martie suggested for takeout. “I don’t have a problem with MSG or too many hot red
peppers in the Szechuan beef, but I’'m afraid I must rule out choice number three based on the
possibility of getting an unwanted cockroach garnish.” Nothing in her face or in her manner
marked her as a woman in the nearly paralytic grip of a severe phobia.

As Martie opened the door to the fourteenth-floor corridor, Susan said, “You forgot your book.”

The paperback was on the small table beside the chair in which Martie had been sitting. She
crossed the room, but she hesitated before picking up the book.

“What’s wrong?” Susan asked.

“Huh? Oh, nothing. Seem to have lost my bookmark.” Martie slipped the paperback into her
raincoat pocket.

All the way along the corridor, Susan remained in good spirits, but as the elevator descended, her
demeanor began to change. When they reached the lobby, she was whey-faced, and a tremor in
her voice quickly curdled the note of good humor into sour anxiety. She hunched her shoulders,
hung her head, and bent forward as

though she could already feel the cold, wet lash of the storm outside.

Susan exited the elevator on her own, but four or five steps into the lobby, she had to grip
Martie’s arm for support. As they approached the lobby doors, her fear reduced her nearly to
paralysis and to abject humiliation.

The return trip to the car was grueling. By the time they reached the Saturn, Martie’s right
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shoulder and that entire side of her neck ached, because Susan had clutched so tenaciously and
had clung so helplessly to her arm.

Susan huddled in the passenger’s seat, hugging herself, rocking as if racked by stomach pain,
head bent to avoid a glimpse of the wide world beyond the windows. “I felt so good upstairs,”
she said miserably, “with Dr. Ahriman, through the whole session, so good. I felt normal. 1 was
sure [ would be better coming out, at least a little better, but I’'m worse than when I went in.”

“You’re not worse, honey,” Martie said, starting the engine. “Believe me, you were a pain in the
ass on the way in, t00.”

“Well, I feel worse. 1 feel like something’s coming down on top of us, out of the sky, and I'm
going to be crushed by it.”

“It’s just the rain,” Martie said, because the rain drumming on the car was cacophonous.

“Not the rain. Something worse. Some tremendous weight. Just hanging over us. Oh, God, I hate
this.”

“We’ll get a bottle of Tsingtao into you.”

“That’s not going to help.”

“Two bottles.”

“I need a keg.”

“Two kegs. We’ll get sloppy together.”

Without raising her head, Susan said, “You’re a good friend, Martie.”

“Let’s see if you still think so when we’re both committed to some alcohol-rehab hospital.”

12

From New Life, in the grip of something close to grief, Dusty went home to change out of his
damp work clothes into dry civvies. At the connecting door between the garage and the kitchen,
Valet greeted him with doggy enthusiasm, tail wagging so hard that his whole butt swayed. The
very sight of the retriever began to bring Dusty out of his internal darkness.

He squatted and gave the dog a nose-to-nose greeting, gently scratching behind the velvety ears,
slowly down the crest of the neck to the withers, under the chin, along the dewlaps, and into the
thick winter fur on the chest.

He and Valet enjoyed the moment equally. Petting, scratching, and cuddling a dog could be as
soothing to the mind and heart as deep meditation—and almost as good for the soul as prayer.

When Dusty plugged in the coffeemaker and began to spoon some good Colombian blend into
the filter, Valet rolled onto his back, with all four legs in the air, seeking a belly rub.

“You’re a love hog,” Dusty said.

Valet’s tail swished back and forth across the tile floor.
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“I need my fur fix,” Dusty admitted, “but right now I need my coffee more. No offense.”

His heart seemed to be pumping Freon instead of blood. A chill had settled deep in his flesh and
bones; even deeper. Turned up full

blast, the van heater hadn’t been able to warm him. He was counting on the coffee.

When Valet realized that he wasn’t going to receive a belly rub, he got to his feet and padded
across the kitchen to the half bath. The door was ajar, and the dog stood with his snout poked
through the six-inch gap, sniffing the darkness beyond.

“You’ve got a perfectly fine water dish there in the corner,” Dusty said. “Why do you want to
drink out of a toilet?”

Valet glanced back at him, but then returned his attention to the dark bathroom.
As fresh-brewed coffee began to drip into the glass pot, the kitchen filled with a delicious aroma.
Dusty went upstairs and changed into jeans, a white shirt, and a navy-blue wool sweater.

Usually, when only the two of them were in the house, the dog followed him around, hoping for
a cuddle, a treat, a play session, or merely a word of praise. This time, Valet remained
downstairs.

When Dusty returned to the kitchen, the retriever was still at the door to the half bath. He came
to his master’s side, watched as Dusty filled a cup with the steaming java, then returned to the
bathroom door.

The coffee was strong, rich, and plenty hot, but what warmth it provided was superficial. The ice
in Dusty’s bones didn’t begin to thaw.

In fact, as he leaned against the counter and watched Valet sniffing at the gap between the
bathroom door and the jamb, he was overcome by a new and separate coldness. “Something
wrong in there, fluffy butt?”

Valet looked at him and whined.

Dusty poured a second cup of coffee, but before sampling it, he went to the bathroom, nudged
Valet aside, pushed the door inward, and switched on the light.

A few soiled Kleenex had been emptied out of the brass waste can, into the sink. The can itself
lay on its side atop the closed lid of the toilet seat.

Someone apparently had used the waste can to smash the mirror on the medicine cabinet. Jagged
shards like solidified lightning blazed across the bathroom floor.

13

When Martie went into the restaurant to get the takeout—moo goo gai pan, Szechuan beef, snow
peas and broccoli, rice, and a cold six-pack of Tsingtao—she left Susan in the car, with the
engine running and the radio tuned to a station playing classic rock. She had placed the order
from her cell phone, en route, and it was ready when she arrived. In respect of the rain, the
cardboard containers of food and the beer were packed in two plastic bags.
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Even before Martie stepped out of the restaurant, just a few minutes later, the car-radio volume
had been cranked so high that she could hear Gary U.S. Bonds belting “School Is Out,”
saxophones wailing.

She winced when she got into the car. The woofer diaphragms were vibrating so violently in the
radio speakers that several loose coins in a change tray jingled against one another.

Left alone in a car, even though she was technically not in an open space, and though she kept
her head down and her eyes away from the windows, Susan could often be overwhelmed by an
awareness of the vast world beyond. Sometimes loud music helped by distracting her,
diminishing her ability to obsess on her fear.

The severity of her attack could be measured by how loud she needed the music to be if it were to
help her. This had been a grim seizure: The radio couldn’t be turned any louder.

Martie drastically reduced the volume. The driving rhythms and

booming melody of “School Is Out” had completely masked the sounds of the storm. Now the
drumbeat, maracas rattle, and cymbal hiss of the downpour washed over them again.

Shuddering, breathing raggedly, Susan didn’t look up or speak.

Martie said nothing. Sometimes Susan had to be coached, cajoled, counseled, and occasionally
even bullied out of her terror. At other times, like this, the best way to help her climb down from
the top of the panic ladder was to make no reference to her condition; talking about it propelled
her toward an even higher anxiety.

After she had driven a couple of blocks, Martie said, “I got some chopsticks.”
“I prefer a fork, thanks.”
“Chinese food doesn’t taste fully Chinese when you use a fork.”

“And cow milk doesn’t taste fully like milk unless you squirt it directly into your mouth from the
teat.”

“You’re probably right,” Martie said.

“So I'll settle for a reasonable approximation of the authentic taste. I don’t mind being a
philistine as long as I’'m a philistine with a fork.”

By the time they parked near her house on Balboa Peninsula, Susan was sufficiently in control of
herself to make the trek from the car to her third-floor apartment. Nevertheless, she leaned on
Martie all the way, and the journey was grindingly difficult.

Safe in her apartment, with all the blinds and drapes tightly shut, Susan was again able to stand
fully erect, with her shoulders drawn back and her head held up. Her face was not wrenched
anymore. Although her green eyes remained haunted, they were no longer wild with terror.

“I’ll zap the takeout containers in the microwave,” Susan said, “if you’ll set the table.”

In the dining room, as Martie was putting a fork beside Susan’s plate, her hand began to shake
uncontrollably. The stainless-steel tines rattled against the china.

She dropped the fork on the place mat and stared at it with a queer dread that rapidly escalated
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into a repulsion so severe that she backed away from the table. The tines were wickedly pointed.
She had never before realized how dangerous a simple fork might be in the wrong hands. You
could tear out an eye with it. Gouge a face. Shove it into someone’s neck and snare the carotid artery as though
you were twisting a strand of spaghetti. You could—

Overcome by a desperate need to keep her hands busy, safely busy, she opened one of the
drawers in the breakfront, located a sixty-four-card pinochle deck used for playing a two-hand
game, and took it out of the box. Standing at the dining table, as far from the fork as she could
get, she shuffled the deck. At first she repeatedly fumbled, spilling cards across the table, but
then her coordination improved.

She couldn’t shuffle the cards forever.
Stay busy. Safely busy. Until this strange mood passed.

Trying to conceal her agitation, she went into the kitchen, where Susan was waiting for the
microwave timer to buzz. Martie took two bottles of Tsingtao from the refrigerator.

The complex fragrances of Chinese food filled the room.

“Do you think I’'m getting the authentic smell of the cuisine when I’m dressed like this?”” Susan
asked.

“What?”
“Or to really smell it, maybe I should put on a cheongsam.”
“Ho, ho,” Martie said, because she was too rattled to think of a witty reply.

She almost put the two bottles of beer on the cutting board by the sink, to open them, but the
mezzaluna was still there, its wicked crescent edge gleaming. Her heart hammered almost
painfully hard at the sight of the knife.

Instead, she set the beers on the small kitchen table. She got two glasses from a cabinet and put
them beside the beers.

Stay busy.

She searched through a drawer full of small utensils until she found a bottle opener. She plucked
it from among the other items, and returned to the table.

The opener was rounded on one end, for bottles. The other end was pointed and hooked, for cans.

By the time she reached the kitchen table, the pointed end of the opener appeared to be as
murderous an instrument as the fork, as the mezzaluna. She quickly put it beside the Tsingtaos
before it dropped out of her trembling hand or she threw it down in horror.

“Will you open the beers?” she asked on her way out of the kitchen, leaving before Susan could
see her troubled face. “I’ve got to use the john.”

Crossing the dining room, she avoided looking at the table, on which the fork lay, tines up.

In the hallway leading off the living room, she averted her eyes from the mirrored sliding doors
on the closet.
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The bathroom. Another mirror.

She almost backed out into the hail. She could think of nowhere else to go to collect her wits in
private, however, and she didn’t want Susan to see her in this condition.

Summoning the courage to confront the mirror, she found nothing to fear. The anxiety in her face
and eyes was distressing, although not as evident as she had thought it must be.

Martie quickly closed the door, lowered the lid on the toilet, and sat down. Only when her breath
burst from her in a raw gasp did she realize that she’d been holding it for a long time.

Upon discovering the shattered mirror in the half bath off the kitchen, Dusty first thought that a
vandal or a burglar was in the house.

Valet’s demeanor didn’t support that suspicion. His hackles weren’t raised. Indeed, the dog had
been in a playful mood when Dusty first came home.

On the other hand, Valet was a love sponge, not a serious watchdog. If he had taken a liking to
an intruder—as he did to ninety percent of the people he met—he would have followed the guy
around, licking his larcenous hands as the family treasures were loaded into gunnysacks.

With the dog trailing after him this time, Dusty searched the house room by room, closet by
closet, first the lower floor and then the upper. He found no one, no further vandalism, and
nothing missing.

Dusty instructed the obedient Valet to wait in a far corner of the kitchen, to prevent him from
getting slivers of glass in his paws. Then he cleaned up the mess in the half bath.

Maybe Martie would be able to explain the mirror when Dusty saw her later. It must have been
an accident of some kind, which had happened just before she’d needed to leave for Susan’s
place. Either that, or an angry ghost had moved in with them.

They would have a lot to talk about over dinner: Skeet’s would-be suicide plunge, another
expedition with Susan, poltergeists...

14

Doing deep-breathing exercises in Susan’s bathroom, Martie decided that the problem was stress.
Most likely that was the explanation for all this. She had so much on her mind, so many
responsibilities.

Designing a new game based on The Lord of the Rings was the most important and difficult job
she’d ever undertaken. And it came with a series of looming deadlines that put a lot of pressure
on her, perhaps more pressure than she had realized until now.

Her mother, Sabrina, and the endless antagonism toward Dusty:
That stress had been with her a long time, too.

And last year, she’d had to watch her beloved father succumb to cancer. The last three months of
his life had been a relentless, gruesome decline, which he had endured with his customary good
humor, refusing to acknowledge any of the pains or the indignities of his condition. His soft
laughter and his charm had, in those final days, failed to buoy her as they usually did; instead, his
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ready smile had pierced her heart each time she saw it, and though from those wounds she had
lost no blood, a little of her lifelong optimism had bled away and had not yet been entirely
replenished.

Susan, of course, was a source of more than a little stress. Love was a sacred garment, woven of
a fabric so thin that it could not be seen, yet so strong that even mighty death could not tear it, a
garment that could not be frayed by use, that brought warmth into what would otherwise be an
intolerably cold world—but at times love could also be as heavy as chain mail. Bearing the
burden of love, on those occasions when it was a solemn weight, made it more precious when, in
better times, it caught the wind in sleeves like wings—and lifted you. In spite of the stress of
these twice-weekly outings, she could no more walk away from Susan Jagger than she could
have turned her back on her dying father, on her difficult mother, or on Dusty.

She would go out to the dining room, eat Chinese food, drink a bottle of beer, play pinochle, and
pretend that she was not full of strange forebodings.

When she got home, she’d call Dr. Closterman, her internist, and make an appointment for a
physical examination, just in case her self-diagnosis of stress was incorrect. She felt physically
fit, but so

had Smilin’ Bob just before the sudden onset of a curious little pain that had signaled terminal
illness.

Crazy as it sounded, she was still suspicious of that unusually sour grapefruit juice. She’d been
drinking it most mornings lately, instead of orange juice, because of the lower calorie count.
Maybe that explained the dream about the Leaf Man, too: the raging figure formed of dead,
rotting leaves. Perhaps she would give a sample of the juice to Dr. Closterman to have it tested.

Finally she washed her hands and confronted the mirror again. She thought that she appeared
passably sane. Regardless of how she looked, however, she still felt like a hopeless nutcase.

After Dusty finished sweeping up the broken mirror, he gave Valet a special treat for being a
good boy and staying out of the way: a few pieces of roasted chicken breast left over from dinner
the previous night. The retriever took each bit of meat from his master’s hand with a delicacy
almost equal to that of a hummingbird sipping sugar water from a garden feeder, and when it was
all gone, he gazed up at Dusty with an adoration that could not have been much less than the love
with which the angels regard God.

“And you are an angel, all right,” Dusty said, as he gently scratched under Valet's chin. “A furry
angel. And with ears that big, you don’t need wings.”

He decided to take the dog with him to Skeet’s apartment and then to New Life. Although no
intruder was in the house, Dusty didn’t feel comfortable leaving the pooch here alone, until he
knew what had happened to the mirror.

“Man, if I’'m this overprotective with you,” he said to Valet, “can you imagine how impossible
I’m going to be with kids?”

The dog grinned as though he liked the idea of kids. And as if he understood that he was to ride
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shotgun on this trip, he went to the connecting door between the kitchen and the garage, where
he stood patiently fanning the air with his plumed tail.

As Dusty was pulling on a hooded nylon jacket, the telephone rang. He answered it.

When he hung up, he said, “Trying to sell me a subscription to the L.A. Times,” as though the
dog needed to know who had called.

Valet was no longer standing at the door to the garage. He was lying in front of it, half settled
into a nap, as though Dusty had been on the phone ten minutes rather than thirty seconds.

Frowning, Dusty said, “You had a shot of chicken protein, golden one. Let’s see some vigor.”
With a long-suffering sigh, Valet stood.

In the garage, as he buckled the collar around the dog’s neck and snapped a leash to it, Dusty
said, “Last thing I need is a daily newspaper. Do you know what newspapers are full of, golden
one?”

Valet looked clueless.

“They are full of the stuff newsmakers do. And do you know who the newsmakers are?
Politicians and media types and big-university intellectuals, people who think too much of
themselves and think too much in general. People like Dr. Trevor Penn Rhodes, my old man.
And people like Dr. Holden Caulfield, Skeet’s old man.”

The dog sneezed.
“Exactly,” Dusty said.

He didn’t expect Valet to ride in the back of the van, among the painting tools and supplies.
Instead, the mutt jumped onto the front seat; he enjoyed gazing out the windshield when he
traveled. Dusty buckled the safety harness around the retriever, and received a face-lick of thanks
before closing the passenger door.

Behind the wheel, as he started the engine and backed out of the garage into the rain, he said,
“Newsmakers screw up the world while trying to save it. You know what all their deep thinking
amounts to, golden one? It amounts to the same thing we scoop up in those little blue bags when
we follow you around.”

The dog grinned at him.

Pressing the remote control to close the garage door, Dusty wondered why he hadn’t said all this
to the telephone salesperson who had been pushing the newspaper. Those incessant calls from
the Times subscription hawkers were one of the few serious drawbacks to living in southern
California, on a par with earthquakes, wildfires, and mudslides. If he’d delivered this same rant
to the woman—or had it been a man?—pitching the Times, maybe his name would finally have
been removed from their solicitation list.

As he backed out of the driveway into the street, Dusty had the peculiar realization that he
couldn’t recall whether the Times representative on the phone had been a man or a woman. No
reason why

he should remember, really, since he had listened only to enough of the spiel to realize what it
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was, whereupon he had hung up.

Usually, he ended a Times call by making a proposition, to have fun with the salesperson. Okay,
I’ll subscribe if you'll take barter. I'll paint one of your offices, you give me three years of the

Times. Or, yeah, I'll take a lifetime subscription if your paper promises never again to refer to a
mere sports star as a hero.

He hadn’t made them a proposition this time. On the other hand, he couldn’t remember what he
had said, even if it was as simple as no thanks or stop bothering me.

0Odd. His mind was blank.

Evidently, he was even more preoccupied with—and disturbed by—the business with Skeet this
morning than he had realized.

15

The Chinese takeout was no doubt as delicious as Susan said it was, but although Martie, too,
exclaimed over it, she actually found the food flavorless. The Tsingtao tasted bitter today.

Neither the food nor the beer was at fault. Martie’s free-floating anxiety, although ebbing at the
moment, robbed her of the ability to take pleasure in anything.

She ate with chopsticks, and at first she thought that merely watching Susan use a fork would
induce another panic attack. But the sight of the wicked tines didn’t alarm her, after all, as it had
earlier. She had no fear of the fork, per Se; she was afraid, instead, of what damage could be done
with the fork if it were in her own hand. In Susan’s possession, the utensil seemed harmless.

The apprehension that she, Martie herself, harbored the dark potential for some unspeakable act
of violence was so disturbing that she refused to dwell on it. This was the most irrational of fears,
for she was certain in mind and heart and soul that she had no capacity for savagery. And yet she
had not trusted herself with the bottle opener....

Considering how edgy she was—and how hard she was trying not to reveal that edginess to
Susan—she should have been an even bigger loser at pinochle than usual. Instead, the cards
favored her, and she played with masterful skill, taking full advantage of each piece of good
luck, perhaps because the game helped to distract her from morbid considerations.

“You’re a champ today,” Susan said.
“I’m wearing my lucky socks.”

“Already your debt is down from six hundred thousand to five hundred and ninety-eight
thousand.”

“Great. Now maybe Dusty will be able to sleep at night.”
“How is Dusty?”
“Even sweeter than Valet.”

“You get a man who’s more lovable than a golden retriever.” Susan sighed. “And I marry a
selfish pig.”
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“Earlier, you were defending Eric.”
“He’s a swine.”

“That’s my line.”

“And I thank you for it.”

Outside, a wolfish wind growled, scratched on the windows, and raised mournful howls to the
eaves.

Martie said, “Why the change of heart?”

“The root of my agoraphobia might lie in problems between Eric and me, going back a couple
years, things I’ve been in denial about.”

“Is that what Dr. Ahriman says?”

“He doesn’t really direct me toward ideas like that. He just makes it possible for me to. .. figure it
out.”

Martie played a queen of clubs. “You never mentioned problems between you and Eric. Not until
he wasn’t able to handle.. . this.”

“But I guess we had them.”

Martie frowned. “You guess?”

“Well, there’s no guessing. We had a problem.”

“Pinochle,” Martie said, taking the last trick. “What problem?”
“A woman.”

Martie was stunned. Real sisters could be no closer than she and Susan. Although they both had
too much self-respect to share intimate details of their sex lives, they never kept big secrets from
each other, yet she’d never before heard of this woman.

“The creep was cheating on you?”” Martie asked.

“A discovery like that, all of a sudden, it makes you feel so vulnerable,” Susan said, but without
the emotion the words implied, as though quoting a psychology textbook. “And that’s what
agoraphobia is about—an overwhelming, crippling feeling of vulnerability.”

“You never even hinted at this.”

Susan shrugged. “Maybe I was too ashamed.”

“Ashamed? What would you have to be ashamed about?”

“Oh, I don’t know.. . “ She looked puzzled and finally said, “Why would I feel ashamed?”

To Martie it appeared, amazingly, as though Susan were thinking this through for the first time,
right here, right now.

“Well. .. I guess maybe because. .. because I wasn’t enough for him, not good enough in bed for
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him.

Martie gaped at her. “Who am I talking to? You’re gorgeous, Sooz, you’re erotic, you have a
healthy sex drive—"

“Or maybe I wasn’t there for him emotionally, wasn’t supportive enough?”

Pushing the cards aside without totaling the points, Martie said, “I don’t believe what I'm
hearing.”

“I’m not perfect, Martie. Far from it.” A sorrow, quiet but as heavy and gray as lead, pressed her
voice thin. She lowered her eyes, as though embarrassed. “I failed him somehow.”

Her contrition seemed profoundly inappropriate, and her words angered Martie. “You give him
everything—your body, your mind, your heart, your life—and you give it in that totally over-the-
top, all-or-nothing, passionate Susan Jagger trademark style. Then he cheats on you, and you
blame yourself?”

Frowning, turning an empty beer bottle around and around in her slender hands, gazing at it as
though it were a talisman that might, with sufficient handling, magically provide full
understanding, Susan said, “Maybe you’ve just put your finger on it, Martie. Maybe the
trademark Susan Jagger style just. .. smothered him.”

“Smothered him? Give me a break.”
“No, maybe it did. Maybe—"

“What’s with all these maybes?” Martie asked. “Why are you inventing a series of excuses for
the pig? What was his excuse?”

Hard shatters of rain made tuneless music against the windowpanes, and from a distance came
the ominous, rhythmic booming of storm waves hammering the shore.

“What was his excuse?” Martie pressed.

Susan turned the beer bottle more slowly than before, and now slower still, and when at last she
stopped turning it altogether, she was frowning in evident confusion.

Martie said, “Susan? What was his excuse?”

Putting the bottle aside, gazing at her hands as she folded them on the table, Susan said, “His
excuse? Well. .. I don’t know.”

“We’re all the way down the rabbit hole and at the tea party,” Martie declared, exasperated.
“What do you mean you don’t know? Honey, you catch him having an affair, and you don’t want
to know why?”

Susan shifted uneasily in her chair. “We didn’t talk about it much.”
“Are you serious? That isn’t you, girlfriend. You’re no milquetoast.”

Susan spoke more slowly than usual, with a thickness of tone like that in the voice of a freshly
roused sleeper who was not yet fully awake: “Well, we talked about it a little, you know, and this
could be the cause of my agoraphobia, but we didn’t talk the dirty details.”
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This conversation had grown so deeply strange that Martie sensed a hidden and perilous truth in
it, an elusive insight that would suddenly explain all of this troubled woman’s problems, if only
she could grasp it.

Susan’s statements were simultaneously outrageous and vague. Disturbingly vague.
“What was this woman’s name?” Martie asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Good God. Eric didn’t tell you?”

Finally Susan raised her head. Her eyes were unfocused, as though she were staring at someone
other than Martie, in another place and time. “Eric?”

Susan had spoken the name with such puzzlement that Martie turned in her chair to survey the
room behind her, expecting to find that Eric had silently entered. He wasn’t there.

“Yeah, Sooz, remember old Eric? Hubby. Adulterer. Swine.”
“I didn’t ..
“What?”

Now Susan’s voice faded to a whisper, and her face was eerily devoid of expression, as
inanimate as the face of a doll. “I didn’t learn about this from Eric.”

“Then who told you?”
No reply.

The wind dropped, not shrieking anymore. But its cold whispering and sly cooing knotted the
nerves more effectively than had its voice at full bleat.

“So0z? Who told you Eric was screwing around?”

Susan’s flawless skin was no longer the color of peaches and cream, but as pale and translucent
as skimmed milk. A single drop of perspiration appeared at her hairline.

Reaching across the table, Martie held one hand in front of her friend’s face.
Susan apparently didn’t see it. She stared through the hand.
“Who?”” Martie gently insisted.

Suddenly, numerous beads of sweat were strung across Susan’s brow. Her hands had been folded
on the table, but now they were fiercely clenched, the skin stretched tight and white across the
knuckles, the fingernails of her right hand digging hard into the flesh of her left.

Ghost spiders crawled along the back of Martie’s neck and crept down the staircase of her spine.
“Who told you Eric was screwing around?”

Still staring at some specter, Susan tried to speak but could not get a word out. Her mouth turned
soft, trembled, as though she were about to break into tears.
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Susan seemed to have been silenced by a phantom hand. The sense of another presence in the
room was so powerful that Martie wanted to turn again and look behind her; but no one would be
there.

Her hand was still raised in front of Susan. She snapped her fingers.

Susan twitched, blinked. She looked at the cards that Martie had pushed aside, and incredibly she
smiled. “Whipped my ass good. You want another beer?”

Her demeanor had changed in an instant.
Martie said, “You didn’t answer my question.”
“What question?”

“Who told you Eric was screwing around?”
“Oh, Martie, this is too boring.”

“I don’t find it boring. You—"

“I won’t talk about this,” Susan said with airy dismissiveness, rather than with anger or
embarrassment, either of which would have seemed more appropriate. She waved one hand as if
she were chasing off a bothersome fly. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”

“Good grief, Sooz, you can’t drop a bombshell like that and then just—,’

“m in a good mood. I don’t want to spoil it. Let’s talk Martha Stewart crap or gossip, or
something frivolous.” She sprang up from her chair almost girlishly. On the way into the kitchen,
she said, “What was your decision on that beer?”

This was one of those days when being sober didn’t have a lot of appeal, but Martie declined a
second Tsingtao anyway.

In the kitchen, Susan began singing “New Attitude,” Patti LaBelle’s classic tune. Her voice was
good, and she sang with buoyant conviction, especially when the lyrics claimed /'m in control,
my worries are few.

Even if Martie had known nothing about Susan Jagger, she was sure that nevertheless she would
have detected a note of falseness in this apparently cheerful singing. When she thought of how
Susan had looked only minutes ago—in that trancelike state, unable to speak, skin as pale as a
death mask, brow beaded with sweat, eyes focused on a distant time or place, hands clawing at
each other—this abrupt transition from catatonia to exuberance was eerie.

In the kitchen, Susan sang, “‘Feelin’ good from my head to my shoes,’ "

Maybe the shoes part. Not the head.

16

Dusty never failed to be surprised by Skeet’s apartment. The three small rooms and bath were
almost obsessively well ordered and scrupulously clean. Skeet was such a shambling wreck,
physically and psychologically, that Dusty always expected to find this place in chaos.
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While his master packed two bags with clothes and toiletries, Valet toured the rooms, sniffing the
floors and furniture, enjoying the pungent aromas of waxes and polishes and cleaning fluids that
were different from the brands used in the Rhodeses’ home.

Finished with the packing, Dusty checked the contents of the refrigerator, which appeared to
have been stocked by a terminal anorexic. The only quart of milk was already three days past the
freshness date stamped on the carton, and he poured it down the drain. He fed a half loaf of white
bread to the garbage disposal, and followed it with the hideously mottled contents of an open
package of bologna that looked as if it would soon grow hair and growl. Beer, soft drinks, and
condiments accounted for everything else in the fridge; and all of it would still be fresh when
Skeet came home.

On the counter next to the kitchen phone, Dusty found the only disorder in the apartment: a
messy scattering of loose pages from a notepad. As he gathered them, he saw that the same name
had been written on each piece of paper, sometimes only once, but more often three or four
times. On fourteen sheets of paper, one—and only

one—name appeared thirty-nine times: Dr Yen Lo. None of the fourteen pages featured a phone
number or any additional message.

The handwriting was recognizably Skeet’s. On a few pages, the script was fluid and neat. On
others, it appeared as if Skeet’s hand had been a little unsteady; furthermore, he had borne down
hard with the pen, impressing the seven letters deep into the paper. Curiously, on fully half the
pages, Dr Yen Lo was inscribed with such apparent emotion—and perhaps struggle—that some
letters were virtually slashed onto the paper, gouging it.

A cheap ballpoint pen also lay on the counter. The transparent plastic casing had snapped in two.
The flexible ink cartridge, which had popped out of the broken pen, was bent in the middle.

Frowning, Dusty swept the counter with his hand, gathering the pieces of the pen into a small
pile.

He spent only a minute sorting the fourteen sheets from the notepad, putting the neatest sample
of writing on top, the messiest on the bottom, ordering the other twelve in the most obvious
fashion. There was an unmistakable progression in the deterioration of the handwriting. On the
bottom page, the name appeared only once and was incomplete—Dr Ye—probably because the
pen had broken at the start of the n.

The obvious deduction was that Skeet had become increasingly angry or distressed until finally
he exerted such ferocious pressure on the pen that it snapped.

Distress, not anger.
Skeet didn’t have a problem with anger. Quite the opposite.

He was gentle by nature, and his temperament had been further cooked to the consistency of
sweet pudding by the pharmacopoeia of behavior-modification drugs to which a fearsome series
of clinical psychologists with aggressive-treatment philosophies had subjected him, with the
enthusiastic encouragement of Skeet’s dear old dad, Dr. Holden Caulfield, alias Sam Farner. The
kid’s sense of self was so faded by years of relentless chemical bleaching that it could not hold
red anger in its fibers; the meanest offense, which would enrage the average man, drew from
Skeet nothing more than a shrug and a fragile smile of resignation. The bitterness he felt toward
his father, which was the closest to anger that he would ever come, had sustained him through his
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search for the truth of the professor’s origins, but it hadn’t been potent enough or enduring
enough to give him the strength to confront the phony bastard with his discoveries.

Dusty carefully folded the fourteen pages from the notepad, slipped them into a pocket of his
jeans, and scooped the fragments of the pen off the counter. The ballpoint was inexpensive but
not poorly made. The one-piece transparent plastic casing was rigid and strong. The pressure
required to snap it like a dry twig would have been tremendous.

Skeet was incapable of the necessary rage, and it was difficult to imagine what could have
caused him such extreme distress that he would have pressed down on the ballpoint with the
requisite ferocity.

After a hesitation, Dusty threw the broken pen in the trash.

Valet stuck his snout in the waste can, sniffing to determine if the discarded item might be
edible.

Dusty opened a drawer and withdrew a telephone directory, the Yellow Pages. He looked under
PHYSICIANS for Dr. Yen Lo, but no such entry existed.

He tried PSYCHIATRISTS. Then PSYCHOLOGISTS. Then finally THERAPISTS. No luck.

17

While Susan put the pinochle deck and score pad away, Martie rinsed the lunch plates and the
takeout cartons, trying not to look at the mezzaluna on the nearby cutting board.

Susan brought her fork into the kitchen. “You forgot this.”
Because Martie was already drying her hands, Susan washed the fork and put it away.

While Susan drank a second beer, Martie sat with her in the living room. Susan’s idea of
background music was Glenn Gould on piano, playing Bach’s Goldberg Variations.

As a young girl, Susan had dreamed of being a musician with a major symphony orchestra. She
was a fine violinist; not world-class, not so great that she could be the featured performer on a
concert tour, but fine enough to ensure that her more modest dream could have become a reality.
Somehow, she had settled for real-estate sales instead.

Even until late in her final year of high school, Martie had wanted to be a veterinarian. Now she
designed video games.

Life offers infinite possible roads. Sometimes your head chooses the route, sometimes your heart.
And sometimes, for better or worse, neither head nor heart can resist the stubborn pull of fate.

From time to time, Gould’s exquisite sprays of silvery notes reminded Martie that although the
wind had diminished, cold rain was still falling outside, beyond the heavily draped windows. The

apartment was so cloistered and cozy that she was tempted to succumb to the dangerously
comforting notion that no world existed beyond these protective walls.

She and Susan talked about the old days, old friends. They devoted not a word to the future.
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Susan wasn’t a serious drinker. Two beers were, to her, a binge. Usually, she got neither giddy
nor mean with drink, but pleasantly sentimental. This time, she became steadily quieter and
solemn.

Soon, Martie was doing most of the talking. To her own ear, she sounded increasingly inane, so
at last she stopped babbling.

Their friendship was deep enough to make them comfortable with silence. This silence, however,
had a weird and edgy quality, perhaps because Martie was surreptitiously watching her friend for
signs of the trancelike condition that had previously overtaken her.

She couldn’t bear to listen to the Goldberg Variations yet again, because suddenly the music’s
piercing beauty was depressing. Strangely, for her, it had come to signify loss, loneliness, and
quiet desperation. The apartment quickly became stifling rather than cozy, claustrophobic rather
than comforting.

When Susan used the remote control to replay the same CD, Martie consulted her watch and
recited a series of nonexistent errands to which she must attend before five o’clock.

In the kitchen, after Martie slipped into her raincoat, she and Susan embraced, as they always did
on parting. This time the hug was more fierce than usual, as though both of them were trying to
convey a great many important and deeply felt things that neither was able to express in words.

As Martie turned the knob, Susan stepped behind the door, where she would be shielded from a
glimpse of the fearsome world outside. With a note of anguish, as if suddenly deciding to reveal
a troubling secret that she had been keeping with difficulty, she said, “He’s coming here at night,
when I’'m asleep.”

Martie had opened the door two inches. She closed it but left her hand on the knob. “Say what?
Who’s coming here while you’re asleep?”

The green of Susan’s eyes seemed to be an icier shade than before, the color having been
intensified and clarified by some new fear. “I mean, I think he is.” Susan lowered her gaze to the
floor. Color had risen in her pale cheeks. “I don’t have proof it’s him, but who else could it be but
Eric?”

Turning away from the door, Martie said, “Eric conies here at night while you’re asleep?”
“He says he doesn’t, but I think he’s lying.”

“He has a key?”

“I didn’t give him one.”

“And you’ve changed the locks.”

