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  For Uncle Pete, whose smile and gentle way gave my family a better understanding of love.


  Prologue


  Stacey Oberman made the worst decision of her life that hot late Sunday morning in August when she followed the garage mechanic’s advice and turned off the main highway to take the shortcut that would supposedly save her “the best part of a good hour.”


  She had pulled into the garage when the red warning signal lit on her dashboard. The car was still moving well, but she didn’t want it to break down with her five-year-old daughter Tami inside and on this highway. Although it was a well-paved road, the distances between houses and villages seemed enormous to one who had lived most of her life on Jerome Avenue in the Bronx.


  She was on her way upstate to join her husband David who was an engineer working for a firm constructing a multimillion-dollar sewer plant and system for a township in the Catskills. He had called to say that he’d be stuck there for a good week and a half, maybe even two. Usually he returned to their home in Mount Kisco late in the day from the site or remained overnight only one or two nights.


  Despite the demands of his job, Stacey and David were rarely separated more than one or two nights at a time. It was an important accomplishment for them, not because they didn’t trust one another when they were apart for longer periods of time so much as they sincerely enjoyed and needed one another. Both were only children and both had already lost their parents.


  In anticipation of her arrival, David had booked a larger room in one of the nearby resorts, rather than remain in a motel. Stacey was looking forward to making this something of a holiday in the famous Catskill hotel. During the day, she would enjoy the resort’s facilities, and when David returned late in the afternoon, they would go to dinner, hire a hotel babysitter, and go to the nightclub to dance and see the entertainment.


  “It’ll take you about two hours to get here,” David told her when he gave her the directions. She was doing well until she stopped at the garage, but this was something her father used to do when they traveled—confirm and reconfirm his itinerary whenever possible. She had suspected she might have taken a wrong turn anyway, and when the dashboard light went on, it seemed an opportune time to halt and get directions.


  The mechanic had misread the problem. Most of the water had boiled out of the car’s radiator, but because everything seemed to be working right, he just read it as poor maintenance. Women and automobiles, he thought to himself, there ought to be a law against it. When Stacey told him where she was going, he nodded and described the shortcut to her. All she could think about was surprising David with her earlier arrival.


  Although the side road was obviously less traveled, it didn’t look in any poorer shape than the main road. She was encouraged by the smoothness of the macadam because she had almost hesitated to take it, thinking it might turn out to be some cowpath. She had heard about those kind of shortcuts in the country. This road beckoned. Almost as if alive, waiting.


  She passed one small house on the right and then rode for what seemed to be a good couple of miles before she saw another. Tami had gone back to playing with her Cabbage Patch doll and the set of plastic teacups. Stacey had the radio on, happy that she could still pull in WNYN. Perhaps she had had it on too loud because she didn’t hear what finally sounded like a small siren going off in the engine until it was far too late.


  The sound and the sight of the steam rising up from under the car hood threw her into a panic. She hit the brakes and pulled the car off to the side, turning off the engine quickly. She envisioned some kind of an explosion. It sounded like a huge teapot boiling over.


  “Damn.”


  “What is it, Mommy?”


  “Car trouble. That man didn’t fix our problem back there.”


  “What are we goin’ to do?”


  “I don’t know.”


  When she opened the door, Tami climbed over the seat from the rear to follow her. Stacey looked at the steaming engine and then down the road behind them. There wasn’t another car in sight. “Leave it to me to screw things up,” she said.


  “What d’ya mean, Mommy?”


  “I don’t know. We gotta get help, I know that.”


  “Are we going to call Daddy?”


  “I hope not. He’d love having to come driving down here searching for us. I’m not even sure where we are.” She reached into the car to get the map off the seat. “I know we’re supposed to come out here and we were over here, so we must be somewhere in this area,” she said, really talking to herself. “Don’t get too close to the front of the car,” she warned when Tami wandered away from her.


  Sometimes, when you let the car cool down, she thought, you can drive it again for a while. The clouds overhead looked bruised and angry. A storm was sweeping in from the west, and thunder rolled in the distance. “Great,” she muttered, and remembering the car, she said, “I guess we’ll give it a few minutes.”


  “Mommy, look,” Tami said. She had gone far enough ahead to look just beyond the bend.


  “What?”


  “A house. A big house.”


  “A house? Where?” Stacey said, and craned her neck. Then she saw: set on a slight incline stood a three-story Victorian manor house, weathered from age and neglect but obviously equipped with modern conveniences. There were no telephone lines, however, extending from the house to the main road, but she thought that they maybe relied on cables buried underground. Several outbuildings encircled the large house. “Oh, thank God. Good work, Tami.”


  “We’re going to go there?”


  “Sure. The least we’ll find is a phone. I’d like to call that mechanic and give him a wherefore. All right,” she said after she locked the car doors, “let’s go for a walk.”


  “I want Sooey. I forgot Sooey.”


  “It’s just for a few minutes, Tami. Your doll will be all right.”


  “I want Sooey,” she repeated much softer, her face beginning to crumple.


  “Okay, okay. I don’t know why I’m locking the car up here anyway. There are probably only rabbits and deer around.”


  “I wanna see a rabbit.”


  “Just keep your eyes open as we walk. You’ll see one, I’m sure. Let’s go,” she added, handing the doll to Tami. She took her daughter’s left hand in hers and they started up the road toward the house. As they drew closer, Stacey could see that it was a small farm. There was a long chicken coop and a nice size barn to the far side. The pasture was well behind the house. A tractor was parked next to a station wagon in the driveway.


  “You’ll see a lot of animals here,” Stacey said. They turned into the driveway, but before they reached the front of the house, a rather big man dressed in coveralls came out of the garage. He was tanned dark by the sun, and his features could be called handsome: sharp and angular and framed by medium-cropped hair. He looked to be in his mid-forties, since the complexion was slightly lined, but these farmers spent years in the fields and aged quickly, she thought. He was wiping his hands on a rag.


  At least a hundred times afterward, Stacey would reprimand herself for not paying attention to the bad feeling she got when she looked into the man’s face. Although the look wasn’t exactly the same, she had seen something similar in the face of the man who had mugged her and Fredda Benson on the subway two years ago. It was all in the eyes, the wild, mad look of a trapped animal, something suffering deep internal, almost inexpressible pain. Gulping down her apprehension as her daughter tugged her arm, she started forward, schooling her features into as cheery and relaxed a mask as she could muster. Thunder rolled again in the distance.


  “Hi,” she said, waving. “We need some help.”


  “What’s the problem?”


  “My car broke down,” she said. “I shouldn’t have taken this road, I know; but that mechanic back in the garage…”


  He nodded as if he knew from previous experience. Before he could say anything, though, the screen door in the front of the house opened and a tall, large-boned girl stepped out. Stacey thought she was obviously this man’s daughter and she felt sorry for her immediately. She had taken after her father when it came to some physical characteristics. Dark locks framed her face, and her most striking feature were high cheekbones that gave her an off-kilter, angelic look. But there the resemblance ended.


  “Get back inside,” the man said. His daughter didn’t listen and drew closer. Stacey could see what had saddened her on first glimpse of the girl. She was retarded and the results were a kind of stumpiness in her facial features. Her forehead sloped slightly and her nose was too broad. Some drool lined the sides of her mouth and dirt streaked her neck and the bottom of her right cheek as if personal grooming was occasional at most. She wore a faded one-piece brown dress whose hem had fallen out. She was sockless and bad insect bites pocked her calves. Holes ruptured both her sneakers.


  Tami was fascinated by her. The girl had fixed quickly on Tami’s Cabbage Patch doll. She pointed to it and laughed.


  “Didn’t you hear what I told you?” the man snarled. Creases lined his forehead and his smoldering eyes looked dangerous.


  “That’s all right,” Stacey said. She was embarrassed by his show of raw anger and hoped to get back on track. “Hello. What’s your name?” The girl looked up at her and then at her father. There was tremendous fear in her face. “This is my daughter, Tami. Tami, say hello to…”


  “Her name’s Shirley,” the man said. “All right.” He signaled to his daughter and Shirley moved closer to Tami. She reached out to touch the doll and Tami pulled back.


  “That’s okay, Tami,” Stacey said. “You can let her touch Sooey. She calls her Sooey,” she explained to the man, but his face remained stern. Others always smiled on hearing the doll’s name.


  “What’s wrong with your car?” he asked.


  Stacey cleared her throat, glad they were moving on. An occasional raindrop was beginning to fall. “It keeps overheating. I thought this mechanic fixed it, but…”


  “Where is it?”


  “Just over that rise back there,” she said, pointing.


  The retarded girl seized the doll firmly in her grasp and scampered back to the house. Tami started to cry. “Oh, Jesus,” Stacey said. “That doll’s precious to her,” she explained. Shirley stopped on the porch and looked back.


  “She just wants you to play with her,” the man said to Tami. “Go on. It’s starting to rain anyway.”


  Stacey was surprised by his tone. It was more like a command. She put her arm around Tami and drew her closer.


  “She’s afraid,” she said.


  “Yeah,” he said.


  Before either of them could say anything else, the screen door opened again and a tall, slim woman emerged. She stepped forward with the timidity of a bird. Stacey was impressed with the size of her eyes because her face was so drawn and sallow. She looked like someone who was continually in a state of terror.


  “Is it Marlene?” she asked.


  The man looked at Stacey and then back at his wife. Shirley was hugging the porch post with her right arm and clinging to the doll with her left.


  “Yeah, it’s Marlene,” he said.


  “Pardon?” Stacey asked.


  “It’s nothing,” the man said. He looked down at Tami again. “Why don’t you go play? Tell her to go play. I’ll go look at your car.”


  The rain began to fall harder. Stacey realized her options were diminishing rapidly. “Okay,” Stacey said. “Do you have a phone inside that I could use?”


  “We don’t have a phone,” he said.


  “No phone?” She smiled incredulously. So her original fear had been right; they didn’t have underground cables.


  “No need. Go on. Shirley likes to play,” he said to Tami.


  “We’ll both go,” Stacey said. She started toward the house, consoling herself that once the man repaired the car she could drive back to the station and phone David. The woman remained where she was, staring out at her, her right hand against her cheek as though she just remembered something important. “Hello,” Stacey offered. The woman smiled.


  “Where have you been?” she asked.


  “Where have I been?” Stacey kept her smile. “I think you’re mistaking me for someone else. You see, we were driving along this road…”


  “And Donna, where have you been? Shirley missed you.”


  “No,” Stacey said, “this is my daughter Tami.” She looked back. The man had started down the road toward her car. She took a deep breath and shook her head. She didn’t know what the hell this was, but if she could put up with it long enough for him to do what had to be done, it would be all right.


  Shirley held the doll out for Tami to take back. Tami reached out quickly, but the girl, teasing her, jumped off the porch and started around the house.


  “Go on,” the woman said, “Shirley wants to play.”


  “I want my doll back.”


  “Just go on. Shirley will give it back to you, Donna.”


  “No, her name’s Tami. I don’t think she feels comfortable enough to—”


  “Go on,” the woman said. Her words carried the same tone of command as her husband’s. Shirley appeared at the corner of the house.


  “Come on,” she said. “Come on and I’ll give you the doll.”


  Tami looked up at Stacey and then started off the porch. Stacey reached out for her to hold her back, but the woman stepped forward.


  “Oh, let them play,” she said. “It’s so good for Shirley. You can imagine how hard it is for her out here all alone, waiting for Donna to come back.”


  “Her name isn’t Donna. Don’t you understand?”


  “Of course I understand,” she said, smiling widely. Her teeth looked like tiny pearls. This woman has such small features, Stacey thought, compared to her husband; yet the daughter appears to have inherited nothing from her.


  Tami joined the retarded girl at the corner of the house and then disappeared when the girl grabbed her arm and dragged her around it. Stacey started after her.


  “Don’t worry about them,” the woman said, seizing her arm. Stacey was shocked at the power in her grip. She looked to be bones and skin, but there was obviously a nervous energy that translated itself into physical prowess. “Come and have some fresh lemonade.”


  “I…are they going to be all right? It’s raining.”


  “Of course. There are buildings out back.”


  “How old is Shirley?”


  “Shirley will be ten next month. But you know that, Marlene. Why do you ask such a question?” She looked like she was going to laugh. “Are you teasing me again? Gerald said you would.”


  “No. I’m not Marlene. My name is Stacey Oberman. Listen,” she said, stretching to see over the rise in the road, “I’d better get my daughter and join your husband at the car.”


  “Oh, no, don’t do that. Not now. Not while they’re playing so well.”


  “But I’ve got to get on my way. My husband is expecting us and he’ll be—”


  “You can’t leave us now,” she said. She looked toward the road. “You’ve got to wait for the car anyway.” Stacey sighed with frustration. “Come in and have some lemonade. I just made it and you know how you like my lemonade.”


  “I never had your lemonade,” Stacey said with a growing fatigue.


  “Teasing again,” the woman sang. She laughed and opened the screen door. “Come on.”


  “Oh damn,” Stacey muttered. “Tami,” she shouted.


  “I think they’re inside,” the woman said. “I think they came in through the back door.”


  Stacey looked at her suspiciously. Then she listened for some sounds from within the house. She heard nothing.


  “I don’t hear them in there.”


  “Listen,” the woman said. “Shirley?” she called.


  “Yes,” Shirley replied. They were inside.


  “I can’t believe this,” Stacey said. She was really annoyed now. The woman held the screen door opened for her and she walked in behind her. There was a heavy, musty scent to the house. She thought it smelled like stale urine, like entrances to subway stations often smelled.


  It must have been a magnificent house at one time, she thought as she walked down the long hallway toward what she imagined was the kitchen, an old Victorian structure which had only recently passed its heyday. A stairwell spiraled upward halfway down the hall. Its steps looked worn, but the mahogany banister shone as though recently polished. The woman stopped at the foot of it.


  “They went upstairs to Shirley’s room,” she said. “Shirley?”


  “Yes,” came the reply from upstairs.


  “Tami,” Stacey called. There was no reply. “Where is my daughter?”


  “She’s upstairs. Let them play.”


  “I must see her,” Stacey said. She started up the stairs.


  “Why don’t you just let them play?”


  “Tami, come out here this instant.” She continued up the steps. The woman started up behind her.


  “You’re such a tease,” she said.


  “Tami.” Stacey got to the top of the stairway and looked down the hallway. There was no sign of anyone. “Tami, dammit, answer me.”


  “It’s the first room to the right,” the woman said. Stacey looked back at her and then started down the corridor. When she got to the first room on the right, she hesitated because it appeared so cavernous inside.


  “Tami,” she whispered on the threshold.


  “Go in if you have to.”


  “They’re not in here,” she said after stepping forward. “Where are they?” she demanded. She started to run but the woman pushed her so hard that she flew forward, tripping over her own feet and falling to the hardwood floor.


  She barely had time to shout before the door slammed and the key turned in its lock. Scrambling to her feet, she stood in pitch blackness. The four windows lining the room were boarded over.


  “Tami,” she shouted and rushed to the door. She pulled on the knob in vain and pounded as hard as she could. “Tami, Tami, Tami! Let me out!”


  She listened. It was so silent beyond the wooden door that she thought the woman had left.


  “Please, let me out!” she screamed and waited a moment for the response.


  The woman must have had her mouth right up against the door and the doorjamb because her whisper came through very clearly.


  “You’re such a tease,” she said and then she was gone.


  1


  David Oberman spread the plans for the sewer plant storage room onto the wide counter table in the forty-by-twelve-foot administration trailer to study the problem Bill Cullen, the project foreman, had presented. Cullen, a tall, stout man whose nondescript face was framed by curly black hair, showed his impatience by taking hold of the document and unrolling it faster than David had intended. But David remained unirked. Perhaps his most outstanding personality trait, marking him for an executive position, was his remarkable ability to remain cool and even-tempered under fire. Rarely was he panicked or pressured into a decision about anything.


  David was aware of this characteristic of his. Sometimes he wondered if it wasn’t really a fault. How many times had Stacey been frustrated because he wasn’t as excited or as intense about something as she was? She would call him at work, nearly hysterical because the washing machine wouldn’t change cycle and rinse, or she would get frightened by a fever Tami had developed and he would act so coolly and nonchalant her anger was only fanned.


  Afterward, when calm was restored, he would say, “What’s the point in getting emotional, Stace? You only add to the confusion.” She would admit he was right, but he could still sense her dissatisfaction. A show of emotion indicated a commitment in the eyes of most people; it demonstrated a seriousness and purposefulness they otherwise didn’t believe you had.


  But he couldn’t help possessing such a high toleration point. The people who respected him for it, like Mr. Messant, the president of the firm, complimented him for being made of “sterner stuff.” They liked the fact that nothing seemed to rattle his good sense, that he could be relied upon in a crisis. It was certainly a major reason why he had soared through the firm’s ranks and had been assigned so much authority and responsibility. If only he could switch it on and off, he thought. He’d do what he had to do to please Stacey and apply himself correctly at work.


  “Why can’t we just add two more inches of cement in this wall?” Cullen asked. David had said nothing for a couple of minutes and his reflective, relaxed manner spotlighted the difference between the two men.


  David had a slim build with gentle, almost pretty-boy features. At five ten, he weighed only one hundred and sixty pounds. Cullen, standing beside him, appeared even bigger because of his broad shoulders and thick forearms. He had the sleeves of his bleached red t-shirt rolled up over his shoulders. The forty-five-year-old man who had already worked on nearly three times as many projects as David had difficulty paying respect and obedience to a man fifteen years his junior who looked like he had just gotten out of college.


  David’s light complexion, baby blue eyes, and straw brown, short-styled hair belied his age. And when his physical appearance was coupled with his slow, careful manner of thought and speech, he struck those who didn’t know him well as inexperienced.


  “No,” David said finally, “that would damage the integrity of the structure. We’re going to have a lot of weight on this side, too.”


  “So what are we gonna do? I got twenty men sittin’ around out there.”


  David didn’t say anything. He looked up at the clock and then at Judy Davis, the project secretary. She stopped typing in anticipation. After working with David for a few months, the twenty-eight-year-old woman had learned how to read his inscrutable face. She knew he was about to ask for something in the files.


  “Get me the pump specs,” he said. Then he turned back to Cullen. “If the weight’s what I think it is,” he said, pointing to the plans, “we can justify the two inches all around without having to go through city hall for revisions.”


  Cullen nodded. He was impressed with David’s lack of hesitation when it came to spending more on the project. He knew he was highly regarded at the firm, and yet he didn’t look to cut corners to impress the higher-ups with budgeting expertise. Cullen took out his handkerchief and wiped his face. The refreshing air-conditioned trailer made him all the more aware of the heat outside.


  “It’s a bitch today,” he said.


  David nodded, yet though he had been in and out all day, he still looked as though he had just showered and dressed. He had rolled his sleeves to his elbows, but in neat, almost perfect folds. The knot in his tie was still tight and he had yet to open his collar button.


  Judy handed him the sheets detailing the specs he required. He pored over them carefully before going to the table and tapping out some numbers on his calculator. He studied the results and then nodded to himself.


  “Okay,” he said. “Two more inches all around.”


  Cullen nodded and looked at his watch.


  “We’ll get the frames widened before we break for the day.”


  “Good. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”


  After Cullen left and Judy went back to her typing, David glanced at the clock and then crossed to the phone. He dialed the hotel and waited until the front desk answered.


  “This is Mr. Oberman,” he said. “Has my wife arrived?” Judy Davis looked up from her typing quizzically. She knew he had called the hotel an hour before and had gotten a negative response. “No, that’s all right. Thank you,” he said and hung up.


  “Not there yet?”


  “No.” He shook his head. “I just hope she didn’t get lost. She’s famous for doing that. I don’t know how many times she’s missed exits off highways,” he said.


  “I’ve done it many times, too,” Judy said. “Maybe she’s coming right to the site,” she added. Although David didn’t show any obvious signs of concern, she felt his anxiety.


  “Well, I wouldn’t put anything past her, but I gave her specific directions to the hotel, and when it comes to traveling, Stacey usually isn’t adventurous.” He stood thinking for a moment. “All right. I’d better get out there with Cullen.”


  “I’ll call you as soon as she phones,” Judy said.


  “Thanks.”


  He stepped out of the trailer into the wall of heat. The contrast between the air-conditioned office and the hot, August day was so great, he was tempted to turn off the air conditioning to smooth the abrupt difference. But that wouldn’t be fair to Judy, he thought.


  As he walked toward the activity, he couldn’t help but think about Stacey and Tami. Stacey was so anxious to get up here it was hard to believe she would have left much later than she had planned. If she had left anywhere near her intended departure time, she could have arrived and circled halfway back by now. He hoped she didn’t have any trouble with the car, but he knew that if she did, the first thing she would do after going to a garage was call him.


  It would be downright criminal if the receptionist at the hotel’s front desk had made a mistake and erroneously claimed Stacey hadn’t arrived yet, he thought. But then he remembered that she was supposed to call as soon as she arrived anyway, so that couldn’t be it.


  He couldn’t help worrying, but he knew he couldn’t overdo it. There was too much demanding his attention at the construction site. He put his faith in his wife’s failure to follow directions, smiled to himself about it, and went on to supervise the changes in the plant plans.


  He got so involved he didn’t realize the time until Cullen told him that was it for the day. Everyone started packing up. It wasn’t until he started back to the trailer that he realized Judy hadn’t come out of the trailer to beckon him to the phone. She was getting set to close up shop when he stepped in.


  “No call,” she said as soon as he looked at her. He nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe you should call home. Maybe she never started out.”


  “She’d call to let me know.”


  “That’s true. Is there anything you want me to do?” She knew what kind of a panic her husband Carey would be in if she did anything like this to him. He’d be worried as hell, and even angrier. She could just see him ranting and raving to everyone, and when she came home…There was the time she went off with Paula and Betty Ann and they got a little tipsy. He’d flung the clock across the living room and gouged out a two-inch hole in the sheetrock walls.


  “No, thank you,” David said. He went to his desk and began sifting through papers. She shook her head. How could he continue to work when his wife and child were so late?


  “Then I’ll be going,” she said, swallowing down her concern.


  “What? Oh, sure. See you in the morning.”


  “I hope everything’s all right.”


  “I’m sure it is,” he said. She shook her head when he turned back to his papers, then she left.


  As soon as she was gone, he looked up at the clock and sank back in his chair. There was no way she could be this lost, he thought. What the hell was going on? To get it off his mind a moment, he shuffled loose papers back into their proper folders and left them neatly on Judy’s desk. Then he rolled down his sleeves, shrugged on his light sports coat, and left the trailer, locking the door behind him.


  The men were pulling out in trucks and cars. He watched them for a few moments. They were a good crew, ahead of schedule and unmarred by a single work-related accident. Cullen was a good foreman, he thought. He made a mental note to praise the man in his evaluation report.


  He climbed into his Audi 5000S. He was proud of it, proud of the luxury he could now afford. As soon as he pulled out onto the highway, he turned up the air conditioning, then switched on the radio to catch the national headlines. He wanted to keep his mind off Stacey until he reached the hotel.


  When he arrived there, the carhop took his car and he walked into the lobby, a large, plushly carpeted room lined with soft couches and easy chairs, richly paneled walls, oil paintings of bucolic landscapes, chandeliers, and rich-looking velvet-curtained windows. As it was the middle of the week, the hotel wasn’t quite full. Still, the lobby was filled with guests milling around and conversing. Some had come off the golf course and tennis courts and were still dressed in their sports gear. A number had come in from the pool and didn’t seem to mind standing around in wet bathing suits, robes, and sandals. He caught the scent of suntan oil and admired some of the guests who had captured a bronzed polish.


  A number of elderly guests had circled around a card table and couch to his right. They were already dressed for dinner even though there was still a good hour and a half until the dining room opened.


  He liked the informal relaxed atmosphere and found the contrast between this and his project site invigorating. He was glad now that Stacey had agreed to visit and that he had booked them into this resort. They would have a good time. He stopped at the front desk, recognizing that the young woman behind it couldn’t have been the woman he spoke to earlier in the day. She had sounded much older.


  “Hello.”


  “Good afternoon.”


  “My wife was supposed to check in. The name is Oberman.”


  “Oberman? Yes, I have a note here.”


  “Oh, good.”


  “There’s a number to call as soon as she arrives.”


  “Yeah, I called in and left it. She’s arrived?”


  The receptionist studied the card before her and then went to her papers at the front of the desk. She sifted through all of them and then looked up, still smiling.


  “No, sir.”


  “No? Well…” He looked toward his box. “Is there a message for me, David Oberman, Room 205?” She went to his box.


  “No, sir.”


  “No message,” he repeated as though he had to confirm what he’d been told. “And she hasn’t arrived.”


  “No, sir. Not since I came on about fifteen minutes ago.”


  David didn’t move. He just stared at her. Some other guests interrupted, inquiring about how to reserve the racquet ball court. He turned around and for a few moments stood rooted to the spot, dumbfounded, looking at the conglomeration of guests. Then he moved quickly, as though jolted out of a daydream, and rushed to the elevator.


  When he got to his room, he looked about as though he expected to find some evidence of Stacey’s arrival. Everything was as he had left it in the morning. The emptiness struck him as a sharp blow to the stomach. He went to the phone and requested that the hotel operator ring his home. The phone rang and rang and rang. Finally he hung up.


  He went to the bathroom and rinsed his face in cold water. Then he stood looking at himself in the mirror.


  “Where the hell is she?” he asked his image. The dead response was deafening. He had no answers, no ideas. Why wouldn’t she call if there were to be any delays? Why wouldn’t she call if anything happened on the road? Something was wrong; something was very very wrong.


  He had another idea and strode back to the phone. He called Cynthia Grossman, their closest neighbor in Mount Kisco. Her daughter answered and then went to fetch her mother.


  “I hate to bother you, Cynthia,” he said when she answered.


  “David? What’s happening?”


  “That’s what I’d like to know. Did you by any chance see Stacey leave today?”


  “You mean she’s not there yet?”


  “No, and I’m beginning to panic.”


  “Jesus, David, she left a little after one. I was out front when she left. We talked for a few minutes before she pulled away.”


  “A little after one?”


  “Yes. I had just finished watching my soap opera, so I’m sure about the time.”


  “What the hell…All right,” he said.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I guess I’m going to have to call the police.”


  “My God.”


  “She should have been here more than three hours ago,” he said.


  “Call me as soon as you find out anything.”


  “I will, Cynthia. Thanks.”


  “My God,” she repeated just before he hung up. He sat there with the receiver in his hand.


  “This is ridiculous,” he mused aloud, but there was absolutely nothing he could do…He had to call the police. The hotel operator was baffled at first.


  “Sir?”


  “The police, the police,” he repeated. “I’ve got to talk to the police.”


  “Yes, sir. Is there anything hotel security can do for you?”


  “Er…” Yes, he thought, maybe he should start with them. Being local, they would probably know how best to proceed. “Yes, please send someone up to room 205.”


  “Right away, sir,” the operator said.


  He cradled the phone and sat back to wait, now impatient with every passing moment. An unusual state for a man who knew how to cruise through any crisis.


  Stacey pulled and tugged on the doorknob. She tried to pry it open by working the tips of her fingers around the doorjamb, but all she succeeded in doing was scraping herself so badly that her fingers stung. Her efforts to pry off the boards that closed up the windows met with similar results. They had been bolted into the interior casing with large screws impossible to wedge loose. Frustrated, she pounded and screamed, but there was no response. She stood by the door, listening and waiting.


  Finally, she heard the sound of a child’s laughter. It wasn’t Tami’s; it was the other girl’s, Shirley. Stacey strained to catch Tami’s voice. Was she all right? Stacey was sure that by now Tami was petrified. She might even think I deserted her, Stacey realized.


  Visions of her daughter’s panic filled her with renewed energy. She went at the door again, this time literally attacking it, kicking and pounding it with all her might. She drove her shoulder against it; she clawed at the sides until her fingers began to bleed, but she disregarded the pain. She was determined to make an enormous racket until someone came to free her.


  But no one stirred. Exhausted, she pressed herself against the door and sagged to the floor, sobbing hysterically until she could only gasp. She tried to fight back the panic, but the terror of being in a dark, sealed room, and the realization that her daughter was at the mercy of these strange people, engulfed her. By the time the lock on the door was turned and the door was opened, she was babbling incoherently, her face pressed against the hardwood floor.


  Gerald had to push her away from the door to get it completely open. She slid along, the friction burning her elbow. She was shaking uncontrollably, moaning. The tips of his work boots were inches from her face. She looked up from them; from this position, he appeared even more enormous than she had first thought. He seemed to grow right before her eyes.


  “Where…where…where’s my daughter?” she asked.


  “She’s playing with Shirley,” the woman responded. She was standing right behind him, holding a tray. “I have your dinner.”


  The man crossed to the lamp by the bed and turned it on. Stacey tried to sit up. The tremors in her legs and arms were so great she fought for control. She pressed the palms of her hands against her face and then brushed her hair back. In the weak lamplight, the man and the woman looked pale and deadly, like animated corpses. The shadows around the man’s eyes were deep and dark and the lines in the woman’s face had deepened from when Stacey first saw her. It was as though within their house they could become their true selves. Ghouls.


  Stacey’s heartbeat, which had pulsed rapidly ever since she’d been locked in the room, quickened faster. She found it hard to breathe and thought she might pass out at any moment. She had to fight for consciousness and gulped for air.


  Neither the man nor the woman seemed to notice her difficulty. After he’d turned on the lamp, he’d retraced his steps to the doorway and now stood there, as though to block it with his body. He spanned the width of it. There was no way she could rush by him. The woman put the tray down on the table by the bed and unfolded the napkin she had placed between the dish and the glass of what looked to be plain water. There was nothing on the dish.


  “It’s your favorite meal,” she said. “My meatloaf and boiled potato. There are stringbeans from the garden, too. I made an apple turnover. I know how much you like apple turnovers, Marlene.”


  “I’m not Marlene. Why can’t you see that?” She looked to the man, hoping for him to confirm it, but all he did was stare at her. “Where’s my daughter? Where’s Tami?” she tried again.


  “Donna and Shirley are playing in the basement. That’s where Gerald put the dollhouse. Don’t you remember anything, Marlene?”


  “Oh God. Please let me out. I’ll just drive off. I won’t tell anyone anything,” she said to the man, but he didn’t respond or change expression. He looked as though she was this woman Marlene, too.


  “Come on,” he said to his wife.


  “Gerald’s hungry, too. You know how he gets when he’s hungry. Now don’t rush me, Gerald. Marlene and I are having a nice conversation.”


  “Come on,” he commanded. Stacey pulled herself back farther. The man’s voice was so full of anger. She sensed that he was blaming her for his wife not moving fast enough.


  “He’s impossible. I’m sorry. I’ll have to go get him his dinner, too. Now you eat everything, Marlene.” She started across the room.


  “,No,” Stacey screamed, reaching out to grab the woman’s leg. Gerald moved with amazing speed for a man his size and grasped her by the wrist before she could take hold of the woman’s leg. He turned her wrist so abruptly she thought he had broken it. She screamed in pain, but he refused to release her. His grip tightened as he stared down at her as if he enjoyed inflicting agony. Finally he released her and she folded her arm against her body and fell back onto the floor.


  “Now look what you’ve done, Gerald. How do you expect her to eat with only one arm?”


  “Come on, I told you,” he said roughly, and stomped to the doorway. His wife, in her unfazed fashion, followed suit.


  “All of your things are still in the dresser drawers, Marlene, and your pretty dresses are hanging in the closet. Put on the blue and white print for tomorrow, will you? I so like the way that looks on you. And Gerald likes it, too, don’t you, Gerald?”


  “Just leave her,” he said from the hallway.


  “I’ll pick up the dishes in the morning when Gerald and I bring your breakfast, Marlene. Good night, dear.”


  Stacey wanted to scream, but all she could do was moan her plea. Their response was to close the door. She heard the key scrape in the lock and the lock snap shut. Then she heard their footsteps fade down the hallway toward the stairs.


  Slowly she struggled into a sitting position. The pain in her arm was excruciating. She had to take in deep breaths to stop the current from pulsing across her chest into her heart. She got to her feet by sliding up the wall into a tottering position. Gaining some measure of equilibrium she inched toward the bed, wincing at the stabbing pain in her arm.


  When she reached the bed she nearly fell over it in her rush to lie down. Turning on her back, she tried to straighten her arm. Satisfied that it wasn’t broken, she worked it back and forth slowly to return the circulation. After a while the pain became bearable, although it didn’t cease throbbing.


  When she regained her breath, she listened closely to the sounds coming from the hallway, hoping to hear Tami’s voice. Music drifted to her, sounding like the kind that accompanied cartoons. She thought she heard Shirley’s laughter, but she heard nothing from Tami.


  “Oh God,” she chanted, “please help me. David, David, David.”


  After a while she sat up in bed and looked about the room. She couldn’t just give up, but had to find something, some way to free herself and her baby. Maybe there was something she could pry open the window or the door with.


  She went to the closet and, just as the woman had said, she found a pole of dresses hanging among some blandly colored blouses and skirts. There were about half a dozen pairs of shoes on the floor, too. With a morbid curiosity, she picked up a pair of flats and studied them in the weak lamplight. It’s too shocking, she thought; it couldn’t be. When she tried them on, she discovered that the shoes fit her.


  She seized the blue and white print dress and pulled it from its hanger. When she looked at its tag, she found it to be her size as well.


  It’s just a coincidence; it’s just a terrible, terrifying coincidence, she thought. She let it drop to the closet floor as she turned to prowl around elsewhere.


  The drawers of the dresser were filled with undergarments and stockings, all her size. But nothing surfaced that could be used as a weapon or as a tool to get herself free. Exhaustion engulfed her. She needed rest before starting a more thorough search later.


  She returned to the bed and lay back looking up at the ceiling. Her arm still pulsed with a dull ache, and her throat was so dry she could barely swallow. Although she didn’t want to take anything from them, she realized she would have to drink some of the juice. She reached over to the tray, lifted the glass, and took a swallow. It didn’t taste anything like the cranberry juice she was used to, and moments after she gulped the liquid down, she panicked.


  What if they had laced it with poison? Why did she drink it? Maybe they wanted to kill her and keep Tami. What did she do? Renewed fear surged through her and she got up and rushed to the door, pounding on it and screaming at the top of her lungs. No one responded. She pressed her face against the door and slid down until she was sitting on the floor. She fell into a sleep born of terror overwhelmed by fatigue.