“Yeah. But somehow he gets in.”

“Windows?”

“In the morning.. . when I realize he’s been here, I check all the windows, but they’re always
locked.”

“How do you know he’s been here? I mean, what’s he do?”
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Instead of answering, Susan said, “He comes ... sneaking around ... sneaking, slinking like some
mongrel dog.” She shuddered.

Martie was no great fan of Eric’s, but she had difficulty picturing him slinking up the stairs at
night and slithering into the apartment as if through a keyhole. For one thing, he didn’t have
sufficient imagination to figure out an undetectable way to slip in here; he was an investment
adviser with a head full of numbers and data, but with no sense of mystery. Besides, he knew
Susan kept a handgun in her nightstand, and he was highly aversive to risk; he was the least
likely of men to take a chance at being shot as a burglar, even if he might harbor a twisted desire
to torment his wife.

“Do you find things disturbed in the morning—or what?”

Susan didn’t reply.

“You never heard him in the apartment? You never woke up when he’s been here?”
“No.”

“So in the morning there are. .. clues?”

“Clues,” Susan agreed, but offered no specifics.

“Like things out of order? The smell of his cologne? Stuff like that?”
Still staring at the floor, Susan nodded.

“But exactly what?”” Martie persisted.

No answer.

“Hey, Sooz, could you look at me?”

When Susan raised her face, she was blushing brightly, not as if with mere embarrassment, but as
if with shame.

“Sooz, what aren’t you telling me?”
“Nothing. I’'m just. . . being paranoid, I guess.”
“There is something you’re not saying. Why bring it up at all, and then hold out on me?”

Susan hugged herself and shivered. “I thought I was ready to talk about this, but I’'m not. I’ve
still got to.. . work some things out in my head.”

“Eric sneaking in here at night—that’s a weird damn thing. It’s creepy. What would he be
doing—watching you sleep?”’

“Later, Martie. I’ve got to think this through a little more, work up the courage. I’'ll call you
later.”

“NOW‘,’
“You’ve got all those errands.”

“They’re not important.”
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Susan frowned. “They sounded like they were pretty important a minute ago.”

Martie wasn’t capable of hurting Susan’s feelings by admitting that she had invented the errands
as an excuse to get out of this dreary, suffocating place, into fresh air and the invigorating chill of
cold rain. “If you don’t call me later and tell me all of it, every last detail, then I’ll drive back
here tonight and sit on your chest and read you pages and pages of the latest book of literary
criticism by Dusty’s old man. It’s The Meaning of Meaninglessness: Chaos as Structure, and
halfway through any paragraph, you’ll swear that fire ants are crawling across the surface of your
brain. Or what about Dare to Be Your Own Best Friend? That’s his stepfather’s latest. Listen to
that one on audiotape, and it’ll make you want to cut off your ears. They’re a family of writing
fools, and I could inflict them on you.”

Smiling thinly, Susan said, “I’m suitably terrified. I’ll call you for sure.”

“Guaranteed?”

“My solemn oath.”

Martie grasped the knob again, but she didn’t open the door. “Are you safe here, Sooz?” .

Of course, Susan said, but Martie thought she saw a flicker of uncertainty in those haunted green
eyes.

“But if he’s sneaking—"

“Eric’s still my husband,” Susan said.

“Watch the news. Some husbands do terrible things.”
“You know Eric. Maybe he’s a pig—”

“He is a pig,” Martie insisted.

“—but he’s not dangerous.”

“He’s a wimp.”

“Exactly.”

Martie hesitated but then finally cracked open the door. “We’ll be finished with dinner by eight
o’clock, maybe sooner. In bed by eleven, as usual. I’ll be waiting for your call.”

“Thanks, Martie.”
“De nada.”
“Give Dusty a kiss for me.”
“It’ll be a dry peck on the cheek. All the good wet stuff comes strictly from me.”

Martie pulled her hood over her head, stepped out onto the landing, and drew the door shut
behind her.

The air had grown still, as though the wind had been pressed out of the day by this enormous
weight of falling rain, which came down like cataracts of iron pellets.
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She waited until she heard Susan engage the dead bolt, a solid Schiage lock that would hold
against serious assault. Then she quickly descended the long, steep flight of stairs.

At the bottom, she stopped, turned, and peered up toward the landing and the apartment door.

Susan Jagger seemed like a beautiful princess in a fairy tale, imprisoned in a tower, besieged by
trolls and malevolent spirits, with no brave prince to save her.

As the gray day reverberated with the ceaseless booming of big storm waves on the nearby shore,
Martie hurried along the beach promenade to the nearest street, where gutters overflowed and
dirty water churned around the tires of her red Saturn.

She hoped Dusty had taken advantage of the bad weather to be domestic and to make his
incomparable meatballs and spicy tomato sauce. Nothing would be more reassuring than
stepping into the house and seeing him in a cooking apron, a glass of red wine near at hand. The
air would be full of delicious aromas. Good retro pop music—maybe Dean Martin—on the
stereo. Dusty’s smile, his embrace, his kiss. After this bizarre day, she needed all the cozy
reassurances of home and hearth and husband.

As Martie started the car, a sickening vision blazed through her mind, burning away all hope that
the day might yet bring her a

small measure of peace and reassurance. This was more real than an ordinary mental picture, so
detailed and intense that it seemed as if it were happening right here, right now. She was
convinced that she was flashing forward to a terrible incident that would happen, receiving a
glimpse of an inevitable moment in the future, toward which she was plunging as surely as if
she’d thrown herself off a cliff. When she thrust the key into the ignition, her mind filled with an
image of an eye pierced by the wicked point of the key, gouged by the serrated edge, which sank
into the brain behind the eye. Even as she jammed the key into the car ignition, she twisted it, and
simultaneously the key in her vivid premonition also twisted in the eye.

Without any conscious awareness of having opened the door, Martie found herself out of the car,
leaning against the side of it, bringing up her lunch onto the rainwashed street.

She stood there for a long while, head bent.
Her raincoat hood had slipped back. Soon her hair was soaked.

When she was sure that she was fully purged, she reached into the car, plucked tissues from a
box of Kleenex, and wiped her lips.

She always kept a small bottle of water in the car. Now she used it to rinse out her mouth.
Though still a little queasy, she got into the Saturn and pulled the door shut.

The engine was idling. She wouldn’t have to touch the key again until she was parked in her
garage in Corona Del Mar.

Wet, cold, miserable, frightened, confused, she wanted more than anything to be safe at home, to
be dry and warm and among familiar things.

She was shaking too much to drive. She waited almost fifteen minutes before she finally released
the hand brake and put the car in gear.
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Although she desperately wanted to go home, she was afraid of what might happen when she got
there. No. She was being dishonest with herself. She wasn’t afraid of what would happen. She
was afraid of what she might do.

The eye that she had seen in her premonition—if, indeed, that’s what it had been—was not
merely any eye. It had been a distinctive shade of gray-blue, lustrous and beautiful. Just like
Dusty’s eyes.

18

At New Life Clinic, the positive psychological influences provided by animals were thought to
be useful in certain cases, and Valet was welcome. Dusty parked near the portico, and by the
time they got into the building, they were only slightly damp, which was a disappointment to the
dog. Valet was a retriever, after all, with webbed feet, a love of water, and enough aquatic talent
to qualify him for the Olympic synchronized-swimming team.

In his second-floor quarters, Skeet was fast asleep atop the covers, fully clothed, shoes off.

The bleak winter afternoon pressed its fading face to the window, and shadows gathered in the
room. The only other light issued from a small battery-powered reading lamp clipped to the book
that Tom Wong, the male nurse, was reading.

After scratching Valet behind the ears, Tom took advantage of their visit to go on a break.

Dusty quietly unpacked both suitcases, stowed the contents in dresser drawers, and took up the
vigil in the armchair. Valet settled at his feet.

Two hours of daylight remained, but the shadows in the corners spun expanding webs until
Dusty switched on the pharmacy lamp beside the chair.

Although Skeet was curled in the fetal position, he looked not

like a child, but like a desiccated corpse, so gaunt and thin that his clothes appeared to be draped
over a fleshless skeleton.

Going home, Martie drove with extreme care not only because of the bad weather but also
because of her condition. The prospect of a sudden-onset anxiety attack at sixty miles an hour
was daunting. Fortunately, no freeways connected the Balboa Peninsula with Corona Del Mar;
the entire trip was on surface streets, and she remained behind the slowest-moving vehicles.

On Pacific Coast Highway, before she was even halfway home, traffic came to a complete stop.
Forty or fifty cars ahead, the revolving red and blue emergency beacons of ambulances and police
cars marked the site of an accident.

Caught in the jam-up, she used her cell phone to call Dr. Closterman, her internist, hoping to get
an appointment the next day, in the morning if possible. “It’s something of an emergency. I
mean, I’m not in pain or anything, but I’d rather see him about this as soon as possible.”

“What’re your symptoms?” the receptionist asked.
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Martie hesitated. “This is pretty personal. I’d rather talk about it only with Dr. Closterman.”

“He’s gone for the day, but we could squeeze you in the schedule about eight-thirty in the
morning.”

“Thank you. I’ll be there,” Martie said, and she terminated the call.

A thin shroud of gray fog billowed in from the harbor, and needles of rain stitched it around the
body of the dying day.

From the direction of the accident, an ambulance approached along the oncoming lanes, which
contained little traffic.

Neither the siren nor the emergency beacons were in operation. Evidently the patient was beyond
all medical help, not actually a patient anymore, but a package bound for a mortuary.

Solemnly, Martie watched the vehicle pass in the rain, and then turned her gaze to the side
mirror, where the taillights dwindled in the mist. She had no way of knowing for sure that the
ambulance was indeed now a morgue wagon; nevertheless, she was convinced that it held a
corpse. She felt Death passing by.

As he watched over Skeet while waiting for Tom Wong to return, the last thing Dusty wanted to
think about was the past, yet his mind drifted back to the childhood he’d shared with Skeet, to
Skeet’s imperial father—and, worse, to the man who had followed that bastard as head of the
household. Husband number four. Dr. Derek Lampton, neo-Freudian psychologist, psychiatrist,
lecturer, and author.

Their mother, Claudette, had a fondness for intellectuals—especially for those who were also
megalomaniacs.

Skeet's father, the false Holden, had lasted until Skeet was nine years old and Dusty was
fourteen. The two of them celebrated his departure by staying up all night, watching scary
movies, eating bales of potato chips and buckets of Baskin-Robbins chocolate-peanut-butter ice
cream, which had been verboten under the strict low-fat, no-salt, no-sugar, no-additives, no-fun
Nazi diet enforced for all kids—though not adults—during his dictatorship. In the morning, half
nauseated from their gluttony, grainy-eyed with exhaustion, but giddy with their newfound
freedom, they managed to stay awake a few extra hours in order to search the neighborhood until
they accumulated two pounds of dog droppings, which they hermetically boxed and posted to the
deposed despot’s new digs.

Although the package was sent anonymously, with a false return address, they figured that the
professor might deduce the identities of the senders, because after enough double martinis, he
sometimes bemoaned his son’s learning disability by claiming that a reeking pile of manure had
greater potential for academic accomplishment than did Skeet: You are about as erudite as
excrement, boy, no more scholarly than a stool sample, as cultured as crap, less comprehending
than cow chips, as perceptive as poop. By sending him the box of dog waste, they were
challenging him to put his lofty educational theories to work and transform the dog droppings
into a better student than Skeet.

Days after the counterfeit Caulfield’s butt was kicked out into the rye field, Dr. Lampton took up
residence. Because all the adults were excruciatingly civilized and eager to facilitate one
another’s quests for personal fulfillment, Claudette announced to her children that a quick and
uncontested divorce would be followed immediately by a new marriage.
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Dusty and Skeet ceased all celebration. Within twenty-four hours, they knew that soon the day
would come when they would be nostalgic for the golden age during which they had been
marked by the ruling thumb of the humbug Holden, because Dr. Derek Lampton would no doubt
brand them with his traditional ID number: 666.

Now Skeet brought Dusty back from the past: “You look like you just ate a worm. What’re you
thinking about?”

He was still in the fetal position on the bed, but his rheumy eyes were open.
“Lizard Lampton,” Dusty said.

“Oh, man, you think too much about him, and I’ll be trying to talk you down from a roof.” Skeet
swung his legs off the bed and sat up.

Valet went to Skeet and licked his trembling hands.
“How’re you feeling?”” Dusty asked.
“Postsuicidal.”

“Post is good.” Dusty withdrew two lottery tickets from his shirt pocket and offered them to
Skeet. “As promised. Picked these up at the convenience store near here, where they sold the big
winning ticket last November. That thirty-million-dollar jackpot.”

“Keep them away from me. My touch’ll suck the luck right out of ‘em.”

Dusty went to the nightstand, opened the drawer, and withdrew the Bible. He paged through it,
scanning the verses, and then read a line from Jeremiah: “‘Blessed is the man who trusts in God.’
How’s that?”

“Well, I’ve learned not to trust in methamphetamines.”

“That’s progress,” Dusty said. He tucked the pair of tickets into the Bible, at the page from which
he’d read, closed the book, and returned it to the drawer.

Skeet got up from the bed and tottered toward the bathroom. “Gotta pee.”
“Gotta watch.”

Turning on the bathroom light, Skeet said, “Don’t worry, bro. Nothing in here I could kill myself
with.”

“You might try to flush yourself down the john,” Dusty said, stepping into the open doorway.
“Or make a hangman’s noose out of toilet paper.”
“See, you’re too clever. You require diligent security.”

The toilet had a sealed tank and a button-flush mechanism: no parts that could be easily
disassembled to locate a metal edge sharp enough to slash a wrist.

A minute later, as Skeet was washing his hands, Dusty withdrew the folded pages of the notepad
from his pocket and read aloud Skeet's handwritten message: “Dr. Yen Lo.”
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The bar of soap slipped out of Skeet’s grip, into the sink. He didn’t try to pick it up. He leaned
against the sink, his hands under the spout, water sluicing the lather off his fingers.

He had said something as he dropped the soap, but his words had not been clear over the sound
of the running water.

Dusty cocked his head. “What’d you say?”

Raising his voice slightly, Skeet repeated: “I’m listening.”
Puzzled by that response, Dusty asked, “Who’s Dr. Yen Lo?”
Skeet didn’t reply.

His back was to Dusty. Because his head was bowed, his face couldn’t be seen in the mirror. He
seemed to be staring at his hands, which he still held under the running water, although every
trace of soap had been rinsed from them.

“Hey, kid?”
Silence.
Dusty moved into the cramped bathroom, beside his brother.

Skeet stared down at his hands, eyes shining as if with wonder, mouth open in what appeared to
be awe, as though the answer to the mystery of existence was in his grasp.

Soap-scented clouds of steam had begun to rise out of the sink. The running water was fiercely
hot. Skeet’s hands, usually so pale, were an angry red.

“Good God.” Dusty quickly turned off the water. The metal faucet was almost too hot to touch.
Evidently feeling no pain, Skeet kept his half-scalded hands under the spout.

Dusty turned on the cold water, and his brother submitted to this new torrent without any change
of expression. He had exhibited no discomfort whatsoever from the hot water and now appeared
to take no relief from the cold.

In the open doorway, Valet whimpered. Head raised, ears

pricked, he backed a few steps into the bedroom. He knew that something was profoundly
wrong.

Dusty took his brother by one arm. Hands held in front of him, gaze still fixed on them, Skeet
allowed himself to be led out of the bathroom. He sat on the edge of the bed, hands in his lap,
studying them as if reading his fate in the lines of his palms.

“Don’t move,” Dusty said, and then he hurried out of the room, in search of Tom Wong.

19

When Martie drove into the garage, she was disappointed to see that Dusty’s van wasn’t there.
Because his work would have been rained out, she had hoped to find him at home.
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In the kitchen, a ceramic-tomato magnet held a brief note to the refrigerator door: Oh, Beautiful
One. I'll be home by 5:00. We'll go out for dinner Love you even more than I love tacos. Dusty.

She used the half bath—and not until she was washing her hands did she realize the mirror was
missing from the door of the medicine cabinet. All that remained was a tiny splinter of silvered
glass wedged in the lower right-hand corner of the metal frame.

Evidently, Dusty had accidentally broken it. Except for the one small sliver stuck in the frame,
he’d done a thorough job of cleaning up the debris.

If broken mirrors meant bad luck, this was the worst of all possible days to shatter one.

Although she had no lunch left to lose, she still felt queasy. She filled a glass with ice and ginger
ale. Something cold and sweet usually settled her stomach.

Wherever he had gone, Dusty must have taken Valet with him. In reality, their house was small
and cozy, but at the moment it seemed big and cold—and lonely.

Martie sat at the breakfast table by the rainwashed window to sip the ginger ale, trying to decide
if she preferred to go out this evening

or stay home. Over dinner—assuming she could eat—she intended to share the unsettling events
of the day with Dusty, and she worried about being overheard by a waitress or by other diners.
Besides, she didn’t want to be out in public if she suffered another episode.

On the other hand, if they stayed home, she didn’t trust herself to cook dinner.
She raised her eyes from the ginger ale to the rack of knives on the wall near the sink.
The ice cubes rattled against the drinking glass clutched in her right hand.

The shiny stainless-steel blades of the cutlery appeared to be radiant, as though they were not
merely reflecting light but also generating it.

Letting go of the glass, blotting her hand on her jeans, Martie looked away from the knife rack.
But at once her eyes were drawn to it again.

She knew that she was not capable of doing violence to others, except to protect herself, those
she loved, and the innocent. She doubted that she was capable of harming herself, either.

Nevertheless, the sight of the knives so agitated her that she couldn’t remain seated. She rose,
stood in indecision, went into the dining room and then into the living room, moving about
restlessly, with no purpose except to put some distance between herself and the knife rack.

After rearranging bibelots that didn’t need to be rearranged, adjusting a lampshade that was not
crooked, and smoothing pillows that were not rumpled, Martie went into the foyer and opened
the front door. She stepped across the threshold, onto the porch.

Her heart knocked so hard she shook from its blows. Each pulse pushed such a tide through her
arteries that her vision throbbed with the heavy surge of blood.

She went to the head of the porch steps. Her legs were weak and shaky. She put one hand against
a porch post.

To get farther from the knife rack, she’d have to walk out into the storm, which had diminished
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from a downpour to a heavy drizzle. Wherever she went, however, in any corner of the world, in
good and bad weather, in sunshine and in darkness, she would encounter pointed things, sharp
things, jagged things, instruments and utensils and tools that could be used for wicked purposes.

She had to steady her nerves, slow her racing mind, push out these strange thoughts. Calm down.
God help me.

She tried taking slow, deep breaths. Instead, her breathing became more rapid, ragged.

When she closed her eyes, seeking inner peace, she found only turmoil, a vertiginous darkness.

She wasn’t going to be able to regain control of herself until she found the courage to return to
the kitchen and confront the thing that had triggered this anxiety attack. The knives. She had to
deal with the knives, and quickly, before this steadily growing anxiety swelled into outright
panic.

The knives.
Reluctantly, she turned away from the porch steps. She went to the open front door.

Beyond the threshold, the foyer was a forbidding space. This was her much-loved little home, a
place where she’d been happier than ever before in her life, yet now it was almost as unfamiliar
to her as a stranger’s house.

The knives.

She went inside, hesitated, and closed the door behind her.

20

Although Skeet’s hands were badly irritated, they were not as raw-looking as they had been a
few minutes ago, and they were not scalded. Tom Wong treated them with a cortisone cream.

Because of Skeet’s eerie detachment and his continued failure to respond to questions, Tom drew
a blood sample for drug testing. Upon checking into New Life, Skeet had submitted to a strip
search for controlled substances, and none had been found either in his clothing or secreted in
any body cavities.

“It could be a delayed secondary reaction to whatever he pumped into himself this morning,”
Tom suggested as he left with the blood sample.

During the past few years, through the worst of his periodic phases of addiction, Skeet had
exhibited more peculiar behavior than Donald Duck on PCP, but Dusty had never before seen
anything like this semi-catatonic glaze.

Valet enjoyed no furniture privileges at home, but he seemed to be so troubled by Skeet’s
condition that he forgot the rules and curled up on the armchair.

Fully understanding the retriever’s distress, Dusty left Valet undisturbed. He sat on the edge of
the bed, beside his brother.

Skeet lay flat on his back now, head propped on a stack of three pillows. He stared at the ceiling.
In the light of the nightstand lamp, his face was as placid as that of a meditating yogi.
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Remembering the apparent urgency and emotion with which the name had been scrawled on the
notepad, Dusty murmured, “Dr. Yen Lo.”

Although still in a state of disengagement from the world around him, Skeet spoke for the first
time since Dusty had initially mentioned that name when they had been in the adjacent bathroom.
“I’m listening,” he said, which was precisely what he had said before.

“Listening to what?” “Listening to what?”
“What’re you doing?”
“What am I doing?” Skeet asked.
“I asked what you were listening to.” “You.”
“Yeah. Okay, so tell me who’s Dr. Yen Lo.” “You.”
“Me? I’m your brother. Remember?” “Is that what you want me to say?”
Frowning, Dusty said, “Well, it’s the truth, isn’t it?”
Although his face remained slack, expressionless, Skeet said, “Is it the truth? I’'m confused.”
“Join the club.”
“What club do you want me to join?”” Skeet asked with apparent seriousness.
“Skeet?”
“Hmmm?”

Dusty hesitated, wondering just how detached from reality the kid might be. “Do you know
where you are?”

“Where am [?”
“So you don’t know?”
“Do 1?77
“Can’t you look around?”
“Can 177
“Is this an Abbott and Costello routine?”’
“Is it?”
Frustrated, Dusty said, “Look around.”
Immediately, Skeet raised his head off the pillows and surveyed the room.
“I’m sure you know where you are,” Dusty said.
“New Life Clinic.”

Skeet lowered his head onto the pillows once more. His eyes were again directed at the ceiling,
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and after a moment, they did something odd.

Not quite certain what he had seen, Dusty leaned closer to his brother, to look more directly at
his face.

In the slant of the lamplight, Skeet’s right eye was golden, and his left was a darker honey-

brown, which gave him an unsettling aspect, as if two personalities were staring Out of the same
skull.

This trick of light was not, however, the thing that had caught Dusty’s attention. He waited for
almost a minute before he saw it again: Skeet’s eyes jiggled rapidly back and forth for a few
seconds, then settled once more into a steady stare.

“Yes, New Life Clinic,” Dusty belatedly confirmed. “And you know why you’re here.”
“Flush the poisons out of the system.”

“That’s right. But have you taken something since you checked in, did you sneak drugs in here
somehow?”

Skeet sighed. “What do you want me to say?”

The kid’s eyes jiggled. Dusty mentally counted off seconds. Five. Then Skeet blinked, and his
gaze steadied.

“What do you want me to say?” he repeated.

“Just tell the truth,” Dusty encouraged. “Tell me if you snuck drugs in here.”

“No.”

“Then what’s wrong with you?”

“What do you want to be wrong with me?”

“Damn it, Skeet!”

The faintest frown creased the kid’s forehead. “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be.”

“The way what is supposed to be?”

“This.” Tension lines tweaked the corners of Skeet’s mouth. “You aren’t following the rules.”
“A/hat rules?”

Skeet’s slack hands curled and tightened into half-formed fists.

His eyes jiggled again, side to side, this time while also rolling back in his head. Seven seconds.

REM. Rapid eye movement. According to psychologists, such movements of the closed eyes
indicated that a sleeper was dreaming.

Skeet’s eyes weren’t closed, and though he was in some peculiar state, he wasn’t asleep.

Dusty said, “Help me, Skeet. I’'m not on the same page. What rules are we talking about? Tell me
how the rules work.”
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Skeet didn’t at once reply. Gradually the frown lines in his brow melted away. His skin became
smooth and as pellucid as clarified butter, until it appeared as though the white of bone shone
through. His stare remained fixed on the ceiling.

His eyes jiggled, and when the REM ceased, he spoke at last in a voice untouched by tension but
also less flat than before. A whisper:

“Clear cascades.”

For all the sense they made, those two words might have been chosen at random, like two
lettered Ping-Pong balls expelled from a bingo hopper.

“Clear cascades,” Dusty said. When his brother didn’t respond, he pressed: “I need more help,
kid.”

“Into the waves scatter,” Skeet whispered.
Dusty turned his head toward a noise behind him.

Valet had gotten down from the armchair. The dog padded out of the room, into the hallway,
where he turned and stood with his ears pricked, tail tucked, staring warily in at them from the
threshold, as though he had been spooked.

Into the waves scatter
More bingo balls.

A small snowflake moth, with delicate patterns of piercing along the edges of its fragile white
wings, had landed on Skeet’s upturned right hand. As the moth crawled across his palm, his
fingers didn’t twitch; there was no indication that he could feel the insect. His lips were parted,
jaw slack. His breathing was so shallow that his chest didn’t rise and fall. His eyes jiggled again;
but when that quiet seizure ended, Skeet could have passed for a dead man.

“Clear cascades,” Dusty said. “Into the waves scatter. Does this mean anything, kid?”
“Does it? You asked me to tell you how the rules work.”
“Those are the rules?”” Dusty asked.
Skeet’s eyes twitched for a few seconds. Then: “You know the rules.”
“Pretend I don’t.”
“Those are two of them.”
“Two of the rules.” “Yes.”
“Not quite as straightforward as the rules of poker.”
Skeet said nothing.

Though it all sounded like sheer gibberish, the ramblings of a drug-soaked mind, Dusty had the
uncanny conviction that this strange conversation had real—if hidden—meaning and that it was
leading toward a disturbing revelation.
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Watching his brother closely, he said, “Tell me how many rules there are.”
“You know,” Skeet said.
“Pretend I don’t.”
“Three.”
“What’s the third rule?”
“What’s the third rule? Blue pine needles.”
Clear cascades. Into the waves scatter Blue pine needles.

Valet, who rarely barked, who growled more rarely still, now stood at the open door, peering in
from the hallway, and issued a low, menacing grumble. His hackles were raised as dramatically
as those of a cartoon dog encountering a cartoon ghost. Although Dusty couldn’t identify, with
certainty, the cause of Valet’s displeasure, it seemed to be poor Skeet.

After brooding for a minute or so, Dusty said, “Explain these rules to me, Skeet. Tell me what
they mean.”

“I am the waves.”

“Okay,” Dusty said, although this made less sense to him than if, in the tradition of the Beatles’
psychedelic-era lyrics, Skeet had claimed, 7 am the walrus.

“You’re the clear cascades,” Skeet continued.

“Of course,” Dusty said, merely to encourage him.
“And the needles are missions.” “Missions.”
“Yes.”

“All this makes sense to you?” “Does it?”
“Apparently it does.”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t make sense to me.” Skeet was silent.

“Who is Dr. Yen Lo?” Dusty asked.

“Who is Dr. Yen Lo?” A pause. “You.”

“I thought I was the clear cascades.”

“They’re one and the same.”

“But I’'m not Yen Lo.”

Frown lines reappeared in Skeet’s forehead. His hands, which had fallen slack, once more curled
slowly into half-formed fists. The delicate snowflake moth flew out from among the pale
clutching fingers.
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After watching another REM seizure, Dusty said, “Skeet, are you awake?”
After a hesitation, the kid replied, “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know if you’re awake. So. .. you must be asleep.”

“No.”

“If you’re not asleep and you’re not sure if you’re awake—then what are you?”
“What am [?”

“That was my question.”

“I’m listening.”

“There you go again.”

“Where?”

“Where what?”

“Where should I go?” Skeet asked.

Dusty had lost the gut feeling that this conversation was full of profound if mysterious meaning
and that they were approaching a revelation that would suddenly make sense of it all. Though
unique and extremely peculiar, it now seemed as irrational and depressing as numerous other
discussions they’d had when Skeet had been brain-bruised from a self-inflicted drug
bludgeoning.

“Where should I go?” Skeet inquired again.
“Ah, give me a break and go to sleep,” Dusty said irritably.

Obediently, Skeet closed his eyes. Peace descended upon his face, and his half-clenched hands
relaxed. Immediately, his breathing settled into a shallow, slow, easy rhythm. He snored softly.

“What the hell happened here?” Dusty wondered aloud. He cupped his right hand around the
back of his neck, to warm and smooth away a sudden stippling of gooseflesh. His hand had gone
cold, however, and it pressed the chill deeper, into his spine.

With hackles no longer raised, sniffing quizzically, peering into

shadowy corners and under the bed, as if in search of someone or something, Valet returned from
the hail. Whatever spooked him had now departed.

Apparently, Skeet had gone to sleep because he had been told to do so. But surely it wasn’t
possible to fall asleep on command, in an instant.

“Skeet?”
Dusty put a hand on his brother’s shoulder and shook him gently, then less gently.

Skeet didn’t respond. He continued to snore softly. His eyelids twitched as his eyes jiggled
beneath them. REM. He was without a doubt in a dream state this time.
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Lifting Skeet’s right hand, Dusty pressed two fingers against the radial artery in his brother’s
wrist. The kid’s pulse was strong and regular but slow. Dusty timed it. Forty-eight beats per
minute. That rate seemed worrisomely slow, even for a sleeper.

Skeet was in a dream state, all right. Deep in a dream state.

21

The stainless-steel rack of knives hung from two hooks on the wall, like the totem of some devil-
worshiping clan that used its kitchen for more sinister work than cooking dinner.

Without touching the knives, Martie unhooked the rack. She slid it onto a shelf in a lower
cupboard and quickly closed the door.

Not good enough. Out of sight was not out of mind. The knives remained readily accessible. She
must make them harder to reach.

In the garage, she found an empty cardboard box and a roll of strapping tape, and she returned to
the kitchen.

When she squatted before the cabinet in which she had stowed the knives, Martie wasn’t
immediately able to open the door. In fact, she was afraid even to touch it, as though this were
not an ordinary cabinet but a satanic reliquary in which reposed a paring from one of
Beelzebub’s cloven hooves. She had to work up the courage to retrieve the cutlery, and when at
last she cautiously withdrew it from the shelf, her hands shook so badly that the blades rattled in
the slots of the rack.

She dropped the knives into the box and folded shut the flaps of cardboard. She began to use
strapping tape to seal the box—but then realized she would need to cut the tape.

When she opened a drawer and reached for a pair of scissors, she wasn’t able to pick them up.
They would make a lethal weapon. She

had seen uncountable movies in which a killer had used a pair of scissors instead of a butcher
knife.

So many soft, vulnerable spots on the human body. The groin. The stomach. Between the ribs
and straight into the heart. The throat. The side of the neck.

Like an official serial-killer deck of cards—ALL oF JACK THE

RIPPER’S MURDERS DEPICTED IN GRAPHIC DETAIL! EVERY JOKER FEATURES A
DIFFERENT FULL-COLOR ILLUSTRATION OF JEFFREY DAHMER’S REFRIGERATED
HEAD COLLECTION!—grotesque and bloody pictures shuffled through Martie’s mind.

Slamming shut the drawer, turning her back to it, she struggled to suppress the brutal images that
some demented part of her psyche dealt out with savage glee.

She was alone in the house. She could harm no one with the scissors. Except, of course, herself.

Since reacting so bizarrely to the mezzaluna in Susan’s kitchen and to the car key a few minutes
thereafter, Martie had sensed that she was possessed of—or by—a strange and inexplicable new
potential for violence, and she’d been afraid of what injury she might inflict on some innocent
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person during a spell of transient madness. Now, for the first time, she suspected that in a fit of
irrationality, she might be capable of harming herself.

She stared down at the box in which she’d deposited the rack of knives. If she carried it out to the
garage, put it in a corner, and piled other stuff on top of it, the box could still be retrieved in a
minute. The single strip of tape—and the big roll dangling at the end of it—could be easily
ripped away, the lid flaps torn open, and the knives recovered.

Although the butcher knife—all the knives—remained in the box, she could feel the weight of
that weapon as if she were holding it now in her right hand: thumb pressed flat against the cold
blade, fingers clenched around the wooden handle, forefinger jammed against the guard, little
finger tight against the neb. This was the grip she might use if she were to strike with the knife
from a low angle, swing it up, hard and fast, and drive it deep, to disembowel some unsuspecting
victim.

Her right hand began to shake, and then her arm, and finally her entire body. Her hand flew open,
as though she were trying to fling aside the imaginary knife; crazily, she half expected to hear the
steel blade ring against the tile floor.

No, dear God, she wasn’t capable of committing such atrocities with one of these knives. She
wasn’t capable of suicide, either, or of disfiguring herself.

Get a grip.

Yet she couldn’t stop thinking about shiny blades and sharp edges, slashing and gouging. She
strove to put away that mental Jack the Ripper deck, but a rapid-fire game of solitaire brought a
series of horrific scenes in front of her mind’s eye, one card sliding-spinning over another, flick-
flick-flick, until a spasm of vertigo spiraled down from her head, through her chest, into the pit of
her stomach.

She didn’t remember dropping to her knees in front of the box. She didn’t recall grabbing the roll
of strapping tape, either, but suddenly she found herself turning the box over and over, frantically
pulling the tape securely around it, again and again, first around the long circumference several
times, then around the short, then diagonally.

She was frightened by the frenzy with which she addressed the task. She tried to pull her hands
back, turn away from the box, but she couldn’t stop herself.

Working so fast and so intensely that she broke into a thin greasy sweat, breathing hard,
whimpering with anxiety, Martie wound the entire economy-size roll around the carton in one
continuous loop to avoid using the scissors. She encased it in the tape as thoroughly as ancient
Egypt’s royal embalmers had wrapped their dead pharaohs in tannin-soaked cotton shrouds.

When she came to the end of the roll, she wasn’t satisfied, because she still knew where the
knives could be found. Granted:

They were no longer easy to reach. She would have to carve through the many layers of
strapping tape to open the box and get at the cutlery, but she would never dare allow herself to
pick up a razor blade or scissors, with which to perform the task, so she should have felt relieved.
The box, however, wasn’t a bank vault; it was nothing but cardboard, and she wasn’t safe—no
one was safe—as long as she knew exactly where the knives could be found and as long as there
was the slightest chance that she could get at them.
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A murky red mist of fear churned across the sea of her soul, a cold boiling fog arising from the
darkest heart of her, spreading through her mind, clouding her thoughts, increasing her
confusion, and with greater confusion came greater terror.

She carried the box of knives out of the house, onto the back porch, intending to bury it in the
yard. Which meant digging a hole. Which meant using a shovel or a pick. But those implements
were more than mere tools: They were also potential weapons. She could not trust herself with a
shovel or a pick.

She dropped the package. The knives clattered together inside the box, a muffled but nonetheless
gruesome sound.

Get rid of the knives altogether. Throw them away. That was the only solution.

Tomorrow was trash-pickup day. If she put the knives out with the trash, they would be hauled to
the dump in the morning.