  Hours later, when she woke up, she saw that it was late at night. The house was totally silent except for the creaking in the shingled roof as the wind from the storm lingered and pounded the house. She fought to her feet and made her way back to the bed, where she sank down and stared at the floor. Despite the terrible situation, it was difficult to fight sleepiness. Her eyelids felt heavy. Finally she fell back onto the bed and let sleep come over her like a narcotic. Perhaps in the morning all this would somehow be brought to an end and she and Tami would be on their way again. It was that hope that permitted her to drift into sleep. She didn’t let the question about what happened to Marlene, the owner of the closet’s contents, and her daughter Donna puzzle her too long.


  Gerald opened the old barn doors and recalled the fifty-odd head of cattle Pa used to have. The farm had been a lively place then; in stark contrast with now, nothing had stood silent and unused. He could almost hear his father’s reprimand. He lowered his head like a whipped puppy and waited for the echo to die.


  Jerking out of his reverie, he turned back to the automobile. The fan belt had been stuck and the water had boiled out of the radiator. It wasn’t hard to fix, but he imagined it was one of those intermittent problems mechanics often missed because sometimes it happened and sometimes it didn’t. The woman had been caught out on the road when it did.


  But in the back of his mind, he didn’t believe it was as simple as that. He really believed the woman had been brought to them by some supernatural force, just like the first one. She, too, had had a little girl, although hers was a lot older. The new playmates were so much better for Shirley, and therefore for Irene. Already a gaiety had returned to their home. The two appeared happy, and Shirley wasn’t crying all the time. He just had to be careful that all went well, or at least better than the last time. This time he would have more say and more control. It was a promise he made to himself and a promise that enabled him to let events unfold.


  He got into the car and drove it into the barn. In the days to come, he would dismantle it just the way he had dismantled the other car. It took a great deal of effort, but it was much safer than just leaving it somewhere in the woods. He couldn’t trust that some trespasser wouldn’t stumble on the abandoned machine. There were too many hunters prowling around, especially during the big game season, even though he had posted his land well. Those sons of bitches from the city ignored his signs. No, this was the better way. He was sure of it.


  After he switched off the ignition and climbed out, he threw the tractor’s large canvas over the vehicle and pulled down the corners until he was satisfied it was well hidden. As he left the barn and closed the doors, he heard Shirley’s laughter through the open basement window. He went over to the house and knelt down to peer in.


  Shirley and the new girl were by the dollhouse. Irene had dressed the girl in one of Donna’s dresses, even though the dress was far too big. She looked swallowed up in it. At the moment she was sitting on the floor, a look of confusion and fear on her face. Shirley was making her play, forcing her to pretend she was feeding all the dolls that were lined up on the small bench.


  He saw Donna’s doll, second from the end, and now the new girl’s Cabbage Patch doll right before that one. Shirley began to bawl out all the dolls for not eating properly. He thought she did a good imitation of Irene five years ago. It almost brought a smile to his face…then he remembered.


  All the shouting, all the blaming, all the fists waved at the sky would never change what happened. Nothing would, and that’s why it didn’t matter that they had the new woman locked in the room upstairs and the new girl with Shirley.


  2


  David bolted from his chair when a knock sounded on the hotel room door. He hurried to answer it and greeted Barry Hingen, the chief of hotel security and a former member of the New York State Police. Hingen was a tall man with an athletic build and demeanor. He was very light-skinned and he looked unruffled and untouched by the recent heat and the sun. He wore a light blue cotton suit with a matching blue tie, and his rust-brown hair was brushed back neatly on the sides, but styled into a tight wave in the front. David was impatient with the introduction and small talk.


  “Has there been a robbery?” Hingen asked.


  “No, nothing like that. I need your advice.” David looked about helplessly for a moment. There was only one chair in the room and he didn’t feel like sitting on a bed to talk to the security man.


  “Sit down, sir,” Hingen said as he leaned against the chest of drawers. “Start from the beginning.”


  David sat in the chair and explained the arrangements he and Stacey had. He talked quickly but calmly, keeping everything in proper chronological order. Hingen listened attentively, but showed little emotional reaction.


  “All right. The first thing we’ll do is check with the state police to see if there have been any accident reports in the vicinity. Give me a description of the car. You wouldn’t know the license plate number, would you?”


  “No, I—”


  “No matter. They’ll get it in a matter of minutes. The computer will cough it up.”


  “Shouldn’t we call the local police? I thought you probably knew…”


  “We will if we have to,” he said. “But for now they’d only do what we’re about to do.”


  “Okay,” David said. The man seemed to know procedures. He decided to be patient. Hingen went to the phone and made his call. He was on a first-name basis with whomever answered on the other end at the nearest state police barracks. After what seemed an interminable time, but what was really only twenty minutes and an unlimited number of uh-huh’s, Hingen hung up.


  “Nothing that fits her description,” he said, “and that’s really over a range of more than a hundred miles in every direction.”


  “What now?”


  “We’ll call the town police. They have a couple of detectives on the payroll. Let them earn their money,” Hingen said dryly. David decided he didn’t like the man’s cold efficiency and wondered how a man with such a personality got along in a hotel that prided itself on informality and sociability.


  “Maybe I should just go down to the station,” David said.


  “Yeah, you could, but what if she arrived while you’re down there? Let them send someone up. It’ll take only a few minutes. The station is just in South Fallsburg.”


  “Okay.” Once again, David sank into the cushion, still feeling helpless, and watched Hingen make a call.


  “Chicky Ross is on his way,” Hingen said after he hung up.


  “Chicky?”


  “His real name is Charles, but I don’t think anyone’s called him that since the first grade.”


  “Is he really a detective or what?” David asked. He couldn’t mask his annoyance now. Hingen’s indifferent attitude had become disturbing, grating on David’s determination to keep himself calm. “This is my wife and daughter I’m talking about.”


  “Oh yeah, he’s trained. He might not look like much, but he’s sharp. This may be the boondocks to some people,” Hingen said, “but unfortunately the crime here has become quite sophisticated.” He sounded almost proud of the revelation.


  “That’s not very comforting.”


  Hingen looked at him and nodded. David sensed that the security man had reached some kind of conclusion about the situation and that he’d chalked up the disappearance as due to some easily explained cause. Where did he think Stacey and Tami were, on their own private holiday? Did he think she had run off with a boyfriend, just because she apparently was not in any fatal accident?


  “I’ll wait down in the lobby,” Hingen said, “and send him right up as soon as he arrives. Is there anything you might want in the meantime?”


  “What could I want? Just an answer, that’s all.”


  “Okay,” Hingen said. As soon as he left, David felt as though a cold chill had been drawn out of the room.


  He stood up and paced about, thinking, trying to arrive at some credible reason for her failure to show. An accident was really the most logical thing. If she got lost, she would have certainly called by now. She knew he’d be worried to death. Or would she?


  Confronting a man like Hingen made him wonder about himself. Did Stacey see him the way he saw the house detective—as someone who could be so unemotional in a crisis that he would lay out all the logical possibilities without personal involvement? If she did, he definitely had to make some changes.


  He looked around the room. There was no way to pass the time. He couldn’t just sit and watch television; he couldn’t read; he couldn’t do anything. The frustration was like a fever feeding on itself. Whatever calm facade he had previously constructed was now crumpling. He decided to go into the bathroom and throw cold water on his face, but he realized that nothing would really lessen this tension.


  Before long, the comfortably sized hotel room became more like a two-by-four prison cell. He spent most of his time waiting by the window and looking out at the guests who were still playing on the hotel’s putting green. What had been a refreshing and enjoyable environment now was annoying, almost infuriating. Their casual dress, laughter, and obvious pleasure only underscored his own frustration and pain. No one in the hotel should be having a good time. They should all be together, their faces creased in a single expression of woe, worrying for him.


  Of course, he recognized that his thoughts were ridiculous. It was part of what the mind did to protect itself. If only there were some way to communicate his problem to the whole world. Everyone could step out of his house and look up and down their streets and call out for Stacey and Tami Oberman. In a matter of minutes, his wife and daughter would be located, and this ordeal would end.


  He had to laugh at how silly he was becoming. The sound of his own voice shattered the terrible silence in the room. He looked at his watch and then back out at the hotel guests who were now beginning to saunter into the hotel to prepare for dinner. How much time had gone by? Where was this small-town detective? Damn the delay. He went to the phone and called the front desk, demanding to speak to Hingen. Now anger was replacing frustration and he was more comfortable under the weight of having to plow through bureaucracies.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Where is this detective? I thought you said he was nearby.”


  “He is, sir. It hasn’t been fifteen minutes.”


  David paused. Only fifteen minutes? More minutes than that had surely slipped by.


  “It seems longer than that. Maybe you should call again.”


  “Let’s give it another five minutes, Mr. Oberman. It would take him at least that long to get the call in his car, and change his route.”


  “I just want to impress upon you how serious this is getting to be.”


  “I’m aware of that, sir.”


  “Okay, okay. Thanks,” David said and cradled the receiver. Was he losing it? What happened to the firmness and control for which he was so respected? He went back to the bed to stretch out his tired legs and wait. His stomach began to churn and his heart beat faster. Where was she? Where the hell was she? Just to have something to do, he had the hotel operator dial his home again and he waited through a dozen rings before hanging up.


  Finally there was a knock on his door.


  Normally David would have been put off by the appearance of the man who stood there, but Chicky Ross’s salty, disheveled look was a welcome contrast to the businesslike efficiency and cool indifference of Barry Hingen.


  Chicky Ross was a little over five feet eight and at least twenty-five pounds overweight. He wore a dark brown sports jacket that was stretched out of shape, wrinkled, and even a little frayed at the collar. His pants were baggy and wrinkled as well. He looked as though he had been sleeping in his clothes. He wore no tie and his open shirt revealed a mat of curly gray hairs that rose to his neck.


  David estimated him to be easily in his early fifties. His thinning black hair was dulled by streaks. Unlike Hingen’s neat, styled coiffure, Ross’s hair looked greasy and uncombed. David wondered if he had a convertible or had ridden up to the hotel with his head out the window.


  Despite all this, he saw a welcome humanity in the man’s chubby face and soft, light brown eyes. His rounded chin had a Kirk Douglas dimple deepened by the weight of his cheeks. He looked as though he had gone over his face quickly with an electric razor, missing portions under his jawbone and over his neck.


  “Mr. Oberman?” His deep voice was laced with fatigue. He sounded like a man who had already made ten similar calls today.


  “Come in.”


  “We got a call from Barry Hingen. He says you’re missing your wife and daughter.”


  The simplicity with which Chicky Ross restated the terrible situation almost made David laugh.


  “That’s right. I’m afraid it’s become very serious.”


  “I understand. My wife has kept me waiting for all kinds of hours, but,” he said, fixing his eyes on David intently, “I always had a good idea of where she was.”


  “Exactly,” David said. He held his fingers up, the forefinger almost touching the thumb. “I’m only this much away from a total panic.”


  “Sure. Who the fuck wouldn’t be?” he said, sitting on the only chair. “Let’s go from the beginning,” he added and pulled a small pad from his jacket pocket.


  David found it very difficult to give Ross a detailed description of Stacey and Tami, not because it was hard to remember specific things, but because picturing them himself only intensified his worry and fear. As he drew to a conclusion, his voice began to crack. Ross looked up quickly, but chose not to dwell on the emotional reaction. Even so, it seemed to confirm something for him.


  “Did you give your wife a specific route to follow, Mr. Oberman?”


  David laughed. “I drew a red line on a map and even wrote out the turns and exits. My daughter could have been the navigator.”


  “There’s not that much room for error, and even so, it wouldn’t take this long to correct any,” Ross said as though he were thinking aloud.


  “Exactly.”


  “You’ve called home recently, I assume.”


  “Just minutes before you arrived. I even called a neighbor,” David said and related the story.


  Ross nodded and thought for a moment. “Let’s go down to my car and take a look at a map,” he said. “I have some ideas.”


  “Okay.” David said, impressed with the detective’s decisiveness and animation. At least he didn’t suggest that they keep waiting for a phone call.


  “Just call the main desk and tell them to page you if you get a call,” Ross said as David went to the door.


  “Right,” he said, and followed the detective’s instructions before they left the room.


  If David had been taken aback by the detective’s physical appearance, he should have been bowled over by his car. It was a late seventies model Chevy Impala, but the body was badly dented and rusted. The upholstery on the back seat was slit down the middle, the stuffing poking through, the interior walls were gouged and scraped.


  “I’m kind of sentimentally attached to the car. We’ve been through some hairy situations together and both of us have taken beatings, but she’s got a great engine,” Ross said, anticipating David’s reaction.


  “I hope she’s got something.”


  Chicky Ross laughed and reached into the glove compartment. He took out a map of the area and spread it on the roof of the automobile. He studied it for a moment and then circled an area with a pen he drew from his inside jacket pocket.


  “If anything happened from here to here, she would have probably contacted someone local, right?”


  “Yes, and then me.”


  “Uh-huh. From here to here, she’s on state highways, so there’s no difficulty getting help, and she wouldn’t have gone off before the proper exit.”


  “And even if she made a mistake, it would be easy to get back on and continue.”


  “Exactly. So that leaves us with this area. As you can see there are a number of side roads. It’s a very rural area, sparsely populated.”


  “Why would she go off the path I drew for her?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Oberman, but why wouldn’t she call you if she wasn’t coming or if she broke down?” David nodded. “The whole situation is unexpected, so we’ve got to look for the unexpected.”


  “I understand. Yes,” he said. He was impressed with the quick, clear way the local detective went to the heart of the matter. So much for first impressions, he thought. “What’s next?”


  “Well, let’s confirm one more time that nothing’s been reported in these areas, and then let me contact some of the local ‘gestapo’ within these perimeters,” he said. “I know someone to contact in all these police districts.”


  “How long will this take?”


  “I know it’s going to be hard, Mr. Oberman, but you’ve got to be patient a little longer.” David nodded.


  “You’re going back to the station?”


  “Yeah.” David looked back at the hotel. “You’d better stay here,” Ross said, anticipating David’s next suggestion. For a moment, he worried: the younger man was brash enough to prowl around the countryside by himself. That might create a dangerous situation for the man and his wife, but for the moment he chose to soft-pedal. “It’s the only place she knows where to contact you,” he cajoled.


  “This isn’t exactly the best place to be when you’re worrying to death.”


  “Yes and no. I’ll go back in and talk to Bernie Lefkowitz if you want.”


  “Who’s he?”


  “He and half a dozen mortgage-holders own the place,” Ross said. “They’ll have a meal brought to your room and clue you in on any new information.”


  “Thanks,” David said. Why didn’t Hingen think of that, he wondered. “I wasn’t too impressed with their security man, though.”


  “Barry boy? He’s related to one of those mortgage-holders. Don’t worry, Mr. Oberman, I won’t go through him. You and I have direct lines from here on in.”


  “Good.”


  “Come on. We’ll talk to Bernie quickly and I’ll get going,” Ross said.


  David walked back into the hotel with him, not that much more relieved but definitely sheltering hope now.


  It was nearly eight-thirty before Chicky Ross got back to him. He had eaten a little of the supper and spent most of the time lying on the bed, pacing about the room, and staring out the window. At one point he thought he might go down to the lobby and hover around the front desk, just to be near the incoming calls and other people. But he opted to stay put because he was afraid he might get distracted and miss her call.


  There was a knock on his door and Ross appeared. David knew immediately from his expression that he had come up empty.


  “Mr. Oberman, no police authority in the geographical areas we pinpointed has reported anything involving your wife or your automobile. I assume you’ve called your home again?”


  “And again and again.”


  “Uh-huh.” Chicky crossed the room and gazed out the window.


  “It’s dark now,” David said, stating the obvious.


  “Mr. Oberman,” Ross said, turning slowly, “I didn’t ask you anything like this before. I went to work on the situation assuming there might have been a breakdown or an accident, or she might have even gotten lost and was wandering about.”


  “Go on,” David said.


  “Was there any trouble between you two? Any arguments?”


  “Believe me, Mr. Ross, I would have told you right away. To tell you the truth, I almost wish that were the answer. At least then I wouldn’t be at a complete loss. No, we’ve got a great marriage. She was coming up here to spend some days with me.”


  “I had to ask,” Ross said. David nodded.


  “In your place, I probably would have asked sooner. Thanks.” Chicky Ross nodded. “Well, where do we go from here?”


  “We’ve handed the description of your wife and car over to the state police, and all the local police departments who patrol the route have been alerted. There are cars now searching for an automobile that might have gone off the road, especially any of those secondary roads that branch off into back country.”


  “In other words, we just wait for a report?”


  “For right now, yes. There’s no point in our driving up and down the highways. We won’t know the back roads as well as the localities who police those areas.”


  “I feel so helpless,” David said, trying to fight off despair. He was itching to get out on the road and look for himself.


  “You gotta believe that the law enforcement agencies are out there trying.”


  David nodded and settled back on the bed.


  “I keep going over it and over it. It’s like both of them just disappeared from the face of the earth…no phone call, no reports of accidents, no return home.”


  “You’re involved in that utility company’s project up here, aren’t you, Mr. Oberman?”


  “Yes.”


  “Big project. You must have been here a while.”


  “From the start.”


  “And your wife never drove up before?”


  “This is the first we’ve been separated for a long time. I usually returned on weekends, but the project supervisors are stepping up the work schedule.”


  “Well,” Ross said. There was a long pause during which the policeman just stared. “You know,” he finally said, “that I’ll contact you the moment I hear anything.”


  “I understand,” David said. “It’s just that I wish we could do something more. The police believe there’s something wrong, don’t they?” he asked, thinking about Chicky Ross’s questions. Obviously the detective wondered if Stacey hadn’t fled from a strife-torn household, their little girl in tow. And if this seasoned pro had suspicions, certainly the state authorities did, too. They might not take the situation seriously until it was too late. He looked up quickly.


  “They’re trained to assume the worst and proceed accordingly, Mr. Oberman. Give it some time.” Chicky Ross waited a moment and then walked to the door. After he opened it, he paused again. “I’ll be at the station until eleven. If anything turns up after that, the dispatcher will call me immediately. And, of course, you call if you should learn anything.”


  David looked up at him and nodded. After the detective closed the door behind him, David drove his fist into the mattress, little relieving his frustration.


  Obviously Chicky Ross was losing hope.


  But he wouldn’t. He bolted to his feet, went to the phone, and called his home. He repeated the call every half hour on the hour until midnight.


  He tried to watch some television, but felt guilty as soon as he felt his attention being captured by something he was watching. Eventually, he turned the sound down, but kept the screen glowing just for the comfort the light and the movement seemed to provide.


  He never got undressed to go to sleep. He kept thinking the phone would ring any moment and he would have to go somewhere to do something. It never did. He dozed off for short periods of time, each time waking with a start, either dreaming or hoping the phone had rung. But when he picked up the receiver, he faced only silence.


  Finally, a little before four in the morning, he fell into a sleep deep enough to carry him off until his wake-up call. When the phone rang, he jumped up so quickly his head spun. He waited two rings to recover his senses, then grabbed up the phone, praying it was Stacey, or news. He was met with the monotonous drone of the operator who chimed out the time. He thanked her and sat up, still somewhat dazed.


  The silence and emptiness of the room crashed down on him. He called his home again, this time his fingers shaking so that he could barely dial. After the tenth ring, he hung up and then called the police station. The dispatcher knew all about him.


  “No, sir. We have nothing to report.”


  “Are you sure? Could someone have failed to call me?”


  “No, sir. Your situation is right on the board here. Detective Ross called in himself only moments ago.”


  David couldn’t speak. He just cradled the phone. There was no way in hell he could go to work. There was no way he could concentrate on the new engineering safety design. He called Judy Davis to tell her he wouldn’t be at the command trailer, and that Cullen should orchestrate their plans. He didn’t want to give her the reason, but she sensed it.


  “Something wrong? Nothing happened to your wife?”


  He closed his eyes. The anguish felt like a knife cutting through his brain.


  “She didn’t arrive and I can’t seem to locate her.”


  “What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “The police are helping me. Call the hotel if there are any major problems.”


  “Sure.”


  “I’ll talk to you later,” he said quickly and hung up. When he got up and looked at himself in the mirror over the dresser, he couldn’t believe how drawn and pale he looked. He knew that he couldn’t let this go on. He couldn’t simply sit around a hotel room and wait for some phone call. It wasn’t like him; he was too much a man of action. Worse, Chicky seemed less convinced than before about an accident on the road. Would the detective’s investigators lose momentum?


  He stripped down quickly and took a shower, keeping the stall door open so he could hear if the phone rang. Afterward, he put on a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved cotton shirt. Then he called the police station.


  “I’ve got to talk to Detective Ross,” he said.


  “He’ll be in about two p.m.,” the dispatcher said.


  “No. I must talk to him now. Give me his home phone number.”


  Instead, the dispatcher promised to call Chicky Ross immediately and have him phone David.


  “Immediately,” David insisted, then hung up. He paced the room, impatient with the five minutes it took for the dispatcher to reach Ross and for Ross to call him.


  “I was going to call you in a little while,” Ross said. “I wanted to keep you updated and to be sure you haven’t made contact.”


  “If I had, you’d have known it. What are you going to do now?”


  “Well, like I said, we’ve alerted all the police agencies…”


  “They should have come up with something by now. It doesn’t make sense, does it?”


  “These things are hard to fathom, Mr. Oberman.”


  “I can’t sit around here any longer and wait. I just can’t.”


  There was a pause on the other end. “Well, what are you going to do?” Chicky braced himself.


  “I don’t know. I’m going to drive back over the route she should have taken.”


  The other man sighed. “There are patrol cars covering that route.”


  “Nevertheless, I’m going. I’ll check in with you every few hours,” David said.


  “I hate to see you just going off. There are professionals—”


  “I’m not just going off,” David interrupted. “I’m looking for my wife and child.” David’s words were clipped.


  “I understand,” Ross said. He resigned himself to the situation. He knew it was useless—and possibly dangerous—for a civilian to be haunting the roads, but wouldn’t he do the same if his family had evaporated in thin air? Then again, perhaps this was a ruse. A detective had to remain skeptical.


  David regretted the tone of voice he had used. “I know you’re doing what you can and you should,” he said, “but I can’t help trying to do something myself.”


  “Of course,” Chicky said hesitantly, “but don’t forget to call in.”


  “I won’t.”


  “And, Mr. Oberman…”


  “Yes?”


  “Good luck.”


  David exhaled in relief at the detective’s newly relaxed response. “Thank you,” David said and hung up. He wasn’t going to eat breakfast, but he realized he would need his strength. What he couldn’t get himself to do was eat in the hotel, even though he had already paid for dining service. He just felt it would be too difficult for him to sit at the table where three seats had been reserved for himself, Stacey, and Tami. The empty chairs would haunt him.


  Instead, he stopped at a diner on the way. He had coffee and scrambled eggs, but found he couldn’t finish the eggs. He had to force down everything as it was. As soon as he finished, he shot out of the diner and continued his prowl down the highway.


  He had no idea what he would find and, aside from the car, he had no idea what to look for. He fantasized turning down some side road and finding them as they emerged from some makeshift shelter where they had spent the night because the car had broken down and they had no one to help them repair it. He would appear like the hero he should be to his wife and daughter, and he would rescue them. They would all embrace and be together and the ordeal would come to an end. As simple as that.


  The fantasy buoyed him. He straightened up in the car seat and peered intently down and around the road as he drove on.


  3


  The moment Stacey opened her eyes the terror continued, for although she was alone in the room, her tormentors had obviously come while she slept. The lamp beside the bed glowed and the tray of uneaten dinner food was gone. In its place were juice and coffee and a bowl of cold cereal. She stared at it until the full realization of where she was and what had happened to her sank in. She scrambled upright.


  Lifting her wrist to check the time, she found it bare—they had even taken her watch. She realized they didn’t want her to know the time of day. The only things she would know would be what they told her. Never had she felt so helpless. The frustration tore at her. She wanted to scream and pound the walls again, but recalling how ineffective that had been, she restrained herself. She needed to reserve her strength for later, when she sought an avenue of escape again.


  Instead, she listened as hard as she could to the sounds coming from other places in the house. She was hoping to hear Tami, so at least she would know her daughter was all right. She heard water running through pipes. She heard some muffled voices and some laughter, but nothing from Tami. There were footsteps just outside the door and then there was the sound of another door closing. After a while the house fell quiet.


  She got off the bed slowly. The moment her feet hit the floor she felt a dizziness sweep over her, forcing her to steady herself by taking hold of the bedpost. The vertigo passed and she continued toward the door. She put her ear against it and listened. Another door was opened again and there were more footsteps. She backed away when the sound stopped at her door.


  The key scraped into the lock and then turned. She had a wild thought to rush out the moment the door swung open, but when it did, the woman was standing there with long scissors pointing in her direction.


  “Good morning, Marlene,” she said. “Did you have a good night’s rest?” She tilted her head to the side like a bird and smiled with maddening gentility.


  Stacey didn’t reply. She simply stared at the woman and the scissors.


  “Where’s my daughter?” she finally asked.


  “Shirley and Donna are taking a bath together, just like they used to. I just finished cutting Donna’s hair,” she added.


  The offhand remark clattered a moment in her mind. Then she screamed, “Noooo!” She started forward, but stopped the moment the man stepped up behind his wife. “What are you doing to my daughter?” she hissed.


  “That’s not a very nice way to act, Marlene,” the woman said softly. She shook her head. “Not after all we’re doing for you and Donna.”


  “You’re crazy. You’re both crazy. You can’t get away with this. There are people looking for me by now. They’ll find me. You’ll see.”


  Her sally was met with stony silence. Then the woman pressed her lips together firmly. “I don’t know why I don’t listen to Gerald. He’s always right. He said you’d be like this. I said, no, she’ll be different in the morning. In the morning things will be like they were. But he said you’d be ungrateful.” She turned to the man. “I’m sorry, Gerald. I should have listened to you. I promise I’ll listen to you from now on.” She turned back to Stacey. “You oughta be ashamed of yourself.”


  “Please, let us go. Please,” she repeated, appealing to the man. His expression was unchanged.


  “Didn’t I ask you to put on that nice dress, the blue and white print?” There was no longer any sweetness in the woman’s voice. She looked and sounded as if she were reprimanding a child.


  “Where’s Tami? I’ve got to see Tami.” Stacey started forward. The woman backed out of the room, and the man took her place, barring Stacey’s path. Stacey hesitated.


  “I’ll bring Donna around afterward,” she said, “but only if you change into the blue and white dress.”


  “It’s not my dress. Please.”


  “But it is your dress, Marlene. I’ve been keeping all your things for you and all of Donna’s things because I knew you’d be back some day. Didn’t I, Gerald?” He nodded. “See? So why don’t you eat your breakfast and change into the dress,” she oozed, returning to her sweet baby voice. “Oh, and put on the blue leather flats. The whole outfit is so cheery.” She started to close the door.


  “Wait. I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” she said. “Will you at least let me go to the bathroom?”


  “Use the chamber pot under the bed, dear,” the woman said. “We’ll be in later to pick everything up.”


  “But my daughter, is she frightened?”


  “Oh, no, Marlene. She’s having a lot of fun. Last night she slept with Shirley in the big brass bed. You should have seen how cute they looked, asleep in each other’s arms. Maybe we’ll take some pictures. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Some pictures? Gerald will go to Green’s and buy some film for the camera, won’t you, Gerald?”


  “Yeah,” he said, still poker-faced. The only animation in his face were the smoldering coals of his eyes.


  “See? Everyone is being so cooperative, Marlene. Why can’t you be? The blue and white dress,” she added, closing the door. The key turned in the lock, and the latch bolted into place.


  For a moment Stacey didn’t move. She gulped in a few breaths to control herself and keep from screaming. Then, like someone under a spell, she marched to the closet and took out the blue and white print dress and the blue leather flats. Slowly, she peeled off her clothes and slid on the dress and the shoes. When she was finished, she studied herself in the mirror.


  Except for where her face was blotchy around the eyes, she was terribly pale. A heavy mothball odor clung to the dress and she did everything she could to keep from retching. Being forced to put on someone else’s clothes made her feel unreal. But she had to if she wanted to see her baby, and make sure she was okay. The image in the mirror looked more like a ghost than like her. The horror of the situation filled her with terrifying thoughts. Perhaps the dress had the power to entrap her, cause her to become possessed by whomever the crazy woman thought she was.


  It fit her so well. She had hoped that a baggy dress could be used as concrete proof that the woman was wrong. She was hoping to convince her of the error, to make her see the madness of her ways, but now she realized she couldn’t talk her way out of this. She would have to find another way to steal Tami and effect an escape. There was no other hope.


  She would have to play along with these mad people, humor them until the right opportunity came. It was all she could hope for. How would David find her? How would anyone trace her to this place? She had ventured off the route David had drawn. Of course, the garage mechanic would remember her and be able to point rescuers in the right direction, but what if they didn’t stop at the farmhouse…what if the man had hidden her car?


  Was she dreaming? Was this all really happening? She had to see Tami; she had to see her daughter soon or she would lose her mind. That knowledge was all that kept her together. She knew she had to remain as strong as she could for Tami’s sake.


  She looked at the breakfast food. Her throat was dry, and her stomach rumbled, but she had to wonder if it was safe to drink and eat their fare. She didn’t believe they wanted to kill her; they could have done that if they wanted to, by now. Instead, they wanted her to play a role in some mad scenario. She could do it for a while, but only a while.


  The juice tasted all right. She gulped it down, but decided to leave the rest. The coffee was already cold, and the food had bled together. After a while she went to the door and started to call.


  “I’m ready,” she said. She waited for a response. “I’m all ready,” she repeated. She heard footsteps again and backed away from the door. The key was slipped into the lock and the door was opened. The woman stood there looking in at her.


  “Why, Marlene, you look so pretty this morning,” she said as though this was the first time she had seen her this morning. “I knew that dress was the one you would wear today.”


  “Thank you,” she said, bracing herself for the coming scenario. “Is Ta—Donna dressed, too?”


  “Yes, she is.” The woman turned and looked to her right. “Donna. Donna dear, come here. Your mother wants to see you. Hurry, darling.”


  After a moment Tami appeared, lost in an emerald green cotton dress that hung on her loosely, obviously sizes too big. Her beautiful long dark brown hair had been clipped awkwardly to the nape of her neck. She looked stunned, like a small bird stolen from its nest. She peered in at Stacey and Stacey bit her lower lip to keep herself from crying. Then, her whole body shaking, she lifted her arms and Tami ran to her. The moment their bodies met, Stacey embraced her with all her might.


  She started to cry, but held back, afraid her tears would frighten Tami, who was, in her opinion, close to a state of shock. Instead, she stroked her gently and kissed her softly on the forehead.


  “It’s going to be all right,” she whispered. “It’s going to be all right. Don’t cry. Mommy’s here.”


  “Donna?” the woman said. “Donna?” she repeated. Tami turned slowly and looked at her, but Stacey didn’t release her grip. “Come here, sweetheart.”


  “No,” Stacey said.


  “Donna,” the woman said, ignoring her. “I told you to come here and I told you what happens to you if you don’t obey me,” she added, her voice rising threateningly.


  “Please,” Stacey said. “She’s afraid.”


  “She doesn’t have to be afraid if she listens to Irene, right, Donna? Now come here, Sweetheart.”


  Stacey didn’t loosen her grip on Tami.


  “You’re making things worse for Donna, Marlene.”


  “No,” Stacey said. “You’ve got to let us go.”


  “Gerald,” Irene said. He appeared so quickly it was obvious he had been standing just out of view. He unsheathed a hunting knife holstered at his belt. The long blade glittered in the morning sunlight that came through a hall window.


  “Oh God, no,” Stacey said.


  “Donna?” Irene said.


  Slowly, Stacey released her grip, but Tami didn’t let go of her dress. There was fear in her haggard eyes, and she whimpered.


  “You’re going to be punished for this,” Irene said. “Now get over here.”


  “Don’t hurt her. Please, don’t hurt her.”


  “Tell her to come here,” Irene said. “Shirley wants to play now.”


  “Go ahead, sweetheart. You have to. Go ahead.”


  “No,” Tami said.


  “Gerald,” Irene said. The word sounded like a command to an attack dog. He moved into the room.


  “Don’t hurt her,” Stacey pleaded, weak now with fear. “Please.”


  He took hold of Tami’s little arm and pulled her roughly away. Stacey started forward to pull her daughter back, but his other hand shot out and caught her on the forehead. His fingers clamped together in a vise and pushed her away as though she were as light as the ghost she had imagined in the mirror. Then he lifted Tami and handed the screaming child to Irene.


  “This was very bad,” Irene said. “Very bad. I don’t know if we can let it happen again. It gets Shirley very upset and it takes hours to calm her down.”


  She started away with Tami. Stacey stumbled toward the door, but Gerald straightened up and faced her threateningly.


  Stacey’s terror for her child galvanized her. “What is this? Who are you?”


  “It’s what’s meant to be,” he said. “Just let it be,” he added and stepped out of the room before shutting and locking the door behind him.


  Tami’s screams died away as they drifted down the hallway and carpeted steps. In the silent aftermath, Stacey lost consciousness and folded to the floor, the blue and white dress enveloping her as though it had been waiting for just this opportunity.


  Although there was probably some rationale for the thoughts his mind framed as he drove, David could only fix on the accusing voices that blamed him for this mishap. Was he wrong for wanting his wife and child to join him while he worked in the Catskills? Should he have gone home to pick them up? Why? Stacey was quite independent and capable when it came to most things. What was so difficult about following some clear, easy directions and taking a two-hour ride?


  Nevertheless, he continued to remind himself of all the times he had been selfish when it came to his wife and daughter. He recalled the opportunities he had missed to let Stacey know he cared. Relatively speaking, his indiscretions were minor, like not calling ahead to let her know he would be an hour or so late.


  Some of the things he remembered were silly little deceits, such as deliberately taking the long route back from Philly on a recent Sunday so they wouldn’t have to join Ira and Fran Brodie for their wedding anniversary dinner. Fran was a close friend of Stacey’s, but he couldn’t tolerate Ira Brodie’s obnoxious self-involvement. He was tired of hearing how good Ira was at golf, or how remarkably in shape he was for a man his age.


  Suddenly he realized guilt wasn’t the reason he remembered these insignificant things. He was thinking like a man who had just lost his wife. A fatalism was settling itself inside him. All night and all morning he had fought back the tide of terrible thoughts that threatened to engulf him. But any disaster would have been discovered by now, surely. The mere fact that several law enforcement agencies had been notified and hadn’t reported any calamity must count for something. They would discover in the end that whatever it was was simple. After a while they’d laugh about it.


  Sure, he thought, years from now, he and Stace would talk about it lightly over dinner in some sumptuous restaurant, sipping their split of wine, exchanging tales from each other’s viewpoints.


  “Remember that time…and I went looking for you…and we practically had a statewide alert…” He could hear Stacey’s laughter chime out; he could see her lovely face crease into a smile. Soon she would be beside him again. But this time, he promised, he’d show softer emotions, be less a man of steel.


  He slowed down when he spotted a state policeman parked on the right shoulder of the highway. The officer looked asleep as he sat there blankly staring ahead. Impulsively, David slowed his car to a stop behind the police vehicle. The policeman looked back and then stepped out.


  “Problem?”


  “I’m David Oberman,” he said.


  “Sir?”


  “My wife…my wife and daughter, they’re the ones who are missing. You’re aware of it, aren’t you?”


  The policeman just stared down at him for a moment. Then he pushed his hat back on his head. David was impatient with his slow reactions.


  “My wife, Stacey Oberman, don’t you have a description? She would have been out on this highway.”


  “A blue Cutlass, eighty-six?”


  “Right, right.” David exhaled in relief. “Have you seen anything?”


  “No, sir, not yet. You’re out looking for her?”


  “Yes.” The policeman looked as though David had said something ridiculous. “Why? Shouldn’t I be?”


  “Of course you should, especially if you have some ideas.”


  David nodded.


  “Okay,” he said. “I just wanted to check with you. I suppose if someone had discovered something within the last hour or so, you’d have heard it on the radio.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Thanks again,” David said and started away. It wasn’t like him to be so abrupt with people, but the sight of the policeman resting so calmly on the side of the road infuriated him. “I’m losing it,” he told himself. “I’m losing it.”


  He drove on, stopping whenever he saw people by houses, stores, or automobiles who might have seen Stacey drive by. At one point he came to a small general store that kindled a hopeful hunch. The elderly couple who ran the place were friendly and eager to be of help once he explained his purpose, but they unveiled no concrete information. Both of them felt his frustration.


  “From what direction would she have come?” the old man asked. David explained the map and the route he had given Stacey. The man grew pensive for a moment and then offered a theory.


  “There are some back roads here that she might have taken, as a detour,” he said. “Of course, a resident would have had to describe them to her. A newcomer wouldn’t know enough to locate them—unless he was a good map reader.”


  “That’s not my wife.”


  “Well, then, you can do one of two things—take a left at the four corners and follow Willow all the way to Route Six or go ten miles farther and take Tunnel Hill. Either one would save someone a half hour or so, if they knew enough to take ’em.”


  “She wouldn’t have known enough. I gave her specific directions to follow.”


  “Someone mighta given her other ideas,” he said.


  “She’s not the kind to go off the beaten path,” David said. “But thanks.”


  The old man shrugged. “Good luck,” he said, and waved.


  When David came to the four corners described by the old man, he stopped and studied Willow Road. Something Detective Ross had said came back to him: the whole situation was unexpected, so they had to look for the unexpected. He knew Stacey wouldn’t normally take a shortcut, but…


  Impulsively, he made the turn. After he did it, he realized his impulse wasn’t such a bad move. The police were covering the main roads well; they couldn’t be expected to patrol every side road. They had other responsibilities as well. What he would do, he thought, was go all the way down Willow and then come back over Tunnel Hill, scouring both shortcuts. At least he’d be doing something worthwhile rather than sitting around a hotel room waiting for a phone call. After he’d made the circuit over the two side roads, he’d ring Chicky Ross and see if the older detective had uncovered any promising leads.


  He drove slowly, studying the long tracts of undeveloped forests and fields that unfolded around him. There had been some good rain during the early and middle portions of summer. Vegetation was heavy, and the forests were overgrown with walls of leaves. Leaving the busier highway laced with houses, stores, and garages and entering this more rural world made him feel as if he had somehow slipped back through time. He had an eerie feeling. Something was unconnected, distant, about this land, and he was an unwelcome stranger. But he felt whatever was wrong was beyond either his or the police’s ken.


  He slowed down when he spotted a small two-story house just off the road. It looked like it had recently been painted. The light blue shutters sparkled with a boldness in the noonday sun. No fencing bordered the land, but whoever had cut the lawn had done so with such geometric precision as to clearly delineate what part of the property was to be used and what parts were left to nature.


  As soon as he came to a stop, a small black dog scampered out from behind the right side of the house and began barking. It took a few brave steps forward and held its ground. The barking brought a tall, slim elderly man out of the house. He was dressed in a pair of jeans held up by dark blue suspenders over a dark blue flannel shirt. He didn’t come off the porch and he didn’t try to stop the dog from barking.


  David got out of the car. The dog growled threateningly, but didn’t come forward. Instead, it backed toward the house as David approached. The man looked as though he had gotten up from the dinner table. His mouth was still grinding away at something. David nodded and lifted his hand in greeting. The old man nodded but kept his hands in his pockets.


  “Hi there,” David said. “I was wondering if you might be able to help me.”


  “That depends. These days I have a hard enough time helping myself.”


  David had to laugh, but the old man didn’t look as though he had intended a joke. He remained grim.


  “I’ve got some family missing,” David said. “There’s a possibility they took this road.”


  “Don’t say?” The old man looked up and down the road as though just realizing it was there. The dog had stopped barking, but now growled in short, low bursts. “We don’t get much traffic either way. Suits me just fine.”


  “I bet. But being there isn’t much traffic, maybe you noticed a particular car. It was a blue Cutlass, an eighty-six, two-door. My wife and little daughter were in it.”


  “Oh? And they’re missin’?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He looked pensive for a moment, a frown creasing his leathery forehead.


  “I’m getting pretty old,” he said. “Don’t know whether I’m dreamin’ up things or rememberin’ them anymore.” David smiled. “Hit ninety-one yesterday,” he revealed.


  “Really?” David said, momentarily struck by the man’s agility for his age. Never far from his mission, he returned to the business at hand, softening somewhat in acknowledgment of the other’s achievement. “But what do you mean when you say you’re not sure whether you’re dreaming or remembering?”


  “Seems like I heard this before,” the old man said. David stared at him a moment, an unspoken fear forming in his mind.


  “Oh, you mean a policeman came by here recently to ask you?” he said, brushing the uncomfortable feeling aside.


  “No, no one came by recently. It’s more like years.” He took his right hand out of his pocket and rubbed his chin. The sandpaper gray stubble ran up and down his thin face in patches. His jawbone was so emphatic it looked as though it might tear through his skin any moment.


  “Are you alone here?”


  “Yep. Been that way since seventy-four. That’s when my wife died. Both my sons are dead, too. All I got’s two grandsons.”


  David nodded. Feeling sorry for the old man, he saw his hopes diminish. He would pull little from the cobwebbed caverns of the old man’s mind. “You don’t recall seeing the car I described?”


  “Sorry. I do sit out on the porch quite a bit. Can’t say I seen it, though. You sure she took this road?”


  “Oh, no. I’m just looking. Somebody suggested it…Mr. Green, I believe…from the general store.”


  “Oh, him? Senile. I don’t think I ever go in there without havin’ an argument about what I bought and what I need.”


  David smiled.


  “Well, I guess I’ll go on through. Are there many other houses along the way?”


  “Only two on this side and one on the other. Ben Stratton is the next house on this side. After that comes the Echerts and after that you’ll find Gerald Thompson. At one time his family owned all these lands,” he said, waving at the countryside around them with knotted fingers. “But that’s goin’ back aways. Lucky he owns anything now…half-assed farmer. Touched in the head. But an innocent. Why, I remember when I could see clear over to the Echerts. All this was clear pastureland in those days. His father’s doing. An old taskmaster…” He shook his head.


  “I can imagine,” David said, impatience gnawing at him. “I thank you anyway,” he said, and started away.


  “Wife and daughter, you say?” the old man murmured almost under his breath.


  David stopped, planting his feet solidly. He peered intently at the old man, hoping he remembered something. “Yes, sir.”


  “Damn if I don’t remember that.” He shook his head. “Seems like yesterday.”


  “And…?” David prompted.


  The old man balled his fists, fighting to remember, then suddenly relaxed. “I just can’t picture when…”


  David smiled. “Thanks again,” he said, and went back to the car. As he pulled away, he looked up at the porch and saw the old man still standing there, scratching his chin and shaking his gray-haired head.


  David chalked up the old man’s half-memory of Stacey’s car to a visit made by the police the day before. It was encouraging that they had made a real effort to find Stacey and Tami, but it probably also meant that he was on a fruitless trail. It had already been covered.


  He slowed down when he came to the next house, but it was situated so far back from the road he didn’t see how anyone could have spotted a car go by. He drove on. He stopped at the house on the right and spoke with the couple who lived there, the Echerts. David thought it was odd that they said no policeman had stopped by to talk to them. It seemed inefficient to speak only with a ninety-year-old man. He would tell Chicky on their next phone call. His household search on back-country roads was not wasted, then.


  “Arthur Hubbard claimed there was a policeman at his house asking questions about your wife and child?” Mr. Echert asked. He was a man in his late fifties.


  “Well, not exactly. He recalled being asked about a missing woman and little girl, but…”


  “Oh, that was a few years ago, wasn’t it?” Mrs. Echert chimed in over his shoulder. Her husband nodded immediately.


  “Arthur’s mixed up, I’m sure.”


  A chill rippled up David’s spine. “You mean something like this has happened before on this street?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t say on this street. There was a situation like this…must’ve been a little over two years ago, right, Helen?”


  “About two years, yes.”


  “But nothing came of it here. For all we know, they found the woman and child elsewhere.”


  “I see.”


  “Don’t pay much attention to Arthur. You know how old he is?” Mrs. Echert said. She was light, airy, and cheery compared to her husband.


  “Yes, I do. Well, thanks anyway.”


  “Good luck. Wish we could help,” Mr. Echert said, and they all waved.


  Maybe you have, David thought as he returned to his car. He wasn’t one to believe in coincidences of fate, but he didn’t know how to express the feelings he was now having. Certainly, his hope was rebounding. He would tell Chicky Ross to check into the previous case of a missing woman and child in this vicinity, but unless there was some way to tie it in…


  He stopped at the Thompson farm and looked up at the house. It was the biggest of all he had seen so far, and he recalled what old man Hubbard had said about the Thompsons once owning all the land. It was Victorian, shingled, and sizable. But the farm looked run-down; some equipment obviously had gone to seed, left where the machines had malfunctioned. A spotty number of livestock roamed here and there, and all of the structures screamed for paint and some repair. In fact, a cloud of frailty and dreariness hung over this entire property. He imagined that if he went up to the door and knocked, a skeleton would appear.


  He started to turn into the driveway when a big man suddenly appeared out of nowhere. David hit the brakes, bringing the car to a screeching halt, and waited for the man to approach. He did, in a pair of coveralls and a t-shirt streaked by grease and dirt that also covered his arms. David thought he looked less like a farmer and more like a garage mechanic.


  The man’s forearms and shoulders were intimidating. He had a short, bull neck and easily stood six foot three or four. The features of his face—which could be called handsome—were cut deeply and sharply, but David was drawn immediately to the man’s eyes. There was a wild intensity in his gaze. He looked as though he were bearing down on prey. David had the feeling the man was going to take hold of the front of his car and upend the vehicle onto its roof.


  “Maybe you can help me,” David began through the lowered window. The man didn’t respond. He just stood there stern-faced, looking at him. “My wife might have gotten lost and taken this road. She was driving a blue Cutlass, an eighty-six, and my five-year-old daughter was with her.”


  “Don’t have much time to sit and watch the cars go by,” the man said, his voice gravelly and deep.


  “If she got lost on a road like this, she’d stop for help.” David looked past the man and focused on the house, but the man stepped closer and cut off his view.


  “No one’s stopped here,” he said.


  “Anyone else around who might have seen her go by?”


  “My wife don’t come out much. She ain’t well.”


  “Oh. No one else has come around asking, have they?”


  “Not lately.”


  Disappointment engulfed him. “Well…thanks anyway,” he said. He started to back out of the driveway. The man didn’t move; he stood there in a defiant stance watching until David drove away. The cold feeling he had gotten from that short conversation was enough to make him turn down the air conditioner. Stacey wouldn’t have spent much time talking to that guy, he thought and drove on.


  When he came to the end of Willow, he turned right and stopped at a gas station. He asked the attendant to fill the tank while he went to the pay phone, intending to call Chicky Ross, but he stopped at the cash register for gum instead. He really hadn’t been away long enough to merit pulling the detective away from his duties. It was probably better to wait a little longer. He didn’t want to be seen as a pain in the ass. He made a mental note to tell Ross about the story of a previously missing woman and child on this road.


  He went back to pay the attendant and ask him if he had seen Stacey and the blue Cutlass.


  “There was a little girl with her, five years old.”


  “You a cop?” the attendant asked.


  “No. It’s my wife and child who’s missing. I just couldn’t sit around waiting for answers from the police, so I’m exploring possibilities on my own.”


  “Reason I asked was the state police were by here asking about that. I wasn’t on around the time they thought she might be by. My brother was. I figured you were one of the cops coming back to talk with him.”


  “Is he here now?”


  “He’s inside doin’ a grease and oil job. The cop said someone was supposed to come back this morning to talk to him. He remembered something.”


  “Really? Mind if I talk to him?”


  “Hell no. Go on in while I do your car.”


  “Excuse me,” David said. A man not past his late twenties poked his head out from under the vehicle, jacked up several feet by the lift. “Your brother said it would be all right to talk to you.”


  His blond brows arched. “What’s up?”


  “I’m looking for my wife and daughter who never arrived when they should have.”


  “Really?” He stepped out, wiping his hands on a grease-streaked rag.


  “She was driving a blue Cutlass, eighty-six.”


  “Oh, that’s the car Vern was talking about. Said the state police were here last night.”


  “That’s right.”


  He shook his youthful head. “Yeah, I remember it. She let the radiator go dry. I filled it and checked out the engine.”


  “Where’d she go after that?”


  He thought for a moment. David could feel his heart beat so hard it took his breath away. He felt like pouncing on the man to shake the information out of him.


  “Said she was going up to Fallsburg, so I told her to take Willow and she could cut into—”


  “She took Willow?” He was stunned.


  “Yeah. I saw her make the turn. The weather was looking pretty bleak.”


  David recalled it had stormed briefly yesterday. Had she been caught in it?


  “She couldn’t have gotten lost on that road,” he said, musing aloud.


  “Hardly,” the young man said with a violent shake of his head, his blond locks rippling across his forehead. “No place else to go. Except a cowpath here and there.”


  “No one saw her on that road.”


  The man shrugged. “Don’t surprise me none. All you got living up there are some old-timers and Gerald Thompson. He don’t see much or say much about anything.”


  “I know what you mean. I stopped to talk to him,” David said, remembering their confrontation. “You’re sure she took that road?”


  “Well, like I said, I saw her make the turn, but I guess she could’ve changed her mind and come back. I wasn’t out there all the time.”


  “Yeah.”


  The young man grimaced pensively, then looked back up. “She never arrived and she never called?”


  “No.”


  He shrugged again, looking contrite. “Well, that’s all I can tell you.”


  “Thanks.” David turned to go.


  “Maybe she turned around and went home. It looked like a bad downpour,” the mechanic offered as David started out. He stopped.


  “I’ve checked that,” he said. “Thanks, though.” But as he emerged into the sunlight, the thought struck him that he hadn’t called home since this morning. He went back to the pay phone and dialed the number branded in his brain. There was no answer. He decided to call Cynthia Grossman again. She picked up the receiver almost immediately after the first ring.


  “David, I’m going crazy here. What’s happening? Have you found them?”


  “No. I’m out looking, going back over the detours she might have taken. I was hoping that maybe somehow…”


  “A policeman called me…Detective Ross.”


  “What did he ask?”


  “He wanted to confirm what time I saw Stacey leave.”


  David felt the hesitation in her voice. “What else did he want, Cynthia? It’s all right. You can tell me.”


  “He asked if there was any trouble between you two. I told him he was crazy to ask.”


  David sighed. “Thanks, Cyn. I expected police skepticism. That’s one reason I’m out here.”


  She paused. “What could have happened?”


  David was unsurprised by the puzzled note in his own usually self-assured voice. “I don’t know. I’m just going to keep looking.”


  “Please, call me. Do you want me to come up to help?”


  David warmed. Women were helping him cultivate his soft side. “No. There’s no point. I don’t know what I’m doing myself. I’m just doing. But thanks for offering. I’ll call you.” He rehooked the phone.


  For a moment he just stood there. Ross was working on one of his theories all right. For the police the possibility that he might have inflicted harm on his own wife and child was as viable as any alternative. David knew that logically they had to investigate every possibility, but at this point logic was just too much for him to tolerate. They were wasting their energies and their time while Stacey and Tami might be entangled in some real trouble.


  Everybody thinks he’s a television detective, he thought cynically as he walked to his car. Okay. He’d have to follow leads himself. There was no time to spare. The police would stop to question the young mechanic anyway; they’d get the same information he’d gotten. For now, he needed to get back on Willow and scour every inch until he came up with something. Any clue that pointed the way to his wife and child. For now, it was all he had.


  4


  Gerald never thought about the woman’s man. It surprised him that he hadn’t considered the husband and father. After he watched him drive off, he thought about the first woman and child. That woman had been divorced. He had learned that much about her before it was over.


  Of course, he had expected that someone would come looking for these two; he just didn’t foresee that it would be the actual husband and father. He was sorry now that their conversation had been so short and he had taken so little note of the man. He was curious about him in almost a scientific way, as though the man was of another species similar to himself, but still very different.


  After all, he came from the other world, the world in which families gathered happily around dinner tables or sat contentedly before television sets and shared the warm cocoon of each other’s company. They weren’t haunted by the kind of memories that tormented him. In their world a smile wasn’t as rare as an eagle.


  And what about the music of laughter? If the new girl wasn’t here, there wouldn’t be very much. No, he thought as he stood on his driveway and looked down Willow Road in the direction the man had taken, we are not the same. He couldn’t feel any compassion for the man or empathize with him. It was easy to forget the look in his eyes and the tone of desperation in his voice.


  Let him go back to that world where they marry and divorce and share children like easy currency, he thought. They find replacements; they always do. In the meantime…


  He looked back at the house. Irene had decided to punish the girl for not being obedient. She was locked in the Bad Box. Her crying had died down. He could hear her swallowing her sobs before he came outside. Soon she’d fall asleep, just the way Shirley always did.


  Shirley was already asking Irene to release the girl. Irene couldn’t keep her in there much longer anyway, he thought. He was sure she’d been there long enough to make her obedient. That’s all Irene had ever wanted. Obedience. Respect. Companions. She never intended to hurt. The woman was going to be a more serious problem. He didn’t think Irene would be satisfied with her. Her presence would come to no good. It was probably better for all if he ended it as soon as he could.


  He looked down the road again. Satisfied that there was no longer any danger to them, he returned to his chores. He had been up early and had removed a good part of the woman’s car’s body. Now he had to see to the water and feed for the chickens.


  He was always depressed when he worked with the livestock; he didn’t own a quarter of what his father had owned. Of course, his father had helped them. Joe and Martha, the German couple, lived in the apartment in the attic of the house, and Martha was just as good a farmhand as Joe. She pitched hay, milked cows, drove a tractor, and plowed land. They were both in their forties when they came here, and they stayed for nearly twelve years, four years after his mother died. Martha took over the kitchen duties then, but she didn’t reduce her farm work much until he took on more responsibility and worked beside Joe and his father. It was shortly after Joe and Martha left that things began to disintegrate.


  There were few family-owned-and-operated dairy farms left, and the big chicken farms in the county had dwindled to a little over a dozen. It wasn’t his fault that a way of life had gone sour, even though his father in his dotage blamed him for the tragedy. His father always considered him inadequate in one way or another, and his marriage to Irene seemed to confirm that for him.


  She was never really strong, never really a farmer’s wife. She was a good cook and a good homemaker, but she wasn’t one to put on an old shirt and a pair of dungarees and come out to help with the chores. She was slim and feminine, to be handled like his mother’s fine china, a thing of beauty in which the essence of the beauty lay in its fragility.


  He liked the contrasts. He was thrilled by the juxtaposition of his huge, clumsy hands cupping her small but firm and shapely breasts. He enjoyed imposing restraint on his muscles and arms when he embraced her. He was soothed by the softness in her voice, a voice that often forced him to bring down the volume and force of his own. In short, he believed she was a good and valuable influence on him. She brought out his humanity, and he hated his father for not seeing the significance in this relationship.


  Sophie, his mother, was more like John’s wife Martha. They were both hardened by the land and the labor, their hands no longer soft, their bodies heavy, their eyes dull from looking into endless tunnels of dreary, monotonous work. They rarely complained; they behaved like stoics accepting the rain, the sleet, the snow, the cold, and the burning sun as part of their inevitable fate. How could he ever complain if the women never did?


  Irene was his oasis. He rushed toward her with a thirst for gentle and sensitive things. When he brought her home, he felt as if he were wearing her; she was a precious jewel, something to show off. He loved her for her weaknesses and for the way she clung to him in lightning and thunder.


  But the first time his father saw her, he said, “It’s like pitchin’ hay with a fork made a paper. A man don’t need any more to carry than his own weight. That’s enough as it is.”


  Maybe for you. I need more, he thought.


  And so he had married her.


  And then he thought he had proved his father wrong when their firstborn was a boy, even though he was premature and grew like a flower without enough sunlight. There was always hope.


  But that was long ago, in another life, in the other world, the world from which this woman and child had come and to which, hopefully, the man, the husband and father, had returned. He believed that now they’d be left alone to harvest some happiness. If only for a while.


  He turned when he heard the clap of the back screen door and saw Irene, the new girl, and Shirley walking toward him and the chicken coops. He looked furtively toward the road and then hurried toward them. Shirley and Irene had the new girl between them, holding her by the hands. The hem of the other girl’s dress, which Irene had insisted she wear, dragged over the ground. She looked as though she were shrinking within it. Her clipped hair left her face even more diminished. She was doll-like and the terror that had been in her face when she was released from the Bad Box was now partly diluted by her look of confusion.


  “We’re going to pick some eggs,” Irene said before he reached them. “Donna’s never done that before, right, Donna?” Tami looked up at the woman, fear glinting in her eyes, and then nodded quickly. It was better to answer everything the way she sensed the woman wanted her to answer. The alternatives were horrible. It had been dark in that heavy box in the basement and there was no room for her to shift her weight. She could think only of the long box in which Grandpa Oberman had been placed after he died. She couldn’t remember any details, but the image was still vivid and nurtured by occasional nightmares.


  “You can’t do this. You can’t do this,” he repeated, gesturing toward the road. “She shouldn’t be walking across the lawn, for anyone to see. It’s too soon.”


  “Too soon?” Irene paused as though she had just been shaken out of a dream.


  “Of course. Someone was just here, in fact,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. Irene looked toward the road and let her free hand flutter to her face.


  “Oh, my…my goodness, I thought they had stopped looking.”


  “That was different; that was a while back. She just arrived yesterday,” he added, nodding at Tami. Irene looked down at her, the realization settling in.


  “I forgot. I was thinking that they had never left.”


  Gerald’s eyes flashed dangerously, and the lines in his forehead creased. Tami shrank from him, whimpering at his mannerisms and volatile nature. Even to his wife he occasionally thrashed his muscular arms about; now he loomed over them all as if to strike out. Irene didn’t seem to notice.


  “Get back inside. Quickly,” Gerald said. “She’s not to come out until I say it’s all right. You understand?”


  “Yes. I’m sorry dear,” she told Tami. “We can’t see the chickens today. Maybe another day. Gerald will bring us some freshly laid eggs, won’t you, Gerald?”


  “Yes, yes,” he said gruffly. “Get inside.”


  “Come along, Shirley.”


  “I want to see the chickens,” Shirley said. Gerald looked at his daughter. There was something familiar about her expression of stubbornness and anger. He thought his father’s face was emerging from within her. Sometimes, when she spoke, he thought she sounded just like his father. The old man is here; the old man comes at us in different ways, he thought.


  “Not now,” he said, but he said it softly. “After dark,” he added as a quick compromise. “It’s better after dark.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Irene said, mollified. “Isn’t that a good idea, Donna?” Tami nodded slightly. She was so terrified, she didn’t understand what these odd, volatile people meant, though she had to indicate she did. “See, Shirley, Donna wants to go after dark, too.”


  “I wanted to go now,” Shirley said and then released Tami’s hand by throwing it back against Tami’s body angrily. She pushed her aside, then whirled to run back to the house. Tami, already numb, hardly felt the blow and watched as Shirley stumbled across the yard tearfully. When she reached the steps of the small landing to the back door, she turned. “I hate you,” she said and threw down Tami’s doll before disappearing within.


  “Oh, she doesn’t mean that, Donna. You’ll see.”


  “Just go inside,” Gerald said.


  “Come on. We’ll have cookies and milk and Shirley will be nice again.”


  Gerald watched them walk back to the house. He looked back at the road and then went off to the chicken coops, driven by that one moment when his father’s image appeared in Shirley’s face. He opened the door of the first coop and looked in. He had under a thousand layers total. He could almost hear his father’s laughter of ridicule.


  The old man had moved in and out of a world of senility for nearly half a dozen years before his death. He would spend hours sitting by the window in his upstairs room babbling at Gerald, sometimes cursing him, sometimes threatening him, sometimes giving orders. It was haunting—that old man’s voice echoing, bellowing over the farm, all of it threaded into a monologue of madness.


  Years after his father’s death, Gerald was still not free of it. It drove him into his own monologue of madness, babbling excuses, chastising himself for failures, pushing himself to do more, to work harder. To protect his family if need be. And at any cost.


  He’s in me, too, he thought, and kicked at some hens. The old man…he’s everywhere. He looked around as though he expected to see him standing in a corner of the coop. The idea gave him a chill and he attacked his work with a vigor designed to both warm him and take him away from his own terrifying thoughts.


  The chickens, as though sensing his anguish, moved away from him in a wave.


  Inside the house, Shirley led Tami to the kitchen table and told her to sit down.


  Irene had gone upstairs to lie down. She had one of those headaches and needed to rest her eyes. “You girls either go down or up, but stay out of mischief. Gerald is just out of earshot,” she said before she climbed the lengthy stairwell.


  But Shirley had hauled her “slave” into the kitchen.


  “I’m going to get out some milk and cookies for you,” she said. Tami looked about furtively. She sensed something strange was about to happen. The air around her seemed charged. Then she saw the pantry door open slightly and Shirley pull out two glasses, then go to the refrigerator and awkwardly drag out a bottle of milk.


  With a smirk on her face, she put the two glasses on the table, sloppily poured the milk, and brought over a plate full of chocolate-chip cookies, left there by Irene, from the counter. She then looked up, smiling, an evil glint in her eyes. From her stained smock she pulled out a cleaver that she must have gotten from the pantry. Tami whimpered.


  Shirley set the cleaver down awkwardly; it clanked on the table and skidded toward Tami, who shrank away and looked around desperately. She didn’t know where Gerald—who terrified her anyway—was, and the older woman was somewhere upstairs, out of earshot. She seemed to condone anything her daughter did, and probably wouldn’t pay heed anyway. When Shirley had pricked her with needles in a slave game, the woman had appeared in the basement doorway to scold Shirley, but she hadn’t paid attention exactly to what her daughter had done. In fact, she never explored the details of her daughter’s games of torment.


  Shirley grabbed up the end of a leash she had collared Tami with and knotted it to a table leg. “Okay, Sooey-face,” she laughed, climbing into the chair next to Tami. “Now you reach for a cookie and the milk while I chop.”


  Tami began to cry, and Shirley only laughed and yanked on her leash; Tami choked. “Go, Sooey-face, go,” she said, and struggled with the cleaver in both hands until she established a steady tattoo on the table. “Go now—or I’ll call my father. Do it, Sooey-face.” She jerked the leash again.


  Tami coughed and sobbed, but inched a hand toward the cleaver that was clattering unevenly on the table already knicked and worn by Irene who apparently used a corner for her slicing. In a quick movement, Tami, whose reactions were more agile than Shirley’s, grabbed a cookie from the plate and drew it toward her as Shirley fought to bring down the sharp blade on Tami’s wrist. All she did was nick Tami, who howled more from fright than from pain. “Shut-up, Sooey-face, shut up,” cried the other, whose face was an angry mask. “I played this with my little brother, and he never cried, you big baby.”


  But Tami howled even louder. Some shuffling noises from overhead increased in tempo, stopping Shirley from her tirade as she tilted her head to listen. She dropped the cleaver and scrambled from the chair. Irene was descending the stairs quickly. She sauntered in, adjusting her hair, just as her daughter disappeared into the pantry. Tami, gladdened at the sight of the woman, calmed considerably.


  “I heard some crying,” she said. “Where’s Shirley?”


  Tami didn’t know what to do. She was afraid to respond, but was afraid not to as well.


  “Shirley, get out here now, honey,” Irene called. She waited a moment and then repeated the order. When Shirley still didn’t appear, she shook her head. “Must’ve gone upstairs to her room. She can be so spoiled sometimes. Don’t you ever get like Shirley, Donna. Hear me?” Tami nodded. “I’ll be right down with her. Meanwhile, you start on the milk and cookies. Go on,” she commanded. Tami reached for her glass. She brought it to her lips as Irene started out of the kitchen.


  Almost immediately Shirley emerged from the pantry. Without saying anything, she walked over to the table and took the glass of milk from Tami’s hand. She looked at her for a moment and then spit into the glass.


  “Drink it,” she said, handing it back.


  Tami shook her head.


  “You better drink it,” she said, pointing to the pocket from which she had pulled the cleaver.


  “No, it’s dirty now.” She pushed herself away from the table and started to get out of the chair, forgetting the leash. Shirley grabbed it and yanked. The other girl gasped.


  “Drink your milk or you won’t get big and strong,” she sang, obviously imitating something Irene had often said. Tami screamed when she seized her neck to tighten the collar. A moment later Irene appeared, and the girl stepped away.


  “What’s going on? Where were you?”


  “I was in the bathroom,” Shirley said quickly. She glared at Tami. “She doesn’t want to drink her milk.”


  “Nonsense. Go on, sit down, Shirley. If you drink yours, Donna will drink hers. Right, Donna?”


  Tami started to shake her head, but stopped when Shirley’s smile widened. Shirley took up her glass of milk and brought it to her lips quickly, swallowing half the glass in one gulp. Tami looked up at Irene helplessly.


  “You don’t want to go back into the Bad Box, do you, Donna?” Irene said.


  Tami reached out slowly and took up the glass. Closing her eyes, she brought the liquid to her mouth, but before she could swallow, she began to retch and the glass dropped, spilling its contents over the table. It had the effect of a small explosion.


  Tami started to cry in anticipation. Shirley laughed, but Irene seemed immobilized by rage. Then she stepped forward and slapped Shirley across the face. Instantly, Shirley’s laugh turned into a shriek as her strangely calm mother pulled Tami away from the table roughly, unhooking the leash, and went for a dish towel.


  “I hate you,” Shirley hissed at Tami. “I’ll get you for this,” she added, nodding toward her pocket. Then she ran out of the room, leaving Tami to shiver in terror as Irene began to wipe up the mess.


  Stacey opened her eyes and sat up. Despite the boarded-over windows and the locked door, she felt a chill; she felt as though a constant stream of cool air was flowing through the room. She embraced herself and looked around. Then she used the chamber pot to relieve herself and went back to sitting on the bed, getting her bearings. She was exhausted from not eating that crazy woman’s meals, and from worrying about Tami. She also suspected that Gerald was lacing her juice—the only food she consumed—with some sedative to slow her down and keep her quiet. Now she prayed it wasn’t poison, though common sense indicated if it was, she’d have been gone long ago. Gasping for breath, she inched her unsteady body to the edge of the bed and peered around the weakly lit room. It was as bare as before—only furnished with the bed, two side tables, the dresser, and that previous woman’s clothes bursting from the closet. Where could she find a wedge or something to pry open the window boards or door lock with? Her glance roamed the room from corner to corner, settling eventually on the door hinges. She nearly stopped breathing as a thought crept into her mind. What if she loosened the pins from their cylinders with the spoon left on the tray, and opened the door from its other edge.


  Shaking her head to clear it, she tested her footing, and coaxed herself toward the door. When she reached it, she leaned against its consoling hardness, catching her breath. Then she studied and tested the hinges with her fingers; the middle pin creaked as it turned in the cylinder. She nearly laughed aloud in joy. For the next forty-five minutes she worked the hinges, pausing every few minutes to catch her breath and fight her dizziness. Sweat poured from her brow, tears streamed down her cheeks as she whispered, “Tami. Tami. Tami.”


  Before long she succeeded in loosening the upper and lower hinges until she was sure she could wriggle the pins up and and drop the door away from the jamb. It was simply a matter of doing it at the right moment. The excitement of a possible escape gave her a chill. She felt as though a constant stream of cool air was flowing through the room. Her skin was clammy and she embraced herself as she looked around.


  How would she know the right moment to do this? Should she wait for evening and do it when these people were asleep? She put her ear to the door and listened. The house seemed empty. Not a sound erupted from the rooms below and she heard nothing on her own floor. If they were away from the house…


  What she could do was get out, peer out a window to see where they were, and then make her escape. She felt sure if she could just get out on that road while it was still daytime, she could get help quickly. She would try to spot Tami and release her but if she couldn’t find her daughter, she’d flee and try to flag down the next motorist on the road.


  She went to the hinges and, after some straggle, wriggled free the pins, setting them on the floor gingerly. Then, using the spoon, she began to pry the door away from its hinges. Just at that moment, however, Gerald turned the lock and pushed the door to open it. The door fell away from the jamb and struck Stacey on the forehead, sending her reeling backward to the floor, the door nearly coming down over her. All that stopped it was Gerald’s firm grip on the handle. He looked down at her and then at the hinges.


  He didn’t smile. When he moved forward, glowering over her, she slid back on the floor until she was against the leg of the bed. She whimpered as he reached down, took up the pins, and set the door back in place. He slammed the pins into their cylinders with balled fists, not wincing as bone struck metal.


  “You can’t keep me here,” she said. “You’ve got to let me and my daughter go. Please, stop this.”


  He didn’t turn around until he was finished repairing the door. He looked at her a moment and then walked out of the room. She got up slowly and sat on the bed. She hadn’t heard him lock the door behind him, but she didn’t have the courage to attempt an escape right now.


  She closed her eyes and thought about her father. She thought about the day he died because even though he was seventy, she had always thought of him as her greatest ally, her protector. After his funeral she had felt so helpless, so vulnerable. She remembered that David sensed her anxiety. That night in bed he held her against him for hours stroking her hair and comforting her, trying at the same time to give her the sense of security she had had as a little girl.


  Gerald returned. He stood staring at her for a moment, his coallike eyes burning with fever, his muscled arms quivering with sweat and menace as he closed the door softly behind him. She heard something clanking over the sound of his breathing and saw that he carried a chain.