She didn’t know where the dump was located. Had no idea. Far out to the east somewhere, a
remote landfill. Maybe even in another county. She’d never be able to find the knives again once
they were taken to the dump. After the trash collectors visited, she would be safe.

‘With her heart rattling its cage of ribs, she snatched up the hated package and descended the
porch steps.

Tom Wong timed Skeet’s pulse, listened to his heart, and took his blood pressure. The cold
stethoscope diaphragm against the kid’s bare chest and the tightness of the pressure cuff around
his right arm failed to elicit even a slight response from him. Not a twitch, blink, shiver, sigh,
grunt, or grumble. He lay as limp and pale as a peeled, cooked zucchini.

“His pulse was forty-eight when I took it,” Dusty said, watching from the foot of the bed.
“Forty-six now.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?”

“Not necessarily. There’s no sign of distress.”

According to his chart, Skeet’s average normal pulse, when he was clean and sober and awake,
was sixty-six. Ten or twelve points lower when sleeping.

“Sometimes you see sleeping pulse rates as low as forty,” Tom said, “although it’s rare.” He
peeled back Skeet’s eyelids, one at a time, and examined his eyes with an ophthalmoscope.
“Pupils are the same size, but it could still be apoplexy.”

“Brain hemorrhage?”

“Or an embolism. Even if it’s not apoplectic, it could be another type of coma. Diabetic.
Uremic.”

“He’s not diabetic.”
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“I better get the doctor,” Tom said as he left the room.

The rain had stopped, but the oval leaves of the Indian laurels wept as if with green-eyed grief.

Carrying the package of knives, Martie hurried to the east side of the house. She wrenched open
the gate of the trash-can enclosure.

An observant part of her, a sane part of her imprisoned by her fear, was grimly aware that her
posture and her movements were like those of a marionette: head thrust forward on a stiff neck,
shoulders drawn up sharply, seemingly all elbows and knees, rushing forward in herky-jerky
urgency.

If she were a marionette, then the puppeteer was Johnny Panic. In college, some of her friends
had been devoted to the brilliant poetry of Sylvia Plath; and though Martie had found Plath’s
work too nihilistic and too depressive to be appealing, she had remembered one painful
observation by the poet—a convincing explanation of what motivated some people to be cruel to
one another and to make so many self-destructive choices. From where [ sit, Plath wrote, I figure
the world is run by one thing and this one thing only. Panic with a dog-face, devil—face, hag-
face, whore—face, panic in capital letters with no face at all—it’s the same Johnny Panic, awake
or asleep.

For all her twenty-eight years, Martie’s world had been largely free of panic, rich instead with a
serene sense of belonging, peace, purpose, and connection with creation, because her dad had
brought her up to believe that every life had meaning. Smilin” Bob said that if you were always
guided by courage, honor, self-respect, honesty, and compassion, and if you kept your mind and
your heart open to the lessons that this world teaches you, then you would eventually understand
the meaning of your existence, perhaps even in this world, but certainly in the next. Such a
philosophy virtually guaranteed a brighter life, less shadowed by fear than the lives of those who
were convinced of meaninglessness. Yet here, at last, inexplicably, Johnny Panic came into
Martie’s life, too, somehow snared her in his con-

trolling strings, and was now jerking her through this demented performance.

In the trash enclosure alongside the house, Martie removed the clamp-on lid from the third of
three hard-plastic cans, the only one that was empty. She dropped the tape-encased box of knives
into the can, jammed the lid on, and fumbled the steel-wire clamp into place.

She should have felt relieved.
Instead, her anxiety grew.

Fundamentally, nothing had changed. She knew where the knives were. She could retrieve them
if she was determined. They would not be beyond her reach until the trash collector tossed them
into his truck and drove away with them in the morning.

Worse, these knives weren’t the only instruments with which she could give expression to the
new violent thoughts that terrified her. Her brightly painted house, with its charming gingerbread
millwork, might appear to be a place of peace, but it was in fact a well-equipped abattoir, an
armory bulging with weapons; if you had a mind for mayhem, many apparently innocent items
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could be used as blades or bludgeons.

Frustrated, Martie clasped her hands to her temples as though she could physically suppress the
riot of frightful thoughts that churned and shrieked through the dark, twisted streets of her mind.
Her head throbbed against her palms and fingers; her skull suddenly seemed elastic. The harder
she pressed, the greater her inner tumult became.

Action. Smilin” Bob always said that action was the answer to most problems. Fear, despair,
depression, and even a lot of anger result from a sense that we’re powerless, helpless. Taking
action to resolve our problems is healthy, but we must apply some intelligence and a moral
perspective if we have any hope of doing the right and most effective thing.

Martie didn’t have a clue as to whether she was doing either the right thing or the most effective
thing when she pulled the big, wheeled trash can out of the enclosure and hurriedly rolled it
along the walkway toward the back of the house. Applying intelligence and sound moral
principles required a calm mind, but she was swept up in a mental tempest, and those inner storm
winds were gaining power by the second.

Here, now, Martie knew not what she ought to do, only what she

must do. She couldn’t wait for the serenity required to logically assess her options; she must act,
do something, do anything, because when she remained still, even for a moment, a hard gale of
spinning-tumbling dark thoughts battered her more fiercely than when she kept moving. If she
dared to sit or even to pause for a few deep breaths, she would be torn asunder, scattered, blown
away; however, if she kept moving, maybe she would do more things wrong than not, maybe she
would take one stupid action after another, but there was always the chance, no matter how slim,
that by sheer instinct she would do something right and thereby earn some relief, at least a small
measure of peace.

Besides, on a gut level, where thought and reflection were not valued, where only feelings
mattered, she knew that somehow she must alleviate her anxiety and regain control of herself
before nightfall. The primitive in each of us climbs closer to the surface during the night, for the
moon sings to it, and the cold void between the stars speaks its language. To that savage self, evil
can look lovely in too little light. With darkness, a panic attack might degenerate into something
worse, even into gibbering madness.

Although the rain had stopped, an ocean of black thunderheads remained overhead, from horizon
to horizon, and a premature twilight drowned the day.

True twilight wasn’t far off, either. When it arrived, the cloud-throttled sky would seem as black
as night.

Already, fat night crawlers squirmed out of the lawn, onto the walkway. Snails had come forth,
too, oozing silvery trails behind them.

A fecund odor arose from the wet grass, from the mulch and the rotting leaves in the flower beds,
from the darkly glistening shrubbery, and from the dripping trees.

In the gloaming, Martie was uneasily aware of the fertile life to which the sun was forbidding but
to which the night offered hospitality. She was aware, too, that an awful centipedal part of herself
shared an enthusiasm for the night with all the wriggling creeping-crawling-slithering life that
came out of hiding between dusk and dawn. The squirming she felt within herself was not just
fear; it was a dreadful hunger, a need, an urge that she dared not contemplate.
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Keep moving, keep moving, keep moving, and make a safe house,

make a refuge in which nothing remains that might be dangerous in violent hands.

New Life was staffed primarily by nurses and therapists, but a medical doctor was on site from
six o’clock in the morning until eight o’clock at night. The current shift was covered by Dr.
Henry Donklin, whom Dusty had first met during Skeet’s previous course of treatment at the
clinic.

With curly white hair, with baby-pink skin remarkably smooth and supple for his age, Dr.
Donidin had the cherubic good looks of a successful televangelist, although he was without the
concomitant oiliness that suggested an easy slide into damnation for many of those electronic
preachers.

After closing his private practice, Dr. Donidin had discovered that retirement was hardly more
appealing than death. He had taken this position at New Life because the work was worthwhile
even if not challenging and, in his words, “saves me from the stifling purgatory of endless golf
and the living hell of shuffleboard.”

Donklin gripped Skeet’s left hand, and even in his sleep, the kid weakly returned the squeeze.
The physician successfully repeated the test with Skeet’s right hand.

“No obvious signs of paralysis, no stertorous breathing,” Donklin said, “no puffing of the cheeks
on expiration.”

“Pupils are equally dilated,” Tom Wong noted.

After checking the eyes himself, Donklin continued his brisk examination. “Skin isn’t clammy,
normal surface temperature. I’d be surprised if this is apoplectic coma. Not hemorrhage,
embolism, or thrombosis. But we’ll revisit that possibility and transfer him to a hospital if we
can’t identify the problem quickly.”

Dusty allowed himself a measure of optimism.

Valet stood in a corner, head raised, intently watching the proceedings—perhaps alert for a return
or reoccurrence of whatever had raised his hackles and had driven him from the room a short
while ago.

At the doctor’s direction, Tom prepared to catheterize Skeet and obtain a urine sample.
After leaning close to his unconscious patient, Donklin said, “He

doesn’t have sweet breath, but we’ll want to check the urine for albumin and sugar.”
“He’s not diabetic,” Dusty said.

“Doesn’t look like uremic coma, either,” the physician observed. “He’d have a hard, fast pulse.
Elevated blood pressure. None of the symptoms here.”

“Could he be just sleeping?” Dusty asked.
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“Sleep this deep,” Henry DonklJin said, “you need a wicked witch casting a spell or maybe a bite
from Snow White’s apple.”

“The thing is—I got a little frustrated with him, the way he was behaving, and I told him to just
go to sleep, said it sort of sharply, and the moment I said it, he zonked out.”

Donklin’s expression was so dry that his face looked as if it needed to be dusted. “Are you telling
me you’re a witch?”

“Still a housepainter.”

Because he didn’t believe that apoplexy was involved, Donklin risked the application of a
restorative; however, a whiff of ammonium carbonate—smelling salts—failed to revive Skeet.

“If he’s just sleeping,” the physician said, “then he must be a descendant of Rip van Winkle.”

Because the trash container held only the box of cutlery and because its wheels were large,
Martie was able to drag it up the short flight of stairs onto the back porch with little difficulty.
From inside the well-taped box, through the walls of the can, came the angry music of knives
ringing against one another.

She had intended to roll the container inside. Now she realized that she would be bringing the
knives into the house again.

Hands locked on the handle of the trash can, she was frozen by indecision.

Ridding her home of all potential weapons must be priority one. Before full darkness descended.
Before she surrendered more control of herself to the primitive within.

Into her stillness came a greater storm of fear, rattling all the doors and windows of her soul.
Move, move, move.
She left the back door standing open and parked the wheeled

trash can on the porch, at the threshold, where it was near enough to be convenient. She removed
the lid and put it aside on the porch floor.

In the kitchen once more, she pulled open a cabinet drawer and scanned the gleaming contents:
flatware. Salad forks. Dinner forks. Dinner knives. Butter knives. Also ten steak knives with
wooden handles.

She didn’t touch the dangerous items. Instead, she carefully removed the safer pieces—
tablespoons, teaspoons, coffee spoons— and placed them on the counter. Then she removed the
drawer from the cabinet, carried it to the open door, and upended it.

Along with a set of plastic drawer dividers, a steely cascade of forks and knives clinked and
jingled into the trash can. The marrow in Martie’s bones rang in sympathy with the icy sound.

She put the drawer on the kitchen floor, in a corner, out of her way. She didn’t have time to
return the salvaged spoons to it and slide it back into the cabinet.
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The false twilight was bleeding into true twilight. Through the open door, she could hear the first
rough songs of the little winter toads that ventured forth only at night.

Another drawer. Miscellaneous culinary tools and gadgets. A bottle opener. A potato peeler. A
lemon-peel shaver. A wicked-looking spikelike meat thermometer. A small meat-tenderizing
hammer. A corkscrew. Miniature yellow-plastic ears of corn with two sharp pins protruding from
one end, which could be jammed into a cob to make fresh corn easier to eat.

She was astonished by the number and variety of common household items that could also serve
as weapons. On his way to an inquisition, any torturer would feel well prepared if his kit
contained nothing more than the items now before Martie’s eyes.

The drawer also contained large plastic clips for bags of potato chips, measuring spoons,
measuring cups, a melon scoop, a few rubber spatulas, wire whisks, and other items that didn’t
look as if they would be lethal even in the possession of the cleverest of homicidal sociopaths.

Hesitantly, she reached into the drawer, intending to sort the dangerous items from the harmless
things, but at once she snatched her hand back. She wasn’t willing to trust herself with the task.

“This is crazy, this is totally nuts,” she said, and her voice was so torqued by fear and by despair
that she barely recognized it as her own.

She dumped the entire collection of gadgets into the trash can. She put the second empty drawer
atop the first, in the corner.

Dusty, where the hell are you? I need you. I need you. Come home, please, come home.

Because she had to keep moving to avoid being paralyzed by fear, she found the courage to open
a third drawer. Several big serving forks. Meat forks. An electric carving knife.

Outside, the shrill singing of toads in the wet twilight.

22

Martie Rhodes, struggling to stave off total panic, pushed by obsession, pulled by compulsion,
moved through a kitchen that now seemed no less filled with mortal threats than a battlefield torn
by clashing armies.

She found a rolling pin in a drawer near the ovens. You could bash in someone’s face with a
rolling pin, smash his nose, split his lips, club and club and club him until you fractured his skull,
until you left him on the floor, gazing sightlessly at you, with starburst hemorrhages in both his
eyes.

Although no potential victim was present, and although she knew she was incapable of
bludgeoning anyone, Martie nonetheless had to talk herself into plucking the rolling pin from the
drawer. “Get it, come on, for God’s sake, get it, get it out of here, get rid of it.”

Halfway to the trash can, she dropped the pin. It made a hard, sickening sound when it struck the
floor.

She couldn’t immediately summon the nerve to pick up the pin again. She kicked it, and it rolled
all the way to the threshold of the open door.
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With the rain, the last of the wind had drained out of the day, but the twilight exhaled a cold draft
across the porch and through the kitchen door. Hoping the chilly air would clear her head, she
took deep breaths, shuddering with each.

She gazed down at the rolling pin, which lay at her feet. All she

had to do was snatch up the damn thing and drop it into the can beyond the threshold. It wouldn’t
be in her hand more than a second or swo.

Alone, she couldn’t harm anyone. And even if she was seized by a self-destructive impulse, a
rolling pin wasn’t the ideal weapon with which to commit hara-kiri, although it was better than a
rubber spatula.

With that little joke, she humiliated herself into plucking the rolling pin off the floor and
dropping it in the can.

When she searched the next drawer, she found an array of tools and devices that for the most part
didn’t alarm her. A flour sifter. An egg timer. A garlic press. A basting brush. A colander. A
juice strainer. A lettuce dryer.

Mortar and pestle. No good. The mortar was about the size of a baseball, carved out of a chunk
of solid granite. You could brain someone with it. Step up behind him and swing it down hard, in
a savage arc, cave in his skull.

The mortar had to go, right away, now, before Dusty came home or before some unwary
neighbor rang the doorbell.

The pestle seemed harmless, but the two items composed a set, so she took both to the trash can.
The granite mortar was cold in her cupped hand. Even after she threw it away, the memory of its
coolness and satisfying heft tantalized her, and she knew that she had been right to dispose of it.

As she was pulling open another drawer, the telephone rang. She answered it hopefully: “Dusty?”
“It’s me,” Susan Jagger said.

“Oh.” Her heart withered with disappointment. She tried not to let her distress color her voice.
“Hey, what’s up?”

“Are you all right, Martie?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“You sound funny.”

“I’'m okay.”

“You sound out of breath.”

“I was just doing some heavy lifting.”

“Something is wrong.”

“Nothing is wrong. Don’t grind me, Sooz. I’ve got a mother for that. What’s up?”

Martie wanted to get off the phone. She had so much to do. So many kitchen drawers and
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cupboards had not yet been searched. And

dangerous items, potential weapons, were in other rooms, as well. Instruments of death were
scattered throughout the house, and she needed to find them all, dispose of every last one.

“This is a little embarrassing,” Susan said.

“What is?”

“I’m not paranoid, Martie.”

“I know you’re not.”

“He does come here sometimes, you know, sometimes at night when I’'m sleeping.”
“Eric.”

“It must be him. All right, I know, he doesn’t have a key, and the doors and windows are all
locked, there’s no way in, but it’s got to be him.”

Martie opened one of the drawers near the telephone. Among other things, it contained the pair of
scissors that she had not been able to touch earlier, when she had wanted to cut the strapping
tape.

Susan said, “You asked me how I know when he’s been here, were things out of order, the smell
of his cologne on the air, anything like that.”

The handles of the scissors were coated in black rubber to provide a sure grip.
“But it’s a lot worse than cologne, Martie, it’s creepy. . . and embarrassing.”

The steel blades were as polished as mirrors on the outside, with a dull brushed finish on the
inner cutting surfaces.

“Martie?”

“Yeah, I heard.” She was pressing the phone so tightly to her head that her ear hurt. “So tell me
the creepy thing.”

“How I know he’s been here, he leaves his. . . his stuff.”
One of the blades was straight and sharp. The other had teeth. Both were wickedly pointed.

Martie struggled to keep track of the conversation, because her mind’s eye was suddenly filled
with bright flashing images of the scissors in motion, slashing and stabbing, gouging and tearing.
“His stuft?”

“You know.”
“His stuff.”
“What stuft?”

Engraved in one blade, just above the screwhead pivot, was the word Klick, which was probably
the name of the manufacturer, although it resonated in a strange way with Martie, as if it were a
magical word with secret power, mysterious and full of grave meaning.
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Susan said, “His stuff, his . .. spunk.”

For a moment, Martie couldn’t make sense of the word spunk, simply couldn’t connect with it,
couldn’t process it, as though it were a nonsense word invented by someone talking in tongues.
Her mind was so preoccupied with the sight of the scissors lying in the drawer that she couldn’t
concentrate on Susan.

“Martie?”

“Spunk,” Martie said, closing her eyes, striving to push all thoughts of the scissors out of her
mind, trying to focus on the conversation with Susan.

“Semen,” Susan clarified.
“His stuft.”
“Yes.”
“That’s how you know he’s been there?”
“It’s impossible but it happens.”
“Semen.”
“Yes.”
Klick.

The sound of snipping scissors: klick-klick. But Martie wasn’t touching the scissors. Although
her eyes were closed, she knew the shears were still in the drawer, because there was nowhere
else they possibly could be. Klick-klick.

“I’m scared, Martie.”
Me too. Dear God, me too.

Martie’s left hand was clenched around the phone, and her right hand hung at her side, empty.
The scissors couldn’t operate under their own power, and yet: klick-klick.

“I’m scared,” Susan repeated.

If Martie hadn’t been shaken by fear and struggling determinedly to conceal her anxiety from
Susan, if she’d been able to concentrate better, perhaps she wouldn’t have found Susan’s claim to
be bizarre. In her current condition, however, each turn of the conversation led her deeper into
confusion. “You said he. .. leaves it? Where?”

“Well.. . in me, you know.”

To prove to herself that her right hand was empty, that the scissors weren’t in it, Martie brought it
to her chest, pressed it over her pounding heart. K/ick-klick.

“In you,” Martie said. She was aware that Susan was making truly astonishing statements with
shocking implications and terrible potential consequences, but she wasn’t able to bring her mind
to bear exclusively on her friend, not with that infernal klick-klick, klick-klick, klick-klick.
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“I sleep in panties and a T-shirt,” Susan said.
“Me too,” Martie said inanely.
“Sometimes I wake up, and in my panties there’s this.. . this warm stickiness, you know.”

Klick-klick. The sound must be imaginary. Martie wanted to open her eyes just to confirm that
the scissors were, indeed, in the drawer, but she would be entirely lost if she looked at them
again, so she kept her eyes shut.

Susan said, “But I don’t understand how. It’s nuts, you know? I mean.. . how?”
“You wake up?”

“And I have to change underwear.”

“You’re sure that’s what it is? The stuff.”

“It’s disgusting. I feel dirty, used. Sometimes I have to shower, I just have to.”

Klick-klick. Martie’s heart was racing already, and she sensed that the sight of the gleaming
blades would plunge her into a full-fledged panic attack far worse than anything that she had
experienced previously. Klick-klick-klick.

“But, Sooz, good God, you mean he makes love to you—"

“There’s no love involved.”

“—he does you—"

“Rapes me. He’s still my husband, we’re just separated, I know, but it’s rape.”

“—but you don’t wake up during it?”

“You’ve got to believe me.”

“All right, of course, honey, I believe you. But—"

“Maybe I’'m drugged somehow.”

“When would Eric be able to slip the drugs to you?”

“I don’t know. All right, yeah, it’s crazy. Totally whacked, paranoid. But it’s happening. ”
Klick-kiick.

Without opening her eyes, Martie pushed the drawer shut.

“When you wake up,” she said shakily, “you’ve got your underwear on again.”

“Yes.”

Opening her eyes, staring at her right hand, which was knotted around the drawer pull, Martie
said, “So he comes in, undresses you, rapes you. And then before he goes, he puts your T-shirt
and panties on you again. Why?”

“So maybe I won’t realize he’s been here.”
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“But there’s his stuff.”
“Nothing else has that same smell.”
“SOOZ—”

“I know, I know, but I’m agoraphobic, not totally psychotic. Remember? That’s what you told
me earlier. And listen, there’s more.”

From inside the closed drawer came a muffled klick-klick.
“Sometimes,” Susan continued, “I’m sore.”
“Sore?”

“Down there,” Susan said softly, discreetly. The depth of her anxiety and humiliation was more
clearly revealed by this modesty than it had been by anything she’d previously said. “He’s not. . .
gentle.”

Inside the drawer, blade pivoting against blade: klick-klick, klickklick.

Susan was whispering now, and she sounded farther away, too, as though a great tide had lifted
her beachfront house and carried it out to sea, as if she were steadily drifting toward a far and
dark horizon. “Sometimes my breasts are sore, too, and once there were bruises on them. . .
bruises the size of fingertips, where he’d squeezed too hard.”

“And Eric denies all this?”

“He denies being here. I haven’t. .. I haven’t discussed the explicit details with him.”
“What do you mean?”

“I haven’t accused him.”

Martie’s right hand remained on the drawer, pushing against it as though something inside might
force its way out. She applied herself with such intensity that the muscles in her forearm began to
ache.

Klick-klick.

“Sooz, for God’s sake, you think maybe he’s drugging you and screwing you in your sleep, but
you haven’t confronted him about it?”

“I can’t. I shouldn’t. It’s forbidden.”

“Forbidden?”

“Well, you know, not right, not something I can do.”

“No, I don’t know. What an odd word—forbidden. By whom?”

“I didn’t mean forbidden. I don’t know why I said that. I just meant. . . well, I’'m not sure what |
meant. ’'m so confused.”

Although she was distracted by her own anxiety, Martie sensed something profound in Susan’s
word choice, and she wouldn’t drop the issue. “Forbidden by whom?”
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“I’ve had the locks changed three times,” Susan said, instead of answering the question. Her
voice rose from a whisper, sharpened by a brittle note of nascent hysteria that she was struggling
mightily to repress. “Always a different company. Eric can’t know someone at every locksmith,
can he? And I didn’t tell you this before, because maybe it makes me sound loopy, but I’ve
dusted the windowsills with talcum powder, so if he did come through a locked window
somehow, there’d be evidence of it, there’d be handprints in the powder, some mark of
disturbance, but the talcum is always perfect in the morning. And I’ve wedged a kitchen chair
under the doorknob, too, so even if the bastard has a key, he can’t open the door, and the next
morning the chair is always there, where I put it, yet I’ve got his stuff in me, in my panties, and
I’'m sore, and I know I’ve been used, brutally, I know it, and I shower and shower, hotter and
hotter water, so hot it hurts sometimes, but I can’t get clean. I never feel really clean anymore.
Oh, God, sometimes I think what I need are exorcists—you know?— some priests to come here
and pray over me, priests who really believe in the devil if there are any like that today, holy
water and crucifixes, incense, because this is something that defies all logic, this is utterly
supernatural, that’s what it is, supernatural. And now you’re thinking I’'m a fully rounded
nutball, but I’'m really not, Martie, ’'m not. I’'m messed up, no question about that, okay, but this
is apart from the agoraphobia, this is really happening, and I can’t go on like this, waking up and
finding. . . It’s creepy, disgusting. It’s destroying me, but I don’t know what the hell to do. I feel
helpless, Martie, I feel so vulnerable.”

Klick-klick.

Martie’s right arm ached from the wrist to the shoulder now; as she pressed on the drawer with
all her weight, all her strength. Her jaw was clenched. Her teeth ground together.

Bright needles drew hot threads of pain up through her neck, and the pain sewed a little reason
into her confusion-torn thoughts. In truth, she wasn’t concerned that something would escape
from the drawer. The scissors weren’t magically animated like the brooms that plagued the
beleaguered sorcerer’s apprentice in Disney’s Fantasia. The crisp dry sound— klick-klick—was in
her mind. She was not actually afraid of the scissors or of the rolling pin, not afraid of the knives,
the forks, the corkscrew, the corncob skewers, the meat thermometer. For hours now, she had
known the true object of her terror, and she had fleetingly considered it several times during this
strange day, but until now she had not faced it directly and without equivocation. The sole
menace before which she cowered was Martine Eugenia Rhodes: She feared herself, not knives,
not the hammers, not the scissors, but /erself She was forcing the drawer shut with unwavering
determination because she was convinced that otherwise she would yank it open, would seize the
shears—and, in the absence of any other victim, would rip brutally at herself with the pointed
blades.

“Are you there, Martie?”
Klick-klick.
“Martie, what am I going to do?”

Martie’s voice trembled with compassion, with anguish for her friend, but also with fear for
herself and fear of herself. “Sooz, this is spooky shit, this is weirder than hoodoo.” A cold brine
of sweat drenched her as thoroughly as if she had just stepped out of the sea. Klick-klick. Her
arm, shoulder, and neck ached so intensely that tears flooded her eyes. “Listen, I’ve got to wrap
my brain around this a little while before I can advise you what to do, before I can figure out how
I can help.”
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“It’s all true.”
“I know it’s true, So0z.”

She was frantic to be off the telephone. She must get away from the drawer, get away from the
scissors that waited in it, because she couldn’t escape from the violent potential within herself.

“It’s happening,” Susan insisted.

“I know it is. You’ve convinced me. That’s why I’ve got to mull it

over. Because it’s so strange. We’ve got to be careful, be sure we do the right thing.”
“I’m afraid. I’'m so alone here.”

“You aren’t alone,” Martie promised, her voice beginning to break apart, not just quaverous
anymore, but quaking and cracking. “I won’t let you be alone. I’ll call you back.”

“Martie—"

“I’ll think about this, think it through—"
“—if anything happens—"

“—figure out what’s best—"

“—if anything happens to me—"
“—and I'll call you back—"
“—Martie—"

“—call you back soon.”

She racked the wall phone, although at first she couldn’t release it. Her grip was locked around
the handset. When finally she was able to let go, her hand remained cupped, holding fast to a
phantom phone.

Releasing the drawer, Martie winced as cramps spasmed through her right hand. Like a clay
mold, the soft interdigital pads at the base of her fingers had taken a clear impression of the
drawer handle, and the metacarpals ached as if the red groove in her flesh were reflected in the
bone beneath.

She backed away from the drawer until she bumped against the refrigerator. Inside the fridge,
bottles rattled softly against one another.

One of them was a half-empty bottle of Chardonnay, left over from dinner the previous night. A
wine bottle is thick, especially at the bottom, which features a sediment-collecting, concave punt.
Solid. Blunt. Effective. She could swing it like a club, crack someone's skull with it.

A broken wine bottle could be a particularly devastating weapon. Hold it by the neck, jagged
points thrust forward. Rake it down some unsuspecting person’s face, jam it into his throat.

Slamming doors could have been no louder than the crash of her heart resonating through her
body.
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“Urine doesn’t lie,” said Dr. Donklin.

From his sentinel post near the door, Valet raised his head and twitched his ears as if in
agreement.

Skeet, who was now hooked to an electrocardiograph, remained in a sleep so deep that it
appeared to be cryogenic suspension.

Dusty watched the tracery of green light spiking across the readout-window on the heart monitor.
His brother’s pulse was slow but steady, no arrhythmia.

New Life Clinic was neither a hospital nor a diagnostic lab. Nevertheless, because of the self-
destructiveness and cleverness of its patients, it had the sophisticated equipment required to
provide rapid analysis of bodily fluids for the presence of drugs.

Earlier, Skeet’s initial blood samples, taken upon admission, had revealed the recipe for the
chemical cocktail with which he had started his day: methamphetamine, cocaine, DMT. Meth
and coke were stimulants. Dimethyltryptamine—DMT—was a synthetic hallucinogen, similar to
psilocybin, which itself was an alkaloid crystal derived from the mushroom Psilocybe mexicana.
This constituted a breakfast with a lot more punch than oatmeal and orange juice.

Analysis of the latest blood sample, drawn while Skeet lay in a comalike slumber, had not yet
been completed; however, the urine sample, acquired by catheter, indicated that no new drugs
had been introduced into his system and, moreover, that his body had largely

metabolized the methamphetamine, cocaine, and DMT For the time being, at least, he would be
seeing no more of the angel of death who had induced him to leap off the Sorensons’ roof.

“We’ll get the same data from the second blood samples,” Donklin predicted. “Because it’s true,
urine doesn 't lie. Or in laymen’s terms. . . there’s truth in a tinkle. Pee-pee can’t prevaricate.”

Dusty wondered if the physician’s bedside manner had been so irreverent when he’d had his own
practice or if irreverence had come upon him after retirement, when he’d taken this for-hire
position at New Life. In either case, it was refreshing.

The urine sample had also been analyzed for urethral casts, albumin, and sugar. The results failed
to support a diagnosis of either diabetic or uremic coma.

“If the new blood workup doesn’t tell us anything,” Dr. Donklin said, “we’ll probably want to
transfer him to a hospital.”

Inside the refrigerator, against which Martie leaned, the clink of glass against glass gradually
subsided.

The pain in her cramped hands wrung tears from her. With the sleeves of her blouse, she blotted
her eyes, but her vision remained blurred.
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Her hands were hooked, as if she were clawing at an adversary— or at a crumbling ledge. Seen
through a salty veil, they might have been the menacing hands of a demon in a dream.

With the image of a jaggedly broken wine bottle still vivid in her mind’s eye, she remained so
frightened of her potential for violence, of her unconscious intentions, that she was paralyzed.

Action. Her father’s admonition. Hope lies in action. But she didn’t have the clarity of mind to
consider, analyze, and then judiciously choose the right and most effective action.

She acted anyway, because if she didn’t do something, she would lie on the floor, curl into a ball
like a pill bug, and remain there until Dusty came home. By the time he arrived, she might have
turned in upon herself so tightly that she’d never be able to uncurl.

So, now, with pale resolve, push away from the refrigerator. Cross the kitchen. To the cabinet
from which she’d retreated only moments ago.

Fingers hooking around the handle. K/ick-klick. Pulling open the drawer. The gleaming scissors.
Martie almost faltered. Almost lost her shaky conviction when she saw the shiny blades.

Action. All the way out of the cabinet with the damn drawer. All the way out. Heavier than she
expected.

Or perhaps the drawer wasn’t in fact as heavy as it seemed, was heavy only because, for Martie,
the scissors possessed more than mere physical weight. Psychological weight, moral weight, the
weight of malevolent purpose residing within the steel.

Now to the open back door. The trash can.

She tipped the drawer away from herself, intending to let the contents spill into the can. The
sliding scissors rattled against other objects, and the sound so alarmed Martie that she dropped
the drawer itself into the trash, along with everything it contained.

When Tom Wong brought the results of the latest blood-sample analysis to Skeet’s room, Dr.
Donklin’s prediction was fulfilled. The mystery of Skeet’s condition remained unsolved.

The kid hadn’t ingested drugs of any kind within the past few hours. Residual traces of this
morning’s indulgence were barely detectable.

His white-blood-cell count, which was normal, and his lack of fever didn’t support the theory
that he might be afflicted by an acute meningeal infection. Or any infection whatsoever.

If the problem were food poisoning, specifically botulism, the coma would have been preceded
by vomiting and stomach pain, and most likely by diarrhea, as well. Skeet hadn’t suffered from
any of those complaints.

Although clear symptoms of apoplexy were not apparent, the grave possibilities of cerebral
hemorrhage, embolism, and thrombosis must be reconsidered.

“This isn’t a rehab case, anymore,” Dr. Donklin decided. “Where do you prefer we transfer
him?”
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Dusty said, “Hoag Hospital, if they have an open bed.”

“Something’s happening here,” Tom Wong noted, drawing their attention to the
electrocardiograph.

Because the annoying audio module on the EKG was switched off, neither Dusty nor Donklin
had noticed that Skeet’s pulse rate had increased. The tracery of green light and the digital
readout indicated that it was up from a low of forty-six beats per minute to fifty-four.

Suddenly yawning, stretching, Skeet opened his eyes.
His heart rate, now up to sixzy beats per minute, was still rising.

Skeet blinked at Tom Wong, at Dr. Donklin, and at Dusty. “Hey, we havin’ a party or
something?”

The open bottle of Chardonnay, two bottles of Chablis that were unopened: into the trash can.

In the laundry room, hideous weapons. A bottle of blinding, suffocating ammonia. Bleach. A lye-
based drain cleaner. All of it into the trash.

She remembered the matches. In a kitchen cabinet. In a tall tin container that had once held
biscotti. Several books of paper matches. Boxes of short wooden matches. A bundle of matches
with ten-inch sticks, used to light the floating wicks in long-necked glass oil lamps.

If a person were capable of raking a broken wine bottle across an innocent victim’s face, if a
person were dangerous enough to have no compunction about plunging a car key into a loved
one’s eye, then setting fire to him—or to an entire house—would pose no significant moral
hurdle.

Martie dropped the unopened container of matches into the trash can, and the contents made a
raspy sound like a rattlesnake issuing a warning.

A quick trip to the living room. So much to do, so much to do. The gas fireplace featured a set of
realistic-looking ceramic logs. A battery-fired butane match lay on the hearth.

Returning to the open kitchen door, dropping the butane match into the trash can on the back
porch, Martie was troubled by the possibility that she had turned on the gas in the fireplace. She
had no reason to turn it on, and she had no memory of having done so, but she didn’t trust
herself.

Didn’t dare trust herself.

With the valve cranked wide open, a mortal flood of natural gas would escape in a minute or two.
Any spark might set off an explosion powerful enough to destroy the house.

To the living room again. Like a frantic character in a video game. Ricocheting from peril to
peril.

No rotten-egg odor.
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No hiss of escaping gas.

The geared shank of the valve protruded from the wall beside the hearth. A key chuck was
required to turn it, and the brass key lay on the mantel.

Relieved, Martie left the room. By the time she returned to the kitchen, however, she was once
more concerned that in the grip of a fugue, she had keyed on the gas affer satisfying herself that it
was off.

This was ridiculous. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life bouncing in and out of the living
room, ceaselessly checking on the fireplace. She didn’t suffer from fugues, amnesiac phases,
didn’t commit acts of sabotage while blacked out.