  “Oh, God,” she murmured as he approached, “no, please.” She folded her legs against her body protectively, but he seized her right ankle and yanked her leg toward him, sending a shooting pain through her. He wrapped the chain around her ankle tightly and inserted a lock into two links to fasten the chain firmly on her leg. He snapped it shut while she watched wide-eyed; then he let out the chain as he circled to the right head bed post. Lifting the bed up easily, he wrapped the other end around the foot of the post and inserted another, similar lock.


  “Can’t leave you on the loose,” he said. He reached down to touch her cheek, but she turned away. He caught her face in his hand and squeezed her cheeks as he turned her back to him. “You’d better start being more cooperative,” he said. “Marlene was stubborn, too, and…” He stopped and slowly released her face, red marks rising where his fingers had been. She brought her hand to her cheek and stared up at him fearfully.


  “What happened to her? Who was she?”


  For a moment his eyes glowed, as if he wanted to tell her. They flashed—with gruesome memories? But just as quickly the glow died, and he glared at her again. “It doesn’t matter. What matters,” he said in a deadened monotone, “is what’s going to happen to you.” He didn’t smile. There wasn’t even a threatening note interweaved into his statement. What made it more terrifying was the cold, factual way he spoke, as if he didn’t know himself what the outcome of all this would be. Was Irene in control? That mad woman in control? What or who else was there that would determine how this would end?


  “Don’t do this,” she pleaded. He didn’t seem to hear her even as he looked straight at her.


  A moment later he turned and left the room, leaving the door open and a chill in his wake. He obviously no longer saw a need to lock the door since he had placed the chains on her legs.


  Stacey sat up and looked at her shackled ankle. The chain hung just loose enough not to cut off her circulation. She rubbed the sore leg where he had grabbed her and waited, watching the door. A short while later, Irene appeared with a lunch tray, a placid otherworldly smile painted on her face. There was a glass of what looked to be skim milk and a plate with a piece of apparently stale white bread.


  “Oh, you look so nice in that dress,” she said. “I just can’t get over how nice you look.” She placed the tray on the small night table and smiled. “I thought you might like a snack to perk you up, Marlene.”


  “Why do you insist on calling me by someone else’s name?” Stacey asked, her words framed so slowly in so deep a voice she had trouble believing it was her own. Maybe it wasn’t. She still had trouble believing any of this was really happening. The exhaustion, and weakness from eating so little food, was obviously having its effect.


  “You’re teasing me. Gerald said your teasing is going to get worse and worse. He thinks you’re going to make things very unpleasant. He wanted to put you in the basement, but I told him absolutely not. I don’t want to go down to that basement to talk to you. What kind of a place would that be for us to have nice conversations?” She paused and looked at the chain. “I couldn’t talk him out of the chain, though. You understand, don’t you, dear?”


  “No,” Stacey said, her voice small and thin again. She was fighting back the tears. “I want to be free to go.”


  “To go where? This is your home; this is Donna’s home now, too.”


  “We have our own home.”


  “It can’t be as nice as this.”


  “I’m not chained up in it.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry about that.” She sat on the bed thinking while Stacey studied her for a moment. Irene’s complexion was so fair that the little veins in her temples and even some in her cheeks were visible. Her skin was nearly transparent in spots. There were patches of small freckles under both her eyes. Her eyes were blue, bright and fresh right now, like the eyes of an innocent child. Indeed, all her facial features were childlike because of their diminutiveness.


  But it was exactly because of her sweet and pure look that her madness was so terrifying. Stacey had already seen how her delicate surface was so easily shattered. She imagined that what lay beneath was something that could be both ruthless and cruel in its ability to deny reality—keep it from seeping in.


  “You can’t keep us here just because you want Shirley to have a playmate,” she said in as reasonable, soft a tone as she could muster. She watched the other woman closely, to see if she could make her face the truth. Make her an ally, one to help them escape Gerald and his volatile behavior. She didn’t want to end up like Marlene and Donna, whatever happened to them. She could only guess.


  “It’s not right and it’s not good for Shirley to see such things. You don’t want her to grow up thinking people have to be cruel to one another, do you?”


  “But people are cruel to one another, aren’t they? That’s what Gerald says.”


  “Gerald’s wrong.”


  “Oh, no,” Irene said. She laughed. “Oh, no. Gerald’s not wrong.” She stood up quickly. “But you don’t have to worry, dear. As long as you’re here with us, no one will hurt you.”


  “But you’re hurting me. Look what Gerald did to me,” she said, pointing to the chain.


  “It’s only for a little while. Gerald promised. Now don’t be contrary, dear. If you cooperate, it’ll only be for a little while,” she said, a clear note of annoyance coming into her voice.


  Stacey was losing patience. She had to know—before Gerald returned. “What happened to Marlene and Donna?”


  “Why, you’re teasing again…” the other began, thrown by Stacey’s sudden insistence.


  “What happened to the other woman and child, Irene…did Gerald harm them?”


  The other’s eyes grew smaller, and her jaw quivered. Fear flickered in her eyes. “Why…Gerald?”


  “Yes, Irene…he’s brutal. You know he can be brutal, don’t you…Did he kill them?” She rushed the words to catch the other off guard.


  “Kill? Why, no…”


  “Don’t you see he’s dangerous, Irene?”


  “Gerald? No, he just took her away…” She gasped, the green cast that had been on her face receding.


  Stacey could see that whenever any changes took place in Irene’s face, they took place rapidly and obviously. There was nothing subtle about her. She was like a child—undeceiving, open about her happiness and her sadness, and her anger. The movement from one to the other was quick and without transition. Hers was a world of good and bad; there was nothing in between. “Don’t you know, or wonder where he took her, Irene?” she said.


  Suddenly there was a rustle in the hallway.


  They both looked to the door as Gerald entered with the chamber pot. He busied himself with it under the bed and then stood behind his wife, waiting. Irene had recovered considerably, and had obviously repressed their conversation of moments before.


  “Where’s my daughter now?” Stacey asked.


  “They’re in the attic,” he said gruffly. Irene looked up and smiled as though she could see through the ceiling.


  “They’re dressing up in old clothes, my mother-in-law’s old clothes. We’ve saved so much. Some of it is very valuable and some of it…well, some of it just has sentimental value for Gerald. Maybe we’ll look over the old things together some time. For now, the children are enjoying themselves. Later, we’re going to make candy apples. Do you want me to bring you one?”


  “I’ve got to see my daughter again. Please.”


  “Of course, dear. I’ll tell you what. Donna will bring you a candy apple. How’s that?”


  “As long as I get to see her.”


  “Eat your sandwich,” Irene said and started away.


  “Wait. Please. Have him take off the chain. I won’t do anything bad. Please.”


  “Gerald said for a little while it’s got to be this way.” Gerald shifted, uncomfortable to hear her speak as if he weren’t present. He stalked out of the room, embarrassed. “There’s nothing I can do when Gerald makes up his mind about something. He can be so stubborn, and if I disagree with him…oh, you don’t know how he can get. Remind me to tell you some stories later.”


  Stacey knew the moment to press Irene was gone. But she’d gained enough to realize her worst suspicions confirmed. Wearily she glanced around the bare room. “What time is it? Why did you take my watch?”


  “You ask so many questions.” She took a few steps toward the bed again. The smile that had returned with Gerald left her face. “You know what…you’re starting to give me a headache, and I haven’t had one of my bad headaches since you and Donna came back. You better not ask any more questions because if Gerald hears you, he’ll put you in the basement and then I won’t be able to see you as much.”


  “Like Shirley did to Donna?”


  The other woman seemed to stop breathing; her chin tilted and her lips twisted slightly. As if she hadn’t heard a word, she turned and left, the door open behind her.


  Stacey stared at the bread. Despite it all, she had a need for some nourishment, if she was to do what she must do to get out of this madhouse. It tasted good, too. She practically gobbled it down and drank all of the milk as well. Then she sat back on the bed and watched the open doorway. Her eyelids grew heavy, which renewed her suspicion that Gerald was indeed sedating her—but it could have been the milk that made her feel sleepy.


  About an hour or so later, she heard footsteps coming from the attic stairway. She shook herself, leaned forward, and listened keenly. It sounded like just Shirley and Tami.


  “Tami,” she called softly, slurring her words, “Tami.” Shirley stopped talking. Both children had come to a halt somewhere in the hallway. “Tami, come to the door. Tami.”


  There was a long moment of silence, but she sensed that they were drawing closer. She held her breath. In a few moments, they would appear. Apparently Irene and Gerald were not around. She could talk to Tami without them hearing what she would say. She made up her mind she would tell her daughter to run away. If she got down the road, maybe someone would find her and all this would end.


  Shirley appeared first. She looked in with some curiosity. She was dressed in a pink sweater at least three sizes too big and a long dark brown skirt that she had pulled up over her waist so that it just touched her feet. The wide-brimmed straw hat on her head made her look comical. Stacey smiled, hoping to appear friendly and without threat so the girl wouldn’t run away and take Tami with her. She held some kind of thin strap in her hand, the end of which wasn’t visible.


  “Hi,” Stacey said. “You and Ta—Donna are playing?” Shirley nodded. “Is Donna there with you?” Shirley nodded once more. “Can you tell her to come in?” This time the girl didn’t respond. “Just for a few moments. I’d like to look at her. Please.” Shirley bit her lower lip and then nodded emphatically. “Thank you,” Stacey said with relief.


  Shirley lifted the thin strap and tugged it toward her until Tami appeared. Stacey saw with horror that the strap was a leash connected to a collar around Tami’s neck. Tami was dressed only in her panties. Her naked upper body had been smeared with lipstick and rouge and her face was streaked with lipstick in an attempt to make her look like a savage. Black paint had been used to trace circles around the tiny buds of Tami’s breasts, and the upper part of her arms looked as if they’d been pricked with needles, the blood now dried and intermingled with the rouge.


  The moment Stacey saw what had been done to her daughter, she felt as though someone had struck her in the stomach and knocked the breath out of her. For a moment she couldn’t utter a sound, her throat closed so quickly. Then she brought her hands to her face and screamed and screamed and screamed.


  Shirley disappeared instantly, pulling Tami roughly behind her, leaving Stacey uttering her cries to an empty doorway.


  David spun away from the garage quickly, but when he made the turn onto Willow again, he slowed down until he came to a complete stop. What could he do differently this time? Should he walk the road? The young mechanic had said she might have circled back to the main highway unseen. That was certainly possible. His fresh effort could all be a waste of time.


  The indecision was maddening. What’s more, the longer he sat there thinking, the wilder became his imagination. Maybe she had picked up a hitchhiker. It wasn’t like her to do so, but maybe she thought she needed another adult in the car if she was going to take a so-called back road. Maybe the hitchhiker looked harmless, like a college kid returning home. So she stopped after she had made the turn onto Willow. That’s why the mechanic hadn’t mentioned a hitchhiker. He didn’t see her stop for him.


  So the man would have gotten into the car and then, when they had motored farther down this road, forced her at gun- or knife-point to take one of those cowpaths the mechanic had mentioned. After that…what after that? Just visualizing such a scenario in his mind caused the sweat to bead on his forehead.


  He had to admit to himself, though, that it was a logical explanation for her disappearance. That was why she never had called. That was why no one on the road remembered seeing her. That was why the police were unable to locate her or the car, even though a fleet of patrol cars had been out looking. Oh God, he thought. It’s true; it’s got to be true.


  He brought his hands to his face and sat there as though he had just confronted the horrible scene. Maybe he shouldn’t continue alone? What would he do if he did find them after some psychotic had finished them off? He lowered his hands to his lap and just stared ahead. He couldn’t go back and he couldn’t expect that detective, Chicky Ross, to come drive out here to join him in a pursuit based on a flimsy theory.


  And then another scenario occurred to him. Since it had become painfully obvious that Ross took the traditional police line and considered him a potential suspect, what if he came upon his wife and child brutally murdered by some psychotic hitchhiker? Would the police suspect him because he had tracked them down so quickly and so well while they were off searching in different directions? On top of everything else, he couldn’t face that possibility. He couldn’t face any of it


  This was a mistake; this was a mistake, he repeated to himself. He should have just waited. Despite their failure at this moment, the police were trained to handle cases like this. That was why we had them; why we paid them. Why couldn’t he be his old, logical—if distant—self?


  “Stop the procrastination, Oberman,” he said aloud. “Move your ass and do what has to be done.” He nodded as if someone else, someone sitting beside him, had voiced this command. Then he took his foot off the brake and accelerated. He moved down the road less than half the speed he had traveled it before.


  He came to the old farm again and experienced the same, eerie feeling. Although it was a partly sunny day and rather warm, the Victorian farmhouse looked gloomy. It was as if the rambling, multifaceted structure were forever trapped in its own shadows. The shades were drawn on the front windows, upstairs and down. There was no movement around it, no signs of life within. He paused, scrutinized the grounds, and then drove on.


  A little more than a mile away, he spotted the first dirt road. It veered to the right and turned down a small knoll toward the woods. He hesitated and then thought he would take it a little ways so he could see where the road ended. He put the car in low gear and edged off the road. He had his window rolled down so he heard the crunch of gravel and rocks as the car lurched forward. Because the road looked pretty solid, he sped up. The car bounced a little, but everything was all right.


  When he reached the top of the knoll, he brought the car to a halt and looked down the dirt road. As far as he could tell, there were no signs of anyone having traveled on it for some time. If Stacey had been there, she would have left some fresh car tracks, he thought.


  Then something in the woods, something that clearly looked like a vehicle, caught his eye. His heart began to beat madly. The forest began a good half mile down the dirt road, so he couldn’t make out the object exactly, but it did look blue. There was nothing to do but continue forward. His foot shook on the accelerator. The ruts in the road got deeper and the car dipped and bounced, but he was aware of nothing but the goal ahead of him. All he could do was stare ahead and let the vehicle bring him closer to the forest. He felt as if he was being carried along magnetically to what might prove to be the most horrible thing he would live to see. Without realizing it, he was holding his breath and his hands were gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. He was as still as a manikin, frozen in terror.


  Suddenly the front end of the car dipped radically to the left. There was the sound of a grinding struggle between the bumper, the front axle, and some large boulders. The noise struck him as resembling a scream coming up from the earth. He hit the brakes fast and hard, but it was too late. The left front wheel sank into a large hole and the floor of the car scraped against the earth as the car jolted to a stop.


  Hypnotized by what he saw in the forest, he had stared ahead blindly and ignored the fact that the dirt road had degenerated dangerously. Rain and the weather had damaged what had once been a path for farm vehicles. At this point it was really no longer passable, but the knowledge came too late.


  He couldn’t get out on his side. The car had tipped so far to the left that the door wouldn’t open. The edge hit the earth every time he tried to jam it open. He had to slide over on the front seat and exit on the passenger’s side. After he did so, he went around to the front to survey the damage. He saw there was probably no way he would be able to get out of the ditch without a tow truck.


  “Damn.” He raised his fist to drive it down on the car hood, but thought better of that. Instead, he turned around and looked toward the forest. Why did he take the road? Why did he do this? It was as if he was being drawn into a trap, but he had to satisfy himself about what he had glimpsed in the woods. He continued down the road, breaking out into a trot until he reached the edge of the forest and could look through the trees clearly.


  It was a blue vehicle all right, fairly intact except that it looked as though it had been there for years. Why in the hell did someone just abandon a fairly new car in the forest to rot? He directed his anger at the polluter and cursed his own eyesight for not being keener. Then he looked back at his car, foundering to the left like a wounded beast.


  The frustration, the sense of defeat, the fatigue, and the sorrow flooded over him. He lowered his head. All he had succeeded in doing was making matters worse. Slowly he sauntered back to the car. He leaned against it to catch his breath and looked up at the sky. The billowing clouds appeared peaceful, majestic. How could there be such misery in a world that was so beautiful?


  He climbed back into the car and made one last attempt to back out, but the vehicle barely moved. He was sure he would inflict serious damage if he continued to attempt anything. There was no choice but to walk back to the garage.


  He started up the dirt road, hoping that a car would approach when he reached Willow. None did for quite a while, and then a woman came along in a station wagon. He flagged her down and she looked right at him, but she did not slow down. In fact, she sped up. He shouted, pleading, but she either didn’t hear him or didn’t want to. He was about to curse her when he realized how ironic it was to ridicule her. He had come out this way on a hunch that Stacey might have picked up a bad hitchhiker. Maybe this woman’s husband had warned her dozens of times never to pick up a stranger. Really, how could he blame her?


  The blame should be placed on a society that clamored with so many threatening elements. It was now a world in which you were safer if you distrusted everyone and lived a self-centered existence. It was dangerous to be good, to be compassionate, to be charitable.


  This realization fueled his anger. He was determined to throw himself in front of the next vehicle that came along and force the driver to help him. But none did, in either direction. It was as if the whole world were conspiring against him.


  Finally he reached the boundaries of the old farm. He saw the ancient stone walls of the barns and some evidence of wire fencing. Even though it looked as though the owner had retreated within smaller perimeters, David realized that the farmer had to have a working tractor that could tow his car out of the ditch. In any case the farmhouse was close enough that the man would be familiar enough with the dirt road he had taken to be helpful.


  He decided to stop to ask for his help. Of course, he would offer him some money. From the way things looked around this place, the guy would probably welcome some unexpected income. He felt sure the man would be cooperative. Encouraged by the possibility, he hurried along until he arrived at the driveway and then slowly began to walk up to the house which he now recognized.


  It was Gerald Thompson’s place.


  He would have gone much faster, but he couldn’t help experiencing that sense of foreboding again. It was just before he knocked on the door that he had the definite feeling Stacey and Tami were not too far away.


  Without knowing why, just after he brought his fist to the door, he regretted announcing his arrival. But it was too late to do anything now.


  5


  When Gerald stepped out of the chicken coop, he heard Stacey’s screams. The sounds escaped through the high narrow window set into the rear of his and Irene’s bedroom. He thought the woman was louder and shriller than ever, so he ran to the back door and charged into the house. Irene was in the kitchen, cooking dinner. He realized the radio was so loud she couldn’t have heard the screams. She looked up from her pie crust curiously, but he didn’t stop to explain. Instead, he continued on, taking the stairs two steps at a time.


  Stacey stopped the moment Gerald appeared in the doorway. He looked explosive. His upper body rose and fell with every gasp of breath and his face was colored red from the effort. It had the effect of widening his nostrils and eyes, making him look gargantuan. She felt as though she was looking through a magnifying glass.


  Indeed everything looked distorted to her now. She had the distinct impression she was dwindling, sinking deeper and deeper into the bed. Soon she would disappear completely. She embraced herself tightly, hoping to hold herself together. Actually she was still screaming, but the sounds no longer left her body. Instead they echoed back into her, down the long corridors of her mind, reverberating deeper and deeper into her subconscious. She trembled from the vibrations.


  Her mouth opened and closed. She tried to swallow and gagged on the small guttural noises that escaped. She closed her eyes, but she couldn’t prevent her head from moving side to side. She was going into shock and the shock was taking the form of a fit. Her head movements increased in intensity and speed. Finally, a sound began to emerge. It was a long, deep vowel sound, an “a” that rose in pitch.


  Gerald was more amazed than angered by the scene enacted before him. He stepped into the room to study the woman more closely. She looked like some mad animal in the throes of death. He expected that at any moment all movement and sound would end and she would keel over to the side, a wide-eyed corpse.


  An image flashed into his mind, a vision of Marlene doing exactly the same thing after they’d pulled her girl from the Bad Box where Shirley had put her for punishment and not told anyone. The little girl had suffocated overnight. Marlene had gone mad when she’d stumbled on Gerald carrying the girl out, forcing Gerald to do something to quell her hysteria…but this woman would be okay.


  As though to confirm his theory, Stacey stopped making the sound, closed her eyes, went into a quick shudder, and then swooned, falling backward on the bed. He walked to the bed and looked down at her. She was staring up at the ceiling, but he knew she was in shock.


  She was spared Marlene’s hysteria, or the coma Irene had moved in and out of after their son Arthur’s death, even though Death itself had been his only real playmate since the day the boy was born. He was born to die. What a cruel joke, Gerald thought. It was a form of torture really. Death toyed with them. It moved in and out of this house freely, teasing, tormenting, hovering in the shadows and smiling gleefully at them.


  Gerald got so he could feel Death standing right behind him those years that ended mercifully several months before he’d had to kidnap the previous mother-daughter pair to cheer up Irene with. But before then, sometimes at night, after Irene had gone up to be with Arthur, he would go outside to whisper in the shadows.


  “I know you’re here,” he’d say. “I know you’ve made this your home and that you embrace my son freely. But you don’t frighten me. You hear, you don’t frighten me.”


  He would wait for a reply. The wind would thread itself through the branches of the trees and clouds would block out the stars. In the distance a stray dog would howl about its loneliness and the bats would come out from under the eaves of the old barn and flicker, sometimes coming so close he could feel the breeze fanned by their webbed wings.


  Death said nothing, but he felt its presence. He would turn and look up at the lighted window of Arthur’s bedroom where Irene held their child in her arms and rocked back and forth hopefully. But the boy already had the face of an old man. His body was drying up right before their eyes. He was deflating like a balloon, the life force escaping from him.


  “Why don’t you take him? Take him tonight,” he said. “Torment us no longer. Take him!” he screamed. His voice pierced the darkness and then came to rest somewhere in the shadows. He made no response, but he felt Death smiling. It was no use. His father and Death had become allies, and his father was right—he couldn’t let it go on. He had to go upstairs and put out the light in Arthur’s room forever.


  He waited for Irene to go to sleep and then he went into Arthur’s room. His father’s lips were so close to his ears as he walked through the hall. He could feel the breath as he whispered, “End it. End the torment. End it.”


  Arthur was tossing about in his crib. Even in his sleep, he moaned. It disgusted him that this sickly, fragile thing was his son, the fruit of his sperm.


  “Plow it over,” his father whispered from the dark beyond, “plow it over like a bad crop.”


  He reached down and took the small pillow out from under Arthur’s head and then, after only a moment’s hesitation, he brought it down over his face. The resistance was so slight it was as if he had caught a baby robin in his hands and closed his fist around it. Life trickled out and the twisted creature he had called his son seemed to evaporate.


  These memories gave him a chill even as he looked down at the crazed woman. She had a face somewhat like Irene’s used to be: soft, small features, features that were almost childlike. Her skin looked so smooth; he had to reach down and run his callused fingers over her cheeks and down to her jawbone. She didn’t stir; she didn’t blink. She couldn’t feel him touching her.


  All of a sudden that realization excited him. It had been so long since he and Irene made love the way they used to before Arthur died almost two and a half years ago. Now, whenever he attempted to touch her affectionately, she whimpered. Even when she submitted to his advances, she behaved more like it was painful than pleasurable. The passion was gone. He was making love to a memory. He had to close his eyes and imagine her the way she was.


  He let his fingers slide down over the woman’s neck to the collar of her dress. There he hesitated for a moment and looked toward the open doorway. Irene was still downstairs in the kitchen and the kids were in the basement.


  He unbuttoned the top button and then the next and the next until the cleavage created by the firmness of her breasts and the tightness of her bra was clearly visible. He took a deep breath of appreciation and brought his fingers to where the rise of her bosom began. There his fingers seemed to take their own path. He looked down at their movement as though they were separate from the rest of him.


  They pushed the material of the bra upward, pressing it away from her soft and appealing flesh until the nipple came into view. His fingers closed around her breast and he closed his eyes and brought his head back. The excitement traveled up through his fingers and arm to spread through the rest of him. He succumbed to the euphoria as his fingers explored her.


  All the while Stacey didn’t blink, didn’t shudder, didn’t moan. When he opened his eyes again, her silence and total helplessness quickened his heartbeat. He felt himself losing control and he began to kneel to bring his lips to her exposed breast.


  It was then that he heard the loud knocking at the front door. The sound was amplified through the walls of the house. Because all of his senses had been heightened, to him it seemed as if there was a minor earthquake. He pulled his hand away from Stacey quickly and stood up, listening. The knocking at the door continued.


  “Gerald?” Irene called up to him. “Gerald. Someone’s at the door. Gerald?”


  “All right. Don’t go near it,” he shouted. He looked down at Stacey again, covered her up, and then rushed out of the room. He ran down the stairs, but instead of going directly to the door, he went to the sitting room and pulled the curtain back from the window to peer out at the doorstep.


  He couldn’t control an involuntary start when he saw who stood there.


  “Who is it?” Irene said as she came to the sitting room door. She held a bowl in her arm and pressed it against her body as she stirred the batter within.


  “Shh. Go back to the kitchen. Go back.”


  “Who is it, Gerald?”


  He thought for a moment.


  “It’s the man, coming for Arthur again.”


  Irene stopped stirring and looked at the door. There was another series of knocks.


  “I said go back to the kitchen. I’ll take care of it,” he said. She turned around and retreated slowly. After she was gone, he went to the door.


  David looked behind him after he knocked the first and second times. There was an eerie silence about this place that made him uneasy. The initial regret he had felt after he had begun to knock on the door intensified until he became very anxious. He considered it an irrational fear and attributed all of it to the difficulties and frustrations he was experiencing. Nevertheless, the absence of people and noise annoyed him. It made him feel terribly alone. No one but him cared that his wife and daughter were missing.


  He practically jumped back when the front door was finally opened because it flew open so abruptly. For a long moment, both he and the big man within wrestled one another’s gaze in an unfriendly silence. The obvious lack of any basic courtesy on the farmer’s part left David speechless. He sensed that he was an unwanted intruder, someone who had disturbed the peace.


  “What is it?” Gerald asked. He stepped forward, making David retreat a few steps on the porch so he could close the door behind him.


  “I…ran into a little trouble down the road. Maybe you remember me. I was here a little while ago asking about—”


  “Yeah, I remember you. What trouble?”


  “My car…I took a side road, a path actually, and I’m hung up.” Gerald continued to stare at him. The intensity of his smoldering eyes, embedded in such an expressionless face, was unnerving. David couldn’t help feeling threatened, even though he had no idea why that should be. “In other words, I’m stuck,” he added. Maybe the man’s plain stupid, he thought.


  “There’s a garage not far.” Gerald said after a pause. His huge, muscled frame towered over David menacingly.


  “I know, but I was hoping that maybe…you have a tractor. I’d be glad to pay you.” Again, the farmer simply stared. “It wouldn’t take that long. It’s the road down on this side, about a half a mile.”


  “I know the road.”


  “Well, I was…can you help me?”


  Gerald looked back at the front door. In his mind’s eye, he could see Irene. She had gone back to the kitchen, but he knew she wouldn’t continue her work. She was probably sitting at the table, trembling with fear, reliving the horror. They had wanted Arthur’s body. There was the need for the death certificate and an autopsy before the county allowed a burial. Who buried their family members on their own land in this day and age? Wasn’t that what the government man said? He was sorry he had called Doctor Stanley in when Arthur died, but Irene wouldn’t accept his death, and he had hoped the doctor would convince her. Instead, he ended up bringing them all that trouble. The autopsy revealed nothing unnatural. They had gone on with a funeral—without Irene. And when everyone had forgotten, he had reburied Arthur.


  Now Arthur lay out back in an unmarked grave and only he knew where. Irene didn’t even know. She didn’t want to know. From time to time, her mind played tricks on her and she would believe Arthur was still alive, lying up in his room, waiting for her attention. Shirley would carry on the illusion, saying she was going to play with Arthur. It was terrible for him when they did that. The only time they let Arthur sink into oblivion was when Shirley had a playmate. He knew what she was thinking then. Arthur would have made a wonderful playmate for both girls.


  “All right,” he said, turning back to the man, “we’ll go around back and get my tractor and the chains.”


  “Thanks. I really appreciate this. I really screwed things up on top of everything else,” he said, talking rapidly out of both nervousness and gratitude. He hoped the man would soften and sympathize with his plight, but he just stalked past him and down the front steps. David hurried behind. “I’m David, David Oberman,” he said. The man didn’t hesitate. He continued to walk toward the rear of the house.


  Suddenly, just before they reached the basement window, David heard the sound of a child’s laugh. The big man heard it, too, and turned around. The way he looked toward the basement window and then at David piqued David’s interest.


  “You have children?”


  “Yeah. Let’s get moving if you want my help. I have my own chores to do.”


  “Right. Sorry.” David gazed down at the basement window as they walked on. He heard the laugh again, but he didn’t stop. When they rounded the rear of the building, he spotted the tractor parked to the left of the barn.


  “Wait here,” the farmer said as he went into the barn, making sure to close the door behind him. David turned around slowly; he had the strange sensation he wasn’t alone. Sure enough, when he looked at the rear of the house, he saw a woman’s face peering out at him from between the parted curtains of a small window. He didn’t see much of her, but what he saw sent a chill through him; she looked like a rodent watching fearfully, her eyes small, her face drawn, the curtains pressed against her cheeks. As soon as she realized he had spotted her, she pulled back and let the curtains close over the window.


  He heard the sound of chains being lifted off a wall in the barn and turned back in anticipation of the farmer’s appearance. He opened the barn door slightly, almost as though he wanted to sneak out of it.


  “All right,” he said. He started for the tractor and David began to follow, but not before turning back to scan the house for the woman’s face again. It was then that his gaze shifted to the floor of the back porch, next to the back door as if drawn magnetically. He squinted against the sunlight and took a few steps toward the house. It looked like…


  He continued toward the house, walking faster as the object became clearer and more distinct. When he was about ten feet from the steps of the porch, he broke into a run.


  On the porch, he sank to his knees and cupped the Cabbage Patch doll to his chest gingerly, as though it were fragile. Of course there must be a million of these dolls, he thought, but he was positive this one was Sooey. In fact, as he lifted it again he could almost hear his daughter pronouncing the name.


  The discovery flooded him with excitement. The odd feelings he had had earlier must have been on target. Almost on cue, he heard the sound of a child’s laughter chime out again. Sensing someone nearby, he looked up and saw the woman’s face in the window again. Her look of terror and fear alerted him to his own danger, but far too late to avert events.


  The chain flew down over his head and was tightened around his neck before he could offer any resistance. The doll seemed to jump out of his hands. He remembered reaching out for it and thinking Sooey as he was jerked backward and dragged down the porch steps. The links of the chain cut into his neck under his chin. He reached up in vain to relieve some of the pressure but by the time he took a secure hold of the metal, he was already on the threshold of unconsciousness.


  Gerald was not happy about having to tow the car into the woods, even though he had successfully maneuvered it into place behind the blue Ford. In the fall, with the trees leafless, both vehicles would be quite visible to anyone who ventured off the road and over the knoll. Granted, hardly anyone but hunters would penetrate this far into the countryside, but even so, he didn’t like the cars being there. One was okay. Trespassing hunters would think it was an abandoned stolen car left by teenagers, and then forget about it after they’d finished their sport. But two might be puzzling—and memorable. He would have to figure some other way to conceal them. It occurred to him that he could bring the backhoe out and dig a pit. Of course, he would have to do it at night. One of his nosy neighbors would be sure to come around if he did such work during daylight hours.


  As he drove his tractor back to the house, however, he felt cocooned by a sense of contentment that was akin to security. When the man looking for the woman and child had first pulled up he couldn’t help being afraid for Irene. There was always the chance the man would circle back; there was always the danger of discovery. Now the possibility of discovery seemed quite remote.


  All this made him hungry and he thought about the good meal Irene had been working on all day long. He was sure that when he got back to the house, the scent of her apple pie would be strong. His stomach churned in anticipation.


  There were so many good things about Irene. She was certainly a great cook, a perfectionist when it came to following his mother’s old recipes. And she was so neat and organized as she busied herself with the task of feeding him. She kept the recipes on lined two-by-four cards in a small file cabinet in the cupboard above the sink. She had her appetizers, entrees, and desserts separated by tabbed index cards.


  She did their books the same way, employing her abilities for meticulous detail to add up household expenses to the penny. Pa never appreciated her for that. He didn’t set much store by those things. He was wrong, Gerald thought defiantly, feeling safe within the confines of his own thoughts. Of course, it was always easier to be critical of his father when he was away from the house. It was difficult, if not impossible, to do so inside. There were too many reminders, too many of his father’s possessions lying about, staring him in the face, threatening him.


  Pa often could be like Uncle Harry: ridiculously stubborn. How many times did his mother tell them the story of Uncle Harry’s refusal to use indoor bathroom facilities? “The outhouse was good enough for my father; it’s good enough for me,” he would proclaim. Eventually he gave in, of course, but what was the point of the resistance in the first place?


  “He had to grow into it,” his mother explained when as a young boy he probed her. “Just like your father, he had to grow into everything that wasn’t there before. They trust only what they know. Don’t you be like that. Don’t you be a stubborn old fool.”


  He missed his mother often these days. He missed their talks; he missed her witticisms and homespun philosophy. At least there was some chatter in the house and you weren’t haunted by the echo of your own voice. Or worse, by Pa’s voice, babbling away, screaming accusations, acting erratic, volatile…


  He felt sorry for Irene in those last days, in the early years of his marriage, but what could he do? He couldn’t throw the old man out of the house that had been his, could he? She’d slap her hands over her ears and grimace and beg Gerald to make his father stop. “Do what he wants; give him what he wants,” she’d cry.


  Sometimes he did; sometimes he quieted him down. But most of the time, the old man wanted things that were impossible to give or to get. He, Gerald, couldn’t muscle the farm back to the way it was, could he? Not by himself.


  He cut these thoughts short when the house came into view and he let his mind drift back to the woman upstairs. The memory of those erotic moments brought a flush to his face. He had a greater hunger, one he knew would become all-consuming. There was really nothing to prevent him from satisfying it, and that knowledge brought him the kind of excitement he had almost forgotten existed. It filled him with joy and optimism. There were going to be good days ahead. Shirley had her playmate; Irene had her peace of mind and happiness; and he…he would have his distractions.


  Marlene had almost been a distraction. She was darker, not as pretty as this woman, but somehow more compliant. She had tried to seduce her way out from their grip, being weaker in spirit than the new woman, who constantly resisted and probed for means of escape. But Gerald was more repelled than attracted to Marlene, so he hadn’t done anything when she tried to foist herself on him, dressed in sheer gowns, calling to him when Irene was cooking and he was passing through the hallway. He’d clamped chains on her just to keep her in line. Still, it hurt him to have to do away with her. He couldn’t have Irene see her that way, crying and screaming.


  An image flashed into his mind: Marlene’s head caving in as he struck her again and again with the shovel, mounds of hay behind them in the barn where he’d taken her…


  He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles whitened, then he shook his head to free it of the image. He was good at this kind of control, and soon the image sank back into the dark corners from where it had stirred.


  Gerald sighed, then parked the tractor beside the barn and carried the chains back to the barn. When he came out, he squinted into the light from the west. The weakened rays of the departing sun left a glow in the thick green foliage. Shadows had begun to swell into large pools of darkness, looking to him like creatures of night emerging to cannibalize the daylight. Somewhere on the highway to the southeast a car horn sounded and then died.


  Even though he and Irene now spent most of their time on the farm, he was always vaguely conscious of the world that lay just beyond the four acres of forest bordering their property on the south and east. He knew that in that world darkness neither dropped so quickly nor so securely around the homes. Streetlights held the shadows at bay and there was nowhere near as much silence.


  People seemed afraid of the silence. They surrounded themselves with as much noise as possible. They couldn’t work without radios playing; they couldn’t eat without talking. He had a theory that they were afraid of their own thoughts.


  Irene never complained about the farm’s isolation. She was a shy person from the start. Why, she hadn’t even gone out on one real date before he had met her. In school, she was a loner just like he was. Ironically, though, she was afraid of her children being alone.


  “I don’t want them to be like I was,” she told him. “It’s no good to have only yourself, Gerald. Loneliness is the worst thing. It makes you…it makes you shrivel up inside.”


  She was thinking of Arthur, of course; but he knew it was ridiculous to blame what happened to him on his having no companionship. If anything, companionship would have frustrated him. He wouldn’t have been able to do the same things his playmate could do and he would have cried out of frustration.


  But Shirley was a different problem. In regards to her it was easier to accept Irene’s theories. Shirley wasn’t learning anything or learning fast enough. It was important for her to be around other people. Her little brother, Arthur, hadn’t been much help, though she inflicted herself on the paper-thin, ailing boy who cried whenever she was around.


  “You know, when kids play,” Irene said, “they don’t just play; they teach each other things. That’s why it’s so important that they get a chance to play.”


  Her theory made sense, he thought. Shirley hung around him a great deal, but he couldn’t teach her anything she needed to know. During the school year, other kids didn’t want to come around and none of them ever invited Shirley to their houses. She was always alone. It wasn’t fair; it wasn’t right. But most of all, it made Irene terribly unhappy.


  He started for the house, but she was at the back door before he reached out to open it.


  “What happened to the man?” she asked. He stared over her shoulder.


  “I’m starving,” he said. “Wow, does that pie smell good.”


  “Gerald? She stepped back when he glared at her. “What happened to the man?” she repeated in a softer voice.


  “I don’t want to talk about him now. There’s time for that later. Just don’t worry. Where are the children?”


  “I have Shirley running the bath. Donna is filthy. They were playing savages.”


  “What about…what about Marlene?”


  “Oh, she’s resting comfortably,” Irene said. “The poor thing is so tired. She tried to undress herself and stopped in the middle.” Irene had apparently stumbled on the woman in the half-dressed state Gerald had left her in.


  “What did you do?”


  “I undressed her and tucked her into bed. Later tonight, I think I’d better help her take a bath, don’t you think?”


  “Yes,” he said. “I’ll go check on the children.”


  “Oh, would you? Thank you, Gerald. I was about to set the table.”


  “The kids should be helping you.”


  “Oh, they will; they will. Tomorrow night. Shirley is just so excited about having a playmate.”


  “Still, they have to learn to do their chores.”


  “I know, Gerald. Don’t start. I know.”


  He stared at her for a moment. He could see she was waiting for him to soften, but his stern expression remained. His father’s coffee mug glared at him from the small shelf above the stove. It was a large, dark brown ceramic cup used by his father for years. He had been tempted to use it at times, but never could get himself to do it.


  “I’m hungry,” he repeated.


  “As soon as the kids are ready, we’ll eat.”


  “Then I’ll move them along.”


  He went on through the house and up the stairs, pausing at the woman’s doorway. He looked in and saw her head turned to the right, the covers tucked snugly around her body and up to her chin. Shirley’s shout from the bathroom pulled his attention away.


  She had the little girl in the tub. The water was coming out of the faucet full force and the girl was crying and struggling to get out. He pulled Shirley away roughly and felt the water.


  “This is too damn hot,” he said. “Can’t you tell that?”


  “Mommy said to make it hot.”


  “Not this hot. You want to scald her? You want to hurt her and not have a playmate?”


  “No.” Shirley looked down at the floor. She was naked, too, and he saw where she had painted black circles around her budding breasts.


  “What the hell…why’d you do that for?”


  “What?”


  “Paint yourself and her there?”


  “I saw it in a magazine. Want me to get it?”


  “No, damn it. Just get into this tub,” he commanded and turned the faucet on cold until the water cooled to lukewarm. He helped them into the tub, then handed the little girl a washrag and another one to Shirley. “Scrub off that shit,” he said. “And make it fast. I want to eat.”


  Tami looked up at him, her face wrinkled with fear and pain. She kept herself from bawling aloud, but she couldn’t keep her chin from trembling.


  “I want my…mother,” she said.


  “Get clean first. You can’t let your mother see you like this, can you?”


  “She did before,” Shirley said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “We heard her calling and went to the door and she asked me to get Donna, and so I did.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “She started to scream so I pulled Donna ’way and we went to the basement.” She had forced the bawling Tami into the Bad Box again as further punishment, closing the lid with the leash hanging out. But after several moments, she had grown bored and set her free again—neglecting to mention this to her father now.


  “So that’s what happened. All right, clean up,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Gerald,” Irene called from the foot of the steps. “Should I come up to help them?”


  “No. It’s all right. I’ve got this under control. Just get dinner ready.”


  “Okay,” she said. He heard her walk back to the kitchen. He hesitated a moment and then went to Stacey’s room. The only light within was the light that came from the hallway. He flicked on the switch and walked to the bed. He waited a moment, but she didn’t move. He pushed her shoulder. He heard her groan, but she didn’t turn his way.


  Slowly, he lowered the cover down over her body. Irene had told the truth. She had stripped the woman nude. He stared down, feeling the excitement build within him. He wanted to do something, but he wasn’t sure what. He sat on the bed and ran the palm of his hand up her leg to her buttocks, where he stopped to prod her soft parts. Then he followed the small of her back to her shoulders. His fingers gripped the back of her neck as he lost himself in fantasy, punctured when Shirley began to call.


  He unfolded the cover back over Stacey’s body, tucking it in the way he had found her. He went back to the children. Tami stood awkwardly as Shirley wiped her body roughly with the bath towel.


  “Not so hard,” he said. “Do you have to be rough about everything you do?”


  She backed away quickly and began to wipe herself. Tami looked up at him fearfully. He studied the child for a few moments. He could see that she would grow to be soft and beautiful like her mother. The differences between her and Shirley were emphatic. Shirley was big-boned and wide in the back and waist. He doubted that she would ever have a woman’s gentle curves. Her thighs were already too heavy, and her ankles and wrists were thick like a boy’s should be. There were marks of beauty on her—like the high cheekbones—but those distortions of her features erased whatever effect they might have had. Sadness engulfed him.


  “Come on, let’s get her dressed,” he said.


  He pulled the dress over Tami’s head and then told her to put on her own shoes and socks. Shirley watched stupidly until he reprimanded her. When they were finished, he herded them out of the bathroom. Tami stopped tentatively in front of Stacey’s room, but she didn’t attempt to enter. Gerald scooped her up into his arms.


  “Carry me, too; carry me, too,” Shirley cried.


  “Just walk,” he said. She grimaced and then glared at Tami with an expression mixed with envy and hate.


  Tami nearly lost her breath when Gerald picked her up so abruptly. Again she wanted to cry out and again she recognized that it was dangerous to do so. Gerald’s grip was too firm; his fingers pressed into her thigh. He had grasped her under the skirt of the dress, brushing her private parts, and the roughness of his hands chafed her tender skin. But she didn’t struggle against him. She held her breath and bit her lower lip, bracing herself in subconscious anticipation of what was yet to come.


  6


  Chicky Ross pulled into the parking lot at the station and turned off the car engine quickly in order to stop the rattling of his obviously loosened exhaust pipe. He cursed his brother-in-law under his breath. The bastard did a half-assed job again. It was a no-win situation. He couldn’t go to another mechanic because if he did, Maggie would be insulted. Hell, Sonny would be insulted, even though the son of a bitch screwed him almost every time just because he got labor free and wholesale prices on parts. I’d rather pay the whole toll, he thought, and get the work done right.


  He sat back in the car seat and reached into his top pocket for his cigarette. For the last two weeks, he had carried only the one in an attempt to stop smoking. It was a promise he had made to himself, to Maggie, and to Doctor Martin. There was also something about losing thirty pounds. He put the cigarette in his mouth, but left it unlit. Instead, he sat there imagining the taste of the tobacco. He started to draw on it and then felt stupid and quickly put the cigarette back into his pocket.


  No one had seen him. It was after six. The post office had closed and there was very little traffic on the street fronting the police station. As well as keeping in touch with developments on the Oberman affair, he had been investigating a burglary at the home of Florence Siegle in Mountaindale. She owned a bungalow colony, and it looked more and more to him that the solution lay with the handyman. He felt positive the guy had taken the money and the jewelry and hidden it somewhere on the property. In a few days, he would be gone. Chicky was sure of it. In the meantime he called in and asked Harry to complete a rundown on the man.


  Throughout the day, however, he couldn’t keep his attention off the missing person’s case. He kept reviewing the conversation he had had with David Oberman and the discussions he had had with Cynthia Grossman, Judy Davis, the state police, and some of the local police who patrolled the route she should have taken. He had asked David to check in with him during his search, but so far he’d received no radio call. It was odd, very odd.


  Oberman’s neighbor, Cynthia Grossman, had confirmed that the Oberman marriage, although not in trouble, wasn’t an Alice-in-Wonderland affair. Apparently Stacey Oberman had been complaining more and more about how her husband’s work took him away from the family.


  Then, although Judy Davis, the special projects secretary, didn’t come right out and say it, she was obviously troubled by the cool, even-tempered manner in which David had taken his wife’s failure to arrive at the hotel on time. The secretary kept referring to the way her own husband would have reacted. Was David’s frantic and excited behavior at the hotel all some sort of act?


  He had to investigate the percentages, and more women fled their unhappy home circumstances than were kidnapped or done away with. And in more cases than not, it was the husband who did the “doing away” when they were. Maybe David Oberman had sensed Chicky’s skepticism and had grown disenchanted.


  Chicky shrugged himself out of his car and looked back at Main Street. Traffic was at a lull; the village almost took on its post-resort-season look of serene calm. The Sullivan County Catskills was a remarkable area, he thought. It was like some kind of sleeping giant ten months out of the year; and then suddenly…July Fourth and the place burst into life. Lights came on, traffic increased tenfold, stores opened, movie houses came to life, new restaurants were born, and everybody busied themselves with vacationers. Everything was hectic. Police business certainly boomed.


  He thought about the chief. Carl Krammer was nearing retirement, and the closer he got to it, the more cynical he became. Chicky thought he had no reason to be. Law enforcement hadn’t been bad to him. He was always at the right place at the right time when it came to promotions. He had been the youngest man appointed police chief at the time. Maybe it was because he looked the part. He stood six feet two and weighed a little over two hundred pounds. He was always trim and neatly dressed. His hair was cropped short and his face cleanly shaven. Even on duty very late at night, even when they were deeply involved in unraveling some capital crime, Krammer always looked like a West Point graduate. Here he was in his late fifties and he looked as though he could take on any of the young patrolmen—and win.


  Chicky had been working under him for nearly fifteen years now, and he knew that there was little love lost between them. On four different occasions, Krammer had fined him for being overweight. He was constantly after him to follow the correct procedures, and yet he never moved to have him dismissed. Harry Borman told him he thought Krammer kept him around “because you make him look good. He needs the contrast.”


  “Thanks a lot.”


  Chicky didn’t feel inferior. He believed he and the chief were two completely different people, almost completely different species. There was nothing wrong with that. It was still up for grabs as to who was the better cop as far as he was concerned. He had a pretty good record of achievement and, for his money, Krammer was more image than substance. He looked the part, so he got it; and he could keep it.


  Chicky chastised himself for being so defensive and maudlin. Something was making him pensive and philosophical tonight and it wasn’t just his cold-turkey frustration from not smoking. It was the Oberman thing. He knew it; he felt it. If there was any such thing as police instincts, they were coming alive in him now.


  Would this turn out to be one of those bizarre cases? Could Oberman have done away with his wife and child himself and created this whole diversion? Chicky shuddered at the thought. In this day and age, it wasn’t possible to discard any theory because it seemed too horrible.


  When he entered the station, he found it unusually quiet. Harry was at the front desk eating yogurt and reading one of his health magazines. The thirty-eight-year-old vegetarian drove everyone mad with his theories about eating. Actually, Chicky thought he looked sickly. He had a kind of yellowish tint to his complexion, was at least ten pounds underweight, and his red hair was thinning prematurely.


  “What d’ya have on that handyman?”


  “Two priors, one for stealing a car and one for burglary.”


  “Smelled it.”


  “Krammer wants you to bring him in. We’ll grill him into a confession.”


  “Why the hell didn’t you radio me?”


  “I did. Couldn’t raise you. The chief’s pissed off about it, so I would just turn my ass around, if I were you, and go get the son of a bitch. Then have your radio checked.”


  “Christ, my brother-in-law probably loosened a wire or something. It worked all right earlier today. Anything on that Oberman affair?”


  “Not a word.”


  “Didn’t he call in?”


  “Not since you asked this morning.” Harry looked back at the inner offices and then leaned forward over the desk. “Chief says you shouldn’t be worryin’ about it anyway. It’s out of our jurisdiction. It’s a state matter now.”


  “Something could have happened within this township.”


  “Don’t push your luck. Buzzy’s in Dutch. He wrapped his patrol car in Hurleyville. Backed into a ditch. All kinds of damage. There’s steam coming out of Krammer’s ears.”


  “I hope they didn’t tow it over to my brother-in-law,” Chicky said. “All right. I’ll go back for the handyman. Looks like another pleasurable evening here at the station.” He started to leave and then stopped. “Give me that phone a minute,” he said, coming back to the desk. Harry handed it to him slowly. Chicky dialed David Oberman’s hotel and asked for David’s room. After half a dozen rings, the operator came on and he asked for Barry Hingen.


  “Security.”


  “Barry, Chicky Ross. Have you heard anything from Mr. Oberman?”


  “Not a thing. What’s the story there?”


  “I don’t know. He went out looking himself.”


  “Haven’t seen him,” Hingen said with little concern or emotion in his voice.


  “Okay, thanks.” Chicky hung up and stood by the desk a moment. “You’d think the guy would call in periodically to see if we found out anything, even if he was upset with our investigation. He was pretty uptight about it when I met with him at the hotel. It doesn’t make sense. In fact, none of it does.”


  Harry nodded without saying anything.


  “Ross!” Chief Krammer called from the hallway. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  “I was just on my way out, Chief. To pick up that handyman.”


  “Well, why don’tcha give him a good head start, for chrissakes.”


  “I’m on my way,” Chicky said. He shot a glance at Harry who pretended to be busy with some paperwork, and then hurried out the front door. He paused after he got into his car and started the engine. “It doesn’t make sense,” he muttered. “It just doesn’t make sense.”


  It was not good police sense to permit yourself to flit from one case to another, especially when you were right in the middle of taking action on one, Chicky thought, but all the way back to Mountaindale to apprehend the handyman, his thoughts shifted back and forth between the Oberman affair and the burglary he was investigating.


  The only relationship they had to one another was that something was missing in both cases, and in both, someone was responsible. He was sure of it.


  Stacey curled over on her back slowly and brought her hands to her face. She wiped her eyes and looked about in a state of confusion. For the moment, she was like an amnesiac. Where was she? How did she get here? What was she doing here? The answers to each of the questions came one after the other obediently, surfacing firmly and vividly from the darker recesses of her mind where she had tried to bury them. They wouldn’t stay dead. Resurrected, every moment of the terror was replayed.


  She moaned and covered her eyes with her hands. Then came the realization that she was completely naked beneath the blanket. She reached down like an amputee unable to face the reality that something was missing.


  “Oh God,” she muttered and pulled the blanket against herself protectively. The light from the hallway was dull because the fixture hadn’t been turned on and the early evening twilight barely penetrated the window on the west side of the house. She listened keenly to the sound of voices drifting from below. First that woman laughed and then that child.


  Where was Tami? From the noises, Stacey gathered that they were all eating. She looked about the room and thought about the clothing in the closet. Perhaps for the time being, she could put on another one of those garments. When she started to get off the bed, the clinking sound of the chain reminded her that it was still fastened around her ankle. There probably wasn’t enough length to reach the closet, but she had to try.


  She wrapped the blanket around herself and stood up. She traveled as far as the chain permitted, but she was still a good foot from the closet door. Frustrated, she looked about her. What happened to the dress they had forced her to wear? Where were her undergarments? Why did they strip her? Did they think they could prevent her from trying to escape? How could she anyway with this damn chain clamped around her ankle? She started back to the bed, but before she reached it, the light from the hallway was suddenly dimmed by the body of the big man who stood in the doorway. In his hands was a dinner tray.


  She gasped and backed up to the bed, sitting down slowly and clutching the blanket to her body more tightly.


  “Need a light on in here,” he said simply. He went to the night table on the left and put down the tray. Then he reached under the lamp shade and turned on the lamp. For a moment he just stood there staring at her. She felt as though he could see through the blanket.


  “Where are my clothes?”


  “I don’t know. Irene put ’em somewhere. She’ll get you something to wear after your bath.”


  “What bath?”


  “She said you’re going to have a bath after dinner.”


  “Where’s my daughter?”


  “Downstairs, finishing up her dinner. She ate pretty good. Irene would have it no other way,” he said, smirking. Was that his attempt at humor? she wondered.


  “I don’t believe you. She’s petrified. She wouldn’t eat anything.”


  “Believe what you want.”


  “Why are you keeping us here?”


  “Irene and Shirley need companionship.”


  “This isn’t companionship. This is…kidnaping. Don’t you know how much trouble you’re in?”


  He didn’t reply. He started out of the room and then stopped and turned in the doorway.


  “You’d better eat that. There won’t be anything more tonight,” he said, and left.


  She continued to stare at the now empty doorway, fighting back her urge to panic. Her throat felt raw from all her previous screaming. What happened to Marlene came to mind. From what Irene let leak, Marlene had spelled her own doom by going into hysterics…if she kept her head, they would leave her alone. After all, they needed her for Irene and that little retarded girl. It was senseless to scream anyway. Who could hear it way out here? No one would be walking these roads at night and anyone passing by in a car would certainly not hear her.


  She sagged back against the pillow. Of course by now David would be frantic, she thought. He would have contacted the police and there would be people looking for them. Maybe they would see her car, if the madman hadn’t hidden it somewhere. What if he had? How would anyone know to look here? The garage mechanic, she thought. They would trace her to that garage and the man would tell them she had taken this road. Then they would merely go from house to house until they found her.


  The scenario seemed so obvious, so easy, it gave her comfort. These people had her chained up and hidden away, but they weren’t hiding Tami. Once the police saw Tami, they would know something was wrong. It was just a matter of time. She had to hold together; she had to for Tami’s sake.


  Oh, God, the poor kid, she thought. What she was going through. They’d need to take her for psychiatric help for sure when they got out of this. She could just imagine the nightmares. What about the nightmares she would have herself? Maybe they’d both have to see a psychiatrist.


  She permitted herself a small laugh. It helped her to relax and keep calm. The main thing to do now was fan her hope. If she found an avenue of escape she’d take it. But otherwise she’d work on her mental state. The end to this terrifying experience was in sight; it must be. David and the police couldn’t permit it to go on much longer.


  David, dear David, she thought. How difficult all this must be for him, too. To have his wife and child vanish, seemingly into thin air…he must be so frightened. Although he would still be organized, logical, and intelligent about it. For the first time in a long time, she thought that was good. It was better to have a man like David around if you were going to get embroiled in a crisis. You could rely on him. He had strength. Maybe he wasn’t a physically strong man, certainly nowhere as strong as this madman who had incarcerated and chained her here, but he was stronger in many other ways. He was certainly far more intelligent.


  She smiled to herself as she thought about him. She closed her eyes and imagined him side by side with the police, tracking her down, pointing out clues, arriving on the scene heroically. Later on, when they were safe and together once again, he would tell her the truth. He would tell her how terrified he was and how difficult it was for him to carry on while she was gone. He would hold her close to him and their love would be renewed in a thousand different ways. She wouldn’t complain about his job, about his cool nature, about anything…


  She opened her eyes and looked at the tray of food. It looked savory in the face of her hunger pangs. She was convinced that they weren’t going to poison her. They might drug the food, but she needed energy, nourishment, and she decided to take the risk. She started to pick at the chicken and vegetables. After that, she took a few forkfuls of the apple pie and drank some coffee.


  Filling her mind with hope and her body with food did make her feel better. She sensed a return of some strength and straightened up in the bed when she heard the sound of footsteps approaching. Irene appeared in the doorway.


  “Oh, you ate well. Good, good. Didn’t the apple pie come out good? The crust was so firm and yet not a bit dry. Gerald said it was one of the best apple pies I’ve ever made. See how much better you can do when you’re in a good frame of mind?”


  “Where’s my daughter?”


  “Shirley and Donna are watching television in the basement. Gerald made such a nice playroom down there. I’ve got to show it to you sometime. It’s cozy and the children always love it.”


  “What children?”


  Irene’s smile faded quickly. “All the children who come here,” she said. “Shirley has other friends, you know.”


  “Are any coming tonight?”


  “No. It’s too late for them. Their mothers won’t allow it. But that’s all right. She has Donna now. She doesn’t have to be dependent upon any of the others. The others are so spoiled, too, and mean. Some of them are very mean. Children can be meaner than adults. Did you know that? It’s true.”


  “Adults can be pretty mean, too. What do you call someone who chains you to a bed and takes away your clothing?”


  “Oh, this is all just temporary. I told you not to be such a complainer.” She lifted the tray. “Now, how would you like a warm bubble bath? I have such pretty scents. It’ll make you feel so good.”


  “I want my clothes back.”


  “After your bath. You want a bath, don’t you? Marlene always wanted a bath.”


  Stacey was stunned. The other woman had glimpses of reality. Seeing her opening, she said quickly, “I’m not Marlene. You know that. You just said, ‘Marlene always wanted a bath.’ Don’t you see, you only would have said it that way if you knew I wasn’t Marlene? Don’t you see?”


  Irene blinked rapidly and then backed away. She shook her head.


  “Listen to me. I’m not Marlene. That’s not Donna. My name is Stacey and my daughter’s name is Tami. My husband is out there looking for us. He’s got the police with him. They’ll be here soon and you’ll be in a lot of trouble. You’ve got to let us go.”


  “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said, her chin tilted and her lips quivering nervously. But she had enough capacity for denial. “I’ll get your bath ready.”


  “You’re doing a terrible thing,” Stacey said as calmly as she could. Irene turned away and hurried to leave the room. “A terrible thing,” she repeated just before Irene went through the doorway.


  She fell back against the pillow and closed her eyes. Who were these people? How come no one has discovered how crazy they are? she wondered. Are they only crazy inside their house? When she mused about it, it wasn’t really that remarkable a thing. There were so many examples of really sick people going about their business undetected…mass murderers who seemed normal at their place of work.


  This thought depressed her. What if the police didn’t spot Tami? What if they came to this house and spoke to that man and he acted normal and claimed he hadn’t seen them? Why, even the woman could put on a convincing veneer, she thought. Christ, how would this end? She would have to find a way out of here herself. Could she do it?


  I’ve got to go back to playing along with her, she thought. I’ve got to win her confidence somehow and then take advantage of the moment. It’s the only way.


  A few minutes later, Irene reappeared. She went right to the closet and began sifting through the clothing.


  “You have such a pretty bathrobe in here. Here it is. Look, it’s pure silk. And don’t you just love this light blue shade?”


  “Yes,” Stacey said, “I do.”


  Irene smiled and draped the bathrobe over the foot of the bed. Then she went to the large dresser and opened the top drawer to take out a nightgown.


  “It’s so sheer. Makes me blush to think of you in it,” she said. “Gerald just loves me to wear them.”


  “Does he?”


  “Oh, yes.” She pressed the nightgown to her bosom and smiled. “Gerald and I…well, we were quite an item once. When he dresses up, he’s quite handsome, you know.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “His father was a handsome man, too. When he was younger, that is, and his mother was beautiful. I’ll show you some pictures later. Would you like that?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said tightly.


  “Good. Put on the robe and I’ll go start your water and throw in some…lilac or rose?”


  “Rose.”


  “That’s what I would have picked. We still think alike, don’t we, Marlene? That’s nice. It’s nice to have a friend,” she said, her smile softening. For a moment she had a faraway look in her eyes. “Oh,” she said, jumping when she came out of her daze. “Look at me dilly-dallying here while you’re waiting so patiently. I’m such a scatterbrain sometimes.” She laughed and went out to the bathroom. Stacey reached across the bed and took the bathrobe into her hands. She was beginning to feel sluggish, either with digestion, or because Gerald had laced the food with sedatives.


  She had stepped off the bed and started to put the robe on when something caught her attention. Looking to the doorway, she saw an impassive Gerald standing there watching her. She closed the garment around herself quickly and he moved on.


  Oh God, David, she thought. Hurry, hurry.


  Irene returned, a bunch of keys in hand. She unfastened the chain from the bedpost. Stacey waited for her to free her ankle as well, but she made no further moves.


  “I can’t take a bath with a chain on.”


  “I’ll take that off in the bathroom,” she said, smiling.


  What kind of madness is this? Stacey thought. She’s intelligent; she thinks; she realizes most of what she is doing, and yet she’s not in tune with reality. Her state made her a more frightening and formidable foe because she was unpredictable.


  Irene lifted the loosened end of the chain and held it just the way Shirley had held the end of the leash that collared Tami. Stacey embraced herself and looked toward the hallway. What could she do but go on? She felt like someone who had wandered onto a stage of insanity and was now lost in the drama. Every time she headed for an exit, something else blocked the way. All she could do was carry on, recite the lines, and follow the directions until the final curtain.


  Let it come soon, she prayed. Let it come soon.


  She walked out of the bedroom, the chain dragging behind her on the floor. She turned into the bathroom where the tub frothed with water and the scent of roses permeated the air. Irene moved ahead of her and turned off the faucets. She carried the nightgown and put it on the closed toilet seat.


  “Lift your foot now,” she said. Stacey put her foot up on the toilet seat and Irene unlocked the lock and took off the chain. “Okay, honey,” she said. “Go on in.”


  Stacey looked at the water and then looked back at the doorway. Maybe she could rush out and down the stairs and out the door. Maybe she could get to the road and flag down a car before Gerald or Irene caught her.


  As if he could hear her thoughts, Gerald appeared in the bathroom doorway.


  “Gerald,” Irene said. “Please, we need some privacy.”


  “Just checking to see if everything’s all right,” he said.


  “Why of course it is. Why shouldn’t it be?” Irene said. “We’re using roses. Can you smell it?”


  “Uh-huh.” He looked at Stacey a moment and then moved on. But she wasn’t sure just how far down the hallway he had gone.


  “I’ll close the door,” Irene said, “so Gerald can’t disturb us. Go on, get in. I’ll just sit here and keep you company like I used to.” She closed the door and turned back.


  Stacey took off the robe and stepped into the tub. She lowered herself into the warm water and submerged her body in the bubbles. For a few moments, for a few insane moments, she closed her eyes and actually enjoyed the scent of roses and the warm feeling.


  What’s happening to me? she wondered. What the hell is happening to me? She could barely keep her heavy eyelids open.


  Gerald went to his bedroom and waited. He didn’t want to go downstairs until the woman was safely secured back in her room. He’d been lacing her food and liquids with capsule granules from the sedatives their family doctor had prescribed for Irene’s nerves after Arthur’s death, but only enough to put her lightly asleep, or slow her down a bit. He knew that Irene could get carried away with things and forget where she was and what she was doing. He sat at the foot of their bed and stared through the doorway at the bathroom, imagining the woman in the tub, the sweet-smelling water frothing around her. He envisioned the warm water making her flesh pink. He would have liked to have been the one washing her down, handling her as he would a child.


  The fantasy excited him and his breath quickened. He pressed the palms of his hands together. Maybe later tonight, maybe when Irene was asleep and all was quiet, he would go into the woman’s room and…and what? What was wrong with him? Why was he thinking these things now?


  He looked up when Irene’s voice grew louder. They were finished in there. He was sure of it. He went to the bathroom door and knocked.


  “You ready in there?” he asked.


  “Almost, Gerald,” she called. To Stacey she said with a conspiratorial smile, “That Gerald. He’s always so prompt.”


  “Please,” Stacey said.


  He heard some whispering. “What’s going on? I’m coming in,” he said, opening the door quickly. But he stopped just after entering. Stacey, dressed in the sheer nightgown, stood back against the bathroom wall. She embraced herself, covering her breasts with her arms. She looked exhausted. Irene held the chain toward her. “What’s wrong?”


  “She’s being stubborn about the chain,” Irene said, her voice rising as if she were singing.


  Gerald started toward her.


  “No, no. I’m not being stubborn. I just said I promised I wouldn’t run away, only leave the chain off. Please,” she said slowly.


  “Put it on,” Gerald commanded.


  “We’ve got to do as Gerald says, Marlene. Now let’s not be contrary, not after we were having such a good time and you had such a good bath.”


  Stacey closed her eyes and reluctantly offered her right ankle. Irene fastened the chain around it, clicking the lock fast. After it was in place, she handed Stacey the bathrobe. Gerald watched her put it on.


  “Now isn’t this better?” Irene said. “I bet you’re tired now. Come on. You go back to bed and I’ll bring up some tea. I know: I’ll bring some of the albums, too, and you can go through them until you’re tired. Would you like that?”


  “Yes,” Stacey said weakly. Irene took the other end of the chain and Stacey started out of the bathroom. Gerald backed up to let them pass. He followed them back to Stacey’s bedroom and watched Irene fasten the chain to the bed.


  “Everything’s all right now, Gerald,” Irene said. “You can go back to whatever you were doing.”


  He stared for a moment. Stacey stood by the side of the bed. She hadn’t taken off the robe yet.


  “You’d better go down and check on those kids before long,” he said.


  “I will, Gerald. Don’t you think I know enough to do that? Really. He can be such an ogre sometimes,” she said to Stacey, who didn’t reply. Irene pulled the blanket back and Stacey slipped out of the robe and into the bed as quickly as she could. Satisfied, Gerald left the room.


  He went downstairs quickly and listened at the basement doorway. He heard Shirley dictating orders to the little girl. He thought she sounded more like him than like Irene, but that didn’t bring a smile to his face. Instead, it saddened him.


  He looked toward the back of the house and then listened for any sounds from upstairs. Confident that all was well, he stalked to the back of the house and went out through the back door. He decided it was time to turn his attention to the man.


  Somewhere along the road to Mountaindale Chicky Ross noticed that the rattle in the exhaust pipe was growing steadily worse. He had a sudden desire to pull over and call his damned brother-in-law to make him come to his station this evening and repair the car on the spot, but he quelled the urge. He’d only screw up something else, the detective realized.


  Anyway, I’m on the trail of a burglary suspect, he reminded himself. It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t had any dinner. Maybe this doctor-imposed diet wouldn’t be so hard to follow after all—all he had to do each night would be to close in on a suspect, bring him in for a few hours of questioning, get a confession, and head for the scene of the crime. In this case, that was a bungalow colony. Then he’d crawl under a casino and dig up his stash of stolen goods and return to the station to complete the paperwork. I’ll never have time to eat again.


  But Ross felt too tired to laugh. There was something else weighing on his mind: It was the Oberman case. Right now it was annoying him that the man hadn’t had the decency to call and leave word about his progress, one way or another. For all Chicky knew, the wife had been located. He might very well have informed the state police, but it was downright inconsiderate not to call the local police. I wasn’t exactly indifferent to his plight, Chicky thought. Maybe skeptical, but not indifferent.


  When he came to the turn-off that would lead him to David’s hotel, he took it. Chicky drove up to the front entrance of the plush resort hotel, but before the car hop could get up from his seat, Chicky raised his hand to indicate that he wasn’t going to be long. The front of the hotel and the lobby were quiet because the guests had all gone to the nightclub to see the show. He went right to the front desk.


  “Ring Mr. Oberman’s room, please,” he asked the receptionist. She looked up the room number and quickly dialed it. Chicky waited by the phone on the counter, but she didn’t signal him to pick up the receiver.


  “No answer. Maybe he’s at the show.”


  “Do you know who he is?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “Get me the maître d’ in the nightclub,” he said. After she rang him he picked up the receiver. “This is Detective Ross, Fallsburg Police,” he said. “Did you seat a Mr. and Mrs. Oberman tonight?” The man on the other end of the line said no right away. “Are you sure?” The maître d’ assured him he was. “Thank you,” he said and hung up.


  He looked about and then went to the pay phone just off the lobby. He called the state police barracks and asked for Captain Stark because he knew him well and because the captain would save him time. Fortunately, Stark was on duty.


  “Following up on a case you guys were given…the Oberman affair? Wife and daughter missing?”


  “Oh yeah, sure.”


  “Anything?”


  “I don’t think so, but let me check.” After a few moments, Stark was back on. “No, nothing yet. You have something?”


  “The husband went off looking for her today, but as far as I can tell, he didn’t call to contact me and he hasn’t returned.”


  “What’s Krammer say?”


  “He says leave it to you guys,” Chicky said.


  Stark laughed. “I’ve heard that before. I’ll make sure we leave word for you if we get anything on it.”


  “Thanks.” After he hung up, he went back out to the lobby. Something was wrong; the whole thing felt wrong, but he didn’t know to whom he should talk. All he could do was wait until the morning.


  It didn’t occur to him until he was back in his car that tomorrow was his day off. Oh well, he thought, if it was his day off, Krammer couldn’t chastise him for taking an interest in this case and conducting a personal investigation to satisfy his curiosity. After I get this damned radio and the damned exhaust pipe fixed, he told himself. And then, being more honest with himself, he admitted that the repairs could take a second seat to the David Oberman case.


  “I can’t help it,” he told the invisible critic beside him, “it’s the damned policeman in me. And anyway, you can’t blame me for having a brother-in-law who’s a rotten mechanic.”


  He finally got a laugh out of himself and drove on to pick up tonight’s prize, a certain wayward handyman.


  7


  David awoke at the bottom of the old, dry well. Actually, what finally woke him was the tremendous pain in his right ankle. It felt as if someone was cutting off his foot with a sharp knife. As he surfaced further into consciousness, the pangs grew sharper. His ankle burned with agony and that agony began to travel up his leg into his hip.