For reasons she could not grasp, Martie thought of the second waiting room at Dr. Ahriman’s
offices, where she had read part of a novel during Susan’s therapy session. A fine place to read.
No windows. No annoying background music. No distractions.

A windowless room. And yet hadn’t she stood at an enormous window, watching the gray rain
sweep along the coast?

No, that had been a scene in the paperback novel.

“It’s a real thriller,” she said aloud, though she was alone. “The writing’s good. The plot is
entertaining. The characters are colorful. I'm enjoying it.”

Now, here in the disordered kitchen, she remained troubled by a perception of time lost. She
sensed an ominous gap in her day, during which something terrible had happened.

Consulting her wristwatch, she was surprised to see that the hour had grown so late—5: 12 p.m.
The day had dissolved and washed away with the rain.

She didn’t know when she had first gone into the living room to inspect the fireplace. Perhaps a
minute ago. Perhaps two or four or ten minutes ago.

Early-winter night breathed at the open door to the back porch. She couldn’t recall if darkness
had pressed against the living-room

windows when she had been in there. If a gap existed in her day, it must have been in that room,
at the fireplace.

Martie raced toward the front of the house, and the territory through which she passed was
familiar yet different from what it had been this morning. No space was quite rectangular or
precisely square anymore; each was fluid—now almost triangular, now hexagonal, and now
curved, or otherwise curiously proportioned. Ceilings that had been flat appeared to be subtly
pitched. She could have sworn that the floor canted under her, as if it were the deck of a tacking
ship. The powerful anxiety that warped her mental processes also at times seemed to bend the
physical world into strange shapes, although she knew that this surreal plasticity was imaginary.

In the living room: no hiss of escaping gas. No odor.

The key lay on the mantel. She didn’t touch it. Gaze fixed on that shiny brass item, Martie
retreated from the fireplace, carefully backing between the armchairs and the sofa, out of the
room.
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When she reached the hall, she glanced at her watch. Five-thirteen. One minute had passed. No
lost time. No fugue.

In the kitchen, shaking uncontrollably, she consulted her watch again. Still 5:73. She was all
right. She hadn’t blacked out. She couldn’t have returned to the living room in a fugue and
switched on the gas. One number changed before her eyes—S5: 14.

In his note, Dusty had promised to be home by five o’clock. He was overdue. Dusty was usually
prompt. He kept his promises.

“God, please,” she said, shocked by the pathetic tone of her voice, by the wretched tremor that
distorted her words, “bring him home. God, please, please, help me, please bring him home

”»”

now.
When Dusty returned, he would drive his van into the garage, park it beside her Saturn.

No good. The garage was a dangerous place. Uncounted sharp tools were stored out there, deadly
machinery, poisonous substances, flammable fluids.

She would stay in the kitchen, wait for him here. Nothing would happen to him in the garage if
she weren’t out there when he arrived. Sharp tools, poisons, flammables—they were not
dangerous. Martie herself was the real danger, the only threat.

From the garage, he would come directly into the kitchen. She must be sure that she had stripped
from this room everything that might serve as a weapon.

Yet to continue this purge of the sharp and the blunt and the toxic was sheer madness. She would
never harm Dusty. She loved him more than she loved life. She would die for him, as she knew
he would die for her. You didn’t kill someone whom you loved that much.

Nevertheless, these irrational fears infected her, swarmed in her blood, bred in her bones,
crawled in bacterial plenitude through her mind, and she was growing sicker by the second.

24

Skeet was sitting in bed, propped against pillows, pallid and sunken-eyed, his lips more gray than
pink, and yet he had a tattered and tragic dignity, as though he were not merely one of the legion
of lost souls who wandered through the ruins of this crumbling culture, but was instead a
consumptive poet, living during a distant past more innocent than this new century, perhaps
taking the tuberculosis cure in a private sanatorium, struggling not against his own compulsions,
not against a hundred years of cold philosophies that denied purpose and meaning to life, but
against nothing more than stubborn bacteria. A footed bed tray bridged his lap.

Standing at the window, Dusty might have been gazing at the night sky, reading his fate in the
patterns of the lingering storm clouds. The prows and keels of the eastward-tacking thunderheads
appeared to be filigreed with gold leaf, for they were uplighted by the luminous suburban sea
above which they sailed.

In truth, the night transformed the glass into a black mirror, allowing Dusty to study Skeet’s
colorless reflection in the pane. He expected to see his brother do something strange and
revealing that he would not have done if he’d known he was being observed.

This was a curiously paranoid expectation, but it clung like a prickly bur, and Dusty could not
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shake it off. This odd day had brought him deep into a forest of suspicion that was formless and
without object, though nonetheless disturbing.

Skeet was enjoying an early dinner: tomato-basil soup seasoned with chips of Parmesan,
followed by rosemary-garlic chicken with roasted potatoes and asparagus. The meals at New Life
were superior to ordinary hospital fare—though solid food came precut into bite-size pieces,
because Skeet was on a suicide watch.

Sitting erect on the armchair, Valet watched Skeet with the interest of a born gourmand. He was
a good dog, however, and though his dinner was overdue, he didn’t beg.

Around a mouthful of chicken, Skeet said, “Haven’t eaten like this in weeks. I guess nothing
gives you an appetite like jumping off a roof.”

The kid was so thin that he appeared to have taken bulimia lessons from a supermodel.
Considering how shrunken his stomach must be, it was difficult to believe that he had the
capacity to pack away as much as he had already eaten.

Still pretending to be seeking portents in the clouds, Dusty said, “You seemed to fall asleep just
because I told you to.”

“Yeah? Well, it’s a new leaf, bro. From now on I do everything you want.”
“Fat chance.”
“You’ll see.”

Dusty slipped his right hand into a pocket of his jeans and felt the folded pages from the notepad
that he had found in Skeet’s kitchen. He considered asking about Dr. Yen Lo again, but intuition
told him that this name, when spoken, might precipitate a second catatonic withdrawal followed
by another frustrating, inscrutable dialogue similar to the one in which they had engaged earlier.

Instead, Dusty said, “Clear cascades.”

As revealed by his ghostly reflection in the window, Skeet did not even lift his gaze from his
dinner. “What?”

“Into the waves scatter.”

Now Skeet looked up, but he said nothing.

“Blue pine needles,” Dusty said.

“Blue?”

Turning from the window, Dusty said, “Does that mean anything to you?”
“Pine needles are green.”

“Some are blue-green, I guess.”

Having cleaned his dinner plate, Skeet slid it aside in favor of a

dessert cup containing fresh strawberries in clotted cream and brown sugar. “I think I’ve heard it
somewhere.”
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“I’m sure you have. Because I heard it from you.”
“From me?” Skeet seemed genuinely surprised. “When?”
“Earlier. When you were.. . out of it.”

After savoring a cream-slathered berry, Skeet said, “That’s weird. I’d hate to think the literary
thing is in my genes.”

“Is it a riddle?”” Dusty asked.
“Riddle? No. It’s a poem.”

“You write poetry?” Dusty asked with undisguised disbelief, aware of how assiduously Skeet
avoided every aspect of the world that his father, the literature professor, inhabited.

“Not mine,” Skeet said, as like a little boy he licked cream from his dessert spoon. “I don’t know
the poet’s name. Ancient Japanese. Haiku. I must have read it somewhere, and it just stuck.”

“Haiku,” Dusty said, trying and failing to find useful meaning in this new information.

Using his spoon as if it were a symphony conductor’s baton, Skeet emphasized the meter as he
recited the poem:

“Clear cascades
into the waves scatter
blue pine needles.”
Given structure and meter, the nine words no longer sounded like gibberish.

Dusty was reminded of an optical illusion that he had seen once in a magazine, many years ago.
It was a pencil drawing of serried ranks of trees, pines and firs and spruces and alders, towering
and dense and regimented, which had been titled Forest. The accompanying text claimed that
this woodland concealed a more complex scene that could be perceived if you put aside your
expectations, if you could make yourself forget the word forest, and if you could peer through the
surface image to another panorama far different from the sylvan scene. Some people required as
little as a few minutes to comprehend the second picture, while others struggled more than an
hour before achieving a revelation. After only ten minutes, frustrated, Dusty had pushed aside the
magazine—and then from the corner of his eye had glimpsed the hidden city. When again he
stared

directly at the drawing, he saw a vast Gothic metropolis, where granite buildings crowded one
another; shadowy woodland paths between tree trunks had metamorphosed into narrow streets
buried deep in a gloom cast by man-made cliffs of stone rising cold and gray against a bleak sky.

Similarly, new meaning arose from these nine words the moment that Dusty heard them read as
haiku. The poet’s intent was evident:

The “clear cascades” were gusts of wind stripping pine needles off trees and casting them into
the sea. It was a pure, evocative, and poignant observation of nature, which on analysis would
surely prove to have numerous metaphorical meanings pertinent to the human condition.

The poet’s intent, however, was not the sole meaning to be found in those three brief lines. There
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was another interpretation that had profound importance to Skeet when he was in his peculiar
trance, but he now appeared to have forgotten all that. Previously, he’d called each line a rule,
although he hadn’t been coherent in his attempt to explain what conduct, procedure, sport, or
game these cryptic rules governed.

Dusty considered sitting on the edge of his brother’s bed and questioning him further. He was
inhibited by the concern that under pressure Skeet might retreat into a semi-catatonic state and
might not easily wake the next time.

Besides, together they had been through a difficult day. Skeet, in spite of his nap and fortifying
dinner, must be nearly as weary as Dusty, who felt clipped, ripped, and whipped.

Shovel.

Pick

Hatchet.

Hammers, screwdrivers, saws, drills, pliers, wrenches, long steel nails by the fistful.

Although the kitchen was not yet entirely a safe place, and though other rooms of the house must
be inspected and secured, as well, Martie couldn’t stop thinking about the garage, mentally
cataloging the numerous instruments of torture and death that it contained.

At last, she was no longer able to maintain her resolve to stay out of the garage and to avoid the
risk of being among its sharp temptations when Dusty eventually arrived. She opened the
connecting door from the kitchen, fumbled for the light switch, and turned on the overhead
fluorescent panels.

As Martie stepped across the threshold, her attention was first drawn to the Peg-Board on which
were racked a collection of gardening tools that she had forgotten. Trowels. One pair of snips. A
hand spade. Spring-action clippers with Teflon-coated blades. A battery-powered hedge trimmer.

A pruning hook.

Noisily, Skeet scraped the last traces of clotted cream and brown sugar from the dessert cup.

As though summoned by the clatter of spoon against china, a new private nurse arrived for the
night shift: Jasmine Hernandez, petite, pretty, in her early thirties—with eyes the purple-black
shade of plum skins, mysterious yet clear. Her white uniform was as bright and crisp as her
professionalism, although red sneakers with green laces suggested—correctly, as it turned out—a
playful streak.

“Hey, you’re just a little bit of a thing,” Skeet told her. He winked at Dusty. “If I want to kill
myself, Jasmine, I don’t see you being able to stop me.”

As she removed the dinner tray from the bed and set it on the dresser, the nurse said, “Listen, my
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little chupafior, if the only way to keep you from hurting yourself is to break every bone in your
body, then put you in a cast from the neck down, I can handle that.”

“Holy shit,” Skeet exclaimed, “where’d you go to nursing school—Transylvania?”

“Tougher than that. I was taught by nuns, the Sisters of Mercy. And I’'m warning you,
chupaflor—no bad language on my shift.”

“Sorry,” Skeet said, genuinely chagrined, though still in a mood to tease. “What happens when I
have to go pee-pee?”

Scratching Valet’s ears, Jasmine assured Skeet, “You don’t have anything I haven’t seen before,
though I’'m sure I’ve seen larger.”

Dusty smiled at Skeet. “From now on, it would be wise to say nothing but Yes, ma

“What is chupaflor?” Skeet asked. “You’re not trying to slip some bad language by me, are
you?”

“Chupaflor means ‘hummingbird,” « Jasmine Hernandez explained as she stuck a digital
thermometer in Skeet’s mouth.

In a thermometer-punctuated mumble, Skeet said, “You’re calling me hummingbird?

“Chupaflor,” she confirmed. Skeet was no longer hooked to the electrocardiograph, so she lifted
his bony wrist to time his pulse.

A new uneasiness slid into Dusty, as cold as a shiv between the ribs, though he couldn’t identify
the cause. Not wholly new, in fact. It was the free-floating suspicion that earlier had motivated
him to watch Skeet’s reflection in the night-mirrored window. Something was wrong here, but
not necessarily with Skeet. His suspicion refocused on the place, the clinic.

“Hummingbirds are cute,” Skeet told Jasmine Hernandez.
“Keep the thermometer under your tongue,” she admonished.
Mumbling again, he pressed: “Do you think I'm cute?”

“You’re a nice-looking boy,” she said, as though she could see Skeet as he had once been—
healthy, fresh-faced, and clear-eyed.

“Hummingbirds are charming. They’re free spirits.”

With her attention on her wristwatch, counting Skeet’s pulse, the nurse said, “Yes, exactly, the
chupaflor is a cute, charming, free, insignificant little bird.”

Skeet glanced at his brother and rolled his eyes.

If something were wrong about this moment, this place, these people, Dusty was unable to
pinpoint the falsity. The bastard son of Sherlock Holmes, born of Miss Jane Marple, would be
hard pressed to find good reason for the suspicion that sawed at Dusty’s nerves. His edginess
probably arose from weariness and from his worry about Skeet; until he was rested, he couldn’t
trust his intuition.

In response to his brother’s rolling eyes, Dusty said, “I warned you. Two words. Yes, ma’am. You
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can’t go wrong with Yes, ma'am.’

As Jasmine let go of Skeet’s wrist, the digital thermometer beeped, and she took it out of his
mouth.

Moving to the bed, Dusty said, “Gotta split, kid. Promised Martie we’d go Out to dinner, and I’'m
late.”

“Always keep your promises to Martie. She’s special.”
“Didn’t I marry her?”

“I hope she doesn’t hate me,” Skeet said.

“Hey, don’t be stupid.”

Unspent tears shimmered in Skeet’s eyes. “I love her, Dusty, you know? Martie’s always been so
good to me.”

“She loves you, too, kid.”

“That’s a pretty small club—People Who Love Skeet. But People Who Love Martie—now,
that’s bigger than the Rotary and the Kiwanis and the Optimist clubs all rolled into one.”

Dusty could think of no comforting reply, because Skeet’s observation was undeniably true.

The kid wasn’t speaking from self-pity, however. “Man, that’s a load I wouldn’t want to carry.
You know? People love you, they have expectations, and then you have responsibilities. The
more people who love you—well, it goes round and round, it never stops.”

“Love i1s hard, huh?”

Skeet nodded. “Love is hard. Go, go take Martie out for a nice dinner, a glass of wine, tell her
how beautiful she is.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Dusty promised, picking up Valet’s leash and clipping it to the dog’s
collar.

“You’ll find me right here,” Skeet said. “I’ll be the one in a body cast from the neck down.”

As Dusty led Valet out of the room, Jasmine approached the bed with a sphygmomanometer. “I
need your blood pressure, chupaflor.”

Skeet said, “Yes, ma’am.”

That skewering sense of wrongness again. Ignore it. Weariness. Imagination. It could be cured
with a glass of wine and the sight of Martie’s face.

All the way along the hall to the elevator, Valet’s claws ticked softly on the vinyl-tile flooring.

Nurses and nurses’ assistants smiled at the retriever. “Hi, puppy.” “What a handsome fella.”
“You’re a cutie, aren’t you?”

Dusty and Valet shared the elevator with a male orderly who knew just the spot on the ears that,
when gently rubbed, caused the dog’s eyes to take on a dreamy cast. “Had a golden myself. A
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sweet girl named Sassy. She got cancer, had to put her to sleep about a month ago.” His voice
caught briefly on the word sleep. “Couldn’t get her to go for a Frisbee, but she’d chase tennis
balls all day.”

“Him, too,” Dusty said. “He won’t drop the first ball when you throw a second, brings them both
back, looking like the world’s worst case of mumps. You going to get a new puppy?”

“Not for a while,” said the orderly, which meant not until the loss of Sassy hurt a little less than it
hurt now.

On the ground floor, in the recreation room adjacent to the lobby, a dozen patients, at tables in
groups of four, were playing cards. Their conversation and easy laughter, the click of shuftling
decks, and the mellow strains of an old Glenn Miller swing tune on the radio contributed to such
a cozy mood that you might have thought this was a gathering of friends at a country club, a
church hall, or a private home, instead of a physically shaky and psychologically desperate
collection of middle-class and upper-middle-class crack smokers, snow blowers, crank freaks,
cross-top poppers, acid-heads, cactus eaters, and shit spikers with Swiss-cheese veins.

At a desk next to the front door, a guard was posted to ensure that upon the premature departure
of a headstrong patient, family members and officers of the court would be phoned depending
upon the notification requirements of each case.

During the current shift, the security station was manned by a fiftyish man dressed in khakis, a
light-blue shirt, a red tie, and a navy-blue blazer. His name tag identified him as WALLY CLARK,
and he was reading a romance novel. Pudgy. dimpled, well-scrubbed, smelling faintly of a spice-
scented aftershave, with the kind blue eyes of a sincere pastor and a smile just sweet enough—
but not too sweet—to replace the vermouth in a not-too-dry martini, Wally was every Hollywood
casting director’s ideal choice for the star’s favorite uncle, mentor, dedicated teacher, beloved
father, or guardian angel.

“I was here the last time your brother stayed with us,” Wally Clark said, leaning forward in his
chair to pet Valet. “I didn’t expect he’d be back. Wish he wasn’t. He’s a good-hearted boy.”

“Thank you.”

“Used to come down here to play some backgammon with me. Don’t you worry, Mr. Rhodes.
Your brother, deep inside, he’s got the right stuff. He’ll fly straight out of here this time, and stay
straight.”

Outside, the night was cool and damp, although not unpleasant. The woolen clouds unraveled,
revealing a silver moon skating serenely across the lake of the sky, before quickly knitting up
again.

Shallow puddles remained in the parking lot, and Valet weaved to the limits of his leash to
prance through each of them.

When Dusty reached the van, he looked back at the haciendastyle clinic. With queen palms
whispering lullabies in the sleepy

breeze, with bougainvillea entwining the columns of the loggias and draping like bedclothes in
graceful swags across the arches, this might have been the home of Morpheus, the Greek god of
dreams.
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Yet Dusty was unable to peel off a clinging suspicion that there was another, darker reality
beneath the picturesque surface: a place of ceaseless activity, of secret scurrying and scheming, a
nest, a hive, in which a nightmare colony labored to some hideous purpose.

Tom Wong, Dr. Donklin, Jasmine Hernandez, Wally Clark, and all the staff at New Life
appeared to be smart, professional, dedicated, and compassionate. Nothing in their behavior or
demeanor gave Dusty the slightest reason to question their motives.

Perhaps what bothered him was that they were all too perfect to be real. If one New Life
employee had been slow on the uptake or sloppy, rude or disorganized, Dusty might have been
free of this peculiar new distrust of the clinic.

Of course, the unusual competence, commitment, and friendliness of the staff meant only that
New Life was well managed. Evidently, the head of personnel had a gift for hiring and nurturing
first-rate employees. The happy consequences should have inspired gratitude in Dusty, not a
paranoid perception of conspiracy.

Yet something felt wrong. He worried that Skeet was not safe here. The longer he stared at the
clinic, the stronger his suspicion grew Frustratingly, the reason for it continued to elude him.

The spring-action clippers with the long blades and the battery-powered hedge trimmer were so
wicked-looking that Martie was not satisfied merely to throw them away. She would not feel safe
until they were reduced to useless scrap.

Larger garden tools were stored neatly in a tall cabinet. Rake, leaf rake, shovel, hoe.
Sledgehammer.

She put the hedge trimmer on the concrete floor, where Dusty would park his van when he came
home, and she swung the sledge at it. Under the impact of the large blunt hammerhead, the
trimmer shrieked as though it were a living thing, but Martie judged the damage to be
insufficient. She hefted the hammer and swung it again, then a third time, a fourth.

Pieces of plastic from the shattered handle, a couple screws, and

other debris rattled off nearby cabinets, pinged off the Saturn. With each loud blow, the garage
windows vibrated in their frames and chips of concrete exploded out of the floor.

All this shrapnel peppered Martie’s face. She recognized the danger to her eyes, but she didn’t
dare pause to search for safety goggles. Much work remained to be done, and at any moment, the
big garage door might rumble upward, announcing Dusty’s arrival.

She threw the hedge clippers on the floor. She pounded them ferociously, until the spring popped
out and the handles came apart.

Then a spading fork. Pounding and pounding it until the wooden handle was smashed into
splinters. Until the tines were bent and squashed together in a useless tangle.

The sledgehammer was a three-pound rather than a five-pound model. Nevertheless, strength and
balance were required to wield it with the desired devastating effect. Sweating, gasping for
breath, mouth dry, throat hot, Martie repeatedly swung the hammer high and drove it down
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smoothly, with calculated rhythm.

She would suffer in the morning; every muscle in her shoulders and arms would ache, but right
now the sledge felt so glorious in her hands that she didn’t care about the pain to come. A sweet
current of power flowed through her, a gratifying sense of being in control for the first time all
day. Each solid thud of the hammerhead thrilled her; the hard reverberation of the impact,
traveling up the long handle, into her hands, along her arms, into her shoulders and neck, was
deeply satisfying, almost erotic. She sucked air with each upswing, grunted when she drove the
hammer down, issued a wordless little cry of pleasure each time that something bent or cracked
under the pummeling weight—

—until abruptly she heard herself and realized that she sounded more animal than human.

Panting, still gripping the hammer in both hands, Martie turned from the ruined tools and caught
sight of her reflection in a side window of the Saturn. Her shoulders were hunched, head thrust
forward and cocked at a weird angle, like that of a condemned murderess who had been
reprieved but deformed when a hangman’s noose had snapped. Her dark hair was tangled and
bristling as though she’d received an electric shock. Dementia carved her face into that of a hag,
and a wild thing glared from behind her eyes.

Crazily, she recalled an illustration in a storybook she’d treasured

as a child: an evil troll under an old stone bridge, bent over a glowing forge, working with
hammer and tongs to make chains and shackles for his victims.

What would she have done to Dusty if he had arrived at the very moment when her frenzied
hammering had been at a peak—or, for that matter, if he arrived now?

With a shudder of revulsion, she dropped the hammer.

25

Having expected to be away from home past feeding time, Dusty had brought Valet’s dinner in a
Ziploc bag: two cups of dry lamb-and-rice kibble. He poured it into a plastic bowl and put the
bowl on the pavement beside the van.

“Sorry about the lousy ambience,” he apologized.

If the clinic parking lot had been a lush meadow or a penthouse, Valet would have approached
his dinner with no greater pleasure than he showed now. Like all of his kind, he had no
pretensions.

Dogs possessed so many admirable qualities, in fact, that Dusty sometimes wondered if God had
created this world expressly for them above all other creatures. Human beings might have been
put here as an afterthought, to ensure that dogs would have companions to prepare their meals, to
groom them, to tell them they were cute, and to rub their bellies.

While Valet made quick work of the kibble, Dusty fished his cell phone from under the driver’s
seat and called home. On the third ring, the answering machine responded.

Assuming that Martie was screening calls, he said, “Scarlett, it’s me. Rhett. Just calling to say |
do give a damn, after all.”
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She didn’t pick up.

“Martie, are you there?” He waited. Then, stretching the message to give her time to get to the
study—and the answering machine—from anywhere in the house, he said: “Sorry I’'m running

late. Hell of a day. I’ll be there in half an hour, we’ll go out for dinner. Somewhere we can’t
afford. I'm sick of always being so damn responsible. Choose something extravagant. Maybe
even a place where the food comes on real plates instead of in Styrofoam containers. We’ll take a
bank loan if we have to.”

Either she hadn’t heard the phone or she wasn’t home.

Valet had finished his kibble. He used his tongue to imitate an airplane propeller, making 360-
degree sweeps of his chops and muzzle, collecting crumbs.

When traveling with the dog, Dusty carried bottled water. He poured a few ounces into the blue
dish.

After Valet finished drinking, they walked the dimly lighted lawns that embraced three sides of
New Life Clinic. This stroll was ostensibly for the purpose of giving the dog a chance to do his
post-dinner dump, but it also provided Dusty with an opportunity to examine more closely the
rambling structure.

Even if the clinic were less legitimate than it appeared to be, Dusty had no idea where he should
look for clues to its true nature. There would be no hidden door to the vast subterranean
headquarters of a flamboyant James Bond-style villain. Nor could he expect to discover the
soulless personal servant of Count Dracula clandestinely transferring the undead nobleman’s
coffin from a horse-drawn lorry into the basement of the building. This was southern California
in the dazzling new millennium, and it was, therefore, full of far stranger creatures than
Goldfinger and vampires—though currently none appeared to be lurking in this neighborhood.

Dusty’s suspicion was difficult to sustain in the face of the unrelenting ordinariness of the clinic
grounds. The grass was well manicured, the earth still slightly squishy from the recent rain. The
shrubs were neatly trimmed. The night shadows were only shadows.

Although Valet was easily spooked, he was so comfortable here that he completed his toilet
without any nervous hesitation—and did it in the amber glow of a landscape lamp, which
allowed his master to pick up easily after him.

The fully loaded, conspicuous blue bag gave Dusty an excuse to explore the alleyway behind the
clinic, where no grass bordered the pavement. As he located a small trash Dumpster and
deposited the bag, he surveyed this more humble aspect of the building: delivery and service
entrances, utilities boxes, a second small Dumpster.

Neither he nor his four-legged Dr. Watson discovered anything amiss in the backstreet—
although beside the second Dumpster, the dog found a grease-stained Big Mac container that he
would have enjoyed sniffing and licking for six or seven hours.

Retreating from the alley, passing once more across the lawn along the south side of the clinic,
Dusty glanced up at Skeet’s room— and saw a man standing at the window. Backlit by a single
well-shaded lamp, he was a featureless silhouette.

Though the angle was deceiving, the guy seemed too tall and too broad-shouldered to be Skeet or
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Dr. Donklin. Tom Wong was gone for the night, but he, too, was a different physical type from
this man.

Dusty could discern nothing of the stranger’s face, not even the vague glint of his eyes.
Nevertheless, he was sure the man was watching him.

As though he were in a staring contest with a ghost, Dusty gazed up at the window until, with the
ectoplasmic fluidity of a haunting spirit, the dark form turned away from the glass and drifted out
of sight.

Dusty considered hurrying to his brother’s room to learn the identity of the watcher. Almost
certainly, however, the man would prove to be a staff member. Or another patient, visiting Skeet.

On the other hand, if this nagging suspicion were merited, rather than being mere paranoia, if the
man at the window were up to no good, he would not hang around now that Dusty had seen him.
No doubt he was already gone.

Common sense argued against suspicion. Skeet had no money, no prospects, no power. There
was nothing to be gotten from him that would motivate anyone to engineer an elaborate
conspiracy

Besides, an enemy—in the unlikely event that gentle Skeet had one—would realize the futility of
engaging in elaborate schemes to torment and destroy the kid. Left to his own devices, Skeet
would torture himself more ruthlessly than could the most cruel dungeon master, and he would
diligently pursue his own destruction.

Maybe this wasn’t even Skeet’s room. Dusty had been sure it was the kid’s window when he first
looked up. But... perhaps Skeet’s window was to the left of this one.

Dusty sighed. The ever sympathetic Valet sighed as well.
“Your old man’s losin’ it,” Dusty said.

He was eager to go home to Martie, to walk out of the insanity of this day and return to reality.

Lizzie Borden took an ax and gave her husband forty whacks.

That bastardized line of verse swung back and forth through Martie’s mind, repeatedly cleaving
her train of thought, so she had to struggle to remain focused.

The workbench in the garage featured a vise. After bracing the ax with a block, Martie cranked
the jaws shut until they tightened on the handle.

She was able to pick up a pistol-grip hacksaw only with great effort. It was a dangerous
instrument, but less fearsome than the ax, which must be destroyed. Later, she’d wreck the
hacksaw, too.

Using the saw, she attacked the wooden handle at the neck. The cast-steel head would still be
deadly once it had been severed, but the ax, intact, was far more lethal than either of its parts.

Lizzie Borden took an ax and gave her husband forty whacks.
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The hacksaw blade torqued, bound in the ax handle, stuttered loose, torqued again, and made a
sloppy kerf in the hard wood. She threw it on the floor.

In the tool collection were two carpenter’s saws. One was a rip-saw, for cutting with the grain of
the wood, the other a crosscut saw, but Martie didn’t know which was which. Hesitantly, she
tried one, then the other, and both frustrated her.

When the job was neatly done, she gave him another forty-one.

Among the power tools was a hand-held reciprocating saw with a blade so fierce that she
required all the courage she could muster to plug it in, pick it up, and switch it on. Initially the
teeth stuttered with little effect across the oak, and the saw vibrated violently, but when Martie
bore down, the blade buzzed through the wood, and the severed ax head, with handle stump, fell
onto the workbench.

She switched off the saw and set it aside. Opened the jaws of the vice. Freed the ax handle.
Threw it on the floor.

Next, she decapitated the sledgehammer.

Then the shovel. Longer handle. Cumbersome. Getting it into the vise was more difficult than
dealing with the ax or sledgehammer.

The reciprocating saw tore through it, and the shovel blade clattered onto the workbench.
She sawed through the hoe.

The rake.

What else?

A crowbar. A pointed pry blade at one end, leveraging hook at the other. All steel. Couldn’t be
sawn.

Use it to smash the reciprocating saw. Steel ringing off steel, off concrete, the garage
reverberating like a great bell.

When she had disabled the saw, she still held the crowbar. It was as dangerous as the
sledgehammer, which had driven her to use the saws in the first place.

She had come full circle. She hadn’t accomplished anything. In fact, the crowbar was more
effective than the sledgehammer, because it was easier to wield.

There was no hope. No way to make the house safe, not even one room within the house, not as
little as one corner within one room. It couldn’t be done as long as she remained in residence.
She, not any inanimate object, was the source of these vicious thoughts, the sole threat.

She should have clamped the reciprocating saw in the jaws of the vise, switched it on, and cut off
her own hands.

Now she held the crowbar in the same grip with which she had held the hammer. Through her
mind spiraled bloody thoughts that terrified her.

The garage-door motor kicked in. The door clattered upward, and she turned to face it.
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Tires, headlights, the windshield, Dusty in the driver’s seat of the van, Valet beside him. Normal
life on wheels, motoring into Martie’s personal Twilight Zone. This was a collision of universes
that she had been fearing since the portentous mental image of a key-skewered eye—Dusty’s
eye—had caused her heart to plummet like an express elevator and her lunch to rise like a
counterweight.

“Stay away from me!” she cried. “For God’s sake, stay away! There’s something wrong with

me.”
Almost as effectively as a mirror, Dusty’s expression revealed to Martie how bizarre—how
crazed—she looked.

“Oh, God.”
She dropped the crowbar, but the head of the ax and the head of

the sledgehammer were within reach on the workbench. She could easily snatch them up, pitch
them at the windshield.

The key. The eye. Thrust and twist.

Suddenly Martie realized that she had not thrown away the car key. How could she have failed to
dispose of it immediately upon getting home, before dealing with the knives, the rolling pin, the
garden tools, and everything else? If in fact the vision she had experienced was a premonition, if
this hideous act of violence was inevitable, the car key was the first thing she should have
mangled and then buried at the bottom of the trash can.

Enter Dusty, and therefore on to the next level of the game, where the humble key of Level 1
now becomes a powerful and magical object, equivalent to the One Ring, the Master of all the
Rings of Power, which must be conveyed back to Mordor and destroyed in the Fire from which it
came, must be melted down before it can be used for evil purpose. But this was no game. These
horrors were real. The blood, when it came, would be thick, warm, and wet, rather than a two-
dimensional arrangement of red pixels.

Martie turned away from the van and hurried into the house.
The car key wasn’t hanging on the Peg-Board, where it should have been.

The sweating glass of unfinished ginger ale and a cork coaster were the only things on the
kitchen table.

Draped over a chair: her raincoat. Two deep pockets. A few Kleenex in one. The paperback book
in the other.

No key.

In the garage, Dusty was calling her. He must be out of the van, picking his way through the
debris that she had left on the floor. Each repetition of her name was louder than the previous
one, closer.

Out of the kitchen, into the hail, past the dining room, living room, into the foyer, Martie fled
toward the front door, with the sole intention of putting distance between herself and Dusty. She
was unable to think ahead to the consequence of this mad flight, to where she would ultimately
go, to what she would do. Nothing mattered except getting far enough away from her husband to
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ensure that she couldn’t harm him.

The foyer carpet, small and Persian, slid on the polished-oak tongue and groove, and for a
moment she was floor-surfing. Then she wiped out and went down hard on her right side.

When her elbow rapped the oak, wasps of pain took flight along the nerves of her forearm,
swarming in her hand. More pain buzzed along her ribs, stung through her hip joint.

The most shocking pain was the least acute: a quick jabbing in her right thigh, sharp but short-
lived pressure. She had been poked by something in the right-hand pocket of her jeans, and she
knew at once what it was.

The car key.

Here was incontestable proof that she couldn’t trust herself. On some level, she must have known
the key was in her pocket, when she had checked the Peg-Board, when she had scanned the table,
when she had frantically searched her raincoat. She’d deceived herself, and there was no reason
to have done so unless she intended to use the key to blind, to kill. Within her was some Other
Martine, the deranged personality she feared, a creature who was capable of any atrocity and
who intended to fulfill the hateful premonition: the key, the eye, thrust and twist.

Martie scrambled up from the foyer floor and to the windowed front door.

At the same instant, Valet leaped against the outside of the door, paws planted at the base of the
leaded-glass pane, ears pricked and tongue lolling. The many squares, rectangles, and circles of
beveled glass, punctuated by jewel-like prisms and round glass beads, transformed his furry face
into a cubist portrait that looked both amusing and demonic.

Martie reeled back from the door, not because Valet frightened her, but because she was afraid of
harming him. If she were truly capable of hurting Dusty, then the poor trusting dog was not safe,
either.

In the kitchen, Dusty called, “Martie?”
She didn’t answer.
“Martie, where are you? What’s wrong?”

Up the stairs. Quickly, silently, two steps at a time, half limping because pain lingered in her hip.
Clutching at the railing with her left hand. Digging in a pocket with her right.

She reached the top with the key buried in her fist, just the silvery tip poking out from her tightly
clenched fingers. Little dagger.

Maybe she could toss it out a window. Into the night. Throw it into thick shrubbery or over the
fence into the neighbor’s yard, where she couldn’t easily retrieve it.