  He moaned and turned his body. When he did, he felt the scrapes and bruises on his arms, shoulders, and legs. The left side of his forehead ached and his neck and chin burned where the chain had been wrapped around him. What the hell had happened to him?


  It took him a while to realize where he was. The earth under him smelled fresh, but an oddly contrasting acrid odor mixed with it to make him flinch. The darkness around him cloaked him in impenetrable black. He reached out and felt the stones under his fingertips, piled in circles several feet high. The ground beneath him was damp, and because fresh earth had been dumped recently, the ground had cushioned his fall. Still, he didn’t fully understand where he was until he looked straight up and saw the stars. After a moment he was able to visualize the circular opening and he understood he was at the bottom of a well.


  Now he remembered picking up the doll, feeling the chain around his neck, and seeing the woman’s face in the window. He could imagine the rest: obviously, after he had lost consciousness, the man had thrown or dropped him down this well. Even though he felt his sense of perspective was off, he estimated that it was at least twenty to twenty-five feet to the top. Christ, he thought, I’m lucky to be alive after such a fall.


  He struggled into a more comfortable sitting position and then reached about to find a sufficient indentation in the well wall for him to insert his fingers and pull himself to his feet. The moment he did so, he winced. He realized he couldn’t put the slightest amount of pressure on his right foot. He might as well have had his right leg amputated for all the good it would do him now.


  He imagined that when he was dropped into the well, he must have landed on that ankle and sustained a compound fracture. He suffered all the scrapes and bruises during the fall as well, he decided. Now that he considered it, he wondered if he had done any more damage, damage he didn’t yet realize. He took a deep breath, anticipating a fractured rib, but there was no pain in that area; or perhaps the intensity of the pain from his ankle drowned out pain from any other sector.


  He looked up through the opening and drew dizzy, so he lowered himself to the damp earth, a grimace on his face, and tried to catch his breath. He reached into his pants pocket for his handkerchief and pressed it against the sore spot on his forehead. He looked at it, confirmed that he was still bleeding, and pressed it again to his forehead until the bleeding stopped. After a few moments, he hoisted himself back into a standing position again and made an effort to pull himself up the wall, using only his left foot as a brace. He succeeded in lifting his body a good foot from the bottom before his foot slipped on a small ledge of protruding rock and he tumbled to the well floor again. Despite his effort to protect it from impact, he landed squarely on his right foot and the resulting stab of pain caused the blackness to engulf him once more. Unconscious he lay curled in a twisted ball at the other side of the well.


  This was the way Gerald found him when he directed the beam of his flashlight down to the bottom of the well. The illumination washed over David’s back and revealed his twisted, still form. Gerald studied him for a moment. Satisfied, he turned off the flashlight and retreated from the edge of the well.


  When David came to, he coughed and spit; there was the taste of earth on his lips. He pushed himself up and leaned back against the wall of the well. For a few moments he just sat there gulping in deep breaths until he felt the return of some strength. Then he looked up longingly at the well opening. Although it wasn’t that far away, at this moment it looked as far away as the moon. When he thought about it, he realized the well should be deeper than it was. Then he considered the fresh earth, and wondered if Gerald weren’t burying something at the bottom of the well. He turned away the gruesome thought. He had to focus his energies on one goal.


  He leaned over and felt his ankle. His discovery made him shudder as though ice had been dropped down the back of his shirt. He could feel the broken bone pressing up against his skin. It caused a weakness in his stomach and he began to retch. He fought to bring it to a quick end, but it left him feeling even weaker than before.


  He embraced himself tightly and shut his eyes as if he could shut away the reality. He wasn’t breathing as much as he was gasping now, but he knew that if he didn’t get a hold on himself and get a hold quickly, he could lose consciousness again and maybe die down here. The acrid odor was stifling.


  Hope for recovery or rescue could come only after he fought back panic. He knew this and centered on it, using his practiced ability to concentrate. He talked to himself, speaking aloud as if another person sat across from him in this well.


  “You’ve got to take stock of the situation. You’ve got to look for solutions. You can’t dwell on the pain. This is no time to feel sorry for yourself. Get your strength back; get yourself thinking clearly again. Come on, get on with it. Take two deep breaths. Hold the air in. Release it slowly. Forget the pain. You’ve got to live with the pain for a while. Straighten up. Let’s go, Oberman. Let’s go,” he chanted.


  It seemed to work. He opened his eyes and considered his plight. It would be hard; it would be dangerous, but he had to work his way back up this well. It could be done; it must be done. There wasn’t any alternative. He had to push failure out of his mind.


  His determination sprang from a bone-chilling realization: considering what had happened to him, Stacey and Tami had to be in some terrible trouble. He tried to keep them from his mind as he explored the walls of the well. He knew that if he dwelt on what might have happened to them or what might be happening to them now, he would grow weak and incapable of achieving anything.


  He told himself that they were obviously locked up in that house, held against their will for whatever reason these mad people had concocted; but once he crawled out of here, he would easily get help; it would all be over soon. Relying on his methodical and logical mind, a mind that had gotten him this far in life, he put all his mental energy and attention on the initial step—finding a way to scale the well.


  He was familiar with old wells like this. They were made entirely of flat fieldstone painstakingly fitted one on top of the other. The separations between the rocks were generally not wide enough to comfortably and safely secure a foot, but he could work his way up slowly if he found the protrusions. It would be slow work, complicated by the constant pain in his right leg, but he would attempt the climb.


  He began. Every time he paused, he looked up at the stars visible through the well opening. He wasn’t a very religious man, at least not in any orthodox sense, but he had always felt a deep awareness of a spiritual presence, especially in nature. He was never comfortable with an image of God that made Him appear like a divine Santa Claus answering prayers and delivering gifts. He remembered an interpretation developed by the eighteenth-century Puritan minister, Jonathan Edwards. In a religious treatise, Edwards made the point that if God farmed out rewards based on good deeds and conformity to rules and commandments, then He was really not God. He would be nothing more than a clerk handing out rewards for so many good deeds. “You certainly don’t owe me anything, God,” he whispered up at the twinkling stars, “but I ask You anyway. Help us. Please. Help us.”


  He waited a moment and then began to dig again. Somewhere in the back of his mind, the sound of a music box began to chime. He tried to push the familiar melody back, but the memory was too strong. The tinkle of the little notes brought tears to his eyes.


  Next to the place on her pink dresser, where Tami often kept Sooey, there was the figure of a ballerina on a little wooden box. When it was wound up, it danced to the tune of the theme from Dr. Zhivago. Only months before she had died, his mother had given it to Tami.


  And one night when he had come into her room to comfort her after she had had a nightmare, the box just started to play and the ballerina began to dance. Of course it was probably just some vibration that had set it off, but still…


  “Nanny made that happen,” Tami said and tears stung David’s eyes.


  “Sure she did,” he said. He kissed her and fixed her blanket snugly around her tiny frame and left her safe.


  Would he ever do that again?


  He dug harder, funneling all his determination into the effort, with the tinkle of the music box so real in his memory it was as though it were there with him at the bottom of the well.


  “Nanny, make it happen,” he whispered.


  “I know where my brother is,” Shirley said. Like most everything she had said or done to Tami there was no transition, no introduction, no reason behind her action. They were down in the basement playroom working with little tools and molds to make something out of two clay bars. Some time before, Shirley had taken several different-colored packs and mixed them together into a large, rainbow-hued lump.


  Tami simply followed Shirley’s lead and command. She was told to scoop out some clay and “make something.” At the very beginning of her incarceration here, she offered some resistance to Shirley’s commands, expecting her mother to rescue her. Even now she couldn’t understand why her mother was incapable of offering any assistance. Adults usually had power, especially over children.


  However, what little combativeness Tami had displayed in the beginning had been smothered in the Bad Box. Although it had been Irene who had put her there initially, Shirley now used it herself. There was little Tami could do physically to oppose the bigger girl. Already her upper arms ached from the black and blue marks imprinted there by Shirley’s fingers, and the pinpricks left there when the other girl decided to test a safety pin from Tami’s doll dress. Irene had found it on the playroom floor and thrown it out, not seeing the tiny holes in Tami’s arms because they had dried quickly. Still, they made her arms ache the more.


  Shirley found it easier to talk with her body. Sometimes it was frustrating for her to find the right words, the stuttering and the delay angered her so. Her face would grow red with the effort and she would lash out, usually with an incomprehensible sound accompanied by a punch or a kick. Whenever she wanted Tami to do something, it was simpler to pull or to push her to the desired direction. Even though there was no real resistance, she did so with vigor and determination.


  In the beginning Tami cried freely, but Shirley was afraid that Tami’s bawling would anger Gerald and Irene. They might even take the playmate away from her, so she punished Tami more severely if she cried out. The result was that Tami retreated to soft sniffling and tiny gasps. She stood there wiping her eyes to keep the tears from escaping down her cheeks. Her upper body jerked spasmodically as though it were set on little springs around her waist. She also began whispering her demands, not making them for Shirley so much as for someone passing by.


  All it would take now to drive her into a terrified silence was Shirley’s mad glare. The physically intimidating older girl would widen her eyes and press her lips together so hard her face would become sickly white. She would clench her fingers into fists and begin to beat them against her own thighs, but she would do it with such force that Tami was sure she was hurting herself. For the five-year-old, it was incomprehensible how anyone could be so oblivious to self-inflicted pain. It was more frightening than having Shirley hit her, though she knew that if Shirley did direct blows against her, they would be most severe.


  Tami was unused to corporal punishment anyway. Her parents’ reprimands, especially her father’s, were always tempered by a reasonable tone that made her self-evaluate and eventually feel remorse. She was a precocious child and quickly perceived when she was overstepping boundaries or being unreasonable. Because her parents were usually fair, she rarely suffered any prolonged punishment.


  The violence rained on her diminutive body through blows, pinches, and grips was regretted as much for the indignity as for the pain. No one touched her in the places Shirley touched her, especially not with the same force and impunity.


  Upstairs in the attic, she had to sit cooperatively as Shirley painted her naked body. She made her put her hands on her head while she drew spoke lines from her tiny nipples, telling her she was making them look like “little suns in the sky.” She pressed crayons with painful pressure along her spine and down her legs and she nearly poked her in the eye when she drew small circles on her cheeks and forehead.


  When she first buckled the collar around Tami’s neck, it was so tight that Tami gagged and tried to pull it off. Finally Shirley understood and loosened it sufficiently, but when she attached the leash, she tugged on her so roughly she sent her sprawling to the attic floor, twisting her neck painfully. She was grateful when Irene made Shirley take it off, but she sensed something unusual in the way Irene reprimanded Shirley. Tami understood that Irene wasn’t going to interfere very often. In effect, whenever they were alone, Shirley was in complete control. She was boss in a way usually reserved only for adults.


  “Brother?” Tami said. Her voice was barely audible, but Shirley had set her face so close to hers Tami could see the tiny ridges in the skin of her lips. It made her think of worms on the sidewalk after a rain.


  She hadn’t seen any signs of another child in the house, but just the thought of one made her sick with anticipation. Another one like this? And a boy yet? Where did they keep him? What kinds of things would he do to her?


  “My younger brother,” Shirley said. She turned to the shape she had molded in the clay. It didn’t resemble anything Tami could recognize, not an animal, not a person, not even a building. The object was just a couple of blobs pressed against each other with indentations made here and there, seemingly at random. From the way Shirley looked at it, Tami understood that Shirley saw something sensible in the form.


  “What’s his name?” She hadn’t heard Irene or Gerald mention anyone else.


  “Are…thor.” When Shirley pronounced the name, she closed her eyes after the first syllable to frame the remainder.


  “Where is he?”


  Shirley didn’t respond. She concentrated on her clay figure as though she had already forgotten she had mentioned a brother. After a few moments she placed her creation on the small table before her. Then, without any warning, she brought her fist down and crushed it to a flattened mass. The action made Tami wince and flinch away. Shirley looked at her and laughed.


  “Put yours on the table, too.”


  Tami looked down at the figure of a man she had been making. She had been thinking about her father and, satisfying a childlike faith in the power of incantation, silently praying for his arrival and rescue. As soon as she finished the figure, he would arrive miraculously and free her and her mother. She hesitated to sacrifice what she had already created, but she was afraid to refuse Shirley.


  “I’m not finished yet.”


  “Put it up here, I said. I’ll finish it for you,” Shirley said. She smiled and tilted her head. Tami looked down at the figure in her hands and tried to delay the inevitable. Shirley grabbed it from her and slapped it down roughly on the table. “That’s stupid,” she said and brought her fist down with even greater force than she had employed on her own creation.


  Tami closed her eyes and then turned away. She opened them and looked toward the stairway. She wanted to run up the steps and go directly to her mother, but she knew she couldn’t even get halfway to the stairs before Shirley would grab her and have her down.


  “I’ll take you to see my brother,” Shirley said. “It’s dark, so we can go out.”


  Tami spun around on the metal chair. Shirley stood up and wiped her hands on her dress.


  “I want my mother,” she whispered. “I want to see my mother,” she repeated just loud enough for Shirley to hear her distinctly.


  “After we see my brother. Don’t you want to see my brother?” Tami heard the note of threat laced into Shirley’s voice so she nodded. “Good. Come on, Sooey-face,” Shirley said, seizing Tami by the hair and pulling her into a standing position. The little girl grimaced with pain. Shirley didn’t let go until they were at the foot of the stairs. Then she turned around, bringing her face so close to Tami’s that her lips nearly touched Tami’s skin. “We’ve got to be very quiet about it. We can’t let Gerald hear us go out, okay?” Tami nodded. “If he hears us, it’s going to be your fault,” Shirley added menacingly. “I’ll go first. Hold on to my skirt.”


  Shirley started up the stairs and Tami balled the skirt’s fabric into her small fist, holding on as if for dear life and looking like a little blind girl being led into unfamiliar places.


  But these were places unfamiliar even to those who could see.


  Stacey watched Irene sift through the garments in the closet and tried to understand how someone could become so twisted. She still fought off sluggishness, but felt slightly better now that the effects of the bath were wearing off. Maybe she could still find an avenue of escape. She studied Irene. Surely if she had met this woman in an aisle in the supermarket, she would have failed to realize what kinds of things she was capable of doing. It must be all Gerald’s fault, she thought. That crazy man made her behave this way.


  “It’s going to be sunny and warmer tomorrow. You can wear something more summery. Oh, I know…this blue cotton blouse and this beige skirt. That’s a nice combination, don’t you think?” she asked. She took the garments out of the closet and held them up against herself. Stacey was in awe of how oblivious the woman was to what she was doing and to what was happening in her own house. “Well? don’t just lay there and stare.”


  “It’s nice,” Stacey said. “Very nice,” she added. Irene smiled. “Tell me, Irene, how long have you and Gerald been married?”


  “Been married?” She thought for a moment. “Eighteen years this December.”


  “And you’ve only had the one child?”


  “What?”


  “Shirley. She’s your only child?”


  “No. There’s Arthur.” She closed her eyes and then opened them wide. “You know that; you know about Arthur.” She turned back to the closet and hung up the clothes roughly.


  “I don’t remember,” Stacey said. Irene looked at her. The anger in her face had subsided. “Remember, I’ve been away. Where’s Arthur?”


  “Arthur’s not well,” she said. “Arthur’s been very sick. He can’t come out of his room. Gerald has to carry him downstairs and I have to feed him. He can’t even cry anymore. I cry for him,” she said. She laughed, a short sharp laugh that jolted Stacey’s sensibilities. “I do,” she said, taking a few steps toward the bed. “I know when he’s sad and I start to cry. Then I say, ‘Poor Arthur, don’t cry. It’ll be all right.’ And I stop crying and Arthur looks happier. His face is made of cellophane and his bones are thin as fine china. Gerald puts him on a pillow before he carries him around.”


  “I’m sorry. How old is he?”


  “Gerald says he’s an eighty-year-old man. He says every day now is like a year. Sometimes when I look at him, I think he looks like Gerald’s father just before he died. Gerald says Arthur will dry up like a fallen leaf and then crumple away to be scattered in the wind. He’ll be all over the farm. All over…” She sat at the foot of the bed and stared down at her hands.


  “Did you always live here, in this area?” Stacey prodded gently, hoping to distract Irene so she could plot some escape route.


  “Yes. My parents had a home only five miles from here.” Her face brightened. “Wait a minute, let me show you,” she said and went out of the room. A perfect situation, Stacey tugged on the chain and then leaned over the bed to study how it was attached to the bedpost. The bed frame itself looked handmade, and carved out of oak. The posts were thick and heavy. She imagined the headboard weighed over a hundred pounds by itself. It was definitely an antique and of great value, but for her right now, it felt like lead weight.


  “Here,” Irene said, drifting back into the room. She carried a pile of photo albums. “Everyone’s in here.” She placed the albums on Stacey’s lap and sat beside her. “I’ll go through them with you,” she said as she opened the first one.


  As she looked at the snapshots, Stacey thought that even as a young boy Gerald had had that wild, animal look to him. There was rarely a picture of him smiling. In almost all of them he was scowling or looking bored. She saw the haggard look in his mother’s face and the Puritan stoicism in his father’s stance. In none of the pictures was there a sign of warm family bonds. Few pictures showed them touching one another, and in those where they did the photo appeared staged.


  Irene’s family appeared much warmer. Their faces were softer, friendlier. She saw a clear resemblance between her mother and her and between her and her younger sister.


  “Where is your sister? Does she live nearby?”


  “No. She lives in Texas. She married a soldier boy. My mother went to live with her there after my father died.”


  “Do you call them? Do you write to them?” Stacey couldn’t believe that any close family wouldn’t know how sick Irene was and wouldn’t do anything about it.


  “No, not anymore. They don’t like Gerald.”


  “That’s not good. It’s not good for you to be apart from your family.”


  “Gerald says it’s all right. He has no family either. We only have each other…and the children,” she added quickly. “The children are in the second album.” She set aside the first album, and opened the cover of the next.


  The sight of the emaciated, sickly-looking child that stared up at Stacey nearly turned her stomach. He looked like the kind of starving infant that would be found deserted on a street in some third-world country. The boy’s eyes were big, exaggerated because of the thinness in his cheeks. His skull was clearly visible because of his translucent skin. The picture reminded her more of an X ray than a photograph.


  “This…is Arthur?”


  “Yes. Isn’t he sweet?”


  “How old is he here?”


  “I don’t remember,” she said quickly.


  Although Stacey wanted to turn the page and escape from the face before her, she was also strangely fascinated by it. It was as though she were looking at the face of death itself. She had the same ghoulish curiosity about it that she would have had about a corpse. Few people like to look at them, but still, few refrain from the chance to see one.


  “I’m getting tired,” she said. Irene didn’t look disappointed.


  “I’m not surprised. I’m a little tired myself. We can always look at the rest of this tomorrow,” she added as she closed the album.


  “Actually, I don’t feel so well,” Stacey said. “I think I have a fever. Maybe I should see a doctor.”


  “Oh, dear.” Irene put her hand on Stacey’s forehead. “You do feel a bit warm. I know. I’ll get you some aspirins.”


  “I’m coming down with something. I’d better see a doctor. I could get very sick.”


  “Gerald says doctors aren’t necessary. They don’t really care about you. All they care about is making money. That’s why we stopped bringing Arthur to the doctor. He wasn’t doing any better, and the doctor just sent us bills. Arthur hated him. I think Gerald was right. Arthur got sicker because of the doctor.”


  “But if things get too serious…”


  “They won’t get serious, dear. I’ll bring you some aspirins,” she repeated. Stacey watched her leave the room and thought she might have made things worse for herself. Who knew what kind of pills Irene would bring back?


  She inched to the edge of the bed and studied the way Irene had wrapped the chain around the bedpost. It dangled loosely enough to give her an idea. If only she could get Irene to leave the door unlocked, then, later tonight when all of them were asleep, she might be able to free herself and slip out of the house. Of course, she would have to leave Tami here until she was able to get help. If she tried to wake her and sneak her out, she might wake Shirley and there was no doubt in her mind what would ensue. Gerald might do to them whatever he’d done to the previous mother and daughter. Now that she had a plan, at least she had some hope.


  “Now just take these,” Irene said when she returned. She carried a glass of water in her right hand. When she opened her left hand and displayed the two pills, Stacey scanned them quickly to discern any printing on the capsules.


  “What is it? I can’t take everything,” she said. “I have some bad allergies.”


  “It’s only aspirin. That’s all I said I would bring you, Marlene. You’re so suspicious, always so suspicious. Why can’t you be trusting? Friends should be trusting.”


  “Friends don’t have to chain each other up,” Stacey remonstrated. She couldn’t resist the comment, even as Irene’s eyes grew small.


  “Every time I think we’re getting along just fine, you go and ruin it. I told you what Gerald said. He said that would continue to happen. Why must you prove him right? If you keep this up, he won’t let you stay here.”


  “You mean,” Stacey said, unable to hide her hope, “he’ll send me away?”


  “No,” Irene said. Her face changed expression dramatically, becoming hard and more mask-like. Her eyes darkened and she straightened her back, bringing her head back arrogantly. “No, he’ll take you away,” she said. “Here,” she said, thrusting the pills at her, “take these now.”


  Gingerly, Stacey plucked the two pills from Irene’s palm as the other handed her the glass of water. Stacey put the pills into her mouth. There was the definite taste of aspirin and aspirins could only help her now, she thought. She swallowed them with the water chaser and tried to smile.


  “Thank you.”


  “That’s better. And you’ll feel much better in the morning, after you get a good night’s rest.” Irene guided Stacey back against the pillow and brought the blanket up over her shoulders. She tucked the covers in so tightly on both sides of the bed that the blanket felt more like a straightjacket. Then she turned off the lamp. “Good night, Marlene,” she said.


  “Good night,” Stacey replied. She watched her move toward the doorway. When she reached for the door, Stacey called out. “Please, don’t close the door.”


  “What? Why not?”


  “Because…because I’m not sure I’ll be all right and I might need you later. If I do, I’ll call and I’m afraid you won’t hear me if you close the door.”


  “Oh. Oh, of course. Don’t be nervous. I’ll be right down the hall.”


  “Thank you,” Stacey said. Irene looked at her for a moment and then left the room, leaving the door open. Stacey lowered her head back to the pillow and breathed a sigh of relief. Step one of her plan was completed; she was really fighting back now. She had gone from terrible fear and panic, through trauma, to calm acceptance. Now she had gathered her resolve. If she had true grit, she thought, it would have to show itself soon.


  Soon…that was the word she had to use in prayer. Soon she would work herself free. Soon she would slip away from this house. Soon she would find help and soon Tami would be rescued. It was what enabled her to remain calm knowing her five-year-old daughter was being tormented even more than she was in this house of madness.


  Soon it would all end. Soon.


  She prayed.


  8


  After checking on the man in the well, Gerald went back to the house. He decided that sometime in the morning he would start up the backhoe and bring a couple of buckets of earth to the well. That would cover the man’s body sufficiently, just as it had for Marlene and her daughter. Never once did he worry about anyone discovering them. Who came on his land anyway?


  After he dropped enough dirt in, he would steer the backhoe to the east field and leave it next to the man’s car. Later, in the evening, he would dig the pit for the car. He felt confident that everything would work out fine. He still felt that he was in control of events, as long as they occurred in his house and on his land.


  A mystical pall hung over the farm. He had always felt it was a world unto itself, a feeling he had inherited from his father. Whenever the two of them went hunting, his father would never venture beyond the borders of their land, no matter how enticing their quarry. It was as though stepping over the line would make him weak and vulnerable.


  His father often complained about the sale of huge parcels of their land. According to his father, Gerald’s grandfather was foolish and nearsighted. He liquidated some of the land for funds with which to buy more livestock. This was true, but in doing so, their safe refuge shrank in size as the outsiders moved in nearer. “The sounds a neighbor makes should be damn well out of earshot,” he said.


  Years later when Gerald was running things, he, too, had to sell some of the land. He couldn’t forestall trends, or bank on family loyalty; it was a matter of survival, but to his father it was betrayal. Gerald tried to explain the situation, but the old man turned to stone. That was the year the well had gone dry. Because they suffered a great drought, his crops had gone bad and they had needed the funds. Even though the drought ended and they had some pretty good rain in the years that followed, the well never made a significant comeback.


  It was part of the old man’s curse, he thought, or the land’s way of punishing him. Of course, they weren’t dependent on that well anymore. It was just something special. “The nectar of our land,” his father called it. They had well water from a submergible pump implanted over two hundred and fifty feet down, cool, fresh, and delicious; but the water from the well that had been his great-grandfather’s main source of house water was gone.


  Now the well was a tomb, accepting the dead playmates and the intruder. It had retained its status as something special.


  He didn’t look in on the children when he reentered the house. Instead, he went directly to the living room and turned on the television set. It was a tube type, fifteen-inch black-and-white, almost twenty years old. Out here where they lived, there was no cable hookup. They still ran the set off the old antenna and received only two stations clearly enough to view. Neither he nor Irene watched much television, but they kept it going for Shirley. For Gerald it was simply a distraction.


  More often than not, he would fall asleep in front of its glow, the music and the dialogue acting as a lullaby. Tonight was no exception. In fact, when he sank into the big easy chair, the large soft pillows accepting his body as though they were fitted to his form, he realized just how tired he was. He stared blankly at the wavy picture. For some reason tonight the images faded in and out and made him dizzy. He didn’t fight hard to keep his eyes open.


  It was quiet upstairs. Apparently Irene had that situation under control; the children must be occupied with whatever activity Shirley had started. For the first time all day, he felt secure enough to permit himself to relax. He knew that if he did fall asleep, it would be only for a short period anyway. More and more these days, he slept in spurts and whenever he awoke, it was with a jolt.


  Perhaps that was because his sleep was filled with ugly scenes, nightmarish images. What he found unusual, even somewhat frightening, was that he saw himself from another viewpoint in these scenes. Whether at his mother’s graveside or out in the night secretly reburying Arthur, he never visualized events from his own eyes; he was a witness to himself, as he stood at his mother’s grave staring into the cold earth, or watched himself scratch out a hole in the earth for Arthur.


  It was as if all of these things happened to someone else, someone he once knew, but who was no longer here. He occupied this person’s body, but…he was not the person. Whatever happened to him?


  At times now, Irene seemed like a stranger to him, too. He’d come upon her in these dreams and wonder, Who is this? What is her name? There was nothing familiar about her. The same was true for Shirley; she was someone else’s child. And then he’d look at himself in the mirror and he’d think, I’m a stranger, too. That’s not me; that’s not who I am.


  The dreams had become maddening and brought on wrenching headaches. Irene would find him sitting there, his forefinger and thumb pressing so hard into his temples that they would leave bright coin-sized circles on his skin, and she would come to him and stroke his head gently, muttering, “Poor Gerald, poor Gerald.” Lately he couldn’t stand it. He would brush her aside and go outside.


  The darkness always brought him welcome relief. The darker it was, the better it was. He got so he hated the stars and despised the moon. He liked the overcast nights because there weren’t any shadows. Nothing haunted him. Sometimes Irene would send Shirley out looking for him. She’d stand on the lawn and bellow like some dumb beast in pain. He got so he hated the sound of his own name when it came from Shirley’s lips.


  That’s why he was so happy when she had a playmate. She was preoccupied and he wasn’t tormented by her presence. He would never say anything to Irene; he couldn’t even bring himself to say it to himself, but he had come to despise his own daughter. There was no hope in her, no promise for the future.


  He thought there could have been such hope with Arthur. He could have taught him the good things; he could have taught him how to use the land well. He could have shown him the magic in the farm. Maybe together they would have built something out of the wasteland. Maybe…


  Such thoughts were tormenting. It was better not to think them. When they surfaced, he forced himself to remember carrying the tiny coffin from the car into the night. He remembered how he fit his son into the earth and then closed it over him. It was more like he had planted him than buried him. After all, he was still a farmer, wasn’t he?


  And he did have this dream—he hesitated to call it a nightmare—in which Arthur sprouted from the earth. First his fingers appeared, the tips showing like little stones, and then the top of his head pressed upward until his eyes cleared the ground. Arthur was coming back stronger and straighter and healthier. Gerald woke up when he started to water him with Shirley’s blood.


  Now, in front of the television set, his eyes closed completely, but he wasn’t asleep long before he fell down the well, waking up with a start when he hit the bottom and confronted the pale white face of his father poking out of the damp earth. It was as if the well was the doorway of the dead, their only way to return from their graves. Why his father appeared in these tortured dreams he couldn’t fathom, since the old man had to be at peace, since he’d been buried lovingly, in a traditional if sparsely attended funeral, in the family’s mausoleum at Harwood Cemetery.


  “Gerald.”


  He spun around in his chair. For a moment he was totally disoriented. He wiped his face with his rough palms and shook his head.


  “What? What is it?”


  “Where are the children?”


  “The children? In the basement. They’re in the basement.”


  “No, they’re not, Gerald. I just came up from the basement. Didn’t you hear me shouting for them?”


  “Well, maybe they went upstairs.”


  “I was upstairs, Gerald. I came down to get them to put them to bed.”


  He stared at her, struggling to find meaning in what she was saying.


  “They’re not upstairs and they’re not down in the basement?”


  “That’s what I’ve been saying, Gerald. Don’t you know where they are?”


  “No. Shirley’s not playing that dumb hide-and-seek game, is she?”


  “I don’t know, Gerald. I just came downstairs. I went down into the basement…”


  “All right, all right. Dammit, I’ll break her neck. Shirley!”


  “I’ve been calling, Gerald. They must have gone outside.”


  “Outside?” Suddenly he realized she was right and he sprang up from his chair. “Why’d you let them do that?”


  “I didn’t let them, Gerald. I was busy upstairs. Why didn’t you see to them? What were you doing?”


  “I’ll break her neck,” he repeated and started out.


  When Shirley and Tami scrambled up the stairs from the basement, they heard the television blaring in the living room. For a long moment, Shirley hesitated. She was drawn to watch television almost as much as she was driven to show Tami where Arthur was buried. What helped her make her decision was the realization that she hadn’t been to see Arthur for quite a while. It was also exciting for her to show someone else where Arthur was, so she turned toward the back door.


  Tami had released Shirley’s skirt and didn’t immediately follow. Thinking about her mother, she looked longingly toward the stairway. She was about to bolt for it when Shirley turned and anticipated her action. She stepped back to her and seized Tami’s wrist.


  “Shh,” she said before Tami had a chance to howl. “Come on,” she whispered. Still holding on to her, Shirley continued through the house to the back door. There, she looked back once to be sure no one had heard them, and then she opened the door and the two of them stepped out into the night.


  To Tami the evening darkness never looked so black, nor did the shadows look so threatening. As long as she was with Shirley, it was natural for her to anticipate even more terrible things to happen out here. The farm structures, the machinery, and the nearby trees loomed about them, silhouetted like the creatures in her worst nightmares.


  In the daytime she wouldn’t have any trouble recognizing a backhoe or a tractor. She had been on job sites with her father before and she had seen construction machinery. But tonight they looked monstrous. The moment she set her eyes on them, she could swear she saw them move threateningly toward her.


  The cry of an owl to her right made her gasp. She was so frightened she even squeezed Shirley’s hand, but when she looked at Shirley, she was surprised at how nonchalant the other was. She didn’t wince at the nocturnal creature’s hoot; she didn’t seem in any way intimidated by the shadows and the shapes.


  “This way,” she said and dragged Tami off to the left. Although there wasn’t any discernible path, Shirley moved quickly, leading Tami out behind the vegetable garden, around the wire fence, and down a small hill toward the west cornfield. It wasn’t that steep a hill, but because she was so small, Tami lost sight of the house behind her rather quickly.


  The house was no haven of safety for Tami; far from it, considering the kinds of things that had happened to her and to her mother inside, but that was where her mother was kept so she went into a small panic when it was no longer visible.


  “I want my mommy,” she said loudly. She pulled back suddenly, bringing Shirley’s forced march to a halt. “I wanna go back.”


  “Come on, Sooey-face.”


  “No. I wanna go back.”


  “I said come on,” Shirley repeated. She tugged hard on Tami’s wrist and Tami fell forward on her stomach. She started to cry and made no effort to scramble to her feet. Shirley began tugging harder on her arm, dragging her over the grass. Small rocks cut into her chest and legs and she screamed. Shirley stopped. “It’s not far,” she said, attempting a reasonable tone.


  “I wanna go back to my mommy.”


  “Oh, what a baby.”


  “I wanna go back.”


  “Arthur’s not going to like this, and when Arthur gets mad,” Shirley said, imitating Irene, “he comes into the house and crawls right into your dreams.”


  Tami lowered her sobbing and looked around. The shadows were thicker and darker out here. The trees loomed higher and closer. Something rustled in the forest to their right and a strange animal cry tore the air directly ahead of them. She didn’t recognize it as the cry of a raccoon, but thought it resembled the cry of a small baby.


  “That’s Arthur,” Shirley whispered. “He knows we’re coming. He knows we’re close. Get up. Quick!”


  Tami pushed herself into a sitting position. They heard the cry again.


  “Quick,” Shirley repeated in a loud whisper.


  Tami’s tiny heart was beating so hard the vibration shook her spine. She stood up and brushed the pebbles from her clothing, her eyes wide, her lips pressed tightly together to form a grim line.


  “That’s better,” Shirley said. “Come on.” She took Tami’s wrist again and dragged her through the field at a run. With the darkness and strange surroundings all around her now, Tami was afraid to do anything but follow.


  After a short distance, they came to a small clearing. When they reached the rim of it, Shirley hesitated. The raccoon’s cry drifted off to their right and away. Tami was grateful for the silence, but by now she was afraid to make a sound; she was almost afraid to breathe.


  Shirley moved them forward again, but now she moved with distinct caution. Because she was obviously a bit frightened herself, Tami’s terror intensified. Where were they going? Who was Arthur? Why was he out here in the darkness?


  With a sudden move Shirley brought them to a stop. She said nothing as she stared ahead into the darkness. Tami peered into the night. What was there? She quieted her panic enough to focus on what looked to be a small tree growing in the middle of the clearing.


  “That’s where Arthur sleeps,” Shirley said. “That’s his tree.”


  Tami said nothing. She wiped her eyes with her free hand and waited. Then Shirley moved them closer.


  “I’ve got to shake the tree,” she said. “That’s how Arthur knows I want to see him.”


  Tami didn’t cry, but as Shirley reached out slowly toward the young tree, a thin, humming sound began at the base of her throat. She sounded like a frightened and angry cat. Shirley didn’t notice; she was concentrating too hard on the tree. When her fingers clasped around the narrow trunk, her body stiffened. Tami felt Shirley’s hand grow cold. It was as though she was clasping the hand of a statue. They waited; the silence that had fallen around them was deafening.


  Shirley shook the tree gently and then pulled her hand back quickly. Tami looked about, anticipating the arrival of some horrible monster, perhaps a creature like the ones she had seen in that comic book Jamie Jo Grossman always carried with him. But nothing happened. The night remained quiet and still.


  “He’s not here,” Shirley concluded. “He’s gone somewhere. He travels through the ground like a worm.”


  “Let’s go back,” Tami said. “I want my—”


  “I know; I know. You want your mommy. We’ll come back tomorrow night. Maybe he’ll be here then.”


  Tami didn’t say anything. She was grateful for Shirley’s impatience and the speed with which Shirley started for the house. They moved at almost a trot, back through the field and up the small hill. Tami was afraid to look anywhere but down. Even the stars above them were frightening out here. This time, however, for some reason Shirley took them around the other side of the barn and they approached the house from the west. She paused when they reached the backhoe.


  “Let’s go back inside,” Tami pleaded.


  “Wait.” Shirley was quiet for a moment. “Listen.”


  At first Tami heard nothing. Her heartbeat was still too emphatic. Her ears were drowning in the sound of her own pulse, but when her pulse faded, she heard it. She heard it distinctly and a cold, sharp chill rippled up from her stomach into her throat. Something, somewhere, was scratching dirt.


  “It’s…Arthur,” Shirley whispered. “He’s going somewhere under the ground.”


  Tami’s mouth froze open. She was numbing quickly from the feet up, feeling as though she was sinking into ice water. At any moment Arthur would emerge from under the ground. He would pop up right before them.


  Shirley keyed in on the direction from where the sound came and started to move toward it. Tami didn’t feel her feet lifting and falling to the earth. She felt as light as a feather; she felt as if Shirley maneuvered her like a kite on a string.


  They were moving toward the well.


  “Shirley.” Gerald’s voice shattered the darkness. Tami thought it sounded like a thousand icicles falling around her and smashing into diamonds. “Shirley, Damn you!”


  “Oh, no,” Shirley muttered. “Shh,” she said, but Tami thought she said it to herself.


  “Where the hell are you?”


  “We’re comin’,” she shouted.


  “Get your ass in here,” Gerald responded.


  They hurried to the back of the house. Gerald stood on the porch, his hands on his hips. He seemed to be swelling into a bigger and bigger version of himself as they approached. Tami shrank behind Shirley. When they reached the steps, Gerald slapped his hand down on Shirley’s neck and practically lifted her bodily up to the porch. She screamed in pain and Tami cowered.


  “Who told you you could go out there? Who told you?”


  “Nobody.”


  “So why did you go?”


  “I wanted to see Arthur. I wanted to show Donna Arthur.”


  Gerald seemed stunned. “Didn’t I tell you never to go there without first asking me? Didn’t I?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Now get your ass into this house and get ready for bed.”


  He pushed her toward the door and looked down at Tami. “Move it,” he said. She hurried to the door. Shirley turned around before opening the screen door.


  “We heard him. We heard Arthur,” she said. “He’s digging his way toward the house,” she said. Gerald saw Irene standing just inside, listening.


  “Get the hell inside, you idiot,” Gerald responded. He looked to Irene to see if she had heard what Shirley had said. If she had, she didn’t let on. “Go on,” he said and the children scrambled in. Irene greeted them and took them upstairs.


  As soon as they were gone, Gerald looked out into the night. He listened and then felt stupid for doing so.


  Arthur is gone, he thought. It was a mistake to let Shirley know where he was buried, but she had seen him plant the small tree and he felt some obligation to Arthur to let his sister know.


  Scratching in the earth. The image filled him first with horror and then with anger.


  “We’re all scratching in the earth,” he muttered. He turned to go back into the house where at least there was light and warmth and the promise of some bodily pleasure.


  David heard the man crying out. He stopped his slow and careful climbing and listened keenly, recognizing the sound of a young girl’s cry in response. But he didn’t hear the sound of Tami’s voice. What did that mean? The voices faded and then the silence returned. He continued to wait, standing precariously on the few inches of ledge provided by a protruding stone.


  Actually, he had traveled only half a dozen feet upward, worming his way in a zigzag direction determined by where the rocks jutted out sufficiently to get a good foot and hand-hold. All the while he forced himself to fight against allowing the pain in his leg to overwhelm him, blocking the constant messages from his brain. He did it by putting all of his attention and concentration on groping for a stone with which to raise his body inches at a time.


  Whenever he rested, the pain surged over him, and with it would come reprimands. Why did he go out by himself? Why didn’t he wait for the police? Why didn’t he insist some patrolmen join him once he found out that Stacey had indeed taken Willow Road? Didn’t he know that a man alone always placed himself in more jeopardy? Now he had succeeded in only making things worse.


  The chastisement was justified. It depressed him, but he told himself he had no choice but to fight the trouble he had brought on himself. The only alternative was to surrender to the horror.


  Besides, he had been in bad situations before. He had faced seemingly insurmountable odds and found solutions. Crisis was a keynote of his job. True, they weren’t life and death crises, but they were serious nevertheless, and he had to suffer the consequences for failure. He had the grit and the determination; he was confident.


  He reached upward again, feeling his way along the rough stones. What worried him now was the condition of his hands. If he should bawl himself out for anything, he thought, it would be for having let himself go soft since graduate school. He should have been out there with his men more often, working beside them, getting away from the blueprints and paperwork.


  All of the excuses he had concocted for not exercising now flooded back to him like the bad taste of sour food. He was never a good athlete in school, but he had been harder and at base physically fit. Something like this would never have happened to Bill Cullen, his foreman, he reflected, then criticized himself for the useless thought.


  No one could have anticipated this. Even a policeman might have been taken by surprise, and although the policeman could’ve boasted more physical strength, he might not have matched David’s determination. He wasn’t going to berate himself anymore. He was doing all right. Sure, his fingers and palms were skinned and felt as though little pins were in them, but he would ignore that pain just as well as he was ignoring the pain in his leg.


  He pulled himself up farther, dangling for a moment by grasping two rocks securely and bringing his left leg up until it jutted out. Then he straightened up very slowly, feeling his way along the well wall until he found what he considered to be a solidly embedded rock.


  As he climbed in this torturously slow fashion, he began to hallucinate. The stones took on personalities. There were good ones and bad ones: they were filled with sympathy for him and wanted to help him, or they favored the madman and tried to prevent David’s escape. When a rock scratched him or pressed into his skin painfully, he cursed it. But when a rock appeared miraculously above him, thrusting out enough to give him a good grasp or support, he thanked and stroked it with appreciation.


  He was grateful for the darkness now. True, if there was a good deal of light, he would see his way upward and scale the wall more quickly; but he might also be tempted to look down, and once he reached the last third of the journey, he could grow dizzy and invite disaster. To fall again might very well prove fatal, he thought; so he was happy that whenever he did look down to check his footing he saw only a thick mat of darkness.


  He estimated that he was now only a few more feet to the halfway point. He had no idea how long it had taken to get this far. His concept of time was distorted, maybe a result of his other hallucinations. At this moment he had the impression it would soon be morning. He had been down here all night. The sky above did look brighter, he thought, or was that some mirage?


  Questions about what he would do once he did pull himself out of the well needled him. He brushed them aside, not wanting to deal with them now; he didn’t want anything to break his concentration. It was too dangerous. This climbing was more like critical surgery. He was cutting his way up through the darkness and a mistake could spell his doom.


  He couldn’t help wondering what would happen if he plunged to the bottom. What if his good leg broke? What if he broke an arm in the fall? Even if nothing else happened to him, did he have it in him to start over again? Would he just lie back and cry for help?


  Forget that, he told himself. Forget it. The rock ahead, that’s all that matters. Funny, he thought. After all the years of education and work; after all the experiences, all the politics and all the success, his life boiled down to a piece of rock jutting out far enough for him to get a sufficient grasp. If he found no rocks to serve him ahead, then all he had achieved would end up crumpled at the bottom of a useless well.


  I’ll never look down on rocks again, he promised and almost laughed aloud. He was definitely cracking up. The effort and the mental strain was driving him mad. Even if he did reach the top of the well and pulled himself up and out of it, he would reenter the world a raving maniac.


  Reenter the world, he thought. That’s what I’m doing. I’m coming back up from the land of the dead. This is a resurrection of sorts. At least I have a chance to resurrect. How many poor souls dropped into the earth have a chance to pull themselves out of their graves?


  “Lazarus Oberman,” he heard himself say. This time he did laugh aloud. Actually, it brought him some welcome mental relief. There was a small echo and then…in his madness…he heard all the “bad” rocks chide him.


  They thought he would fail; they expected him to slip and fall into the abyss.


  “Shut up,” he said. “Shut up.”


  He reached upward again, found another firm rock, and began to pull himself upward. But then his foot slipped and for a moment he dangled, held only by the strength in his left hand. He didn’t know from where he drew the strength, but he was able to regain his footing and begin to hoist himself again.


  He scaled another good five feet before he stopped and pressed his face against the well wall. He had to rest. The pain was excruciating. It made the aching in his arms and shoulders seem insignificant, even though he knew that to be almost as intense. All this forced him to wonder what he would do once he got up and out. Perhaps he would be worthless after it was over. Perhaps he would collapse on the ground above and the madman would simply find him and toss him down again.


  Can’t think like that, he thought. Can’t defeat myself with my own thoughts. Stacey…Tami…think of them. Think only of them.


  He took some deep breaths and risked wiping his face with his right hand. He was surprised at the roughness of the palm. So many scratches and blisters had formed that his hand was numb. For a moment he was afraid he wouldn’t get it to work. Those fingers couldn’t lock on him now. They had to bend and grasp or he was doomed.


  “Don’t let me down now,” he whispered. Indeed, every part of his body seemed independent of the rest of him. He told his good foot it had to do its job and he told his arms and shoulders not to feel so sorry for themselves; they weren’t any worse off than the rest of him. “How would you like to be my broken leg, huh? Think of that before you send some more of that pain into my brain.”


  He pulled himself back in very tiny, slow motions again, and groped upward to test the stones for the right one. When he found it, he felt a sense of elation. He would do it; he would make it. He grasped the stone and felt along the wall with his other hand until he found another. Then he pulled himself upward again, climbing toward the opening, climbing toward the stars.


  9


  Maggie Ross looked up slowly from the love seat in the living room when she heard the front door slam. She had dozed off in front of the television set while waiting for Chicky to return. It was far from the first time she had had to eat alone, spoiling an evening. They were supposed to go with the Kasofskys to the Forestburg Theater to see the summer stock production of How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying.


  Even though she ended up not going anywhere, she did not rush to take off her dark blue silk dress, the one she had worn to the Stanfords’ wedding last year. She didn’t have many opportunities to wear a formal dress and she had been looking forward to going out tonight. The theater, even a summer stock theater, seemed like an appropriate occasion. After all, she had gone to Metamorphosis to have all the gray taken out of her hair, and then had it cut and styled after the hairdo Linda Evans had on the cover of TV Guide last week. Chicky had admired it so much, she thought, or was he just admiring Linda Evans?


  She couldn’t blame him if he was, and besides, she was proud of the fact that she didn’t have the insecurity some women felt when their men cast admiring glances at other women. Why, look at Toby Robbins. She even forbade Carl’s bringing Playboy magazine into the house, though they had no young children at home.


  Chicky had never given her a reason to feel insecure. He’d joke with the boys and say things like, “If my wife let me out of this marriage, I’d never get into another one,” but she knew he didn’t mean it. They had been married for nearly thirty-four years and, during that time, he never gave her reason to be jealous of another woman. If she was jealous of anything, it was his job. Just look at what happened tonight.


  Now she sat in her living room, her dress unzipped down the back to her waist, falling asleep to the hum of the television. She was frustrated, but the frustration deepened when Chicky entered the house. One look at his face told her she couldn’t blame him.


  At first he didn’t see her so she caught him unaware before he could school his features into a mask of satisfaction. His face was still streaked with dirt from crawling under the bungalow casino. His shirt was unbuttoned and he slouched with fatigue. He wore a tired, disgusted expression, his eyes half closed, his mouth pinched in a grimace. After he closed the door softly behind him, she spoke.


  “What happened this time?” she asked. She continued to look at the television set, pretending only vague interest.


  “We broke this burglary case and had to wrap it up. Sorry.”


  Maggie had propped her right elbow on the arm of the love seat, her face resting against her hand. She provided an emphatic contrast to Chicky. She was small-framed and petite and stood just five foot two. Old friends had nicknamed them Laurel and Hardy, and indeed one Halloween they had gone to a costume party dressed that way.


  “The Kasofskys didn’t go either,” she said. “They felt sorry for us and they exchanged our tickets for next Tuesday. You’re off next Tuesday, right?” she asked quickly. “I checked the calendar.”


  “As far as I know. But you know how Krammer gets. He could wake up one morning and decide the whole department has to be rearranged.”


  Maggie straightened up and shook her head.


  “Your hair really looks great,” he said. “And you’re still dressed. Maybe I should take you out anyway.”


  “No, it’s too late,” she said. She had half considered that possibility, but the moment she set eyes on him, she knew it wouldn’t be fair. “I bet you didn’t eat a thing. Are you hungry?”


  “For what? Another gourmet diet platter? No. Just thirsty,” he added before she could respond. “I’ll shower and have a stiff Tom Collins.”


  “Go ahead. I’ll put out some cheese and crackers and fix your drink,” she said.


  “Low-fat cheese, I bet.” He made a face like a kid who wasn’t going to get his ice cream.


  “You know it, fatso.”


  He laughed and started for the bedroom.


  “Oh, guess what. Your brother did another bang-up job on my car. Now my radio’s out. It’s like a patient going to the hospital with a cold and coming out with pneumonia.”


  “Sonny keeps telling you to get rid of that…that vehicle.”


  “That’s the trouble with people today. They don’t have any loyalty to things. Just because something’s a bit rundown, I’m supposed to forget all the good years it’s given me.”


  “A bit run-down!”


  “Besides, it would be a lot easier to get rid of my in-laws instead.”


  She laughed and he went to shower and change. The hot water and fresh change of clothes revived him. Marching from the room, he grasped the tray of drinks and escorted her out to their screened-in back porch. There they sat in subdued light, the only illumination spilling from the kitchen behind them.


  They had a comfortable but modest bi-level home in the Pine Tree development, a complex of two dozen homes constructed on a gently rising mountainside. Because they had been one of the first to build there, they overlooked one of the best views of the valley below. The only child, Debra, was married, so the house was just the right size for the two of them. Maggie had gone back to working part time for an accountant to supplement their income. Now, in their middle years, they felt secure and content. The main thing to look forward to was Chicky’s retirement from the police force.


  Chicky usually shared the details of his work with his wife. Despite Maggie’s slim, fragile appearance, she packed inside that frame a strong personality. Although she abhorred violence as much as anyone else, she wasn’t overwhelmed by it. She could listen to the descriptions, the grisly details. At times her hardness astonished Chicky, but whether it was a facade or not, she often buoyed him. It was comforting to come home to someone with whom he could share his daily trials.


  After he told her about the burglar, he was anxious to tell her about David Oberman. The story intrigued her and he found himself feeling renewed excitement about the case because of her interest.


  “No trace of her car?”


  He shook his head.


  “It’s like she left the face of the earth shortly after she started for the Catskills,” he said.


  “Not a clue?”


  “Not only that. Now I can’t find him.” He told her about Chief Krammer wanting him to put the case aside and leave it for the state authorities.


  “But you don’t want to do that?”


  “Well, originally I thought this was just another case of a marriage squabble where the headstrong wife takes off, so I wasn’t terribly upset about being ordered off.”


  “Headstrong wife, I like that. What do you mean, ‘originally you thought’?”


  “Earlier, I spoke to Stark and he said something that’s got me worrying.” He paused and took a long drink. Then he stared out silently as though he wasn’t going to continue. She shook her head. What a tease, she thought. It was his way of drawing her farther and farther into the puzzle, so she’d frame some scalding questions. She knew what he was up to, and as always she played along.


  “Well, what did Stark say?”


  “Seems they have another case of a missing mother and daughter on the computer.”


  “In this area?”


  “Well, he said within striking distance of the neighborhood where Mrs. Oberman disappeared.”


  “What did he make of that?”


  “He didn’t. He just said it. I suspect Krammer told him to keep me out of it.”


  “But you just can’t keep your nose out of it, can you, Sherlock Holmes?”


  “I have this nagging feeling,” he said turning to her, “that they’re missing some vital information the way I did.”


  “Once again, you’re the only one who can do the job,” Maggie said dramatically. She raised her arms for emphasis.


  He laughed. He was finally beginning to relax, but then the phone rang. They looked at each other.


  “I’ll get it,” he said.


  It was Captain Stark of the state police. “Thought you’d like to know,” he said. “One of my investigators did bring something of interest in.”


  “Oh?”


  “Seems there’s this garage just off Route Six. The woman stopped there. A mechanic remembered her.”


  Chicky exhaled. “Good.”


  “He sent her up Willow Road as a shortcut. Today her husband stopped at the same garage, got the story, then headed out in hot pursuit. Some of the people we talked to said he had been around to speak to them.”


  “Any leads?”


  “No one saw anything and we haven’t found anything on the road. Anyway, getting back to the husband, at least you know he’s out there looking for her. If he’s covering up for something,” he said, “he’s pretty damn clever about it.”


  “Yeah,” Chicky said. Though he’d doubted Oberman before, he now gave him 60-40 credibility. He’d keep the percentages in mind, and stay skeptical but open. “Listen, Paul. When I spoke to you before, you mentioned a similar case on the computer. How long’s it been?”


  “Nearly two years. The woman was just recently divorced. Her name was Marlene Reid and her daughter’s name was Donna. They were driving up to a summer home in Smallwood. Blue Chrysler. She was motoring on the same interstate route.”


  “The same route? But the Oberman woman went off her route if she didn’t circle back onto Six. Did this Reid woman go onto Willow, too?”


  “We checked it, but no one on Willow saw her.”


  “How come the investigating officer even bothered to check it?”


  “I don’t remember all the details, Chicky. As I recall, though, it had something to do with the woman knowing the shortcut because she had gone to the summer residence a number of times. Anyway, it’s a little bit hard to believe there’s someone out there just waiting for mothers and daughters to happen by, don’t you think?”


  “I don’t know what to think, but I thank you for calling me. I’m sure Krammer ordered you to keep me out of it.”


  “No problem. I never liked Krammer. Always reminded me of this Boy Scout leader I once had—the guy walked like he had a stick up his ass and thought if you couldn’t make knots properly, you were a fuck-up forever. I’ll buzz you if anything else comes up.”


  “I’m not at the station tomorrow. My day off.”


  “So what? I’m sure Krammer will have everything forwarded to you as the officer on the case.”


  “Sure. He can’t wait to do that.”


  They both laughed and Chicky hung up.


  “It was about the case,” he told Maggie when he came back out to the porch. “I was mistaken about Stark. Krammer didn’t talk to him about me. Anyway, even if he did, Stark doesn’t care for Krammer and would have resented his telling him not to talk to me.”


  “What did he tell you?”


  “Both the wife and the husband were directed by a garage mechanic to take Willow Road, a shortcut off Route Six, but no one’s found any traces of either of them on the road. The husband spoke to some people along the road, but…”


  “No one knows where either of them went after that?”


  “Right. Now it seems that the prior missing woman and child most probably took the same shortcut.”


  “What do you make of it?”


  He paused and sipped some of his drink. “Well, it’s a common thread,” he began, “and…”


  “And a common thread always leads to something,” she recited. He laughed.


  “It’s getting so I have nothing to surprise you with; you know me too well, even down to my clichés.”


  “Never mind all that, Chicky Ross. What do you intend to do with this new information?” He didn’t respond. “Chicky?”


  “I could go down to Willow Road tomorrow and snoop around myself, if Mr. Oberman’s not back by late morning, that is.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Isn’t tomorrow your day off?”


  “Well, yeah, but…”


  “But what?”


  “But I always wanted to see Willow Road and sightseeing is permitted on your day off.”


  “I’ve got a good mind to call Chief Krammer,” she said, encircling his arm and leaning against him, a smile creasing her face. “Maybe the husband will be back,” she added thoughtfully.


  “Maybe.”


  “You don’t think he will, though, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.” They both sipped their drinks in silence.


  Before he went to sleep, he called Oberman’s hotel. He waited for Maggie to go to bed and then called from the den. Once again the room phone rang and rang without response.


  “Mr. Oberman doesn’t seem to be in his room, sir,” the hotel operator said, getting back on.


  “Thank you.” He hung up.


  He should have known Maggie would anticipate what he had done. She turned over in bed when he slipped under the covers.


  “So?”


  “What?”


  “You called that man’s hotel, right?”


  “Right.”


  “No answer?”


  “No answer.”


  She said nothing else, but for some reason she had the urge to press her body against him. He enveloped her in his arm and they fell asleep like two children who had been frightened into it by ghost stories.


  Irene tucked Shirley and Tami into the bed, still mumbling angrily about their going out without permission. She had pulled both of them up the stairs, digging her nails into their wrists as she did so. Tami had been practically lifted off her feet, her arm straining at the socket.


  “You should have known better,” she told Shirley. And then, after a moment, she slapped her. It came like an afterthought.


  “But Donna wanted to see Arthur,” Shirley cried, rubbing her cheek. She turned and glared at Tami. “Right?”


  Irene stared down at her with interest, but Tami was still shivering with fear. She had never seen a man as wild-looking or as terrifying as Gerald when Gerald was angry, and now Irene seemed about to lose control, too. Surely, if she thought she was responsible for their going out to look for Arthur, she would then turn her anger on her. Worse, Gerald might be drawn in.


  Tami shook her head no vehemently and Shirley sat up in the bed.


  “Yes she did; yes she did!” she said. “Now she’s lying.”


  “All right,” Irene said. “That’s enough. I want you two to go to sleep. We’ll talk about it again in the morning.”


  Shirley bit her lower lip so hard she nearly drew blood. Reluctantly, she lay back, but she kept her arms folded across her body. Tami stared up in silence, her eyes still big with fear as Irene hesitated a moment. “Shirley. You stay in your bed. I don’t want to hear a peep out of either of you.” At last she turned and walked out of the room, turning off the light and closing the door behind her as she did.


  In the dark, Tami fixed her eyes on the lumpish form of her tormentor in the bed a few feet away. It stirred and the cover rustled. Then came the torturously slow sound of Shirley trying to frame a sentence. “You just wait till tomorrow, Sooey-face. You just wait,” she hissed.


  Gerald put all the lights out downstairs and went up to the bedroom to wait for Irene. As usual, he slipped under the covers nude. He liked the feel of the soft linen against his body, and there was something about being naked in the darkness that reminded him of warmer, happier times. He couldn’t explain it, not even to himself, but he felt truly secure only when he was in bed with the blankets wrapped tightly about him.


  Sometimes he even resented Irene sharing the warmth under the blanket. On cold winter nights, she would press herself to him. If he was asleep, it woke him. Most often, he would grunt and turn away, but there were times when her body stimulated him and he came at her with an unexpected aggressive desire. He knew she didn’t mean for that to happen, but he thought it served her right for stirring him out of a restful sleep.


  But tonight, as he lay there and listened to her talking to the children in the other room, he had other memories and longed for other things. The tone of Irene’s voice changed while she spoke to the children now. There was a softness and a happiness in it, until she grew angry, that made him think about his earliest memories, memories of the days before he was old enough to work with his father, when he spent most of his time beside his mother.


  For a short while in his life, he was permitted to be a child. He had toys and games and looked forward to candied apples and pies and cookies. His mother spoke to him the way Irene often spoke to the children in the other room. She tucked him in at night and there was music and some laughter. The world was different then; it was almost as though he had lived a different life.


  He had even begun to have playmates himself. He remembered looking forward to the arrival of someone. Make-believe games weren’t as much fun when he was alone, nor were exploration missions on the farm. What good was a discovery if there was no one to share it with? He knew the importance of friends; he appreciated the need. It was almost as terrible to be alone when you were young as it was when you were old, he thought.


  No, he couldn’t help but be happy that Shirley had someone now, even if it was this way and even if it wasn’t for that long a time. She’d have something; she’d have the memory until…until there was another.


  He heard Irene say good night to the children and saw her switch the light off in their room. She left the light on in the hallway; it was something they always did. The moment she came through the bedroom door, he saw that she slouched from emotional fatigue. She moved quietly to her dresser and took out a nightgown. He watched her peel off her clothing, then slip on the gown. Then she shuffled to the bed and sat down, her back to him. She knew he was still awake, even though he hadn’t said a word or moved a muscle.


  “They heard Arthur,” she said.


  “It was their imagination. You know how Shirley can get.”


  “No. They heard him. I can’t sleep, thinking about him out there, struggling. He’s so tiny; he’s so weak.”


  “He’s so dead,” he said cruelly and immediately regretted it.


  “I heard him, too,” she said. She turned around and looked down at him in the darkness. She had let her hair fall around her neck and he felt a stirring in his loins because she looked so young and so soft.


  “And when was this?” He smiled with amused skepticism, but she didn’t catch his tone.


  “After you came in again.”


  “What do you mean?” The smile left his face quickly. “You took the children upstairs for bed.”


  “That’s right. Shirley kept talking about hearing Arthur, so while they brushed their teeth and washed their faces, I tiptoed back downstairs and went back outside.”


  “I didn’t hear you.”


  “I said I tiptoed. When I don’t want you to hear me, Gerald, I can keep very quiet. Your father said I moved like a squirrel sometimes, didn’t he?”


  “He said you ate like a squirrel.”


  “And moved. He said moved.”


  Gerald, propped on his arms, shrugged, the dark hairs on his arms and between his eyes bristling in the light. “All right. So what? So you went back out there.”


  “And I heard him. I distinctly heard him. I think he’s come back home.”


  “Shut up,” he said, fury and resignation stamped on his face. He turned away from her. “I don’t want to hear such talk. We buried him; you know how dead he was.”


  “He was too beautiful to really die. He just became something else,” she said. She spoke like one under a hypnotic spell.


  “Go to sleep.”


  “I was thinking about going back down there. I was thinking about singing to him. Maybe that would calm him down and he would rest again.”


  “Listen to me,” Gerald said, turning back to her. “I don’t want you talking about it anymore. I want you to go to sleep.”


  “But I won’t sleep.”


  “You will.”


  There was a long pause and then she slipped under the blanket obediently. But after a few moments she started to sob.


  “What are you doing that for?” he said, rising in the bed and flicking on the lamp to glare at her. “You have someone here in the house now. You’ve got to get some sleep because there’ll be plenty to do tomorrow. You want to get yourself sick with someone in the house?”


  “No.”


  “Because they’ll have to leave if you do. I can’t take care of them.”


  “I won’t get sick. I won’t cry anymore,” she said. There was a frantic note in her voice.


  “Good. Close your eyes. Think about some of the things you want to do. Think about some of the things the children should do. That’ll help.”


  “Okay,” she said. There was a long moment of silence before she spoke again. “But I heard him, Gerald. I really did,” she said.


  He wanted to do something; he wanted to touch her softly. The thought of it brought an excitement that revived the feeling he had had before, but she turned away from him as usual and, as usual, curled herself into a tight, fetal position. He knew that in a few minutes, she would be asleep; and what he felt like doing, she would never want to do anyway.


  He was frustrated, but not defeated. His thoughts went to the woman chained to the bed. He knew she was there, soft and vulnerable. He couldn’t help being drawn to her and he couldn’t help thinking about the things he wanted to do. Her helplessness made it all the more exciting.


  Irene was helpless, too, but her helplessness was different. Her helplessness didn’t come from an inability to resist. Making love to her now was more like making love to…to a child. Sex came as a surprise. And even after it was over, she didn’t seem to comprehend all that had happened. Irene’s helplessness came from her inability to deal with reality.


  Sometimes he thought he should do something about that. He thought he should stop permitting her to have her fantasies. Like with this new woman…he didn’t have to say she was Marlene and her daughter was Donna. He could have stopped it all by forcing Irene to remember what had happened to the real Marlene and Donna. Instead, he let her pretend they had returned.


  Of course, he realized why he had done it. He had done it because it made things easier for Irene to accept the cruel things they would have to do in order to enjoy the company of these new people. Irene was really not a mean, hard person. He could bring her to tears immediately by taking her in there and forcing her to see and to admit that this woman was not Marlene. As long as he pretended, she believed. It was that simple.


  He turned away from her, but he lay back to look through the doorway into the lighted hallway. Soon Irene would be breathing softly and regularly, he thought. She’d be in a deep sleep and he could get up from the bed without her realizing it. He thought about the woman in the other room and envisioned her beneath the blanket. She’d rebelled, fought, and schemed to escape from Irene’s grasp, but she’d done nothing but swallowed the lightly sedated food he gave her, and failed in her goal. Instead of accepting fate—and recognizing what power Gerald held over her—she’d shriveled up.


  The rush of excitement frightened him. He didn’t like being out of control. He didn’t want to relinquish the sense of power he had over himself, as well as over others, especially when it came to sex. It was a game he had played with himself ever since his first orgasm. His body had to obey him. His body had to do what he told it to do.


  He remembered the way his father had embarrassed and made fun of him the first time he had had a nocturnal emission.


  “Making love to dreams,” his father said and laughed. “Who’d you dream about, huh?”


  Gerald said nothing, but throughout the day, his father kept reminding him. And sometimes in front of his mother. Fed up, he finally let his temper blaze when they were alone later after dinner. “I didn’t dream about no one. It just happened.”


  “Just keep that big pecker of yours away from my cows,” he said and laughed and laughed. “You had a great-uncle who couldn’t keep away from the cows,” he said and left Gerald trembling with anger and hurt.


  Now his body was being insubordinate, he thought. He would punish it by forcing it to wait even longer. He would torment it with his resistance. To demonstrate the point, he deliberately turned away from the door and forced himself to think of other things. He began with tomorrow’s chores, reciting in chronological order what he’d have to do.


  He felt himself soften; he felt his breathing grow more regular, and he smiled. He was in control again. True power came from knowing he could do whatever he wanted whenever he wanted. There was no rush. Let the night grow older. Let her fall asleep, too, he thought; so that when he went to her, she would know the futility of resistance.
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  Stacey listened keenly, having fought her way out of a daze. When the children were in the hall after being made to clean up for bed, she heard Irene chastising them for going out without permission. She heard Irene order them into Shirley’s room and she heard Tami beg to see her. Irene told her that her mother was asleep. All this she heard through a haze, which cleared.


  “And anyway, if she heard what you two did, she would be very angry, almost as angry as Gerald and I are.”


  Stacey was tempted to shout to her to demonstrate that she wasn’t asleep. And what was this about their going out? Tami wouldn’t have wanted to go anywhere with that girl, especially at night. The child needed some reassurance that she hadn’t been deserted, and Stacey needed some reassurance that Tami was all right. But she didn’t call out because she didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize her plan to escape. By now she was fully awake.


  Who knew what that crazy woman would do if Stacey proved her wrong and demanded that Tami be allowed to come to her room? She might chain her other leg or she might lock the door again. That would make her flight from this insanity virtually impossible. No, she had to control herself. As difficult as it was, she had to be patient.


  “Just a little while longer, Tami,” she muttered. “Just hold on a little while longer, honey.” She fought back her urge to cry. Being patient had never been one of her strong points, she had to admit. At this moment, under these circumstances, being honest about herself seemed important. Divine assistance wouldn’t come to a hypocrite.


  How many times had David asked her to be patient, especially when one of his jobs called for him to be away a little longer or work a little later. She couldn’t help but wonder if she had been a good wife up until now.


  Once, after a particularly bitter argument about his work and what it was doing to their marriage, he stopped shouting and sat down with a dazed expression on his face. She felt as though she had struck him between the eyes. Finally he shook his head and looked at her.


  “If you’re not pulling with me, it’s going to be impossible. It’s hard enough to do battle out there as it is, but without your wife’s support…”


  She couldn’t help but remember how her mother would comfort her father after he had had a particularly bad day at his office or in court. He was a highly successful attorney, specializing in insurance cases. But it was only occasionally that his work took him away from home for long periods of time. If her mother had any complaints, they were usually born of his taking his work home or spending all his time talking about it at parties. Regardless of how she hated that, though, her mother never failed to give him encouragement or compliments when he did succeed.


  Stacey had to stop to wonder if she really had ever done that with David. When he told her about his winning an on-site managerial position, with all its lush accoutrements, the first thing she thought of was how much time he’d be spending away from home. She should have been happier for him; she should have been happier for all of them. After all, the promotion meant more money, as well as more prestige for David. Why wasn’t she more like her mother?


  Her mother was often a good adviser. Her father wasn’t afraid to bring up a question concerning his work. In fact, he respected her mother’s advice.


  Maybe that was the problem, Stacey thought. How could she ever get as interested in David’s work as her mother had gotten in her father’s work? He was involved with malpractice cases and dramatic lawsuits. There was real human drama involved there. David was a project engineer with a firm that specialized in sewer plants. Even though he made good money and was rising fast in the firm, she couldn’t find anything romantic about his profession.


  Still, thinking about her mother’s temperament and ability to be a warm companion mitigated her own anger that day she and David had that particularly bitter argument about his new position. She softened when David looked defeated.


  “I want to support you,” she said. “I want to do whatever I can to help us have a good marriage. I just want you with us more, that’s all.”


  He nodded. He couldn’t argue against it.


  “It’s not that I don’t want to be,” he said and, for the moment, peace was made between them; both felt guilty for arguing.


  Maybe it was mostly her fault. Maybe it was because she was too spoiled to be patient. But her motives were good. She felt this way only because she loved him. Surely he understood and that understanding was the glue that kept them together. It was a good part of why she had been heading up to the Catskills to meet him.


  Where would they have been tonight? she wondered. They would have had dinner. After dinner they would have taken Tami to the recreation room and watched her play some video games. When she was bored with that, they would have gone for a nice walk on the hotel grounds until Tami grew tired. Up in the room, she would have tucked her daughter comfortably and securely into bed and gotten the baby-sitter. Right now they would be entering the hotel nightclub to do some dancing. They’d meet people and have some drinks. Afterward they would make love quietly, so as not to wake Tami, and they would fall asleep in each other’s arms.


  The fantasy brought tears to her eyes, but the sadness only served to harden her resolve. She would do something to save them; she had to. They had too much to lose.