In the shadowy upstairs hail, which was lit only by the foyer light rising through the stairwell,
she stood in indecision, because not all the windows were operable. Some were fixed panes. Of
those that could be opened, many were sure to be swollen after a long day of rain, and they
wouldn’t slide easily.

The eye. The key. Thrust and twist.
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Time was running out. Dusty would find her at any moment.

She didn’t dare delay, couldn’t risk trying a window that more likely than not would be stuck,
and have Dusty come upon her while she still held the key. At the sight of him, she might snap,
might commit one of the unthinkable atrocities with which her mind had been preoccupied
throughout the afternoon. Okay, then the master bathroom. Flush the damn thing down the toilet.

Crazy.
Just do it. Move, move, do it, crazy or not.
On the front porch, muzzle to the jeweled window, the usually quiet Valet began barking.

Martie dashed into the master bedroom, switched on the overhead light. She started toward the
bathroom—but halted when her gaze, as swift and sharp as a guillotine, fell on Dusty’s
nightstand.

In her frenzied attempt to make the house safe, she had thrown out gadgets as innocuous as
potato peelers and corncob holders, yet she had not given a thought to the most dangerous item in
the house, a weapon that was nothing but a weapon, that did not double as a rolling pin or a
cheese grater: a .45 semiautomatic, which Dusty had purchased for self-defense.

This was one more example of clever self-deception. The Other Martie—the violent personality
buried within her for so long, but now disinterred—had misdirected her, encouraged her hysteria,
kept her distracted until the penultimate moment, when she was least able to think clearly or act
rationally, when Dusty was near and drawing nearer, and now she was permitted—oh,
encouraged—to remember the pistol.

Downstairs in the foyer, Dusty spoke to the retriever through the window in the front door—
”Settle! Valet, settle!”—and the dog stopped barking.

When Dusty had first purchased the pistol, he had insisted that Martie take firearms training with
him. They had gone to a shooting range ten or twelve times. She didn’t like guns, didn’t want
this one,

even though she understood the wisdom of being able to defend herself in a world where
progress and savagery grew at the same pace. She had become surprisingly competent with the
weapon, a thoroughly customized stainless-steel version of the Colt Commander.

Down in the foyer, Dusty said, “Good dog,” rewarding Valet’s obedience with praise. “Very
good dog.”

Martie wanted desperately to dispose of the Colt. Dusty wasn’t safe with the gun in the house.
No one in the neighborhood was safe if she could get her hands on a pistol.

She went to the nightstand.

For God’s sake, leave it in the drawer.

She opened the drawer.

“Martie, honey, where are you, what’s wrong?” He was on the stairs, ascending.

“Go away,” she said. Although she tried to shout, the words came out in a thin croak, because her

112



throat was tight with fear and because she was out of breath—but perhaps also because the
murderess within her didn’t really want him to leave.

In the drawer, between a box of tissues and a remote control for the television, the pistol gleamed
dully, fate embodied in a chunk of beautifully machined steel, her dark destiny.

Like a deathwatch beetle, its mandibles tick-tick-ticking as it quarried tunnels deep within a mass
of wood, the Other Martie squirmed in Martie’s flesh, bored through her bones, and chewed at
the fibers of her soul.

She picked up the Colt. With its single-action let-off, highly controllable recoil, 4.5-pound
trigger pull, and virtually unjammable seven-round magazine, this was an ideal close-up,
personal-defense piece.

Until she stepped on it while turning away from the nightstand, Martie didn’t realize that she had
dropped the car key.

26

Falling off a roof, Dusty had not been this scared, because now he was frightened for Martie, not
for himself.

Her face, before she dropped the crowbar and ran away, had been as stark as the face of an actor
in a Kabuki drama. White-greasepaint skin, pale and smooth. Eyes darkly outlined, not with
mascara but with anguish. Red slash of a mouth.

Stay away from me! For God's sake, stay away! There's something wrong with me.
Even above the engine noise, he’d heard her warning, the terror scraping her voice raw.

Debris in the garage. A mess in the kitchen. Trash can on the back porch, at the open door,
stuffed full of everything but trash. He couldn’t extract meaning from any of it.

The downstairs was cold because the kitchen door wasn’t closed. He found it too easy to imagine
that part of the chill resulted from the presence of an icy spirit that had come through another
door, one not visible, from a place infinitely stranger than the back porch.

The silver candlesticks on the dining-room table appeared to be as translucent as they were
reflective, as though carved from ice.

The living room was filled with the wintry glitter of glass bibelots, brass fireplace tools,
porcelain lamps. The grandfather clock had frozen time at 11:00.

On their honeymoon, they had found the clock in an antique shop

and acquired it for a reasonable price. They weren’t interested in its value as a timepiece, and
they didn’t intend to have it repaired. Its hands were stopped at the hour of their wedding, which
seemed like a good omen.

After silencing Valet, Dusty decided to leave the dog on the front porch for now, and he quickly
climbed the stairs. Although he ascended into increasingly warmer air, he brought with him the
chill that had pierced him at the sight of Martie’s tortured face.
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He found her in the master bedroom. She was standing beside the bed, with the .45 pistol.

She had ejected the magazine. Muttering frantically to herself, she was prying the bullets out of
it. Jacketed hollowpoints.

When she extracted a round, she threw it across the room. The cartridge snapped against a mirror
without cracking it, rattled onto the top of the vanity, and came to rest among the decorative
combs and hairbrushes.

Dusty couldn’t at first understand what she was saying, but then he recognized it: «. . . full of
grace, the Lord is with thee; blessed art thou among women. .

In a whispery voice, pitched high with anxiety, a voice almost like that of a frightened child,
Martie was reciting the Hail Mary, fingering another round out of the magazine, as if the bullets
were rosary beads and she were paying penance with prayer.

Watching Martie from the doorway, Dusty felt his heart swell with fear for her, swell and swell
impossibly until the pressure made his chest ache.

She flung another bullet, which cracked off the dresser—and then saw him in the doorway.
Already sufficiently white-faced for a Kabuki stage, she grew even paler.

“Martie—"
“No!” she gasped, as he stepped off the threshold.

She dropped the pistol and kicked it across the carpet so hard that it traveled the length of the
room and clattered noisily against a closet door.

“It’s only me, Martie.”
“Get out of here, go, go, go.”
“Why are you afraid of me?”

“I’m afraid of me!” Her fingers, sharp and white, plucked at the pistol magazine with carrion-
crow tenacity, extracting one more cartridge. “For God’s sake, run!”

“Martie, what—"

“Don’t get close to me, don’t, don’t trust me,” she said, her voice as thin, shaky, and urgent as
that of a high-wire walker losing balance. “I’m all screwed up, totally screwed.”

“Honey, listen, I’'m not going anywhere until I know what’s happened here, what’s wrong,”
Dusty said as he took another step toward her.

With a despairing wail, she threw the bullet and the half-empty magazine in different directions,
neither at Dusty, and then ran to the bathroom.

He pursued her.
“Please, ” Martie pleaded, determinedly trying to close the bathroom door in his face.

Only a minute ago, Dusty would not have been able to imagine any circumstances in which he
would have used force against Martie; now his stomach fluttered queasily as he resisted her.
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Inserting one knee between the door and the jamb, he tried to shoulder into the room.
She abruptly stopped resisting and backed away.

The door banged open so hard that Dusty winced as he stumbled across the threshold.
Martie retreated until she bumped against the entrance to the shower stall.

Catching the bathroom door as it rebounded from the rubber stop, Dusty kept his attention on
Martie. He fumbled for the wall switch and clicked on the fluorescent panel in the soffit above
the twin sinks.

Hard light ricocheted off mirrors, porcelain, white-and-green ceramic tile. Off nickel-plated
fixtures as shiny as surgical steel.

Martie stood with her back to the glass-enclosed shower. Eyes shut. Face pinched. Hands fisted
against her temples.

Her lips moved rapidly but produced not a sound, as if she had been stricken mute by terror.
Dusty suspected that she was praying again.

He took three steps, touched her arm.

As dire blue and full of trouble as a hurricane sea, her eyes snapped open. “Get away!”
Rocked by her vehemence, he relented.

The seal on the shower door popped with a twonk, and she eased

backward over the raised sill, into the stall. “You don’t know what I’ll do, my God, you can’t
imagine, you can’t conceive how vicious, how cruel.”

Before she could pull the shower door shut, he intervened and held it open. “Martie, I’'m not
afraid of you.”

“You should be, you’ve got to be.”
Bewildered, he said, “Tell me what’s wrong.”

The radiant patterns of striations in her blue eyes resembled cracks in thick glass, her black
pupils like bullet holes at the center.

Explosive shatters of words broke from her: “There’s more to me than you see, another me down
inside somewhere, full of hate, ready to hurt, cut, smash, or if maybe there’s no Other and there’s
just me alone, then I’'m not the person I always thought I was, I'm something twisted and

horrible, horrible.”

In his worst dreams and in the most desperate moments of his waking life, Dusty had never been
this profoundly frightened, and in his private image of himself as a man, he had not allowed for
the possibility that he could be so utterly humbled by fear as he was now.

He sensed that Martie, as he had always known her, was slipping away from him, inexplicably
but inexorably being sucked down into a psychological vortex stranger than any black hole at the
far end of the universe, and that even if some aspect of her remained when the vortex closed, she
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would be as enigmatic as an alien life-form.

Although, until this moment, Dusty had never realized the depth of his capacity for terror, he had
always understood how bleak this world would be if Martie were not in it. The prospect of life
without her, joyless and lonely, was the source of the fear that racked him now.

Martie backed away from the glass door, until she wedged herself into a corner of the shower,
shoulders cramped forward, arms crossed over her breasts, hands fisted in her armpits. All her
bones seemed to be surfacing—knees, hips, elbows, shoulder blades, skull— as if her skeleton
might secede from its union with her flesh.

When Dusty stepped into the shower, Martie said, “Don’t, oh, please, please, don’t,” her voice
resonating hollowly along the tile walls

“I can help you.”
Weeping, face wrenched, mouth soft and trembling, she said, “Baby, no. Stay back.”
“Whatever this is about, I can help you.”

When Dusty reached for her, Martie slid down the wall and sat on the floor, because she could not
back away from him any farther.

He dropped to his knees.
As he put a hand on her shoulder, she convulsed in panic around a word: "Key!"
“What?”

“Key, the key!” She extracted her fists from under her clamping arms and raised them to her
face. Her clenched fingers sprang open, revealing an empty right hand, then an empty left, and
Martie looked amazed, as if a magician had caused a coin or a wadded silk scarf to vanish from
her grasp without her sensing a thing. “No, I had it, still have it, the car key, somewhere!”
Frantically she patted the pockets of her jeans.

He recalled seeing the car key on the floor near the nightstand. “You dropped it in the bedroom.”

She regarded him with disbelief, but then appeared to remember. “I’'m sorry. What I would’ve
done. Thrust, twist. Oh, Jesus, God.” She shuddered. Shame welled in her eyes and washed
across her face, imparting faint color to her unnaturally chalky skin.

When Dusty tried to put his arms around her, Martie resisted, urgently warning him not to trust
her, to shield his eyes, because even if she didn’t possess the car key, she had acrylic fingernails
sharp enough to gouge his eyes, and then suddenly she attempted to tear off those nails, clawing
at her hands, acrylic scraping against acrylic with the insectile click-click-click of beetles
swarming over one another. At last Dusty stopped trying to put his arms around her and just,
damn it, put them around her, overwhelmed her, forced his loving embrace upon her, drew her
fiercely against him, as though his body were a lightning rod with which he could ground her to
reality. She went stiff, retreating into an emotional carapace, and though she was already
physically drawn in upon herself, she curled tighter now, so it seemed the tremendous power of
her fear would press her ever inward, condensing her, until she became as solid as stone, as hard
as diamond, until she imploded into a black hole of her own making and vanished into the
parallel universe where she’d briefly imagined that the car key had gone when it had been in
neither of her fists. Undeterred, Dusty held her, rocked slowly back and forth with her on the
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floor of the shower, telling her that he loved her, that

he cherished her, that she was not an evil Orc but a good Hobbit, telling her that her Hobbitness
could be proved by taking one look at the curious, unfeminine, but charming toes that she had
inherited from Smilin’ Bob, telling her anything he could think to tell her that might make her
smile. Whether she smiled or not, he didn’t know, for her head was tucked down, face hidden. In
time, however, she ceased resistance. After a while longer, her body unclenched, and she
returned his embrace, tentatively at first, but then less tentatively, until by degrees she opened
entirely and clung to him as he clung to her, with a desperate love, with an acute awareness that
their lives had changed forever, and with an unnerving sense that they now existed under the
shadow of a great looming unknown.

27

After watching the evening news, Susan Jagger went through the apartment, synchronizing all
the clocks with her digital wristwatch. She performed this task every Tuesday evening at the
same hour.

In the kitchen, clocks were built into the oven and microwave, and another hung on the wall. A
stylish, battery-operated Art Deco clock stood on the fireplace mantel in the living room, and on
the nightstand beside her bed was a clock radio.

On average, none of these timepieces lost or gained more than a minute during the week, but
Susan took pleasure in keeping them running tick for tick.

Through sixteen months of near isolation and chronic anxiety, she had relied on ritual to save her
sanity.

For every household chore, she established elaborate procedures to which she adhered as
rigorously as an engineer would follow the operational manual in a nuclear power plant where
imprecision might mean meltdown. Waxing floors or polishing furniture became a lengthy
enterprise that filled otherwise empty hours. Performing any task to high standards, while
conforming to codified housekeeping rules, gave her a sense of control that was comforting even
though she recognized that it was fundamentally an illusion.

After the clocks were synchronized, Susan went into the kitchen to prepare dinner. A tomato-
and-endive salad. Chicken marsala.

Cooking was her favorite work of the day. She followed recipes

with scientific exactitude, measuring and combining ingredients as carefully as a bombmaker
handling explosive, unstable chemicals. Culinary rituals and religious rituals, like no others,
could calm the heart and quiet the mind, perhaps because the former fed the body and the latter
fed the soul.

This evening, however, she wasn’t able to concentrate on dicing, grating, measuring, stirring.
Her attention repeatedly strayed to the silent telephone. She was eager to hear from Martie, now
that she’d at last found the courage to mention the mysterious night visitor.

Before recent events, she’d thought she could reveal anything to Martie with complete comfort,
without feeling self-conscious. For six months, however, she’d been unable to speak of the
sexual assaults committed against her while she slept.
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Shame silenced her, but shame inhibited her less than did the concern that she’d be thought
delusional. She herself found it hard to believe that she could have been stripped out of her
sleepwear, raped, and re-dressed on numerous occasions without being awakened.

Eric was no sorcerer with the ability to steal in and out of the apartment—and in and out of
Susan herself—utterly undetected.

Although Eric might be as weak and morally confused as Martie said, Susan was reluctant to
consider that he might hate her enough to do these things to her, and hatred was undeniably at the
heart of this abuse. They had loved each other, and their separation had been marked by regret,
not by anger.

If he wanted her, even without the obligation to stand by her in time of need, she might welcome
him. There was no reason, then, why he should scheme so elaborately to take her against her
will.

Yet. . .if not Eric, who?

Having shared this house with her and having used this top floor as his home office, Eric might
know a way to circumvent the doors and windows—as unlikely as that seemed. No one else was
sufficiently familiar with the place to come and go undetected.

Her hand trembled, and salt spilled from the measuring spoon.
Turning from the dinner preparations, she blotted her suddenly damp palms on a dish towel.

At the apartment door, she checked the dead bolts. Both were engaged. The security chain was in
place.

She leaned with her back against the door.

I am not delusional.
On the phone, Martie had seemed to believe her.
Convincing others, however, might not be easy.

Evidence supporting her contention of rape was inconclusive. Sometimes she experienced
vaginal tenderness, but not always. Bruises the size of a man’s fingertips occasionally appeared
on her thighs and breasts, but she couldn’t prove they were the work of a rapist or that she hadn’t
sustained them during ordinary physical activity.

Immediately on waking, she always knew when the phantom intruder had visited her during the
night, even if she wasn’t sore or bruised, even before she grew aware of the deposit he left in her,
because she felt violated, unclean.

Feelings, however, were not proof.

The semen was the only evidence that she had been with a man, but it did not absolutely confirm
rape.

Besides, presenting her stained panties to the authorities—or, worse yet, submitting to a vaginal
swab in a hospital emergency room—would involve more embarrassment than she’d be able to
endure in her current condition.
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Indeed, her condition, the agoraphobia, was the primary reason she had been reluctant to confide
in Martie, let alone in the police or other strangers. Although enlightened people knew that an
extreme phobia wasn’t a form of madness, they could not help but regard it as odd. And when
she claimed that she was being sexually violated in her sleep, by a ghostly assailant whom she’d
never seen, by a man who could enter through bolted doors. .. Well, even her lifelong best friend
might wonder if the agoraphobia, while not itself a form of madness, was a precursor to genuine
mental illness.

Now, after checking the dead bolts yet again, Susan impatiently reached for the telephone. She
couldn’t wait a minute longer for Martie’s considered response. She needed to be reassured that
her best friend, if no one else, believed in the phantom rapist.

Susan keyed the first four digits of Martie’s number—but hung up. Patience. If she appeared
fragile or too needy, she might seem less believable.

Returning to the marsala sauce, she realized she was too nervous to be lulled by culinary rituals.
She wasn’t hungry, either.

She opened a bottle of Merlot, poured a glassful, and sat at the kitchen table. Lately, she was
drinking more than usual.

After sipping the Merlot, she held the glass up to the light. The dark ruby liquid was clear,
apparently uncontaminated.

For a while, she had been convinced that someone was drugging her. That possibility was still
troubling but not as likely as it had once seemed.

Rohypnol—which the news media had dubbed the date-rape drug—might explain how she was
able to remain unconscious, or at least oblivious, even during rough intercourse. Mix Rohypnol
into a woman’s drink, and she appears to be in an advanced stage of inebriation: disoriented,
pliant—defenseless. The drugged state ultimately gives way to genuine sleep, and upon waking,
she has little or no memory of what took place during the night.

In the morning, however, after her mysterious visitor ravaged her, Susan never experienced any
symptoms of Rohypnol hangover. No queasy stomach, no dry mouth, no blurring of vision, no
throbbing headache, no lingering disorientation. Routinely, she woke clear-headed, even
refreshed, though feeling violated.

Nevertheless, she had repeatedly changed grocers. Sometimes Susan relied on Martie to do her
shopping, but for the most part she ordered groceries and other supplies from smaller family-
owned markets that offered home delivery. Few provided that extra service these days, even for a
charge. Although Susan had tried all of them, paranoically certain that someone was lacing her
food with drugs, changing vendors didn’t bring an end to the postmidnight assaults.

In desperation, she had sought answers in the supernatural. The mobile library brought her lurid
books about ghosts, vampires, demons, exorcism, black magic, and abductions by
extraterrestrials.

The delivering librarian, to his credit, never once commented upon—or even raised an eyebrow
at—Susan’s insatiable appetite for this peculiar subject matter. Anyway, it was no doubt healthier
than an interest in contemporary politics or celebrity gossip.

Susan had been particularly fascinated by the legend of the incubus. This evil spirit visited
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women in their sleep and had sex with them while they dreamed.

Fascination had never become conviction. She hadn’t descended so far into superstition that she
had slept with copies of the Bible at all four corners of her bed or while wearing a necklace of
garlic.

Ultimately, she ceased researching the supernatural, because as she delved into those irrational
realms, her agoraphobia intensified.

By sitting down to a banquet of unreason, she seemed to be feeding the sick part of her psyche in
which her inexplicable fear thrived.

Her glass of Merlot was half empty. She refilled it.

Carrying the wine with her, Susan set out on a circuit of the apartment, to ascertain that all
possible entrances were secured.

Both windows in the dining room faced the residence next door, which crowded close to Susan’s
house. They were locked.

In the living room, she switched off the lamps. She sat in an armchair, sipping Merlot, while her
eyes adjusted to the darkness.

Although her phobia had progressed until she had difficulty looking at the daylight world even
through windows, she could still tolerate the night view when the sky was overcast, when no
deep sea of stars awaited her contemplation. In weather like this, she never failed to test herself,
for she worried that if she didn’t exercise her weak muscle of courage, it would atrophy
altogether.

When her night vision improved and the Merlot lubricated the little engine of fortitude in her
heart, she went to the middle pane of the three big ocean-facing windows. After a brief hesitation
and a deep breath, she raised the pleated shade.

Immediately in front of the house, the paved promenade lay under the false frost of widely
separated streetlamps. Though the hour was not yet late, the promenade was nearly deserted in
the January chill. A young couple skated by on Rollerblades. A cat scurried from one drift of
shadows to another.

Thin tendrils of mist wound between the few palm trees and the streetlamps. In the still air, the
fronds hung motionless, so the creeping mist seemed to be alive, advancing with silent menace.

Susan couldn’t see much of the night-cloaked beach. She could not see the Pacific at all: A bank
of dense fog had advanced as far as the shore, where it could be glimpsed only intermittently—
high, gray, like a towering tsunami flash-frozen an instant before it would have smashed across
the coast. The lazy mist writhed off the face of the fog bank, as cold steam rises off a block of
dry ice.

With the stars lost above the low clouds, with darkness and fog partitioning the world into small
spaces, Susan should have been able to stand at the window for hours, insulated from her fear,
but her heart began to race. Agoraphobia was not the cause of her sudden apprehension; rather,
she was overcome by a sense of being watched.

Since the night assaults had begun, she was increasingly plagued by this new anxiety.
Scopophobia: fear of being watched.
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Surely, however, this wasn’t just another phobia, not just an unreasonable fear, but an entirely
rational one. If her phantom rapist was real, he must at times keep her home under surveillance,
to be sure that he’d find her alone when he paid a visit.

Nevertheless, she was concerned about acquiring new layers of fear atop her agoraphobia, until
eventually she would be bound up like an Egyptian mummy, wrapped by smothering shrouds of
anxiety, paralyzed and effectively embalmed alive.

The promenade was deserted. The palm boles weren’t wide enough to conceal anyone.
He's out there.

For three nights in a row, Susan hadn’t been assaulted. This all too human incubus was due. He
exhibited a pattern of need, more regular than—but as reliable as—the pull of the moon on the
blood tides of a werewolf

Often she had tried to stay awake on the nights she expected him. When she succeeded,
exhausted and grainy-eyed by dawn, he never showed. Usually, if her willpower failed her and
she dozed off, he paid a visit. Once, she fell asleep fully dressed, in an armchair, and she woke
fully dressed, but in bed, with the faint scent of his sweat clinging to her and with his hateful,
sticky issue clotted in her panties. He seemed to know, by some sixth sense, when she was
sleeping and most vulnerable.

He's out there.

On the generally flat beach, a few low dunes rose at the outer limit of visibility, curving
smoothly away into darkness and mist. An observer might be watching from behind one of them,
although he would have to be lying prone in the sand to remain hidden.

She felt his gaze upon her. Or thought she felt it.
Susan quickly lowered the pleated shade, covering the window.

Furious with herself for being so shamefully timid, shaking more with anger and frustration than
with fear, sick of being a helpless victim, after having been anything but a victim for most of her
life, she wished fervently that she could overcome her agoraphobia and go outside, storm across
the beach, kick through the sand to the crest of each dune, and either confront her tormentor or
prove to herself that

he was not out there. But she didn’t have the courage to stalk the stalker, wasn’t able to do
anything but hide and wait.

She couldn’t even hope for deliverance, because her hope, which had long sustained her, had
recently shrunk until, if given physical substance, it would not be visible through either a
magnifying glass or the most powerful microscope.

Magnifying glass.

As she dropped the cord of the window shade, Susan picked up a new idea, turned it around in
her mind, and liked the shape of it. Housebound by agoraphobia, she couldn’t stalk her stalker,
but maybe she could watch him while he watched her.

In the bedroom closet, above the hanging clothes, on the top shelf, was a vinyl carrying case
containing a pair of high-power binoculars. In better days, when she had not been unnerved by
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the very sight of the sunlit world in all its vastness, she had enjoyed watching sailboat regattas
staged along the coast and larger ships bound for South America or San Francisco.

With a two-step folding stool borrowed from the kitchen, she hurried to the bedroom. The
binoculars were where she expected to find them.

Stored on the same shelf, among other stuff, was an item that she had forgotten. A video camera.

The camcorder had been one of Eric’s short-lived enthusiasms. Long before he moved out, he
had lost interest in taping and editing home movies.

An electrifying possibility short-circuited Susan’s plan to survey the dunes for a concealed
observer.

Leaving the binoculars untouched, she lifted down the hard-plastic case containing the video
camera and associated gear. She opened it on the bed.

In addition to the camcorder, the case contained a spare battery pack, two blank tapes, and an
instruction book.

She had never used the camera. Eric had done all the taping. Now she read the instruction book
with keen interest.

As usual when pursuing a new hobby, Eric had not been saris-fled with ordinary tools. He
insisted on owning the best, state-of-the-art equipment, cutting-edge gadgetry. This handheld
video camera was compact but nevertheless provided the finest available lenses, near flawless
image and sound recording, and

whisper-quiet operation that would not register through the microphone.

Instead of accepting only twenty- or thirty-minute tapes, it could accommodate a two-hour
cassette. It also featured an extended-recording mode, using fewer inches of tape per minute,
which allowed three hours of recording on a two-hour tape, though the resultant image was said
to be ten percent less clear than that produced at standard speed.

The camcorder was so energy efficient and the rechargeable battery pack was so powerful that
two to three hours of operation could be expected, depending on how much you used the image
monitor and the various other power-draining features.

According to the built-in gauge, the installed battery pack was dead. Susan tested the spare pack,
which held a partial charge.

Not certain that the dead pack could be revived, she used the charging cord to plug the livelier
battery into a bathroom outlet, to bring it up to full readiness.

The glass of Merlot was on an end table in the living room. She raised it as if making a silent
toast, and this time she drank not for solace but in celebration.

For the first time in months, she genuinely felt that she was in control of her life. While she knew
that she was taking just a single small step to resolve only one of the many grievous problems
that plagued her, knew that she was far from truly being in control, Susan didn’t temper her
excitement. At least she was doing something, at long last, and she desperately needed to be
lifted by this rush of optimism.
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In the kitchen, as she cleaned up the preparations for chicken marsala and took a pepperoni pizza
from the freezer, she wondered why she hadn’t thought of the camcorder weeks or months ago.
Indeed, she began to realize that she had been surprisingly passive, considering the horror and
abuse she’d endured.

Oh, she had sought therapy. Twice a week for almost sixteen months now. That was no small
accomplishment, the struggle to and from each session, the perseverance in the face of limited
results, but submitting to therapy was the very least she could have done when her life was
falling apart. And the key word was submitting, because she’d deferred to Ahriman’s therapeutic
strategies and advice with uncharacteristic docility, considering that in the past she had dealt

with physicians as skeptically as she did with high-pressure car salesmen, double-checking them
through her own research and by seeking second opinions.

Popping the pizza into the microwave, Susan was happy to be relieved of the necessity to cook a
complicated dinner, and she understood, almost with the power of an epiphany, that she’d held
fast to her sanity through ritual at the expense of action. Ritual anesthetized, made the misery of
her condition bearable, but it did not bring her closer to a resolution of her troubles; it didn’t heal.

She filled her wineglass. Wine didn’t heal, either, and she needed to be careful not to get bagged
and then screw up the work ahead of her, but she was so excited, so adrenaline-stoked, that she
could probably finish the whole bottle and, with her metabolism in high gear, burn it off by
bedtime.

As Susan paced the kitchen, waiting for the pizza to be ready, her bafflement at her long
passivity grew into amazement. Looking over the past year with new detachment, she could
almost believe she’d been living under a warlock’s evil spell that had clouded her thinking,
sapped her willpower, and shackled her soul with dark magic.

Well, the spell was broken. The old Susan Jagger was back— clearheaded, energized, and ready
to use her anger to change her life.

He was out there. Maybe he was even watching from the dunes this very minute. Maybe he
would skate past her house on Rollerblades now and then, or jog past, or ride past on a bike, to
all appearances only one more California fun freak or exercise fanatic. But he was out there, for
sure.

The creep hadn’t visited her for three successive nights, but he followed a pattern of need that all
but assured he would come to her before dawn. Even if she could not fend off sleep, even if she
was somehow drugged and unaware of what he was doing to her, she would know all about him
in the morning, because with a little luck, the hidden camcorder would capture him in the act.

If the tape revealed Eric, she would kick his sorry ass until her shoe would need to be surgically
removed from his cheeks. And then get him out of her life forever.

If she caught a stranger, which seemed highly unlikely, she would have proof for the police. As
deeply mortifying as it would be to surrender a tape of her own rape into evidence, she would do
what she must.

Returning to the table for her glass of wine, she wondered what if... what if...

What if upon waking she felt used and sore, felt the insidious warmth of semen, and yet the tape
showed her alone in bed, tossing either in ecstasy or in terror, like a madwoman in a fit? As
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though her visitor were an entity—call him Incubus—who cast no reflection in mirrors and left
no image on videotape.

Nonsense.
The truth was out there, but it wasn’t supernatural.

She raised the glass of Merlot for a sip—and took half of it in one thick swallow.

28

Like a shrine to Martha Stewart, goddess of the modern American home. Two floor lamps with
fringed silk shades. Two big armchairs with footstools, facing each other across a tea table.
Needlepoint pillows on the chairs. The living-room fireplace to one side.

This was Martie’s favorite spot in the house. Many nights during the past three years, she and
Dusty had sat here with books, quietly reading, each lost in a separate fiction, yet as intimate as if
they had been holding hands and gazing into each other’s eyes.

Now her legs were drawn up on the chair, and she was turned slightly to her left, sans book. She
sat quite still, in a languid attitude, which must have looked like the posture of serenity, when in
fact she was not so much serene as emotionally exhausted.

In the other chair, Dusty tried to settle back in an assumption of calm consideration and analysis,
but he slid repeatedly to the edge of his seat.

Occasionally halted by embarrassment, more often silenced because she couldn’t help pausing to
marvel at the weird details of her own demented behavior, Martie recounted her ordeal in short
installments, resuming her story when Dusty gently encouraged her with questions.

The very sight of Dusty calmed her and gave her hope, but Martie sometimes could not meet his
eyes. She gazed into the cold fireplace as if hypnotic flames licked the ceramic logs.

Surprisingly, the decorative set of brass fireplace tools didn’t alarm her. A small shovel. Pointed
tongs. A poker. Only a short while ago, the sight of the poker alone would have plucked
arpeggios of terror from her harp-string nerves.

Embers of anxiety remained aglow in her, but right now she was more afraid of another crippling
panic attack than of her potential to do violence.

Although she recounted the attack in all its gaudy detail, she couldn’t convey how it felt. Indeed,
she had difficulty remembering the full intensity of her terror, which seemed to have happened to
another Martie Rhodes, to a troubled persona that had briefly risen from the muck of her psyche
and had now submerged again.

From time to time, Dusty noisily rattled the ice in his Scotch to get her attention. When she
looked at him, he raised his drink, reminding her to sample her serving. She’d been reluctant to
accept the Scotch, fearful of losing control of herself again. Ounce by ounce, however, Johnny
Walker Red Label was proving to be effective therapy.

Good Valet lay by her chair, rising now and then to rest his chin on her bent legs, submitting to a
smoothing hand on his head, commiseration in his soulful eyes.
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Twice she gave the dog small cubes of ice from her drink. He crunched them with a strangely
solemn pleasure.

When Martie finished her account, Dusty said, “What now?”

“Dr. Closterman, in the morning. [ made an appointment today, coming back from Susan’s, even
before things got really bad for me.”

“I’ll go with you.”
“I want a full physical. Complete blood workup. A brain scan, in case maybe there’s a tumor.”

“There’s no tumor,” Dusty said with a conviction based solely on hope. “There’s nothing serious
wrong with you.”

“There’s something.”

“No.” The thought of her being ill, perhaps terminal, caused Dusty such dread that he could not
conceal it.

Martie treasured every line of anguish in his face, because more than all the love talk in the
world, it revealed how much he cherished her.

“I’d accept a brain tumor,” she said.
“Accept?”

“If the alternative is mental illness. They can cut out the tumor, and there’s a chance of being
what you were.”

“It’s not that, either,” he said, and the lines in his face grew deeper. “It’s not mental.”

“It’s something,” she insisted.

Sitting in bed, Susan ate pepperoni pizza and drank Merlot. This was the most delicious dinner
she had ever known.

She was sufficiently perceptive and self-aware to realize that the ingredients of the simple meal
had little or nothing to do with its special succulence and flavor. Sausage, cheese, and well-
browned crust were not as tasty as the prospect of justice.

Freed from her peculiar spell of timidness and helplessness, she was in fact less hungry for
justice than for a thick cold slice of vengeance. She had no illusions about her primitive capacity
to take delight in retribution. After all, her teeth, like those of every human being, included four
canines and four incisors, the better to rip and tear.

Remembering how she’d defended Eric to Martie, Susan bit off a mouthful of pizza and chewed
it with fierce pleasure.

If she had developed agoraphobia as an insulating response to the pain of Eric’s adultery, then
perhaps he deserved some payback for that. But if he were her phantom visitor, mercilessly
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screwing with her mind and her body, he was a far different man from the one she’d thought he’d
been when she married him. Not a man at all, in fact, but a creature, a hateful thing. A serpent.
With evidence, she would use the law to chop him, as a woodsman might use an ax on a
rattlesnake.

As she ate, Susan studied the bedroom, seeking the best place in which to secrete the camcorder.

Martie sat at the kitchen table, watching as Dusty cleaned up the mess that she had made.

When he dragged the trash can off the porch, into the kitchen, the contents rattled and chimed
like the tools in a knacker’s bag.

Martie held her second glass of Scotch with both hands as she raised it to her lips.

After closing the door, Dusty loaded the knives, forks, and other eating utensils into the
dishwasher.

The sight of the sharp blades and pointed tines, the clink and steely scrape of them against one
another, did not alarm Martie. Her throat thickened, however, and the warm Scotch trickled
slowly down, as though melting through a clog in her esophagus.

Dusty returned the Chardonnay and Chablis to the refrigerator. Those bottles would still make
effective bludgeons, lacerating scalp and cracking skull bone, but Martie’s mind was no longer
acrawl with the temptation to heft them, swing them.

After he slid the emptied drawers into the cabinets and put away those items that didn’t need to
be washed, Dusty said, “The stuff in the garage can wait till morning.”

She nodded but said nothing, in part because she didn’t trust herself to speak. Here at the scene
of her bizarre seizure, memories of madness floated upon the air, like poisonous spores, and she
half expected to be recontaminated by them, whereupon she might open her mouth only to hear
herself spouting lunacies.

When Dusty suggested dinner, Martie pleaded no appetite, but he insisted she must eat.

In the refrigerator was a casserole with enough leftover lasagna for two. Dusty heated it in the
microwave.

He cleaned and sliced some fresh mushrooms.
The knife looked harmless in his hands.

As Dusty sautéed the mushrooms with butter and diced onion, then stirred them into a pot with a
package of sugar snap peas, Valet sat in front of the microwave, dreamy-eyed, deeply inhaling
the aroma of cooking lasagna.

In light of what Martie had done here a short time ago, this cozy domesticity struck her as
surreal. Like wandering across vast burning fields of sulfur and coming upon a doughnut shop in
Hell.

When Dusty served dinner, Martie wondered if earlier she might have poisoned the leftover
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lasagna.

She couldn’t recall committing such treachery. But she still suspected that she suffered fugues:
spasms of time during which she functioned as if conscious, though nothing stuck in her
memory.

Certain that Dusty would eat the lasagna just to prove his trust in

her, Martie restrained herself and didn’t caution him. To guard against the dismal prospect of
surviving dinner alone, she overcame her lack of appetite to eat most of what he had put on her
plate.

She refused a fork, however, and ate with a spoon.

A Biedermeier pedestal stood in one corner of Susan Jagger’s bedroom. Atop the pedestal was a
bronze bowl containing a miniature ming tree, which received no sunshine from the perpetually
covered windows but flourished because a small plant light stood behind it.

At the base of the ming tree was lush ivy with small star-shaped leaves, which covered the
potting soil and trailed over the curves of bronze. After calculating the best angle of view
between bowl and bed, she placed the camcorder in the container and artfully arranged the
trailers of ivy to conceal it.

She switched off the plant light, leaving on a nightstand lamp. The room couldn’t be dark if she
were to get anything useful on tape.

To explain the lamp, she would appear to have fallen asleep while reading. Only a half-finished
glass of wine on the nightstand and an open book, precisely tumbled among the bedclothes,
would be necessary to create that impression.

She circled the room, studying the bronze bowl. The camcorder was well hidden.

From one acute angle, an amber reflection of the lamp glowed like animal eyeshine in the dark
lens, as though a cyclopean lizard were peering from the loops of ivy. This telltale was so small
that it wouldn’t draw the attention of either incubus or mere mortal.

Susan returned to the camcorder, slipped one finger into the ivy, searched briefly, and pressed a
button.

She retreated two steps. Stood very still. Head cocked, breath held. Listening.

Though the heat was off and no furnace fan was churning, though no wind whispered in the
eaves or at the windows, though the silence in the bedroom was as complete as one could hope
for in this age of omnipresent mechanisms, Susan couldn’t hear the hum of the camcorder motor.
Indeed, the equipment fulfilled the manufacturer's guarantee of whisper-quiet operation, and the
faint sibilant

sigh of turning tape reels was completely muffled by the shrouding ivy.

Aware that quirks of architecture could cause sound to travel in unexpected arcs, amplifying ir at
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the end of its bounce, she moved around the room. Five times she paused to listen, but she could
hear nothing suspicious.

Satisfied, Susan returned to the pedestal and extracted the camcorder from the ivy. She reviewed
the recording on the camera’s built-in monitor.

The entire bed was visible in the frame. The entrance to the room was captured at the extreme
left side of the image.

She watched herself move in and out of the shot. In and out again. Pausing to listen for the softly
whirring motor.

She was surprised that she appeared so young and attractive.

These days, she didn’t see herself this clearly when she looked in mirrors. In mirrors, she
perceived less of a physical reflection than a psychological one: a Susan Jagger aged by chronic
anxiety, features softened and blurred by sixteen months of reclusion, gray with boredom and
gaunt with worry.

This woman on the tape was slim, pretty. More important, she was full of purpose. This was a
woman with hope—and a future.

Pleased, Susan replayed the recording. And here she came once more, out of the camcorder’s
iron-oxide memory, moving purposefully around the bedroom, in and out of frame, pausing to
listen: a woman with a plan.

Even a spoon could be a weapon if she reversed her grip on it, held it by the bowl, and stabbed
with the handle. Although not as sharp as a knife, it could be used to gouge, to blind.

Fits of tremors came and went, causing the spoon to oscillate between Martie’s fingers. Twice it
rattled against her plate, as though she were calling for attention before raising a toast.

She was tempted to put the spoon out of reach and eat with her hands. For fear of appearing even
crazier in Dusty’s eyes than she did already, she persevered with the flatware.

Dinner conversation was awkward. Even after the detailed account she had given in the living
room, he had many questions

regarding the panic attack. She grew increasingly reluctant to talk about it.

For one thing, the subject depressed her. Recalling her queer behavior, she felt helpless, as
though she had been cast back to the powerless and dependent condition of early childhood.

In addition, she was troubled by an irrational but nonetheless firm conviction that talking about
the panic attack would induce another one. She felt as if she were sitting on a trapdoor, and the
longer she talked, the more likely she was to speak the trigger word that would release the hinges
and drop her into an abyss below.

She asked about his day, and he recited a list of business errands that he usually attended to when
the weather didn’t favor housepainting.
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Although Dusty never lied, Martie sensed that he wasn’t giving her the full story. Of course, in
her current condition, she was too paranoid to trust her feelings.

Pushing aside his plate, he said, “You keep avoiding my eyes.” She didn’t deny it. “I hate for
you to see me like this.”

“Like what?”

“Weak.”

“You aren’t weak.”

“This lasagna has more spine than I do.”
“It’s two days old. For lasagna. . . hell, that’s eighty-five in human years.”
“I feel eighty-five.”
He said, “Well, I’'m here to testify, you look way better than that damn lasagna.”
“Gee, mister, you sure can charm a girl.”
“You know what they say about housepainters.”
“What do they say?”

“We know how to roll it on thick.” She met his eyes.

He smiled and said, “It’s going to be all right, Martie.”

“Not unless your jokes get better.”

“Weak, my ass.”

Walking the battlements of her four-room fortress, Susan Jagger satisfied herself that all the
windows were locked.

The only apartment door opening to the outside world was in the kitchen. It was protected by two
dead bolts and a security chain.

Finished checking the locks, she tipped a kitchen chair onto its back legs and wedged it under the
doorknob. Even if Eric somehow had obtained a key, the chair would prevent the door from
being opened.

Of course, she had tried the chair trick before. It hadn’t foiled the intruder.

After hiding the camcorder and testing the view angle, she had removed the battery pack to plug
it into a bathroom outlet once more. Now it was fully charged.

She inserted the battery and hid the camcorder in the ivy under the potted ming tree. She would
switch it on just before she got into bed, and then would have three hours of tape—in extended
mode— on which to catch Eric in the act.
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All the synchronized clocks agreed on the hour: 9:40 P.M. Martie had promised to call before
eleven o’clock.

Susan remained eager to hear what analysis and advice her friend might offer, but she wasn’t
going to tell Martie about the camcorder. Because maybe her phone was tapped. Maybe Eric was
listening.

Oh, how lovely it was here on the dance floor at the Paranoia Cotillion, gliding around and
around in the fearsome embrace of a malevolent stranger, while the orchestra played a threnody
and she grimly worked up the courage to look into the face of the dancer whose lead she
followed.

29

Two glasses of Scotch, a brick of lasagna, and the events of this terrible day left Martie half
numb with exhaustion. As Dusty cleaned up the dinner dishes, she sat at the table, watching him
from under heavy eyelids.

She had expected to lie awake until dawn, racked by anxiety, dreading the future. But now her
mind rebelled at assuming an even heavier burden of worry; it was shutting down for the night.

A new fear of sleepwalking was the only thing preventing her from nodding off here at the
kitchen table. Somnambulism had never previously afflicted her, but then she had never suffered
a panic attack until this morning, either, and now all things were possible.

If she walked in her sleep, perhaps that Other Martie would control her body. Slipping out of
bed, leaving Dusty to dream on, the Other might descend barefoot through the house, as
comfortable as the blind in darkness, to extract a clean knife from the utensils basket in the
dishwasher.

Dusty took her hand and led her through the downstairs, turning off lights as they went. Valet
padded after them, his eyes red and shining in the gloom.

Having brought Martie’s raincoat from the kitchen, Dusty paused to hang it in the foyer closet.

Sensing a weight in one of the coat pockets, he fished out the paperback book. “Are you still
reading this?” he asked.

“It's a real thriller.”

“But you’ve been taking it fo Susan’s sessions forever.”
“Not all that long.” She yawned. “The writing’s good.”

“A real thriller—but you can’t get through it in six months?”

“It hasn’t been six months, has it? No. Can’t be. The plot is entertaining. The characters are
colorful. I'm enjoying it.”

He was frowning at her. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Plenty. But, right now, mostly I’'m just so damn tired.”

Handing the book to her, he said, “Well, if you have trouble going to sleep, obviously a page of
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this is better than Nembutal.”
To sleep: perchance to walk, to knife, to burn.
Valet preceded them up the stairs.

As Martie ascended with one hand on the banister and Dusty’s supportive arm around her waist,
she took some comfort from the realization that the dog might wake her if she went
sleepwalking. Good Valet would lick her bare feet, slap his handsome tail against her legs as she
went down the stairs, and certainly bark at her if she withdrew a butcher knife from the
dishwasher without using it to carve a snack for him from the brisket in the refrigerator.

Susan dressed for bed in simple white cotton panties—no embroidery or lace, no adornment of
any kind—and a white T-shirt.

Prior to the past few months, she had favored colorful lingerie with frills. She had enjoyed
feeling sexy. No more.

She understood the psychology behind her change in sleepwear. Sexiness was now linked in her
mind to rape. Appliquéd lace, fimbria, furbelow, plicated selvage, bargello stitchery, point de
gaze, and the like might offer encouragement to her mysterious postmidnight visitor; he might
interpret frills as an invitation to further abuse.

For a while she had gone to bed in men’s pajamas, loose and ugly, and then in baggy exercise
cottons. The creep hadn’t been turned off by either.

In fact, after undressing her and brutally using her, he took the time to re-dress her with attention
to detail that was obvious mockery. If she had buttoned every button on her pajama top before
going to bed, he buttoned each; but if she had left one unbuttoned, the

same remained unbuttoned when she woke. He retied the waistband drawstring in precisely the
bow knot that she had used.

These days, simple white cotton. An assertion of her innocence. A refusal to be degraded or
soiled, regardless of what he did to her.

Dusty was worried about Martie’s sudden torpor. She pleaded bone-deep weariness, but judging
by her demeanor, she was succumbing less to exhaustion than to profound depression.

She moved sluggishly, not with the loose-limbed awkwardness of exhaustion, but with the grim
and determined plodding of one who labored under a crushing burden. Her face was tight,
pinched at the corners of the mouth and eyes, rather than slack with fatigue.

Martie was only a half step down the ladder from fanaticism when it came to dental hygiene, but
this evening she didn’t want to bother brushing her teeth. In three years of marriage, this was a
first.
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On every night in Dusty’s memory, Martie washed her face and applied a moisturizing lotion.
Brushed her hair. Not this time.

Forgoing her nightly rituals, she went to bed fully dressed.

When Dusty realized she was not going to take off her clothes, he untied her laces and removed
her shoes. Her socks. Skinned off her jeans. She didn’t resist, but she didn’t cooperate, either.

Getting Martie out of her blouse was too difficult, especially as she lay on her side, knees drawn
up, arms crossed on her breasts. Leaving her partially dressed, Dusty pulled the covers over her
shoulders, smoothed her hair back from her face, kissed her brow.

Her eyelids drooped, but in her eyes was something more stark and sharp-edged than weariness.
“Don’t leave me,” she said thickly.
“I won’t.”
“Don’t trust me.”
“But [ do.”

"Don't sleep.”

"Martie—"

“Promise me. Don’t sleep.”

“All right.”

“Promise.”

I promise.

“Because I might kill you in your sleep,” she said, and closed her eyes, which seemed to change
from cornflower-blue to cyanine and then to purple madder just as her eyelids slipped shut.

He stood watching her, frightened not by her warning, not for himself, but for her.
She mumbled, “Susan.”

“What about her?”

“Just remembered. Didn’t tell you about Susan. Strange stuff. Supposed to call her.”
“You can call her in the morning.”

“What sort of friend am [?” she muttered.

“She’ll understand. Just rest now. Just rest.”

In seconds, Martie appeared to be asleep, lips parted, breathing through her mouth. The pinched
lines of anxiety were gone from the corners of her eyes.

Twenty minutes later, Dusty was sitting up in bed, combing back through the tangled story that
Martie had told him, trying to pull the burs out and smooth it into a fully intelligible narrative,
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when the telephone rang. In the interest of uninterrupted sleep, they kept the ringer switched off
in the bedroom, and what he heard now was the phone in Martie’s office down the hall; the
answering machine picked up after the second ring.

He assumed Susan was calling, though it might have been Skeet or one of the staff at New Life.
Ordinarily, he would have gone to Martie’s office to monitor the incoming message, but he
didn’t want her to wake up while he was out of the room and discover that he had broken his
promise to remain with her. Skeet was safe in good hands, and whatever “strange stuff” was
going on with Susan, it couldn’t be any stranger or more important than what had transpired right
here this evening. It could wait until morning.

Dusty turned his attention once more to what Martie had told him of her day. As he worried at
each bizarre event and quirky detail, he was overcome by the peculiar conviction that what had
happened to his wife was somehow associated with what happened to his brother. He sensed
parallel oddities in both events, though the precise nature of the connections eluded him.
Undeniably, this was the strangest day of his life, and instinct told him that Skeet and Martie had
not unraveled simultaneously by mere coincidence.

In one corner of the room, Valet was curled on his bed, a large

sheepskin-covered pillow, but he remained awake. He lay with his chin propped on one paw,
intently watching his mistress sleeping in the golden lamplight.

Because Martie had never failed to keep a commitment and thus had banked a lot of moral
capital, Susan didn’t feel aggrieved when the promised phone call failed to come in by eleven
o’clock; however, she was uneasy. She placed her own call, got an answering machine, and grew
worried.

No doubt Martie had been rocked and mystified by Susan’s claim of a phantom rapist to whom
locked doors were no impediment. She’d asked to be given some time to think. But Martie
wasn’t prone either to waffle or to be unnecessarily diplomatic. By now she would have arrived
at some considered advice—or would have called to say she needed more convincing if she were
to believe this tall, tall story.

“It’s me,” Susan told the answering machine. “What’s wrong? You okay? You think I’'m nuts?
It’s all right if you do. Call me.”

She waited a few seconds, then hung up.

Most likely, Martie would not have suggested a course of action with more potential for success
than the camcorder sting, so Susan went forward with her preparations.

She placed a half-full glass of wine on the nightstand, not to be drunk, but as a prop.
She settled into bed with a book, sitting up against a pile of pillows. She was too nervous to read.

For a while she watched an old movie on TV, Dark Passage, but she couldn’t concentrate on the
story. Her mind wandered down darker and more frightening alleyways than any that Bogart and
Bacall had ever traveled.
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Although Susan was preternaturally alert, she recalled other nights when apparent insomnia had
abruptly given way to unnaturally deep sleep—and to victimization. If she was secretly being
drugged, she couldn’t predict when the chemicals might kick in, and she did not want to wake up
to discover that she had been violated and that she had failed to activate the camcorder.

At midnight, she went to the Biedermeier pedestal, slipped one finger into the ivy under the little
ming tree, started the videotape

rolling, and returned to bed. If she was still awake at one o’clock, she would rewind the cassette
and start recording from the beginning, and again at two and three o’clock, so in the event that
she slept, there would be less of a chance that the tape would run out before the creep entered the
room.

She switched off the television, the better to support the fell-asleep-while-reading scenario, but
also because it might mask sounds arising elsewhere in the apartment.

After less than a minute of silence, as she was about to pick up the book, the telephone rang.
Assuming that Martie was calling, Susan answered. “Hello?”

“This is Ben Marco.”

As though Ben Marco were a magic mason whose very voice could conjure stone and mortar,
sudden walls of granite seemed to enclose Susan’s heart, confining it, pressing upon auricles and
ventricles. Even as her heart rapped frantically against its prison, her mind opened as if it were a
house from which the roof had been torn away by a cyclone; suddenly as wispy as dust and
cobwebs, her thoughts dispersed on an updraft, and into her head, from the black infinity above,
sifted a whispering darkness, an irresistible Presence that glided, as invisible and cold as a
haunting spirit, first through the attic of her mind and then down, down into deeper regions.

“I’m listening,” Susan told Ben Marco.

At once her racing heart began to settle, and in her blood, the insectile twitching of fear subsided.

And now the rides.

He said, “The winter storm—"

“The storm is you,” she replied.

“—hid in the bamboo grove—"

“The grove is me.”

“—and quieted away.”

“In the quiet, I will learn what is wanted,” Susan said.
The Winter storm

hid in the bamboo grove

and quieted away.

Beautiful, really.
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With the litany of the rules completed, Susan Jagger was awash

in a sea of quiet: the apartment profoundly silent around her, all hushed within her, as soundless
as the lifeless void must have been only an instant before Creation, when God had not yet said,
Let there be light.

When the winter storm spoke again, his soft deep voice seemed not to come from the telephone
but from within Susan. “Tell me where you are.”

“In bed.”

“I believe you’re alone. Tell me if I’'m correct.”

“You are.”

“Let me in.”

“Yes.”

“Quickly.”

Susan put down the phone, got out of bed, and hurried through the dark apartment.

In spite of her quickened pace, her heartbeat continued to grow slower: strong, steady, calm.

In the kitchen, the only light was green and pale, issuing from the numerals on the digital clocks
in the microwave and in the oven. The inky shadows didn’t hinder her. For too many months,
this small apartment had been her world; and she was as intimately familiar with it as if she’d
been raised here blind since birth.

A chair was wedged firmly under the doorknob. She removed it and slid it aside, and the wooden
legs squeaked faintly on the tile floor.

The slide bolt at the end of the brass security chain rasped out of the slot in the latch plate. When
she let go, the links rattled against the door casing.

She disengaged the first dead bolt. The second.
She opened the door.

A storm he was, and wintry, too, waiting on the landing at the head of the stairs, quiet now but
filled with the rage of hurricanes, a fury usually well hidden from the world but always churning
in him, revealed in his most private moments, and as he crossed the threshold into the kitchen,
forcing her backward, shoving the door shut behind him, he clamped one strong hand around her
slender throat.

30

The left and right common carotid arteries, providing the principal blood supply to the neck and
head, arise directly from the aorta, which itself arises from the upper surface of the left ventricle.
Having so recently departed the heart, the blood surging through both vessels is particularly rich
in oxygen and is driven with force.

Hand cupped around the front of Susan’s throat, fingers spread along the left side of her neck, the
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pad of his thumb pressed just under her jawbone and over her right carotid, Dr. Mark Ahriman
held her thus for perhaps a minute, enjoying the strong, steady throb of her pulse. She was so
wonderfully full of life.

If he’d wanted to strangle her to death, he could have done so without fear of resistance. In this
altered state of consciousness, she would stand, docile and unprotesting, while he choked the life
out of her. She would ease to her knees when she could no longer stand, and then fold quietly
into a graceful mound on the floor as her heart stuttered to a stop, apologizing with her eyes for
being unable to die on her feet and, therefore, requiring him to kneel with her as he finished the
job.

In fact, while dying, Susan Jagger would favor Dr. Ahriman with whatever attitude and
expression he requested. Childlike adoration. Erotic rapture. Impotent rage or even lamblike
meekness with a glaze of bafflement, if either of those responses amused him.

He had no intention of killing her. Not here, not now—though soon.

When the time inevitably came, he wouldn’t act directly to snuff Susan, because he had great
respect for the scientific-investigation division of virtually any contemporary American police
agency. When wet work was required, he always used intermediaries to deliver the death blow,
sparing himself the risk of suspicion.

Besides, his purest bliss came from clever manipulation, not directly from mutilation and murder.
Pulling the trigger, shoving in the knife, twisting the wire garrote—none of that would thrill him
as keenly as using someone to commit atrocities on his behalf.

Power is a sharper thrill than violence.

More precisely, his greatest delight arose not from the end effect of using power but from the

process of using it. Manipulation. Control. The act of exerting absolute control, pulling strings
and watching people perform as commanded, was so profoundly gratifying to the doctor that in
his finest moments of puppeteering, plangent peals of pleasure shook through him like great
gongs of sound shivering the cast bronze of massive cathedral bells.

Susan’s throat beneath his hand reminded him of a long-ago thrill, of another slender and
graceful throat that had been torn by a pike, and with this memory came a tintinnabulation
through the bone bells of his spine.

In Scottsdale, Arizona, stands a Palladian mansion in which a willowy young heiress named
Minette Luckland pounds her mother’s skull to mush with a hammer and shortly thereafter
shoots her father in the back of the head while he is eating a slice of crumb cake and watching a
rerun of Seinfeld. Subsequently, she leaps from a second-floor gallery, free-falling eighteen feet,
impaling herself on a spear held by a statue of Diana, goddess of the moon and the hunt, which
stands on aflutedplinth in the center of the entry rotunda. The suicide note, indisputably written
in Minette's own neat band, claims that she has been sexually abused since childhood by both
parents—an outrageous slander that Dr Ahriman had suggested to her Around Diana’s bronze
feet: spatters of blood like red plum-flower petals on white marble floor

Now, standing half naked in the shadowy kitchen, green eyes reflecting the faint green light of
the digital clock in the nearby oven, Susan Jagger was even lovelier than the late Minette.
Although her face and form were the stuff of an erotomaniac’s sweat-drenched dreams, Ahriman
was less excited by her looks than by the knowledge
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that in her lithe limbs and supple body was a lethal potential as great as that unleashed in
Scottsdale so many years ago.

Her right carotid artery throbbed against the doctor’s thumb, her pulse slow and thick. Fifty-six
beats per minute.

She was not afraid. She was calmly awaiting use, as though she were an unthinking tool—or,
more accurately, a toy.

By using the trigger name Ben Marco and then by reciting the conditioning haiku, Ahriman had
transferred her into an altered state of consciousness. A layman might have used the term
hypnotic trance, which to a certain extent it was. A clinical psychologist would have diagnosed it
as a fugue, which was closer to the truth.

Neither term was adequately defining.

Once Ahriman recited the haiku, Susan’s personality was more deeply and firmly repressed than
if she were hypnotized. In this peculiar condition, she was no longer Susan Jagger in any
meaningful sense, but a nonentity, a meat machine whose mind was a blank hard-drive waiting
for whatever software Ahriman chose to install.

If she had been in a classic fugue state, which is a serious personality disassociation, she would
have appeared to function almost normally, with a few eccentric behaviors but with far less
detachment than she now exhibited.

“Susan,” he said, “do you know who I am?”
“Do I?” she asked, her voice fragile and distant.

In this state, she was incapable of answering any question, because she was waiting to be told
what he wanted of her, what act she must commit, and even how she must feel about it.

“Am I your psychiatrist, Susan?”

In the gloom, he could almost see the puzzlement on her face. “Are you?”
Until she was released from this state, she would respond only to commands.
He said, “Tell me your name.”

Receiving this direct instruction, she was free to provide whatever knowledge she possessed.
“Susan Jagger.”

“Tell me who I am.”
“Dr. Ahriman.”

“Am I your psychiatrist?”
“Are you?”
“Tell me my profession.”
“You’re a psychiatrist.”

This more-than-trance-not-quite-fugue state had not been easily engineered. Much hard work and
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professional dedication had been required to remake her into this pliant plaything.

Eighteen months ago, before he had been her psychiatrist, on three separate carefully
orchestrated occasions, without Susan’s knowledge, Ahriman had administered to her a potent
brew of drugs:

Rohypnol, phencyclidine, Valium, and one marvelous cerebrotropic substance not listed in any
published pharmacopoeia. The recipe was his own, and he personally compounded each dose
from the stock in his private and quite illegal pharmacy, because the ingredients must be
precisely balanced if the desired effect were to be achieved.

The drugs themselves had not reduced Susan to her current obedient condition, but each dose had
rendered her semiconscious, unaware of her situation, and supremely malleable. While she had
been in this twilight sleep, Ahriman had been able to bypass her conscious mind, where
volitional thinking occurred, and speak to her deep subconscious, where conditioned reflexes
were established and where he met no resistance.

What he had done to her during those three long sessions would tempt tabloid newspapers and
writers of spy novels to use the word brainwashing, but it was nothing as twentieth-century as
that. He had not torn down the structure of her mind, with the intention of rebuilding it in a new
architecture. That approach—once favored by the Soviet, the Chinese, and the North Korean
governments, among others—was too ambitious, demanding months of around-the-clock access
to the subject in a dreary prison environment, with lots of tedious psychological torture, not to
mention a tolerance for the wretch’s annoying screams and cowardly pleading. Dr. Ahriman’s 1Q
was high, but his boredom threshold was low. Besides, the rate of success using traditional
brainwashing techniques was uninspiring and the degree of control seldom total.

Rather, the doctor had gone down into Susan’s subconscious, into the cellar, and he had added a
new chamber—call it a secret chapel—of which her conscious mind remained unaware. There,
he conditioned her to worship one god to the exclusion of all others, and that god was Mark
Ahriman himself. He was a stern deity, preChristian in his denial of free will, intolerant of the
slightest disobedience, merciless with transgressors.

Thereafter, he had never again drugged her. There was no need to do so anymore. In those three
sessions, he had established the control devices—the Marco name, the haiku—that instantly
repressed her personality and took her to the same deep realms of her psyche to which the
chemicals had taken her.

In the final drug session, he also implanted her agoraphobia. He thought it was an interesting
malady, ensuring satisfying drama and many colorful effects as she gradually cracked apart and
finally came to ruin. The whole point, after all, was entertainment.

Now, with his hand still upon Susan’s throat, he said, “I don’t think I’'ll be myself this time.
Something kinky tonight. Do you know who I am, Susan?”

“Who are you?”
“I’m your father,” Ahriman said. She did not reply.
He said, “Tell me who [ am.” “You’re my father.”

“Call me Daddy,” he instructed.
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Her voice remained distant, devoid of emotion, because he had not yet told her how she was
required to feel about this scenario. “Yes, Daddy.”

Her carotid pulse, under his right thumb, remained slow.

“Tell me the color of my hair, Susan.”

Although the kitchen was too dark for her to determine his hair color, she said, “Blond.”
Ahriman’s hair was salt-and-pepper, but Susan’s father was indeed a blond.

“Tell me the color of my eyes.”

“Green like mine.”

Ahriman’s eyes were hazel.

With his right hand still pressed to Susan’s throat, the doctor leaned down and kissed her almost
chastely.

Her mouth was slack. She was not an active participant in the kiss; in fact, she was so passive
that she might as well have been catatonic if not comatose.

Biting gently at her lips, then forcing his tongue between them, he kissed her as no father should
ever kiss a daughter, and although her mouth remained slack and her carotid pulse did not
accelerate, he sensed her breath catch in her throat.

“How do you feel about this, Susan?”
“How do you want me to feel?”

Smoothing her hair with one hand, he said, “Deeply ashamed, humiliated. Full of terrible sorrow.
.. and a little resentful at being used like this by your own father. Dirty, debased. And yet
obedient, ready to do what you’re told. . . because you’re also aroused against your will. You
have a sick, hungry need that you want to deny but cant.

Again he kissed her, and this time she tried to close her mouth to him; she relented, however, and
her mouth softened, opened. She put her hands against his chest, to fend him off, but her
resistance was weak, childlike.

Under his thumb, the pulse in her right carotid artery raced like that of a hare in the shadow of a
hound.

“Daddy, no.”
The reflection of green light in Susan’s green eyes glistered with a new watery depth.

Those shimmering fathoms produced a subtle fragrance, faintly bitter, briny, and this familiar
scent caused the doctor to swell with fierce desire.

He lowered his right hand from her throat to her waist, holding her close.

“Please,” she whispered, managing to make that one word both a protest and a nervous
invitation.
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Ahriman breathed deeply, then lowered his mouth to her face. The reliability of a predator’s
sense of smell was confirmed: Her cheeks were wet and salty.

“Lovely.”

With a series of quick little kisses, he moistened his lips on her damp skin, and then explored his
flavored lips with the tip of his tongue.

Both hands around her waist now, he lifted her and carried her backward, until he was pressing
her between his body and the refrigerator.

“Please” again, and then once more “please,” the dear girl so conflicted that eagerness and dread
spiced her voice in equal measure.

Susan’s weeping was accompanied by neither whimper nor sob, and the doctor savored these
silent streams, seeking to slake the thirst

that he could never satisfy. He licked a salty pearl from the corner of her mouth, licked another
from the flared rim of a nostril, and then suckled on the droplets beaded across her eyelashes,
relishing the flavor as though this would be his sole sustenance for the day,

Letting go of her waist, stepping back from her, he said, “Go to your bedroom, Susan.”
Sinuous shadow, she moved like hot tears, clear and bitter.

The doctor followed, admiring her graceful walk, to her bed in Hell.

31

Valet dozed, twitching and snuffling in the company of phantom rabbits, but Martie lay in stone-
still silence, as though she were a death sculpture upon a catafalque.

Her sleep seemed deeper than possible in the turbulent wake of the day’s events, and it was
reminiscent of Skeet’s plumbless slumber in his room at New Life.

Sitting up in bed, barefoot, in jeans and a T-shirt, Dusty once more sorted through the fourteen
pages that had come from the notepad in Skeet’s kitchen, brooding on the name Dr Yen Lo in all
thirty-nine renditions.

That name, when spoken, had seemed to traumatize Skeet, causing him to lapse into a twilight
consciousness in which he answered every question with a question of his own. Open eyes
jiggling as in REM sleep, he responded directly—if often cryptically—only to questions that
were framed as statements or commands. When Dusty’s frustration had led him to say A4, give
me a break and go to sleep, Skeet dropped into an abyss as abruptly as a narcoleptic responding
instantaneously to the flipping of an electrochemical switch in the brain.

Of the many curious aspects of Skeet’s behavior, one currently interested Dusty more than any
other: the kid’s failure to remember anything that had happened between the moment when he

had heard the name Dr Yen Lo and, minutes later, when he had obeyed Dusty’s unthinking
demand that he go to sleep. Selective amnesia might be

blamed. But it was more as though Skeet had conducted the conversation with Dusty while in a
blackout.
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Martie had spoken of her suspicion that she was “missing time,” from her day, though she could
not identify precisely when any gap or gaps had occurred. Fearful that she had opened the gas
valve in the fireplace without lighting the ceramic logs, she had repeatedly returned to the living
room with an urgent conviction that a furious explosion was imminent. Although the valve had
always been tightly closed, she continued to be troubled by a perception that her memory had
been nibbled like a holey woolen scarf beset by moths.

Dusty had witnessed his brother’s blackout. And he sensed truth in Martie’s fear of having fallen
into a fugue.

Perhaps a link.

This had been an extraordinary day. The two people dearest to Dusty’s heart had suffered quite
different but equally dramatic episodes of aberrant behavior. The odds of such serious—even if
temporary—psychological collapse striking twice, this close, were surely a great deal smaller
than the one-in-eighteen-million chance of winning the state lottery.

He supposed that the average citizen of our brave new millennium would think this was a grim
coincidence. At most they would consider it an example of the curious patterns that the grinding
machinery of the universe sometimes randomly produces as a useless by-product of its mindless
laboring.

To Dusty, however, who perceived mysterious design in everything from the color of daffodils to
Valet’s pure joy in pursuit of a ball, there was no such thing as coincidence. The link was
tantalizing—though difficult to fathom. And frightening.

He put the pages of Skeet’s notepad on his nightstand and picked up a notepad of his own. On
the top page, he had printed the lines of the haiku that his brother had referred to as the rules.

Clear cascades
into the waves scatter
blue pine needles.

Skeet was the waves. According to him, the blue pine needles were missions. The clear cascades
were Dusty or Yen Lo, or perhaps anyone who invoked the haiku in Skeet’s presence.

At first everything that Skeet said seemed to be gibberish, but the longer Dusty puzzled over it,
the more he sensed structure and purpose waiting to be discerned. For some reason, he began to
perceive the haiku as a sort of mechanism, a simple device with a powerful effect, the verbal
equivalent of a compressor-driven paint sprayer or a nail gun.

Give a nail gun to a carpenter from the preindustrial age, and although he might intuit that it was
a tool, he would be unlikely to understand its purpose—until he accidentally fired a nail through
his foot. The possibility of unintentionally causing psychological harm to his brother motivated
Dusty to contemplate the haiku at length, until he understood the use of this tool, before deciding
whether to explore further its effect on Skeet.

Missions.

To grasp the purpose of the haiku, he had to understand, at the very least, what Skeet had meant
by missions.
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Dusty was certain he precisely remembered the haiku and the kid’s odd interpretation, because
he was blessed with a photographic and audio-retentive memory of such high reliability that he
cruised through high school and one year of college with a perfect 4.0 grade average, before
deciding that he could experience life more fully as a housepainter than as an academic.

Missions.
Dusty considered synonyms. Task. Work. Chore. Job. Calling. Vocation. Career Church.
None of them furthered his understanding.

From the big sheepskin pillow in the corner, Valet whimpered anxiously, as though the rabbits in
his dreams had grown fangs and were now doing the dog’s work while he played rabbit in the
chase.

Martie was too zonked to be roused by the dog’s thin squeals.

Sometimes, however, Valet’s nightmares escalated until he woke with a terrified bark.

“Easy boy. Easy boy,” Dusty whispered.

Even in dreams, the retriever seemed to hear his master’s voice, and his whimpering subsided.
“Easy. Good boy. Good Valet.”

Although the dog didn’t wake, his feathery plumed tail swished across the sheepskin a few times
before curling close around him once more.

Martie and the dog slept on peacefully, but suddenly Dusty sat up from the pillows piled against
the headboard, the very thought of sleep banished by a rattling insight. Mulling over the haiku,
he’d been fully awake, but by comparison to this wide-eyed state, he might as well have been
drowsing. He was now hyperalert, as cold as if he had ice water for spinal fluid.

He had been reminded of another moment with the dog, earlier in the day.

Valet stands in the kitchen, at the connecting door to the garage, ready to ride shotgun on the
trip to Skeet's apartment, patiently fanning the air with his plumed tail while Dusty pulls on a
hooded nylon jacket.

The phone rings. Someone peddling subscriptions to the Los Angeles Times.

When Dusty racks the wall phone after only a few seconds, be turns toward the door to the
garage and discovers that Valet is no longer standing, but lying on his side at the threshold, as
though ten minutes have passed, as if he has been napping.

“You had a shot of chicken protein, golden one. Let’s see some vigor”
With a long-suffering sigh, Valet gets to his feet.

Dusty was able to move through the scene in his mind’s eye as though it were three-dimensional,
studying the golden retriever with acute attention to detail. Indeed, he could see the moment
more clearly now than he’d seen it then: In retrospect the dog obviously, inarguably had been

napping.

Even with his eidetic and audile memory, he could not recall whether the Times salesperson had
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been a man or woman. He had no memory of what he had said on the phone or of what had been
said to him, just a vague impression that he had been the target of a phone-sales campaign.

At the time, he had attributed his uncharacteristic memory lapse to stress. Taking a header off a
roof, watching your brother suffer a breakdown before your eyes: This stuff was bound to mess
with your mind.

If he had been on the phone five or ten minutes instead of a few seconds, however, he couldn’t
possibly have been speaking with anyone in the 7Times subscription-sales operation. What the hell
would they have talked about for so long? Typefaces? The cost of newsprint? Johannes
Gutenberg—What a cool guy!-—and the invention of movable type? The tremendous
effectiveness of the Times as

a puppy-training aid in Valet’s early days, its singular convenience, its remarkable absorbency,
its admirable service as an environment-friendly and fully biodegradable poop wrap?

During the minutes that Valet had settled down to nap at the connecting door to the garage,
Dusty either had been on the phone with someone other than a Times salesperson or had been on
the phone only a few seconds and had been engaged in some other task the rest of the time.

A task that he could not remember.
Missing time.
Impossible. Not me, too.

Ants with urgent purpose, busy bustling multitudes, seemed to be swarming up his legs, down
his arms, across his back, and although he knew that no ants had invaded the bed, that what he
felt was the nerve endings in his skin responding to the sudden dimpling from a case of universal
gooseflesh, he brushed at his arms and at the back of his neck, as if to cast off an army of six-
legged soldiers.

Unable to sit still, he got quietly to his feet, but he couldn’t stand still, either, and so he paced,
but here and there the floor squeaked under the carpet, and he could not pace quietly, so he eased
into bed again and sat motionless, after all. His skin was cool and antless now. But things were
crawling along the surface convolutions of his brain: a new and unwelcome sense of

vulnerability, an X Files perception that unknown presences, strange and hostile, had entered his
life.

32

Tear-damp flush of face, white cotton so sweetly curved, bare knees together. Susan was sitting
on the edge of the bed, waiting.

Ahriman sat across the room from her, in an armchair upholstered with peach-colored moire silk.
He was in no hurry to have her.

Even as a young boy, he had understood that the cheapest toy was fundamentally like one of his
father’s expensive antique automobiles. As much pleasure could be taken from the leisurely
study of it—from the appreciation of its lines and fine details—as from its use. In fact, to truly
possess a plaything, to be a worthy master of it, one must understand the art of its form, not
merely the thrill of its function.
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The art of Susan Jagger’s form was twofold: physical, of course, and psychological. Her face and
body were exceptionally beautiful. But there was beauty in her mind, too—in her personality and
in her intellect.

As a toy, she also had a twofold function, and the first was sexual. Tonight and for a few more
nights, Ahriman would use her savagely and at length.

Her second function was to suffer and die well. As a plaything, she had already given him
considerable delight with her courageous if hopeless battle to overcome agoraphobia, her anguish
and despair as rich as marzipan. Her brave determination to keep her sense of humor and to win
back her life was pathetic and therefore delectable. Soon he would enhance and complicate her
phobia, sending her into

a swift and irreversible decline, and then he would enjoy the final— and sharpest—thrill that she
was capable of providing.

Now she sat tearful and timid, conflicted by the prospect of imagined incest, repulsed and yet full
of a sick sweet yearning, as programmed. Trembling.

From time to time, her eyes jiggled, the telltale REM that marked the deepest state of personality
submersion. It distracted the doctor and compromised her beauty.

Susan already knew the roles they were playing tonight, knew what was expected of her in this
erotic scenario, so Ahriman brought her closer to the surface, though nowhere near to full
consciousness. Just far enough to put an end to the spasms of rapid eye movement.

“Susan, I want you to move out of the chapel now,” he said, referring to that imaginary place in
her deepest subconscious where he had taken her for instruction. “Come out and move up the
stairs, but not too far, one flight, where a little more light filters down. There, right there.”

Her eyes were like clear ponds made murky by the reflections of gray clouds on their surfaces,
suddenly touched by a few faint beams of sunshine, and now revealing greater depths.

“What you’re wearing still appeals to me,” he said. “White cotton. The simplicity.” Several visits
ago, he had instructed her to dress for bed in this fashion until he suggested something different;
the look excited him. “The innocence. Purity. Like a child, yet so incredibly ripe.”

The roses in her cheeks blossomed brighter, and she lowered her eyes demurely. Tears of shame,
like beads of dew, quivered on the petals of the blush.

She actually saw her father when she dared to look at the doctor. Such was the power of
suggestion when Ahriman spoke to her one-on-one in the deep sanctity of that mind chapel.

When they were finished playing tonight, he would instruct her to forget all that had happened
from the moment he phoned until he left her apartment. She would recall neither his visit nor this
fantasy of incest.

If he chose to do so, however, Ahriman could concoct for Susan a detailed history of sexual
abuse at the hands of her father. Many hours would be required to weave that lurid narrative
through the tapestry of her real memories, but thereafter he could instruct her to

believe in her lifelong victimization and gradually to “recover” those repressed traumas during
her therapy sessions.
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If her belief drove her to report her father to the police, and if they asked her to submit to a lie-
detector test, she would respond to each question with unwavering conviction and precisely the
correct shadings of emotion. Her respiration, blood pressure, pulse, and her galvanic skin
response would convince any polygraph examiner that she was telling the truth, because she
would be convinced that her vile accusations were indeed factual in every detail.

Ahriman had no intention of toying with her in that fashion. He had enjoyed that game with other
subjects; but it bored him now.

“Look at me, Susan.”

She raised her head. Her eyes met his, and the doctor recalled a bit of verse by e. e. cummings: /n
your eyes there lives / a green egyptian noise.

“Next time,” he said, “I’ll bring my camcorder, and we’ll make another videotape. Do you
remember the first one I shot of you?”

Susan shook her head.

“That’s because I’ve forbidden you to remember. You so debased yourself that any memory of it
might have left you suicidal. I wasn’t ready for you to be suicidal yet.”

Her gaze slid away from him. She stared at the miniature ming tree in the pot atop the
Biedermeier pedestal.

He said, “One more tape to remember you by. Next time. I’ve been giving my imagination a
workout. You’ll be a very dirty girl next time, Susie. It’ll make the first tape look like Disney.”

Keeping a video record of his most outrageous puppetry was not wise. He stored this
incriminating evidence—currently totaling 121 tapes—in a locked and well-hidden vault,
although if the wrong people suspected its existence, they would tear his house apart board by
board, stone by stone, until they found his archives.

He took the risk because he was at heart a sentimentalist, with a nostalgic yearning for days past,
old friends, discarded toys.

Life is a train ride, and at the many stations along the route, people important to us debark, never
to get aboard again, until by the end of our journey, we sit in a passenger car where most of the
seats are empty. This truth saddens the doctor no less than it does other men and women who are
given to reflection—although his sorrow is undeniably of a quality different from theirs.

“Look at me, Susan.”

She continued to stare at the potted plant on the pedestal.

“Don’t be willful. Look at your father now.”

Her tearful gaze flowed away from the lacy ming tree, and upon it she floated a plea to be
allowed at least some small measure of dignity, which Dr. Ahriman noted, enjoyed, and
disregarded.

Undoubtedly, one evening long after Susan Jagger is dead, the nostalgic doctor will think fondly
of her, and will be overcome by a wistful desire to hear her musical voice again, to see her lovely
face, to relive the many good times they had together. This is his weakness.
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He will indulge himself, on that evening, by resorting to his video archives. He’ll be warmed and
gladdened to see Susan engaged in acts so sordid, so squalid, that they transform her almost as
dramatically as a lycanthrope is transformed in the fullness of the moon. In these wallows of
obscenity, her radiant beauty dims sufficiently to allow the doctor to see clearly the essential
animal that lives within her, the pre evolutionary beast, groveling and yet cunning, fearful and
yet fearsome, darkling in her heart.

Besides, even if he did not get so much pleasure from reviewing these home movies, he would
maintain his videotape archives, because he is by nature an indefatigable collector. Room after
room in his rambling house is dedicated to displays of the toys that he has so tirelessly acquired
over the years: armies of toy soldiers; charming hand-painted, cast-iron cars; coin-operated
mechanical banks; plastic playsets with thousands of miniature figures, from Roman gladiators to
astronauts.

“Get up, girl.”

She rose from the bed.

“Turn.”

Slowly she turned, slowly for his examination.

“Oh, yes,” he said, “I want more of you on tape for posterity. And perhaps a little blood next
time, a minor bit of self-mutilation. In fact, bodily fluids in general could be the theme. Very
messy, very degenerate. That should be fun. I’'m sure that you agree.”

Again, she favored the ming tree over his eyes, but this was a passive disobedience, for she
looked at him again when commanded to do so.

“If you think that will be fun, tell me so,” he insisted.

“Yes, Daddy. Fun.”

He instructed her to get on her knees, and she settled to the floor.
“Crawl to me, Susan.”

Like a gear-driven figure on a mechanical bank, as though she had a coin gripped in her teeth and
were following a rigorous track toward a deposit slot, she approached the armchair, face painted
with realistic tears, a superb example of her kind, an acquisition that would delight any collector.

33

The Moment When Dusty Had Noticed the Napping Dog bad been scissored from the earlier
Moment When the Kitchen Phone Had Rung, and no matter how many times he replayed the
scene in his mind, he could not tie together those severed threads of his day. One moment the
dog stood, tail wagging, and the next moment the dog was waking from a short sleep. Missing
minutes. Spent talking to whom? Doing what?

He was replaying the episode yet again, concentrating on the dark hole between when he’d
picked up the phone and when he’d put it down, striving to bridge the memory gap, when beside
him on the bed, Martie began to groan in her sleep.
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“Easy. It’s okay. Easy now,” he whispered, lightly placing a hand on her shoulder, trying to
gentle her out of the nightmare and into untroubled sleep again, much as he had done for Valet
earlier.

She would not be gentled. As her groans became whimpers, she shuddered, kicking feebly at the
entangling sheets, and as whimpers skirled into shrill cries, she thrashed, abruptly sat up, flung
off the bedclothes, and shot to her feet, no longer squealing in terror, but choking, gagging
thickly, on the queasy verge of regurgitation, vigorously scrubbing at her mouth with both hands,
as though repulsed by something on the menu in a dream feast.

Up and moving almost as explosively as Martie, Dusty started around the bed, aware of Valet
alert beyond her.

She swung toward him: “Stay away from me!”

Such emotion rushed through her voice that Dusty halted, and the dog began to shake, the hair
standing straight up along the length of his withers.

Still wiping at her mouth, Martie looked at her hands, as if she expected to see them gloved in
fresh blood—and perhaps not her own. “Oh, God, oh, my God.”

Dusty moved toward her, and again she ordered him to stay away, no less fiercely than before.
“You can’t trust me, you can’t get near me, don’t think you can.”

“It was only a nightmare.”
“This is the nightmare.”
“Martie—"

Convulsively, she bent forward, gagging on the memory of the dream, then letting out a
miserable groan of disgust and anguish.

Despite her warning, Dusty went to her, and when he touched her, she recoiled violently, shoving
him away. “Don’t frust me! Don’t, for Christ’s sake, don’t.”

Rather than step around him, she scrambled monkeylike across the disheveled bed, bounded off
the other side, and hurried into the adjoining bathroom.

A short sharp bleat escaped the dog, a plucked-wire sound that twanged through Dusty and
struck in him a fear that he had not known before.

Seeing her like this a second time was more terrifying than the first episode. Once could be an
aberration. Twice was a pattern. In patterns could be seen the future.

He went after Martie and found her at the bathroom sink. The cold water gushed into the basin.
The door of the medicine cabinet, which had been open, was swinging shut of its own accord.

“It must’ve been worse than usual this time,” he said.
“What?”
“The nightmare.”

“It wasn’t the same one, nothing as pleasant as the Leaf Man,” she said, but clearly she had no
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intention of elaborating.

She popped the cap off a bottle of an effective nonprescription sleeping aid that they rarely used.
A slurry of blue caplets spilled into her cupped left hand.

At first, Dusty thought she was intending to overdose, which was ridiculous, because even a full
bottle probably wouldn’t kill her— and, anyway, she must know that he would knock them out
of her hand before she could swallow so many.

But then she let most of the pills rattle back into the bottle. Three were left on her palm.
“Two’s the maximum dosage,” he said.

“I don’t give a rat’s ass about the maximum dosage. I want to be out cold. I've got to sleep, got
to rest, but I’'m not going to go through another dream like that, not another one like that.”

Her black hair was damp with sweat and tangled like the crowning snakes of whatever Gorgon
she had encountered in her dream. The pills were to vanquish monsters.

Water slopped into the drinking glass, and she chased the three caplets with a long swallow.

At her side, Dusty didn’t interfere. Three pills didn’t warrant paramedics and a stomach pump,
and if she was a little groggy in the morning, she might be somewhat less anxious, as well.

He saw no point in suggesting that deeper slumber might not be as dreamless as she expected.
Even if she slept in the scaly arms of nightmares, she would be more rested in the morning than
if she didn’t sleep at all.

As she lowered the glass from her lips, Martie caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her reflection
strummed a shiver from her, which the cold water had been unable to induce.

As winter freezes the blueness out of a pond, so fear had frozen much of the color out of Martie.
Face as pale as ice. Lips less pink than they were mallow-purple, with dry peels of zinc-gray skin
that had been rubbed loose by her scrubbing hands.

“Oh, God, look what I am,” she said, “look what I am.”

Dusty knew that she was not referring to her damp and tangled hair or to her blanched features,
but to something hateful that she imagined she saw in the depths of her blue eyes.

Splashing out the last of its contents, the glass arced back in her hand, but Dusty seized it before
she could throw it at the mirror, tore it from her clutching fingers as water spattered on the tile
floor.

At his touch, she erupted away from him with such alarm that she
crashed into the bathroom wall hard enough to rattle the shower door in its frame.

“Don’t get near me! For God’s sake, don’t you realize what I could do, all the things I could
do?”

Half nauseated by worry, he said, “Martie, I'm not afraid of you.”

“How far is it from a kiss to a bite?”” she asked, her voice hoarse and ragged with dread.
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“Not far from a kiss to a bite, your tongue in my mouth.”
“Martie, please—"

“A kiss to a bite. So easy to tear off your lips. How do you know I couldn’t? How do you know I
wouldn’t?”

If she hadn’t already reached a full-blown panic attack, she was running downhill toward one,
and Dusty didn’t know how to stop her, or even how to slow her.

“Look at my hands,” she demanded. “These fingernails. Acrylic nails. Why do you think I
couldn’t blind you with them? You think I couldn’t gouge out your eyes?”

“Martie. This isn’t—"

“There’s something in me I never saw before, something that scares the shit out of me, and it
could do something terrible, it really could, it could make me blind you. For your own good, you
better see it, too, and you better be afraid of it.”

Tidal emotion swept through Dusty, terrible pity and fierce love, crosscurrents and rips.

He reached for Martie, and she squeezed past him, out of the bathroom. She slammed the door
between them.

When he followed her into the bedroom, he found her at his open closet. She was riffling through
his shirts, rattling the hangers on the metal pole, searching for something.

The tie rack. Most of the rack pegs were empty. He owned only four neckties.

She pulled a plain black tie and a red-and-blue striped number from the closet and held them out
to Dusty. “Tie me.”

“What? No. Good God, Martie.”

“I mean it.”

“So do I. No.”

“Ankles together, wrists together,” she said urgently.
“No.”

Valet was sitting up in his bed, twitchy eyebrows punctuating a series of worried expressions as
his attention bounced from Martie to Dusty to Martie.

She said, “So if I go psycho, total blood nuts, during the night—"
Dusty tried to be firm but calm, hoping that his example would settle her. “Please, stop it.”

“—total blood nuts, then I’ll have to get loose before I can screw up anybody. And when I’'m
trying to get loose, that’ll wake you if you’ve fallen asleep.”

“I’m not afraid of you.”
His feigned calm didn’t infect her, and in fact words gushed out of her in an ever more feverish

stream: “All right, okay, maybe you’re not afraid, even if you should be, maybe you’re not, but I
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am. 1 am afraid of me, Dusty, afraid of what the hell I might do to you or to somebody else when
I’'m having a fit, some crazy seizure, afraid of what I might do to myself I don’t know what’s
happening here, to me, it’s weirder than The Exorcist even if I’'m not levitating and my head isn’t
spinning around. If I managed to get my hands on a knife at the wrong time, or your pistol, when
I’'m in this crazy mood, then I’d use it on myself, I know I would. I feel this sick desire in
here”—she rapped her stomach with a fist—"this evil, this worm of a thing curled inside me,
whispering to me about knives and guns and hammers.”

Dusty shook his head.

Martie sat on the bed and began cinching her ankles together with one of the neckties, but after a
moment she stopped, frustrated. “Damn it, I don’t know knots the way you do. You’ve got to
help me with this.”

“One of those pills usually does the job. You took three. You don’t need to be tied.”

“I’'m not going to trust pills, not pills alone, no way. Either you help me with this, or I’ll puke up
the pills, stick a finger down my throat and puke ‘em right now.”

Reason wasn’t going to sway her. She was as high on fear as Skeet on his drug cocktail, and
hardly more rational than the kid had been on the Sorensons’ roof.

Sitting in an ineffective tangle of ties, sweating, shaking, she began to cry. “Please, baby, please.
Please help me. I’ve got to sleep, I'm so tired, I need some rest, or I’'m going to go bugshit. I
need

some peace, and I'm not going to have any peace if you don’t help me. Help me. Please.”
Tears moved him as fury couldn’t.

When he went to her, she lay back on the bed and covered her face with her hands, as though
ashamed of the helplessness to which fear had reduced her.

Dusty trembled as he bound her ankles together.
“Tighter,” she said through her mask of hands.

Although he obliged, he didn’t draw the knots as tight as she would have preferred. The thought
of hurting her, even inadvertently, was more than he could bear.

She held her clasped hands toward him.

Using the black necktie, Dusty hitched wrist to wrist tightly enough to secure her until morning,
but he was careful not to cut off her circulation.

As he bound her, she lay with her eyes shut, head turned to one side and away from him, perhaps
because she was mortified by the disabling intensity of her fear, perhaps because she was
embarrassed by her disheveled appearance. Perhaps. But Dusty suspected that she was trying to
hide her face largely because she equated tears with weakness.

The daughter of Smilin’ Bob Woodhouse—who had been a genuine war hero, as well as a hero
of another kind more than once in the years following the war—was determined to live up to the
legacy of honor and courage she had inherited. Of course, life as a young wife and a video-game
designer in a balmy California coastal town didn’t provide her with frequent opportunities for
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heroics. This was a good thing, not a reason to move to a perpetual cauldron of violence like the
Balkans or Rwanda, or the set of the Jerry Springer Show. But living in peace and plenty, she
could honor her father’s memory only through the small heroics of daily life: by doing her job
well and paying her way in the world, by commitment to her marriage in good times and in bad,
by giving all possible support to her friends, by having true compassion for life’s walking
wounded, like Skeet, while living with honesty and truthfulness and enough self-respect to avoid
becoming one of them. These small heroics, never acknowledged with awards and stirring
marches, are the fuel and the lubrication that keep the machine of civilization humming, and in a
world rife with temptations to be self-indulgent, self-centered, and

self-satisfied, there are surprisingly more small heroes than might be expected. When you stood
in the shadow of great heroics, however, as Martie did, then merely living a decent life—lifting
others by your example and by your acts of kindness—might make you feel inadequate; and
maybe tears, even in moments of extreme tribulation, might seem to be a betrayal of your
father’s legacy.

All this Dusty understood, but he could say none of it to Martie now, or perhaps ever, because to
speak of it would be to say that he recognized her deepest vulnerabilities, which would imply a
pity that robbed her of some measure of dignity, as pity always does. She knew what he knew,
and she knew that he knew it; but love grows deeper and stronger when we have both the wisdom
to say what must be said and the wisdom to know what never needs to be put into words.

So Dusty knotted the black tie with formal, solemn silence.

When Martie was securely tied, she turned onto her side, closed eyes still damming a lake of
tears, and as she turned, Valet padded to the bed, craned his neck, and licked her face.

The sob that she had been repressing broke from her now, but it was only half a sob, because it
was also half a laugh, and then another followed that was more laugh than sob. “My furry-faced
baby boy. You knew your poor mama needed a kiss, didn’t you, sweet thing?”

“Or 1s it the lingering aroma of my truly fine lasagna on your breath?”” Dusty wondered, hoping
to provide a little oxygen to make this welcome, bright moment burn a little longer.

“Lasagna or pure doggy love,” Martie said, “doesn’t matter to me. I know my baby boy loves

2

me.
“So does your big boy,” Dusty said.

At last she turned her head to look at him. “That’s what kept mc sane today. I need what we’ve
got.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and held her bound hands.
After a while her eyes fell shut under a weight of weariness and patent medicine.

Dusty glanced at the nightstand clock, which reminded him about the issue of missing time. “Dr.
Yen Lo.”

Without opening her eyes, Martie said thickly, “Who?”

“Dr. Yen Lo. You’ve never heard of him?”

“NO 2
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“Clear cascades.”
“Huh?”
“Into the waves scatter.”

Martie opened her eyes. They were dreamy, gradually darkening with clouds of sleep. “Either
you’re making no sense, or this stuff is kicking in.”

“Blue pine needles,” he finished, although he no longer thought that any of this might resonate
with her as it had with Skeet.

“Pretty,” she mumbled, and she closed her eyes again.

Valet had settled on the floor near the bed instead of returning to his sheepskin pillow. He wasn’t
dozing. From time to time he raised his head to look up at his sleeping mistress or to survey the
shadows in farther corners of the room. He lifted his pendant ears as much as they would lift, as
if listening to faint but suspicious sounds. His damp black nostrils flared and quivered as he tried
to identify the plaited odors on the air, and he growled softly. Gentle Valet seemed to be trying to
remake himself into a guard dog, though he remained puzzled as to what, exactly, he was
guarding against.

Watching Mat-tie sleep, her skin still ashen and her lips as unnaturally dark as a fresh purple
bruise, Dusty became strangely convinced that his wife’s descent into long-term mental
instability wasn’t the greatest threat, as he had thought. Instinctively, he sensed that death stalked
her, not madness, and that she was already half in the grave.

He was, in fact, overcome by a preternatural sense that the instrument of her death was here in
the bedroom this very minute, and with prickles of superstition stippling the nape of his neck, he
rose slowly from the edge of the bed and looked up with dread, half expecting to see an
apparition floating near the ceiling: something like a swirl of black robes, a hooded form, a
grinning skeletal face.

Although nothing but smoothly troweled plaster hung overhead, Valet let out another low,
protracted growl. He had gotten to his feet beside the bed.

Martie slept undisturbed, but Dusty lowered his attention from the ceiling to the retriever.

Valet’s nostrils flared as he drew a deep questing breath, and as if thus inflated, his golden
hackles rose, bristled. Black lips skinned back, baring formidable teeth. The retriever seemed to
see the deadly presence that Dusty could only sense.

The dog’s guardian stare was fixed sharply on Dusty himself.

“Valet?”

Even in spite of the dog’s thick winter coat, Dusty could see the muscles tighten in his shoulders
and thighs. Valet assumed an aggressive stance totally out of character for him.

“What’s wrong, fella? It’s only me. Just me.”
The low growl faded. The dog was silent but tense, alert.

Dusty took a step toward him.
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The growl again.
“Just me,” Dusty repeated.

The dog seemed unconvinced.

34

When at last the doctor was finished with her, Susan Jagger lay on her back, thighs pressed
together demurely, as if in denial of how widely they had been spread. Her arms were crossed
modestly over her breasts.

She was still crying, but not silently as before. For his own pleasure, Ahriman had allowed her
some vocalization of her anguish and shame.

Buttoning his shirt, he closed his eyes to hear broken bird sounds. Her feather-soft sobs: lonely
pigeons in rafters, misery of windblown gulls.

When he first moved her to the bed, he had used the techniques of hypnotic-regression therapy to
return her to the age of twelve, to a time when she was untouched, innocent, a rosebud without
thorns. Her voice acquired a tender tone, higher pitched; her phrasing was that of a precocious
child. Her brow had actually become smoother, her mouth softer, as if time had indeed run
backward. Her eyes did not become a brighter green, but they grew clearer, as though sixteen
years of hard experience had been filtered from them.

Then, behind the mask of her father, he had deflowered her. She was at first allowed to resist
feebly, then more actively, initially frightened and confused in her rediscovered sexual
innocence. Bitter resistance was soon sweetened with tremulous hunger. At the doctor's
suggestion, Susan was seized by quickening animal need; she rocked her hips and rose to him.

Throughout what followed, Ahriman shaped her psychological state with murmured suggestions,
and always, always, her thrilling girlish cries of pleasure were tempered by fear, shame, sorrow.
To him, her tears were a more essential lubricant than the erotic oils that her body secreted to
facilitate his entry. Even in ecstasy, tears.

Now, as he finished dressing, Ahriman studied her flawless face.
Moonlight on water, eyes brimming ponds of spring rain—dark fish in the mind.

No. No good. He wasn’t able to compose a haiku to describe her bleak expression as she stared at
the ceiling. His talent for writing poetry was but a fraction as great as his ability to appreciate it.

The doctor had no illusions about his gifts. Although by all measures of intelligence, he was a
high-range genius, he nevertheless was a player, not a creator. He had a talent for games, for
using toys in new and imaginative ways, but he was no artist.

Likewise, although he had been interested in the sciences since childhood, he didn’t possess the
temperament to be a scientist: the patience, the acceptance of repeated failures in a quest for
ultimate success, the preference for knowledge over sensation. The respect given to most
scientists was a prize the young Ahriman coveted, and the authority and quiet superiority with
which they often conducted themselves—high priests in this culture that worshiped change and
progress—were attitudes that came naturally to Ahriman. The gray, joyless atmosphere of
laboratories had no appeal for him, however, nor did the tedium of serious research.
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When he was thirteen, a child prodigy already in his first year of college, he realized that
psychology offered him an ideal career. Those who claimed to understand the secrets of the mind
were regarded with respect bordering on reverence, much as priests must have been in prior
centuries, when belief in the soul was as widespread as the current belief in the id and the ego.
Upon a psychologist's claim of authority, laymen at once accorded it to him.

Most people regarded psychology as a science. Some called it a soft science, but those making
such a distinction grew fewer by the year.

In the hard sciences—Iike physics and chemistry—a hypothesis was proposed to guide inquiry
into a group of phenomena. Thereafter, if a large enough body of research by many scientists
supported the propositions of that hypothesis, it might become a

general theory. In time, if a theory proved universally effective in thousands of experiments, it
might become a law.

Some psychologists strove to hold their field to this standard of proof. Ahriman pitied them.
They operated under the illusion that their authority and their power were linked to the discovery
of timeless truths, when in reality, truth was an annoying constraint on authority and power.

Psychology, in Ahriman’s view, was an appealing field because you needed only to compile a
series of subjective observations, find the proper prism through which to view a set of statistics,
and then you could leap over the hypothesis and the theory, declaring the discovery of a law of
human behavior.

Science was tedium, work. To young Ahriman, psychology clearly was play, and people were the
toys.

He always pretended to share his colleagues’ outrage when their work was denigrated as soft
science, but in fact he thought of it as /iquid science, even gaseous, which was the very quality
that he cherished about it. The power of the scientist, who must work with hard facts, was limited
by those facts; but within psychology was the power of superstition, which could shape the world
more completely than electricity, antibiotics, and hydrogen bombs.

Having entered college at thirteen, he acquired his doctorate of psychology by his seventeenth
birthday. Because a psychiatrist is even more widely admired and highly esteemed than a
psychologist, and because the greater authority of the tide would facilitate the games that he
wished to play, Ahriman added a medical degree and other necessary credentials to his résumé.

Considering that medical school requires so much real science, he thought that it would be
tedious, but on the contrary, it proved to be great fun. After all, a good medical education
involved much blood and viscera; he had numerous opportunities to witness suffering and
grievous pain, and wherever suffering and pain flourished, there was no shortage of tears.

When he was a little boy, he was as filled with wonder at the sight of tears as other children were
affected by rainbows, starry skies, and fireflies. Upon achieving puberty, he discovered that the
mere sight of tears, more than hard-core pornography, enflamed his libido.

He himself had never cried.
Now fully dressed, the doctor stood at the foot of Susan’s bed and

studied her tear-stained face. Desolate pools, her eyes. Her spirit floated in them, almost
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drowned. The objective of his game was to finish the drowning. Not this night. But soon.
“Tell me your age,” he said.
“Twelve,” she replied in the voice of a schoolgirl.

“You will now come forward in time, Susan. You are thirteen... fourteen. . . fifteen. . . sixteen.
Tell me your age.”

“Sixteen.”
“You are now seventeen. . . eighteen. . .

He brought her all the way forward to the present, to the hour and minute on the bedside clock,
and then he instructed her to get dressed.

Her nightclothes were scattered on the floor. She retrieved them with the slow, deliberate
movements of anyone in a trance.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, as she drew the white cotton panties up her slender legs, Susan
suddenly bent forward as though she’d taken a blow in the solar plexus, breath exploding from
her. She inhaled with a shudder, and then spat in disgust and horror, saliva glistening like snail
trails on her thighs, and spat again, as though she were desperate to rid herself of an intolerable
taste. Spitting led to gagging, and between these wretched sounds were two words that she
wrenched from herself at great cost— "Daddy, why, Daddy, why?”—because although she no
longer believed that she was twelve years old, she remained convinced that her beloved father
had brutally raped her.

To the doctor, this final unexpected spasm of grief and shame was lagniappe, a little dinner mint
of suffering, a chocolate truffle after cognac. He stood before her, breathing deeply of the faint
but astringent, briny fragrance arising from her cascade of tears.

When he placed a hand paternally upon her head, Susan flinched from his touch, and Daddy,
why? deteriorated into a soft and wordless wail. This muffled ululation reminded him of the eerie
puling of distant coyotes in a warm desert night even farther in the past than Minette Luckland
impaled on the spear of Diana out there in Scottsdale, Arizona.

Just beyond the glow of Santa Fe, New Mexico, lies a horse ranch: a fine adobe house, stables,
riding rings, fenced meadows mottled with sweet bunchgrass, all surrounded by chaparral in
which rabbits tremble by the thousands and coyotes hunt at night in packs. One summer evening
mwo

decades before anyone has yet begun to ponder the approaching dawn of a new millennium, the
rancher’s lovely wife, Fiona Pastore, answers the phone and listens to three lines of haiku, a
poem by Buson. She knows the doctor socially—and also because her ten-year-old son, Dion, is
his patient, whom he has been endeavoring to cure of a severe stutter On a score of occasions,
Fiona has engaged in sex with the doctor, often of such depravity that she has suffered bouts of
depression afterward, even though all memory of their trysts has been scrubbed from her mind.
She poses no danger to the doctor, but he is finished with her physically and is ready now to
proceed to the final phase of their relationship.

Remotely activated by haiku, Fiona receives her fatal instructions without protest, proceeds
directly to her husband's study, and writes a brief but poignant suicide note accusing her
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innocent spouse of an imaginative list of atrocities. Note finished, she unlocks a gun cabinet in
the same room and removes a six-shot .45 Colt built on a Seville frame, which is a lot of gun for
a woman only five feet four, 110 pounds, but she can handle it. She is a girl of the Southwest,
born and raised; she has shot at game and targets for more than half her thirty years. She loads
the piece with 325-grain, .44 Keith bullets and proceeds to her son's bedroom.

Dion's window is open for ventilation, screened against desert insects, and when Fiona switches
on a lamp, the doctor is afforded the equivalent of a fifty-yard-line view. Ordinarily, he is unable
to be present during these episodes of ultimate control, because he does not wish to risk
incriminating himself— although he has friends in places high enough to all but ensure his
exoneration. This time, however, circumstances are idea/for his attendance, and he is unable to
resist. The ranch, although not isolated, is reasonably remote. The ranch manager and his wife,
both employees of the Pastores, are on vacation, visiting family in Pecos, Texas, during the lively
annual cantaloupe festival, and the other three ranch hands do not live on site. Ahriman placed
his call to Fiona from a car phone, only a quarter of a mile from the house, whereafter he
traveled on foot to Dion's window, arriving only a minute before the woman entered the bedroom
and clicked on the lamp.

The sleeping boy never wakes, which is a disappointment to the doctor, who almost speaks
through the fine-mesh screen, like a priest assigning penance in a confessional, to instruct Fiona
to rouse her son. He hesitates, and she does not, dispatching the dreaming child with two rounds.
The husband, Bernardo, arrives at a run, shouting in alarm, and his wife squeezes off another
pair of shots. He is lean and tan, one of those weather-beaten Westerners whose sun-cured skin
and heat-tempered bones give them an air of imperviousness, but

instead of bouncing off his hide, of course, the bullets punch him with terrible force. He staggers,
slams into a tall chest of drawers, and hangs desperately on to it, his shattered jaw askew.
Bernardo's lampblack eyes reveal that surprise has hit him harder than either of the .44 slugs.
His stare grows wider when, through the window screen, he sees the visiting doctor Black under
lampblack, a lightless eternity, in his startled eyes. A tooth or bit of bone falls from his crumbling
jaw: He sags and follows that white morsel to the floor

Ahriman finds the show to be even more entertaining than he had anticipated, and if he has ever
doubted the wisdom of his career choice, he knows that he will never do so again. Because
certain hungers are not easily sated, he wants to amplify these thrills, crank up the volume, so to
speak, by bringing Fiona at least part of the way out of her more-than-trance-not-quite-fugue
state into a higher level of consciousness. Currently her personality is so firmly repressed that
she is not emotionally aware of what she has done and has, therefore, no visible reaction to the
carnage. If she could be released from control just enough to understand, to feel—then her
agony would bring a singular storm of tears, a tide on which the doctor could sail to places he
has never been before.

Ahriman hesitates, but for good reason. Released from bondage enough to realize the enormity
of her crimes, the woman might behave unpredictably, might slip her fetters altogether and resist
being bobbled again. He is sure that in the worst case, he will be able to reestablish control
using vocal commands within a minute, but only seconds are required for her to turn toward the
open window and fire one round point-blank. Potential injuries can be incurred in any game or
playground sport: skinned knees, abraded knuckles, contusions, the occasional minor cut, now
and then a perfectly good tooth knocked loose in a tumble. As far as the doctor is concerned,
however, the mere possibility of taking a bullet in the face is enough to drain all the fun out of
this frolic. He does not speak, leaving the woman to finish this Grand Guignol puppet show in a
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state of benightedness.

Standing over her dead family, Fiona Pastore calmly puts the barrel of the Colt in her mouth
and, regrettably tearless, destroys herself She falls so softly, but the hard clatter of steel coldly
resonates: The gun in her hand, snagged on her trigger finger, raps the pine bed rail.

With the toy broken and the thrill of its function no longer to be enjoyed, the doctor stands at the
window for a while, studying the art of her form for the last time. This is not as pleasurable as it
once was, what with the back of her head gone, but the exit wound is turned away from him, and
the distortion of her facial bone structure is surprisingly slight.

The unearthly cries of coyotes have shivered the air since the doctor first arrived at the ranch
house, but until now they have been hunting through the chaparral a couple miles to the east. A
change of pitch, a new excitement in their puling, alerts the doctor to the fact that they are
drawing nearer If the scent of blood travels well and quickly on the desert air, these prairie
wolves may soon gather beneath the screened window to bay for the dead.

Throughout Indian folklore, the trickiest creature of all is named Coyote, and Ahriman sees no
amusement value in matching wits with a pack of them, He walks quickly but does not run toward
his Jaguar, which is parked a quarter mile to the north.

The night bouquet features the silicate scent of sand, the oily musk of mesquite, and a faint iron
smell the source of which he can’t identify.

As the doctor reaches the car, the coyotes fall silent, having caught a whiff of some new spoor
that makes them cautious, and no doubt the cause of their caution is Abriman himself In the
sudden hush, a sound above makes him look up.

Rare albino bats, calligraphy on the sky, sealed by the full moon. High looping white wings, faint
buzz of fleeing insects: The killing is quiet.

The doctor watches, rapt. The world is one great playing field, the sport is killing, and the sole
objective is to stay in the game.

Carrying moonlight on their pale wings, the freak bats recede, vanishing into the night, and as
Ahriman opens the car door, coyotes begin to wail again. They are close enough to include him
in the chorus if he wished to raise his voice.

By the time he pulls shut the door and starts the engine, six coyotes— eight, ten—appear out of
the brush and gather on the grave/ed lane in front of the car, their eyes fiery with reflections of
the headlights. As Ahriman drives forward, loose stones crunching together under the tires, the
pack divides and moves ahead along both shoulders of the narrow lane, as though they are the
outrunners of a Praetorian guard, escorting the Jaguar A hundred yards later, when the car
turns west, where the high city rises in the distance, the slouching beasts break away from it and
continue toward the ranch house, still in the game, as is the doctor

As 1s the doctor.

Although Susan Jagger’s soft quaverous cries of grief and shame were a tonic, and though the
memories of the Pastore family that her tortured voice had resurrected were refreshing, Dr.
Ahriman was not a young man now, as he’d been in his New Mexico days, and he needed to get
at least a few hours of sound sleep. The day ahead
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would require vigor and an especially clear mind, because Martine and Dustin Rhodes would
become far bigger players in this complex game than they had been thus far. Consequently, he
ordered Susan to overcome her emotions and finish getting dressed.

When she was in her panties and T-shirt once more, he said, “Get to your feet.”
She rose.

“You are a vision, daughter. I wish I could’ve gotten you on video tonight instead of next time.
Those sweet tears. Why, Daddy? Why? That was particularly poignant. I won’t ever forget that.
You’ve given me another albino-bats moment.”

Her attention had shifted from him.
He followed her gaze to the ming tree in the bronze pot atop the Biedermeier pedestal.

“Horticulture,” he said approvingly, “is a therapeutic pastime for an agoraphobic. Ornamental
plants allow you to remain in touch with the natural world beyond these walls. But when I'm
talking to you, I expect your attention to remain on me.”

She looked at him again. She was no longer weeping. The last of her tears were drying on her
face.

An oddness about her, subtle and indefinable, nagged at the doctor. The levelness of her stare.
The way her lips were pressed together, mouth pinched at the corners. Here was a tension
unrelated to her humiliation and shame.

“Spider mites,” he said.
He thought he saw worry crawling through her eyes.
“They’re hell on a ming tree, spider mites.”

Unmistakably, what spun across her face was a web of worry, but surely not about the health of
her houseplants.

Sensing trouble, Ahriman made an effort to clear the postcoital haze from his mind and
concentrate on Susan. “What are you worried about?”

“What am [ worried about?” she asked.
He rephrased the question as a command: “Tell me what you’re worried about.”

When she hesitated, he repeated the command, and she said, “The video.”

35

Valet’s hackles smoothed. He stopped growling. He became his familiar, tail-wagging,
affectionate self, insisted upon a cuddle, and then returned to his bed, where he dozed off as
though he had never been bothered.

Bound hand and foot at her insistence, even more profoundly subdued by three sleeping pills,
Martie was unnervingly still and silent. A few times, Dusty raised his head from the pillow and
leaned close to her, worried until he heard her faint respiration.
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Although he expected to lie awake all night, and therefore left his nightstand lamp aglow,
eventually he slept.

A dream stirred his sleep, blending dread and absurdity into a strange narrative that was
disturbing yet nonsensical.

He is lying in bed, atop the covers, fully dressed except for his shoes. Valet is not present. Across
the room, Martie sits in the lotus position on the dog's big sheepskin pillow, utterly still, eyes
closed, fingers laced in her lap, as though lost in meditation.

He and Martie are alone in the room, and yet he is talking to someone else. He can feel his lips
and tongue moving, and although he can hear his own voice reverberating—deep, hollow,
fuzzy—in the bones of his skull, he cannot quite make out a single word of what he is saying. The
pauses in his speech indicate that be is engaged in a conversation, not a monologue, but he can
hear no other voice, not a murmur, not a whisper

Beyond the window, the night is slashed by lightning, but no thunder

protests the wound, and no rain drizzles on the roof The only sound arises when a large bird flies
past the window, so close that one of its wings brushes the glass, and it squawks. Although the
creature appears and vanishes in an instant, Dusty somehow knows that it is a heron, and the cry
it makes seems to travel in a circle through the night, fading and then growing louder, again
faint but then near once more.

He becomes aware of an intravenous needle in his left arm. A plastic tube loops from the needle
to a clear plastic bag, which is plump with glucose and dangling from a pharmacy-style floor
lamp that serves as a makeshift IV rack.

Again the storm flashes and the huge heron passes the window in the pulsing glare, its shriek
traveling into the darkness behind the lightning.

The right sleeve of Dusty’s shirt is rolled higher than the left, because his blood pressure is being
taken; the pressure cuff of a sphygmomanometer wraps his upper arm. Black rubber tubing
extends from the cuff to the inflation bulb, which floats in midair like an object in zero gravity.
Strangely, as if in the grip of an unseen hand, the bulb is being rhythmically compressed and
released, while the pressure cuff tightens on his arm. If a third person is in the room, this
nameless visitor must have mastered the magic of invisibility.

When lightning flares again, it is born and comes to ground in the bedroom, not in the night
beyond the window. Many-legged, nimble, slowed from the speed of light to the speed of a cat,
the bolt hisses out of the ceiling as it usually sizzles from a cloud, springs to a metal picture
frame, from there to the television, and finally to the floor lamp that serves as an IV rack, spitting
sparks as it gnashes its bright teeth against the brass.

Immediately behind the leaping lightning swoops the big heron, having entered the bedroom
through a dosed window or a solid wall, its swordlike bill cracking wide as it shrieks. It's huge,
at least three feet, head to foot:

prehistoric-looking, with its pterodactyl glare. Shadows of wings wash the walls, fluttering
feathery forms in the flickering light.

Leading its shadow, the bird darts toward Dusty, and he knows it will stand upon his chest and
pluck out his eyes. His arms feel as if they are strapped to the bed, although the right is
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restrained only by the pressure cuff and the left is weighed down by nothing but the bracing
board that prevents him from bending his elbow while the needle is in the vein. Nevertheless, be
lies immobile, defenseless, as the bird shrieks toward him.

When lightning arcs from television to floor lamp, the dear-plastic glucose bag glows like the
gauzy sac in a pressurized gas lantern, and a hot rain

of brassy sparks—which ought to set the bedclothes afire but does not—showers upon Dusty. The
shadow of the descending heron shatters into as many black fragments as there are sparks, and
when the clouds of bright and dark mites swarm dazzlingly together, Dusty closes his eyes in
terror and confusion.

He is assured, perhaps by the invisible visitor, that he need not be afraid, hut when he opens his
eyes, he sees a fearsome thing hanging over him. The bird has been impossibly condensed,
crushed—twisted—squeezed, until it now fits inside the bulging glucose bag. In spite of this
compression, the heron remains recognizable—though it resembles a bird painted by some half-
baked Picasso wanna-be with a taste for the macabre. Worse, it is somehow still alive and
shrieking, a/though its shrill cries are muted by the clear walls of its plastic prison. It tries to
squirm inside the bag, tries to break free with sharp beak and talons, cannot, and rolls one bleak
black eye, glaring down at Dusty with demonic intensity.

He feels trapped, too, lying here helpless under the pendant bird: he with the weakness of one
crucified, it with the dark energy of an ornament fashioned for a Satanist's mock Christmas tree.
Then the heron dissolves into a bloody brown slush, and the clear fluid in the intravenous line
begins to cloud as the substance of the bird seeps out of the bag and downward, downward.
Watching this filthy murk contaminate the tube inch by inch, Dusty screams, but he makes no
sound. Paralyzed, drawing great draughts of air but as silently as one struggling to breathe in a
vacuum, he tries to lift his right hand and tear out the 1V, tries to cast himself” off the bed,
cannot, and he rolls his eyes, straining to see the last inch of the tube as the toxin reaches the
needle.

A terrible flash of inner heat, as though lightning arcs through his veins and arteries, is followed
by a shriek when the bird enters his blood. He feels it surging up his median basilic vein, through
biceps and into torso, and almost at once an intolerable fluttering arises within his heart, the
busy twitching-pecking-fluffing of something making a nest.

Still in the lotus position on Valet’s sheepskin pillow, Martie opens her eyes. They are not blue,
as before, but as black as her hair No whites at all:

Each socket is filled with a single, smooth, wet, convex blackness. Avian eyes are generally
round, and these are almond-shaped like those of a human being, but they are the eyes of the
heron nonetheless.

“Welcome,” she says.
Dusty snapped awake, so clearheaded the instant he opened his

eyes that he didn’t cry out or sit up in bed to orient himself. He lay very still, on his back, staring
at the ceiling.

His nightstand lamp was aglow, as he had left it. The floor lamp was beside the reading chair,
where it belonged; it had not been pressed into service as an IV stand.
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His heart didn’t flutter. It pounded. As far as he could tell, his heart was still his private domain,
where nothing roosted except his own hopes, anxieties, loves, and prejudices.

Valet snored softly.

Beside Dusty, Martie enjoyed the deep slumber of a good woman—albeit goodness was in this
case assisted by three doses of sleep-inducing antihistamines.

While the dream remained fresh, he walked around it in his mind, considering it from a variety of
perspectives. He tried to apply the lesson he had long ago learned from the pencil drawing of a
forest primeval that morphed into an image of a Gothic metropolis when it was approached
without preconceptions.

Ordinarily, he didn’t analyze his dreams.

Freud, however, had been convinced that fishy expressions of the subconscious could be seined
from dreams to provide a banquet for a psychoanalyst. Dr. Derek Lampton, Dusty’s stepfather,
fourth of Claudette’s four husbands, also cast his lines into that same sea and regularly reeled in
strange, squishy hypotheses that he force-fed to his patients without regard for the possibility that
they might be poisonous.

Because Freud and Lizard Lampton had faith in dreams, Dusty had never taken them seriously.
Now he was loath to admit there might be meaning in this one, and yet he sensed a morsel of
truth in it. Finding one scrap of clean fact in that heap of trash, however, was going to be a
Herculean task.

if his exceptional eidetic and audile memory preserved all the details of dreams as well as it
stored away real experiences, then at least he could be sure that if he sorted through the refuse of
this nightmare carefully enough, he would eventually find any shiny truth that might await
discovery like a piece of heirloom silverware accidentally thrown out with the dinner garbage.

36

“The video,” Susan repeated, in response to Ahriman’s inquiry, and once more she looked away
from him, toward the ming tree.

Surprised, the doctor smiled. “You’re still such a modest girl, considering the things you’ve
done. Relax, dear. I've made only one tape of you—a ninety-minute astonishment, I will admit—
and there’ll be just one more, next time we meet. Nobody but me gets to see my little home
movies. They will never be broadcast on CNN or NBC, I assure you. Although the Nielson
ratings would be through the roof, don’t you think?”

Susan continued to stare at the potted ming tree, but now the doctor understood why she was able
to look away from him even though he had commanded her to stand eye-to-eye. Shame was a
powerful force, from which she drew the strength for this one small rebellion. We all commit
acts that shame us, and with varying degrees of difficulty, we reach accommodation with
ourselves, forming pearls of guilt around each offending bit of moral grit. Guilt, unlike shame,
can be nearly as soothing as virtue, because the jagged edges of the thing that it encapsulates can
no longer be felt, and the guilt itself becomes the object of our interest. Susan could have made a
necklace from all the moments of shame to which Ahriman had subjected her but because she
was aware of the videotape record, she was not able to form her little pearls of guilt and thus
smooth the shame away.
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The doctor commanded her to look at him, and after a hesitation, she once more shifted her
attention from the ming tree to his eyes.

He instructed her to descend the steps of her subconscious, until she returned to the mind chapel,
from which he had previously allowed her to ascend a short distance in order to enhance their
play session.

When she was once more in that deep redoubt, her eyes jiggled briefly. Her personality had been
filtered from her and set aside, as a chef would strain the solids out of beef broth to make
bouillon, and now her mind was a pellucid liquid, waiting to be flavored according to Ahriman’s
recipe.

He said, “You will forget your father was here tonight. Memories of his face where you should
have seen mine, memories of his voice when you should have heard mine, are now dust, and less
than dust, all blown away. I am your doctor, not your father. Tell me who I am, Susan.”

Her whispery voice seemed to echo from a subterranean room:
“Dr. Ahriman.”

“As always, of course, you will have absolutely no accessible memory of what happened
between us, absolutely no accessible memory of my presence here tonight.”

In spite of his best efforts, somewhere memory survived, perhaps in an unknowable realm below
the subconscious. Otherwise, she would not suffer shame at all, because no recollection of these
depravities or those of other nights would remain. Her lingering shame was, in the doctor’s view,
proof of a sub-subconscious—a level even beneath the id—where experience left an indelible
mark. This deepest of all memory was, Ahriman believed, virtually inaccessible and of no danger
to him; he needed only to wipe clean the slates of her conscious and subconscious to be safe.

Some would have wondered if this sub-subconscious might be the soul. The doctor was not one
of them.

“If nevertheless you have any reason to feel that you have been sexually assaulted, any soreness
or other clue, you will suspect no one other than your estranged husband, Eric. Tell me now
whether or not you fully understand what I’ve just said.”

A spasm of REM accompanied her reply, as if the specified memories were being shaken out of
her through her oscillating eyes: “I understand.”

“But you are strictly forbidden from confronting Eric with your suspicions."
“Forbidden. I understand.”
“Good.”

Ahriman yawned. Regardless of how much fun a play session had been, it was ultimately
diminished by the need to clean up at the end, to put away the toys and straighten the room.
Although he understood why neatness and order were absolute necessities, he begrudged the time
spent on this put-away period as much now as he had when he was a boy.

“Please lead me to the kitchen,” he requested, yawning around his words.

Still graceful in spite of the crude use to which she had been put, Susan moved through the dark
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apartment with the fluid suppleness of a pale koi swimming in a midnight pond.

In the kitchen, as thirsty as any player would be after a long and demanding game, Ahriman said,
“Tell me what beer you have?”

“Tsingtao.”
“Open one for me.”

She got a bottle from the refrigerator, fumbled in a drawer in the dark until she found an opener,
and popped the cap off the beer.

While in this apartment, the doctor took care to touch as seldom as possible those surfaces on
which fingerprints could be left.

He hadn’t yet decided if eventually Susan would self-destruct when he was finished with her. If
he concluded that suicide would be sufficiently entertaining, then her long and depressing
struggle to overcome agoraphobia would provide a convincing motive, and her handwritten
farewell note would close the case without a rigorous investigation. More likely, she would be
used in the bigger game with Martie and Dusty, culminating in mass murder in Malibu.

Other options included arranging to have Susan murdered by her estranged husband or even by
her best friend. If Eric snuffed her, a homicide investigation would ensue—even if he phoned the
cops from the scene, confessed, blew his own brains out, and fell dead beside his wife, with all
the forensic evidence supporting the conclusion that an ugly domestic altercation was to blame.
Then the Scientific Investigation Division would move in, with their pocket protectors and bad
haircuts, seeking fingerprints with powders, iodines, silver nitrate solutions, ninhydrin solutions,
cyanoacrylate

fumes, even with methanol solution of rhodamine 6G and an argo ion laser. If Ahriman had
inadvertently left a single print where these tedious but meticulous scientific types thought to
look for it, his life would be changed, and not for the better.

His well-placed friends could ensure that he was not easily brought to trial. Evidence would
disappear or be altered. Police detectives and prosecutors in the district attorney’s office would
repeatedly screw up, and those obstructionists who tried to conduct a credible investigation
would have their lives complicated and even ruined by all manner of troubles and tragedies that
would appear to have nothing whatsoever to do with Dr. Ahriman.

His friends would not be able to prevent him from falling under suspicion, however, or be able to
protect him from sensationalistic speculations in the media. He would become a celebrity of
sorts. That was not acceptable. Fame would cramp his style.

When he accepted the bottle of Tsingtao from Susan, he thanked her, and she said, “You’re
welcome.”

Regardless of the circumstances, the doctor believed that good manners should be observed.
Civilization is the greatest game of all, a wonderfully elaborate communal tournament in which
one must play well in order to have the license to pursue secret pleasures; mastering its rules—
manners, etiquette—is essential to successful gamesmanship.

Politely, Susan followed him to the door, where he paused to communicate his final instructions
for the night. “Assure me that you’re listening, Susan.”
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“I’m listening.’
“Be calm.”
“I'm calm.”
“Be obedient.”
“Yes.”

“The winter storm—"

“The storm is you,” she replied.

“—hid in the bamboo grove—"

“The grove is me.”

“—and quieted away.”

“In the quiet, I will learn what is wanted,” Susan said.

“After I leave, you will close the kitchen door, engage all the locks, and wedge the chair under
the knob, just as it was. You will

return to bed, lie down, switch off the lamp, and close your eyes. Then, in your mind, you will
leave the chapel where you are now. When you close the chapel door behind you, all recollection
of what has happened from the moment you picked up the telephone and heard my voice until
you wake in bed will have been erased—every sound, every image, every detail, every nuance
will vanish from your memory, never to be recovered. Then, counting to ten, you will ascend the
stairs, and when you reach ten, you will regain full consciousness. When you open your eyes,
you will believe you have awakened from a refreshing sleep. If you understand all that I’ve said,
please tell me so.”

“I understand.”

“Good night, Susan.”

“Good night,” she said, opening the door for him.

He stepped out onto the landing and whispered, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”

She softly closed the door.

Like an invading armada that meant to steal all memory of the world from those sleeping in their
cozy homes, galleons of heavy fog sailed in from the sea, plundering all color first, then detail,
depth, and shape.

From the other side of the door came the sound of the security chain sliding into the latch-plate
slot.

The first dead bolt snapped shut, followed a moment later by the second.

Smiling, nodding with satisfaction, the doctor drank a little beer and stared at the steps in front of
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him, waiting. Glistening dewdrops, cold on the gray rubber treads: tears on a dead face.

The back rail of the maple chair rapped once against the other side of the door as Susan wedged it
under the knob.

Now she would be padding barefoot back to bed.

Without need of the handrail, as nimble as a boy, Dr. Ahriman went down the steep stairs,
turning up the collar of his coat as he descended.

The bricks on the front patio were wet and as dark as blood. As far as he could discern in the fog,
the boardwalk beyond the patio appeared to be deserted.

The gate in the white picket fence squeaked. In this earthbound
cloud bank, the sound was muffled, too slight even to prick the ears of a cat on guard for mice.
Departing, the doctor averted his face from the house. He had been equally discreet upon arrival.

No lights had shone at the windows earlier. None were visible now. The retirees renting the
lower two floors were no doubt snug under their blankets, as oblivious as their parakeets dozing
in covered cages.

Nevertheless, Ahriman took sensible precautions. He was the lord of memory, but not everyone
was susceptible to his mind-clouding power.

Its voice muted by the dense mist, the lazy surf crumbling to shore was less a sound than a
vibration, less heard than felt as a tingle in the chilly air.

Palm trees hung limp. Condensation dripped from the points of every blade of every frond, like
clear venom from the tongues of serpents.

He paused to look up at the fog-veiled crowns of the palms, suddenly uneasy for reasons he
could not identify. After a moment, puzzled, he took another swallow of beer and continued
along the boardwalk.

His Mercedes was two blocks away. He encountered no one en route.

Parked under a huge, dripping Indian laurel, the black sedan plinked, tinked, and tatted like an
out-of-tune xylophone.

In the car, as he was about to start the engine, Ahriman paused again, still uneasy, brought closer
to the source of his uneasiness by the tuneless music of water droplets snapping steel. Finishing
the beer, he stared out at the massive overhanging canopy of the laurel, as if revelation awaited
him in the complex patterns of those branches.

When revelation didn’t come, he started the car and drove west on Balboa Boulevard, toward the
head of the peninsula.

At three o’clock in the morning, traffic was light. He saw only three moving vehicles in the first
two miles, their headlights ringed by fuzzy aureoles in the fog. One was a police car, heading
down the peninsula, in no hurry.

Across the bridge to Pacific Coast Highway, glancing at the westernmost channel of the huge
harbor to his right, where yachts loomed like ghost ships at docks and moorings in the mist, and
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then south along the coast, all the way into Corona Del Mar, he puzzled over the cause of his
uneasiness, until he came to a stop at a red traffic light and found his attention drawn to a large
California pepper tree, lacy and elegant, rising out of low cascades of red bougainvillea. He
thought of the potted ming tree with the sprays of ivy at its base.

The ming tree. The ivy.

The traffic light changed to green.

So green, her eyes riveted on the ming tree.

The doctor’s mind raced, but he kept his foot hard on the brake pedal.

Only when the light turned yellow did he finally drive through the deserted intersection. He
pulled to the curb in the next block, stopped, but didn’t switch off the engine.

An expert on the nature of memory, he now applied his knowledge to a meticulous search of his
own recollections of events in Susan Jagger’s bedroom.

37

Nine.

Waking in darkness, Susan Jagger thought she heard someone speak that number. Then she
surprised herself by saying, “Ten.”

Tense, listening for movement, she wondered if she had spoken both numbers or whether her ten
had been a reply.

A minute passed, another, with no sound but her low breathing, and then, when she held her
breath, no sound at all. She was alone.

According to the glowing numbers on the digital clock, it was shortly after three in the morning.
Apparently she had been asleep more than two hours.

Finally she sat up in bed and switched on the lamp.

The half-finished glass of wine. The book tumbled among the rumpled bedclothes. The blind-
covered windows, the furniture—all as it should be. The ming tree.

She raised her hands to her face and smelled them. She sniffed her right forearm, as well, and
then her left.

His scent. Unmistakable. Partly sweat, partly the lingering fragrance of his preferred soap.
Perhaps he used a scented hand lotion, as well.

If she could trust her memory, this was not how Eric smelled. Yet she remained convinced that
he, and no other, was her too-real incubus.

Even without the residual scent, she would have known that he

had paid her a visit while she slept. A soreness here, a tenderness there. The faint ammonia odor
of his semen.
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When she threw back the covers and got out of bed, she felt his viscid essence continuing to seep
from her, and she shuddered.

At the Biedermeier pedestal, she parted the concealing runners of ivy to reveal the camcorder
under the ming tree. At most, the cassette could contain a few remaining feet of unused tape, but
the camera was still recording.

She switched it off and extracted it from the pot.

Her curiosity and eagerness for justice were suddenly outweighed by her disgust. She put the
camcorder on the nightstand and hurried into the bathroom.

Often, upon awakening to the discovery that she had been used, Susan’s disgust settled into
nausea, and she purged herself, as if by emptying her stomach she could turn back the clock to
just prior to dinner and, therefore, to a time hours before she had been violated. Now, however,
the nausea passed when she reached the bathroom.

She wanted to take a long and extremely hot shower with lots of fragrant soap and shampoo,
scrubbing herself vigorously with a loofah sponge. She was tempted, in fact, to shower first and
watch the video later, because she felt dirtier than ever before, intolerably filthy, as though she
were smeared with a vile grime she couldn’t see, acrawl with hordes of microscopic parasites.

The videotape first. The truth. Then the cleansing.

Although she was able to delay her shower, repulsion drove her to strip out of her clothes and
wash her privates. She scrubbed her face, too, and then her hands, and she gargled with a mint-
flavored mouthwash.

She tossed the T-shirt into the clothes hamper. The panties, with his odious ooze, she placed atop
the closed lid of the hamper, because she didn’t intend to launder them.

If she had captured the intruder on videotape, she probably had all the evidence she needed to file
rape charges. Preserving a semen sample for DNA testing was nonetheless wise.

Her condition and demeanor on the tape would no doubt convince the authorities that she had
been drugged—not a willing participant, but a victim. Yet when she called the police, she would
ask them to take a blood sample from her as soon as possible, while traces of the drug remained
in her system.

Once she knew the camcorder had worked, that the image was good, and that she had irrefutable
proof against Eric, she would be tempted to phone him before ringing the cops. Not to accuse
him. To ask why. Why this viciousness? Why this secretive scheming? Why would he jeopardize
her life and sanity with some devil’s brew of narcotics? Why such hatred?

She wouldn’t make that call, however, because alerting him might be dangerous. It was
forbidden.

Forbidden. What an odd thought.

She realized that she had used the same word with Martie. Maybe it was the right word, because
what Eric had done to her was worse than abuse, seemed to be beyond mere unlawful behavior,
felt almost like an act of sacrilege. Marriage vows are sacred, after all, or ought to be; therefore,
these assaults were arguably profane, forbidden.
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In the bedroom again, she dressed in a clean T-shirt and fresh panties. The thought of being
naked while watching the hateful video was intolerable.

She sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the camera from the nightstand. She rewound the
cassette.

The preview window on the camcorder provided a three-inch-square image. She saw herself
returning to the bed after starting the tape, which she’d done a few minutes past midnight.

The single bedside lamp provided adequate—though not ideal— light for videotaping.
Consequently, the clarity of the image on the small preview window was not good.

She ejected the cassette from the camcorder, put it in the VCR, and turned on the television.
Holding the remote control in both hands, she sat on the foot of the bed and watched with
fascination and apprehension.

She saw herself as she had been at midnight, returning to the bed after resetting the tape in the
camcorder, saw herself get into bed and switch off the TV.

For a moment, she sits in bed, listening intently to the silent apartment. Then as she reaches for
the book, the telephone rings.

Susan frowned. She had no recollection of having received a phone call.
She picks up the handset. “Hello?”
At best the videotape could provide her with only one side of the

telephone conversation. Her distance from the camcorder ensured that some of her words were
fuzzy, but what she heard made even less sense than she had expected.

Hurrying, she hangs up the phone, gets out of bed, and leaves the room.

From the moment she had taken the call, there had been subtle changes in her face and body
language that she perceived but could not easily define. Subtle as those changes were, however,
as she watched herself leaving this bedroom, she seemed to be watching a stranger.

She waited half a minute, and then fast-forwarded through the tape until she saw movement.

Shadowy forms in the hallway beyond the open bedroom door Then she herself returning. Behind
her, a man moves out of the dark hail, across the threshold. Dr. Ahriman.

Astonishment left Susan breathless. Stiller than stone, colder, too, she was suddenly deaf to the
audio portion of the tape, deaf to her own heartbeat, as well. She sat like a marble maiden
sculpted for the focal point of a boxwood-hedge parterre in a formal garden, and here misplaced.

After a moment, astonishment spawned disbelief, and she inhaled sharply. She pressed the pause
button on the remote control.

In the frozen image, she sat on the edge of the bed, rather as she was sitting now. Ahriman stood
over her.

She pressed rewind, reversing herself and the doctor out of the room. Then she touched play and
watched the shadows in the hallway resolve into people once more, half convinced that this time
Eric would follow her across the threshold. Because Dr. Ahriman—his being here was
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impossible. He was ethical. Widely admired. So professional. Compassionate. Concerned.
Simply impossible: here, like this. She would have been no more disbelieving if she had seen her
own father on the tape, and less shocked if what followed her into the room had been a demonic
incubus with horns sprouting from its forehead, eyes as yellow and radiant as those of a cat. Tall,
self-assured, and hornless, here came Ahriman once more, puncturing disbelief.

Handsome as ever handsome in an actorly way, the doctor’s face was the stage for an expression
she had never before seen on it. Not entirely raw lust, as might have been expected, although lust
was a component. Not a mask of madness, though his chiseled features

were ever so slightly misaligned, as if they were being distorted by some inner pressure that had
only just begun to build. Studying his face, Susan at last recognized the attitude: smugness.

This wasn’t the prim-mouth, pinched-eye, cocked-head smugness of a moralizing preacher or of
a temperance-sotted prude announcing his disdain for all those who drank, who smoked, and who
ate a high-cholesterol diet. Here, instead, was the smirking superiority of an adolescent. Once he
passed through the bedroom doorway, Ahriman had the lazy posture, the loose-limbed
movements, and the cockiness of a schoolboy who believed that all adults were morons—and a
shiny, hot-eyed stare of squirmy pubescent need.

This criminal and the psychiatrist whose office she attended twice each week were physically
identical. The difference between them was entirely one of attitude. And yet the difference was
so alarming that her heart rapped hard and fast.

Her disbelief gave way to anger and to a sense of betrayal so intense that she spat out a series of
expletives, in a bitter voice unlike her own, as if she suffered from Tourette’s syndrome.

On the tape, the doctor moved out of frame to the armchair.
He orders her to crawl to him, and crawl she does.

Watching this record of her humiliation was almost more than Susan could bear, but she did not
press stop, because watching fed her anger, and that was good right now. Anger gave her
strength, empowered her after sixteen months of feeling powerless.

She fast-forwarded until she and the doctor returned to the frame. They were naked now.

Grim-faced, using the fast-forward button several times, she watched a series of depravities
interspersed with periods of ordinary sex that seemed, by comparison, as innocent as teenagers
necking.

How he could effect this control of her, how he could erase such shocking events from her
mind—these mysteries seemed as deep as the origins of the universe and the meaning of life. She
was overcome by a feeling of unreality, as though nothing in the world was what it appeared to
be, all of it just an elaborate stage setting and the people merely players.

This trash on the TV was real, however, as real as the stains in the underwear that she had left on
the hamper lid in the bathroom.

Leaving the tape running, she turned away from the television
and went to the phone. She keyed in two digits—9, 1—but not the second 1.

If she called the police, she would have to open the door to let them into the apartment. They

169



might want her to go with them somewhere, to make a full statement, or to a hospital emergency
room to be examined for indications of rape that later would be useful evidence in court.

Although strong with anger, she was not nearly strong enough to overcome her agoraphobia. The
mere thought of going outside was enough to bring the familiar panic back into her heart.

She would do what was necessary, go where they wanted, as often as they wanted. She would do
anything she was required to do if it would put the sick son of a bitch Ahriman behind bars for a
long, long time.

The prospect of going outside with strangers, however, was too distressing to contemplate, even
if those strangers were policemen. She needed the support of a friend, someone she trusted with
her life, because going outside felt as close to death as anything but dying itself.

She called Martie and got the answering machine. She knew their phone didn’t ring through to
their bedroom at night, but one of them might be awakened by the ringing down the hall, might
go to Martie’s office out of curiosity, to see who was phoning at this ungodly hour.

After the beep, Susan said, “Martie, it’s me. Martie, are you there?” She paused. “Listen, if
you’re there, for God’s sake, pickup.” Nothing. “It isn’t Eric, Martie. It’s Ahriman. It’s Ahriman.
I’ve got the bastard on videotape. The bastard—after the good deal he got on his house. Martie,
please, please, call me. I need help.”

Suddenly sick to her stomach again, she hung up.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Susan clenched her teeth and put one cold hand on the nape of her
neck, the other on her abdomen. The spasm of nausea passed.

She glanced at the television—and looked at once away.
Staring at the phone, willing it to ring, she said, “Martie, please. Call me. Now, now.”
The half glass of wine had been sitting untouched for hours. She drained it.

She pulled open the top drawer in her nightstand and withdrew the pistol that she kept for
protection.

As far as she knew, Ahriman never visited her twice in one night. As far as she knew.

She suddenly realized the absurdity of something she had said to Martie’s answering machine:
The bastard—after the good deal he got on his house. She had sold Mark Ahriman his current
residence eighteen months ago, two months before the onset of her agoraphobia. She represented
the seller, and the doctor walked in during an open house, and he asked her to represent him as
well. She’d done a damn good job looking after the interests of buyer and seller, but it was
admittedly a stretch to expect that if her client was a seriously demented sociopathic rapist, he
would cut her a little slack because she had been an ethical Realtor.

She started to laugh, choked on the laugh, sought refuge in the wine, realized none was left, and
put down the empty glass in favor of the handgun. “Martie, please. Call, call.”

The telephone rang.

She set the gun aside and snatched up the phone.
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“Yeah,” she said.
Before she could say more, a man said, “Ben Marco.”

“I’m listening.”

38

Having rebuilt the dream in his memory, Dusty walked through it as though touring a museum,
leisurely contemplating each Gothic image. Heron at the window, heron in the room. Silent
strikes of lambent lightning in a thunderless, rainless storm. Brass tree with glucose fruit. Martie
meditating.

Studying the nightmare, Dusty was increasingly convinced that a monstrous truth was concealed
in it, like a scorpion waiting in the smallest container in a stack of Chinese boxes. This particular
stack contained a lot of boxes, however, many of them tricky to open, and the truth remained
hidden, poised to sting.

Eventually, frustrated, he got out of bed and went to the bathroom. Martie was sleeping so
soundly, was cuffed and hobbled so securely by Dusty’s neckties, that she was unlikely either to
wake up or to leave the room while he was away from her side.

A few minutes later, as he was washing his hands at the bathroom sink, Dusty was visited by a
revelation. It was not a sudden insight into the meaning of the dream, but an answer to a question
over which he’d been puzzling earlier, before Martie had awakened and demanded to be tied
hand and foot.

Missions.

Skeet’s haiku.

Clear cascades. Into the waves scatter Blue pine needles.
The pine needles were missions, Skeet had said.

Trying to make sense of this, Dusty had made a mental list of synonyms for mission, but nothing
he’d come up with had furthered his understanding. Task. Work. Chore. Job. Calling. Vocation.
Career Church.

Now, as he held his hands under the hot