  It wasn’t long before she heard Irene go to her room. She had put the children to bed. The hall light wasn’t put out, but there was no more movement and no more talk. She lay there waiting and listening, and struggling to get energy into her sluggish limbs. Then she heard Gerald stomp upstairs. His heavy steps drove imaginary nails through her heart. She held her breath when he paused at her doorway. His shadow, like an evil spirit, darkened the entrance. She pretended to be asleep. He stood there for the longest time and then stalked down the hall to his own room.


  Stacey was happy that they still left the hall light on. That would make it easier for her to find her way down and out of the house. In the darkness she could easily bump into something and wake them. She thought she heard them talking, although their voices were so low it was hard to distinguish any of the words. Soon they grew silent.


  When she was confident that both of them had gone to sleep, she began to edge herself off the bed, taking hold of the chain to prevent it from jingling. The smallest sound was amplified by her fear.


  After she had both feet on the floor, she waited, watching the opened doorway. All remained still; all was quiet. She knelt down beside the bedpost and studied the way the chain connected to it. It was a carved post; the chain had to be worked over the ridges carefully. Fortunately for her, there was enough slack in the chain loop. She could move it downward by working one end and then the other over the rises in the design. Even so, it seemed to take the better part of half an hour to get the chain to the floor. When she succeeded in doing do, she paused again.


  Still kneeling, her legs aching from the tension and the pressure of remaining in such a frozen position for so long, she looked out into the hallway and listened intently for any movements. Good—she had gotten this far without either Irene or Gerald hearing. Her optimism grew. She was capable of doing something to save herself.


  Yet the hardest part remained. She had to get the chain out from under the bedpost. That meant literally lifting the bed off the floor. She cupped the side of the frame in her hands and tried to stand, lifting at the same time. She couldn’t help grunting, but the bed barely rose a fraction of an inch and she couldn’t hold it up long enough to slip the chain out anyway.


  She had to stop. The palms of her hands burned from the effort and she felt as though she had pulled a muscle in her lower back. Worst of all, she was sure her grunting had been loud enough to attract their attention. She waited anxiously for their appearance, but once again all remained quiet.


  But what could she do? She couldn’t break the chain and she couldn’t pick open the lock. Getting it down to the floor of the post seemed useless. This bed was too heavy to lift. She was so frustrated and angry she felt like crying.


  “That’s all you have to do, Stacey Oberman,” she told herself. “What do you think, you’re home with your father or your husband? Crying will do you no good here.” She realized that as soon as she uttered that first sob, Irene was sure to rush in to see what was wrong with her. If she were in good health, she could have fought her condition better, risen to the occasion, beaten the madman and his wife. But she was one of those women spoiled by her husband who worked hard to provide for her.


  Oh God, she thought, I promise never to be that way again if I get Tami and myself out of here. I’ll never be selfish again. She paused as if she expected God to react to her tears as quickly as her father and husband usually did. The silence was discouraging. The task looked enormous. Her inflated confidence began to shrink. She considered the probability that she would have to crawl back into the bed. She would even have to jimmy the chain back to where it had been on the post so they, especially Gerald, would not realize that she had tried to effect an escape.


  And then she thought about Tami trapped in bed beside that big girl. She imagined her lying there in the darkness, afraid to utter a sound, her little heart beating madly as she wondered why her mother or her father hadn’t come.


  Such a vision infuriated Stacey. She seized the side of the bed again and pulled at it. She gave it a much greater heave but she was more awkward, pulling outward as much as upward, and wasted herself. The results were the same—the bed barely budged.


  She didn’t want to surrender to it, though. They had made her feel like an animal by chaining her up like this. They had tapped feelings and thoughts she didn’t know existed within her. She believed she could claw that woman to death if she had the opportunity to do so. She wished she could bludgeon or hack that man until he was a mass of flesh and bones.


  These images should have shocked her. All her life she had been opposed to violence of any sort. Sometimes she was so vehement about her opposition to the use of force that David kidded her and called her his “little Quaker girl.” She wouldn’t stay in the same room with him if he wanted to watch a prize fight or a football game on television; and she thought Clint Eastwood, Charles Branson, Chuck Norris, and especially Sylvester Stallone exploited the most primeval and uncivilized instincts in man. She had even become a member of the local chapter of M.A.V., Mothers Against Violence. They wrote letters to television networks and movie studios and picketed movie theaters and bookstores from time to time.


  One of the things that had attracted her to David was the underlying gentleness in the man. Although he joked about her dedication to pacifism and antiviolence in film and literature, he was not a man who believed in or was attracted to aggressive behavior. He had never been a hunter and had no interest in guns. He had been an antiwar protestor in the sixties. They were pretty much on the same wavelength when it came to such things as toy weapons and physical violence on shows children watched. Despite his occasional jests, he supported her efforts and sympathized with her feelings.


  Yet now, as she squatted by this bed to which she was cruelly chained, she could envision David armed to the teeth and rushing into this house. She could see him shooting at the man who had imprisoned and tormented his wife and child, pumping bullet after bullet into his body. In fact, she prayed for it.


  This anger that had been born of the way she and Tami had been violated continued to grow unchecked. It was as if it had been festering there all these years, and now that it was permitted to expose itself, it did so emphatically. For a moment she thought herself to be a female Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.


  The Hyde part was vengeful. It had been denied its existence up until this time, and now that it was free to express itself, it would first get its revenge on the Jekyll part. It drove all reasonableness and understanding down so far that it was questionable such characteristics would ever return. Even though the voice she heard now came from within her, she didn’t recognize it as a part of herself. A stranger had been born, a latent part of her personality had been resurrected.


  “Do you want to feel sorry for those two maniacs?” the new voice asked her. “Do you pity them for the loss of their child? Do you understand why they’ve become what they’ve become and do you sympathize? Maybe after this is all over, you won’t even press charges. Get them help, you’ll say; get them mental help.”


  “Spare me your liberalism. Go picket and pray for these poor souls while they keep you chained to the bed like an animal and drive your daughter into the terror and darkness of the worst nightmares to come.”


  “No,” she muttered. She clenched her teeth and dug her fingers into the floor. She was still squatting, only now she went to all fours, looking more like a wild cat. She could feel the blood pulse in her ears. She lowered herself even further and set her shoulder against the side of the bed. Then, reaching deep into the anger and the hate, she pressed herself up against the board.


  The wood cut into her back, but she didn’t feel the pain. She pushed up with her arms and her legs and her shoulders. The bedpost began to rise. When it was sufficiently high, she pulled the chain loop out from under it and then lowered herself to the floor, keeping her body curled to set the bed down quietly.


  For a long moment, she lay there gasping, not realizing herself what she had done. It was as though she had lost her memory. Then the bruise on her back and the pain in her legs and arms reminded her. Fatigue swept over her. She looked at the freed chain and then quickly and anxiously looked out the door into the hallway. It was still so quiet that the sound of her own heavy breathing seemed thunderous. She pressed her face against the side of the bed to dull whatever noise she made until she evened her breathing.


  It was still all right; there was still no sign of either of them. She had done it. She had freed herself from the bed and the door was open. Escape was only minutes away.


  David could actually make out the rim of the well above him. The realization that the end of his upward journey was near excited him. He felt himself tremble and a new panic engulf him. What if he slipped just before he reached the top? He had to be calm; he had to get a good hold on himself before he groped for another rock.


  He pressed his face against the cool stones and closed his eyes. The nightmare of the past few hours struck him. He was enveloped in darkness; he was in great pain, and the anguish was so great, he thought if he opened his eyes again, he would find himself home in bed alongside Stacey.


  Yes, that was what would happen. He’d awake with the nightmare still clear in his memory. Seeing that everything was all right, he would reach over and stroke Stacey’s hair. She’d awaken and look at him with confusion, but with a glimmer of happiness stamped on her face.


  He fantasized their conversation.


  “What is it, David?”


  “I had this terrible dream.”


  “Something happened to me?”


  “To all of us.”


  “Oh, you poor dear,” she said, reaching up for him. He took her hand and kissed her fingers and then they embraced. He never held her so tightly. She felt his anxiety and returned the affection. Soon passion carried them away. Their lovemaking freed him from the nightmare and made the memory of it so distant and vague he barely recalled dreaming it.


  It was a good fantasy. It warmed him and relieved the pains shooting from every extremity of his body, especially his leg. He was so tired from the struggle and the wounds, he wanted to sleep for a few moments…just to regain some strength.


  He caught himself before he passed out. He had nearly lost his grip on the rocks, teetering so precariously high above the well floor. A greater fear drilled into him. He straightened up as best he could and gulped a deep breath. It was time to go on.


  He slid his hand along the rocks, searching for just the right hold. When he found it, he closed as tight a grip on it as he could muster and risked lifting his good foot from the rock below. As before, he dangled dangerously until he found a new stone a bit higher up, secured himself, and slid his hand over the rocks to find another. Again and again he went through the steps until he was about to reach for the very ledge of the well.


  Just before he did, another fear flitted to mind. What if that madman was waiting for him above? What if he had seen him start his ascent and what if he had decided to let him just spill over the ledge before he pounced? It was just the kind of thing some sadist would do.


  For a moment David was reminded of the myth of Sisyphus. Sisyphus was the King of Corinth who had helped Asophus, the river god, and incurred Zeus’s wrath. As punishment he was placed in Hades and forced to try forever to roll a rock uphill, a rock which forever rolled back upon him. He’d get it almost to the top only to have the rock spin and go back. And then he would have to go back down again and repeat the action.


  If Gerald was waiting up there for him to put his hands on the well ledge only to pound them and send him reeling back down to the murky depths of the well, that would be his fate, too. Could he even think of attempting another escape? He imagined he had already been cursed and doomed to some eternal punishment. But for what? What had he and his family done to deserve such terror and pain?


  Had he been too ambitious? Had he been ungrateful for the gifts and rewards he had received? Was he being punished for not being religious enough? His grandfather believed in a God of retribution, a God who punished man for the smallest infractions of the Holy Law.


  He recalled that Yom Kippur when he sneaked out of the house and rode his bike. He was only ten at the time, but he was away for hours before he returned; when he did, there was his grandfather waiting with the wrath of God stamped on his face.


  “Do you know what you’ve done, David? Do you know how sacred this day is for us?”


  His heart beat so quickly he couldn’t reply. His grandfather looked at the bike as if it were the devil’s instrument, tempting him away from the religious meditation. He loved his bike; he could never think of it as anything evil.


  His only excuse welled up inside, then deflated to a limp rag; he had been tired of sitting in the house. After all, holy day or not, it was a beautiful day, a great day to ride a bike. He never fought back.


  His parents weren’t as severe, but his grandfather left him feeling God would punish him for what he had done. Of course, in time he forgot about it. They all did, even his grandfather. Now, during the greatest strain and effort of his life, he bordered on hallucination and madness. He almost expected to hear his grandfather say, “See, what did I tell you about riding your bike on Yom Kippur?”


  The absurdity of such an idea made him smile.


  No, he thought, God would be on their side and not on the side of these crazy people. The madman wouldn’t be there. There would be no excruciating, heart-stopping torture. He’d lift himself out of the well without any confrontation. He had faith.


  Without any further hesitation, he reached upward and grasped the ledge, but when he started to pull himself higher, one of the flat rocks that fit into the ledge gave way. It scraped against the surrounding stones as it shifted, sending waves of panic through him. Quickly his left hand flailed and found a rock as the ledge rock came crumbling in toward him. It avalanched by him and descended into the darkness. He heard a dull thud on the bottom, and he thought about that skeleton reaching up from under the damp wet dirt.


  In his mind’s eye, he saw it crawling out even farther. It was waiting for him down there, waiting to welcome him to the land of the dead.


  The rock he gripped was tearing into his palm. He tried to get a good grip with his left foot, but he couldn’t find a wide enough protrusion. He knew he had only a few moments left before he would slip and fall like the ledge rock. There was nothing to do but chance another grip on the ledge. He thought he would have only one more opportunity.


  He swung his body as best he could and reached upward, driving his hand as far over the ledge as possible before taking hold. The ledge shifted, but unlike the first flat stone, this one held. He didn’t wait to be sure. He pulled himself up as fast as he could until his torso was over the ledge.


  Then he literally fell over it, falling to the hard earth with jarring impact but grateful for its firmness. For a few moments he lay there in the darkness, catching his breath as the reality of what he had accomplished sank into him. He turned onto his back and listened.


  He heard some strange noise, strange because it was familiar and yet it sounded so odd. What was it?


  It was coming from him.


  He was crying.


  He had made it; he had come up out of the darkness. He had refused to be defeated and he had battled back against seemingly insurmountable odds.


  But his tears of happiness and relief were short-lived as he turned toward the house, which was now almost completely locked in darkness, and realized the worst was yet to come.


  Gerald did not want to fall asleep, but it seized him. One moment he was thinking about the woman and the next moment he was reeling back through time, falling down the tunnel of his imagination. His memories merged with his dreams and the hybrid boiled beneath the skin of his consciousness waiting for an opportunity to emerge. That opportunity came only after sleep took hold. It was one of the reasons he was reluctant to give in to his fatigue.


  He was walking down the hallway to his father’s room, but when he turned into the doorway, his father’s bed was gone and in its place was his Bad Box. He was lying in it, his eyes closed, arms folded over his chest, the large right hand resting on the left. His knuckles looked black, and his fingernails, always a little too long, were yellow.


  His father was dressed in his orange and black flannel shirt and a pair of coveralls. On his feet were the hard black work shoes that Gerald feared because he had been kicked in the behind with them many times. They were ominous-looking, even when his father had them off and they rested near his chair in the living room.


  His thin gray hair was plastered down against his temples and over his skull. It was possible to see the blotchy red skin through the strands. His untrimmed eyebrows looked like two gray caterpillars resting at the base of his forehead. There was still a great deal of color in his face, but there was always color in his face, no matter what time of year or how gray the days had been. His blood beat too closely to the surface of his skin.


  His lips were dry and pale and turned out just enough to reveal the two remaining bottom teeth. He looked as though he were struggling to make a sound. There was even tension in his cheeks; the wrinkles in his forehead deepened. Gerald moved in closer.


  He looked back to be sure the door hadn’t closed. The hallway seemed to withdraw, the walls shrinking. He began to struggle to retreat. He didn’t want to go in any farther, but he was being pulled, drawn to the Bad Box. He turned and twisted. The air behind him became as solid as a wall. It practically lifted him toward his father. He could do little to prevent his forward motion. Even screaming was out of the question—no sound would come from his mouth.


  He was at the side of the Bad Box. His hands were drawn to the edges. They were practically glued to it. Pull as hard as he could, he could do nothing to free himself.


  Suddenly his father’s eyes opened. He sat up quickly and seized Gerald’s right wrist. Gerald freed his left hand from the box and tried to back away, but his father’s grip was tight, his strength surprisingly enormous. He was trying to pull him into the Bad Box with him.


  “No!” He mouthed the word, but still no sound emerged. His father was digging those hard yellow fingernails into his skin. Gerald was losing the battle. He was moving over the Bad Box. His father’s effort forced him to lie back in the box and tug. Now he had both hands around Gerald’s wrist.


  Gerald, using his left hand, tried to pry his father’s hands off, but the old man’s grip was as tight as a bear trap. Gerald continued going over and in. It seemed impossible for him to prevent it.


  Then he reached over the Bad Box with his left hand and took hold of the lid. Disregarding the possibility he might catch his own arm in the Bad Box, he pulled the lid downward. His father saw what was happening and released his grip on Gerald so as to prevent the lid from coming down over him.


  But it was too late. Gerald slammed the lid shut and then latched it quickly. As soon as he was finished, he backed away from the Bad Box. He heard his father’s cries. He heard him pound on the lid. For a moment he was unable to move in any direction. Then he turned and ran out of the room.


  Irene was standing in the hallway. She had a dish towel in her hands and she was twisting and twisting it.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “Pa’s dead,” he said. “Go on downstairs.”


  “But I hear him.”


  “Go on!” he commanded, this time physically turning her toward the stairs.


  He looked back at his father’s doorway as she descended.


  He’s dead, he thought. He’s dead; he’s dead.


  The pounding didn’t stop. It grew louder and louder and louder until…


  He awoke in a sweat and realized he was in his bed. Irene moaned, but she didn’t awaken, nor did she turn toward him. He listened for a moment, satisfied that what he had heard was both in his memory and his imagination.


  “He was dead,” he muttered. “He was dead.”


  To whom was he defending himself? Would he defend himself forever?


  He closed his eyes again, but the moment he did so he heard the pounding. It would never stop. Someday, when the lid was closed over him, he would awaken and pound against it himself, he thought. And what would drive him to do it harder and more frantically was not his need to survive so much as the sound of his father’s vengeful laughter.


  He opened his eyes and forced himself to think only of the woman.
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  Moving so slowly that she barely progressed more than two or three inches at a time, Stacey carefully and quietly as possible reeled in the chain to minimize the amount of noise it would make when she actually started out of the room and down the stairs. She couldn’t pry the loop off her foot, so there was no other choice.


  She remained on the floor until she had the chain neatly coiled against her body. Because of the tension and the excitement moving through her in a continuous, electric flow, she was able to ignore the pain in her hands and in her back.


  Before she started to stand, she listened hard for any sounds suggesting that either Irene or Gerald roamed about. Satisfied that they were still asleep, she pulled herself up cautiously. Even the smallest tinkle of the chain made her hesitate and wait to see if either of them had heard.


  It never occurred to her as she headed for the doorway in her bare feet that she was wearing only the flimsy nightgown. All she thought about was getting out of the house. Once that was accomplished without her being seen or discovered, she would run for miles if she had to, and not stop until she had found someone or someone had found her. She decided she would head back the way she had come. Maybe she would reach that garage; it would still be open, being an all-night business.


  Just the thought of finding another normal human being flooded her with relief. As she walked softly to the doorway, she kept crooning to herself that soon, soon this would end; soon she and Tami would be fine.


  She paused before entering the hallway and peered out toward what she knew was Irene and Gerald’s bedroom. The door was open, but there were no signs of any movement and she could hear no voices. She saw two other bedrooms with closed doors and imagined that in one of them Tami slept.


  If only she could go to her and wake her quietly and then corral her out of the house quickly; but she knew the attempt would be too risky. Even if neither Gerald nor Irene heard them, Shirley would, and by now Stacey had come to fear her almost as much as she did the two mad adults.


  She closed her eyes as though to block out the pain of leaving Tami behind, even for what might prove only a short while, and stepped into the hallway. It was only then she realized she had seen and taken note of very little in and about this house. She had come up those stairs blindly, in a rage to find Tami. She understood that it hadn’t been quite two days, but she felt she had been trapped for months.


  She was weak from the struggle and from so little nourishment and from whatever Gerald had put in her food to suck energy from her. The tension and the torment had damaged her sense of perspective. She lost her ability to gauge distance and couldn’t determine how far she was from the front door. She couldn’t remember if the road bordered the house or stretched away from it. Nevertheless, she stepped forward, determined and strong as never before. Her husband might not have recognized her.


  There was no carpeting on the hardwood hall floor. The boards creaked under her feet. The sounds were tiny, but in her heightened awareness, they broke like little explosions. She paused, holding her breath. She wanted to look back every once in a while to see if she had been discovered, but she couldn’t. Her mind was set totally on reaching that stairway. She even thought it might be bad luck to look back.


  She prowled close to the wall on her right, noticing the streaks along the bottom half. The faded green paint was marred by what looked to be handprints and miscellaneous smudges. She imagined the random markings were the product of Shirley, the graffiti of madness, turning the place into the hallway of some kind of asylum for lunatics and the demented.


  The small hallway light above her cast an exaggerated shadow of herself over the floor and walls. She felt as if she had been turned into a cold-blooded monstrous creature simply by being in this house. Hopefully, once she broke out of it, she would return to her normal form. Of course, there was always the possibility that she wouldn’t, that she would remain maddened and deformed. She would spend the rest of her life in some hysterical state of mind; maybe she would end up institutionalized.


  She fought these thoughts back like someone trapped underwater groping for oxygen. Such thoughts could defeat her by leaving her immobile, shaking and stuttering on the stairway.


  She reached the top of the stairway before the chain slipped in her sweaty palm. It wasn’t really much of a rattle, but enough to reach their bedroom. She closed her eyes and debated whether or not she should just rush down the stairs now.


  But what if the sound hadn’t awakened them? Surely her rushing down the stairs would, and what if that front door was locked? She couldn’t get it opened and get out before Gerald reached her. She waited for what seemed to be minutes, but which were in reality only seconds. Encouraged by her success up to this point, she began to descend the stairs.


  Here the house betrayed her even more. The steps sounded as though they might give way at any moment. A wild idea flashed through her mind. This house was supernatural; it was a part of who and what they were. At any moment it would shake and rattle its windows to alarm Irene and Gerald. Then, even if she did reach the front door, it wouldn’t open, nor would the windows or the back door. The house would keep her trapped.


  She shook the nightmare from her mind and slipped down the stairs, coiling the chain tightly to her body and holding on to the banister with her other hand. Aside from the small light in the hallway above her, there was no illumination in the house. No moonlight shone through the windows.


  She searched her mind for any scrap of memory that would suggest the layout of the house at the bottom of the stairs. She didn’t want to bump into anything and cause further noise, but she could recall nothing. Normally her night vision would have been adequate, but her anxious mind continued to play tricks on her. Objects looked like people. In fact, she thought she saw something move.


  Three-quarters of the way down the stairs, she paused and studied something near the front doorway.


  Was that a man standing with his back to the wall? What if Gerald had been down here all the time, waiting for her, playing with her? In his sadistic way, he would permit her to think she was escaping and then at the last minute…She brought her free hand to her heart and closed her eyes. Maybe he would kill her now.


  The vision flashed through her mind. He would kill her and bury her body somewhere out there in the wilderness where no one would ever think to look for her. Like he did to Marlene. And to Donna…and who knows who else? If he killed her, they would tell Tami she had left her to live with them. If Tami cried about it, they would punish her until she stopped crying by putting her in that thing they called the Bad Box. David would never find her; Tami would grow up in this mad world, if she was left to grow up at all.


  Such a story line nearly froze her where she was. Should she return to the room? she wondered. In a strangely ironic way, it seemed like a safe haven at this moment. She wondered if she was going mad. Perhaps she already had lost her wits. Everything she had done and everything she was doing was jumbled and confused. She was making mistakes, and they might prove fatal.


  She flit open her eyes again and concentrated on the shape against the wall by the door. Slowly it focused into meaning, and she realized it was a grandfather clock. Relieved, she completed her descent of the stairs. Still, she did not look behind her. She felt like someone high up on the ledge of a skyscraper. As long as she didn’t look down, she would be able to get to safety.


  She moved to the front door and turned the knob. Just as she had feared, the door was locked. She searched for a way to release it, but to her chagrin, this door had an old-fashioned skeleton keyhole. She would have to have the key to unlock it, even from the inside.


  Refusing to permit panic to set in, she concentrated on the alternatives. She could go out a window or she could try the back door. Chances were the back door was locked as well, she mused. She would go to a front window and see if she could open it without making much noise.


  She turned to do so and moved directly into the arms of the awaiting, naked Gerald Thompson. He embraced her so quickly and so smoothly, she barely had time to utter a cry, but when he pressed her up against his nude body, she brought her head back and screamed with all her might. Her panic turned into an hysterical shriek unlike any human sound she had ever made or had ever heard. Her own voice tore through her body, reverberating down her spine, shattering any sense of composure she had been able to sustain. The shrill yell would echo in her memory forever.


  Yet she did not faint; desperately, she held on to consciousness, struggling to find the power of resistance that lay dormant in her most primitive part. Like some trapped forest animal, she reached out to claw him. The chain clattered to the floor and he lifted her over his head. She clenched her hands into little fists and pummeled the top of his head. He dropped her over his shoulder like a sack of so much feed and blood flooded into her face. She felt as though her skull was about to explode.


  He grasped her by her calves and started back up the stairs. She stopped pounding him and tried to dig her nails into his skin. He roared with anger and pulled down so hard she thought he would snap her legs like sticks. The pain forced her to retreat and her screams turned to sobs as he continued to make his way up the stairs, the chain dragging over the steps behind them.


  She opened her eyes only when Irene spoke from the hallway.


  “What happened?” she asked. “You woke the children.”


  “She tried to run away,” he said. “I’ll take care of it. Go back to bed.”


  “The children are crying.”


  “So go to them,” he said.


  “No,” Stacey cried. She reached out to Irene, hoping to appeal to her common femininity, but Irene glared at her angrily.


  “Gerald should put you in the Bad Box,” she said. “You’re ungrateful,” she added as she turned to go into the children’s bedroom. Stacey closed her eyes. Gerald carried her back into her bedroom. He threw her down on the bed and before she could sit up or offer any more resistance, he caught her face between the large, muscular fingers of his right hand and squeezed her cheekbones, pressing down on her at the same time. The pain was excruciating; she thought her face would crumple up like a paper bag.


  Gagging, she pleaded incoherently. Finally he released his hold on her and picked up the chain. He lifted the bed easily with one hand and slipped the loop back under and up the bedpost. She didn’t move a muscle and she fought back the urge to utter any sound. Her sobbing was more like a series of hiccups instead. She was afraid to do anything that might further enrage him. He looked down at her for a moment and then left the room.


  The pain in her face stung like a sunburn now. She imagined that his pincher grip peeled off layers of her skin, to expose raw bone. He was so large and so powerful that to her he seemed supernatural. What contributed to this new vision of him was the realization that he had been following her during her attempted escape. True, she had never looked back, but she had never even felt his presence. Why hadn’t the floorboards and the steps creaked under him as they had under her? She was convinced the house was as much a monstrous part of them as anything else, and would never betray them.


  Where was she? Who were they? Perhaps she had fallen out of the real world. Maybe this was hell itself.


  She heard the distinct sound of another chain rattling as Gerald came back up the stairs. Stacey heard his conversation with Irene in the hallway.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “I’m taking the children into bed with me, Gerald. They’re both terribly afraid because of what she did. You sleep in their bed tonight,” she added. Stacey didn’t hear his response. A moment later he was in her doorway. He paused, blocking out most of the light. Then he came forward, dangling the second chain in his right hand.


  “No,” she said. It was only a whisper. “No.” She started to sit up, but he loomed over her. His body seemed to swell right before her eyes.


  He wrapped her other leg with the chain and snapped the padlock shut through the links. Then he lifted the other bedpost and did the same thing. He stood up and looked down at her. Her sobbing had stopped; she was frozen numb with expectation. He brought his right hand to the small of her stomach and pressed his palm against it. She closed her eyes as his fingers crawled over her, his hand moving like a giant spider.


  When he brought his other hand to her breasts, her efforts to produce resistance changed into efforts to block reality. It was the only defense left to her. Like the brain of someone going down in an inevitably fatal plane crash, her mind turned itself off. She didn’t become unconscious so much as shifted into another gear.


  She was a little girl again, running over a lawn of fresh spring grass. Her face was warmed by the sunlight and her hair floated in the breeze. She was giggling and taking pleasure in the strength of her own limbs powering her up and down the small hills. She chased a blue jay and veered when it turned right and soared to a tree limb. She stopped to stare at a cloud because it looked like an elephant made of chalk dust pressed against blue paper.


  Then she heard her mother call and she tilted her head to tune into the music of that voice, a melody that was as akin to her as the sound of her own voice. It came to her in soft, undulating waves. “Stacey, come home. Come back, baby. Stacey.”


  “Yes,” she muttered. Had she said it aloud?


  She drifted away with her own dying voice and never heard or felt Gerald slip beside her into the bed.


  David heard Stacey’s scream coming from within the house. It shattered the darkness and brought the night down around him like so much broken glass. He was pounded by the reality. This was no dream. All of this was really happening. Pressing his eyes closed tightly, praying, promising, whatever he did to wish it away, none of it would change things. He was lying here in the darkness; his leg was broken and his wife and child were somehow trapped in the house before him.


  He turned over onto his stomach and got to his hands and knees, but quickly realized there was no way he could put weight on his broken leg. He looked about, hoping to find a stray branch that could be used as a crutch, but even though the night sky was relatively clear, there was little illumination to help distinguish shapes.


  This well which had almost become his grave was less than ten yards from the rear of the house. Except for a small area of hard dirt, most of the grounds around him appeared to be covered with recently trimmed grass.


  He turned back and saw that the barn was to the rear. His first thought was that he should go and see what he could find to use as a crutch and as a weapon. But then he thought he’d never make the barn in his condition. He had to make his way to the highway and flag down a vehicle, he had to get help.


  Stacey’s screaming stopped and a light went on in the house. He stared at it for a moment and waited. What was going on in there? Could he afford to risk the time it would take for him to reach the road? Could he chance waiting for someone to come along? What if no one came along for a while? This was a back road. There wasn’t much traffic on it during daylight when he first arrived; he remembered that even when one car did appear, the driver wouldn’t stop. He was sure he would be a still more frightening sight for anyone now. He would go mad standing around in the dark and waiting for someone to come along, all the while thinking about Stacey and Tami in that house. Hopping all the way back to the garage was out of the question. He doubted he could even make his way to one of the houses lining the road.


  He looked back at the rambling Victorian structure and thought about Stacey. While he was lying here being logical, she might be dying. He considered the possibility that she might be dead already, and that Tami was left alone to face those terrible people.


  Forget the barn; forget looking for a crutch, forget searching for a weapon, and forget hoping that someone comes along. Get to your wife and child. Get to them as fast as you can, he told himself.


  He began to crawl over the grass. The pain from his broken bone traveled up into his hip, but he refused to acknowledge the ache or the pains in other parts of his body. His attention was glued fast to the house and he forced himself to think of nothing else. When he reached the back porch steps, he used the short banister to pull himself into a standing position, balancing himself on his one good leg. He hopped up the steps awkwardly and nearly fell forward on the door. He knew how important it was for him to be as quiet as possible, so he regained his balance first and then tried the doorknob. It turned, but the door didn’t give way. It was locked.


  For a moment he stood there listening. Apparently no one within had heard him. Once again he considered his options logically. There was no point in going around to the front of the house. If they had locked the back door, they were sure to have locked the front door. He decided to work his way around the house, trying as many of the screened windows as possible. Perhaps one had been left unlocked.


  But when he leaned on the banister and moved back down the porch steps and turned to the right, he saw the Bilko basement door. He was familiar with the way they were constructed, and he knew the metal door opened onto a short cement stairway which would lead down to a basement wall door. Bracing himself against the walls of the house, he hopped over to the metal door and knelt beside it. He turned the knob and was encouraged when the door lifted easily. Holding it up and open for a moment, he listened again.


  Suddenly the light he had seen turned on after Stacey’s scream went off. He surmised that whatever was being done had been completed. The possibilities frightened him, but he told himself this was no time to dwell on such things. He slipped his body under the metal door and then let it close gently so there would be a minimum of sound.


  Inside, he found himself shrouded in total darkness, and carefully felt his way down the stone steps to keep pressure off his bad leg. Even so, he couldn’t help but occasionally bump and graze his broken bone. The pain was excruciating every time, robbing him of breath and engulfing him in nausea again. He had to pause and gulp in deep breaths to will the pain away.


  When he crawled to the bottom of the cement stairway, he groped toward the basement door until he found its handle. He held his breath. What hope was there if this didn’t work? He turned the knob and heard the tooth scrape in retreat. The door opened. A few seconds later, he was inside the basement of the house. He closed the door behind him and waited to be sure that no one had heard him enter, then he cast his gaze around, getting accustomed to the room.


  He realized he was in a children’s playroom. There was a large dollhouse to his right and next to it a shelf lined with dolls. He saw a small couch and an easy chair directly across from him. The legs had been cut off the couch and the chair to accommodate a child’s size. In fact, everything that he could make out in the room looked miniaturized. He felt like Gulliver in Lilliput.


  He limped deeper into the room. There was a small table circled by four chairs and flanked by a phonograph set on a short and very narrow table. The floor was carpeted with very soft, thick piling, but the darkness blurred the exact color. It looked pinkish brown.


  He crawled to the doorway of the playroom and peered into the darkness of the adjoining room. From what he could see, this looked more like the typical basement: concrete floors and walls, oil burner and water heater in the right corner, and some other furniture and storage cartons.


  What interested him the most was what looked to be a very large trunk set in the center of the room. He thought it was as long and at least as wide as a casket.


  Christ, he thought, as remembered frames from a dozen horror films passed through his mind, am I in the house of a vampire?


  Twenty-four hours ago, such a thought would have brought laughter, or at least a wide smile to his face. But after all that had happened to him, including the acrid odor at the bottom of the well, and all that had obviously happened to Stacey and Tami, nothing seemed ridiculous anymore. He needed to look to make sure. Crawling toward it, he pulled himself up as best he could and opened the lid.


  It was so dark in the basement that only contours were really distinct, but he didn’t need a great deal of light to fathom the box’s purpose. The soft, cushioned interior made it clear to him that this was indeed a coffin. Fortunately it was empty. Groping further he noticed a latch on the lid to keep it locked down. He thought that was odd. Did they expect the dead would rise? Who the hell keeps a casket in their basement anyway? What is this place? Who are these people? he wondered.


  A shudder rippled through him and turned the muscles in his body into jelly. He felt he would sink to the floor. He felt as though his torso would pour through his legs and settle like a puddle around this…this thing.


  A sound of scurrying, probably mice, made him look to the left where he spotted a stairway that led up into the house. He knew he would have to go up there, but for the moment he closed the lid of the coffin quietly and retreated to the playroom. He knew he needed some kind of plan. He was in no condition to confront the big man face to face. He wouldn’t have been able to do it if he was in perfect shape. Now that he was cocooned in the playroom, he had to think of something to gain the upper hand. He decided surprise and a weapon would work most in his favor.


  Of course, the first thing he had to determine was where Stacey and Tami were in the house and how they were. The enormity of his task now sank into him. What was he thinking of when he decided to come inside? He was badly injured—practically helpless. It was understandable that he couldn’t tolerate their being trapped in here, but what would he do and how would he do it?


  He couldn’t keep crawling around on one good leg. It was too easy to stumble over the objects in the overly furnished rooms. David mulled over the unpromising situation. Suddenly the realization of this bizarre setting, the pains and weakness of his broken body, and the terrible plight of his wife and daughter rushed over him and drove him into a depression. He sagged into the chair beside the small table holding the phonograph and lowered his head to his chest.


  When he ran his fingers over the broken part of his leg, he winced at the pain. He thought about pressing the bone back into place and tying something tightly around the leg, but when he pressed in gently, the shock of pain that traveled to his heart sent him reeling with nausea. He started to retch again and fought back unconsciousness. He knew he couldn’t fight it for long; he was simply too exhausted.


  For a moment he lost his balance and leaned against the small table, tipping it enough to one side to send the phonograph crashing to the floor. He stared down at it as though it had just read him his death sentence. As quietly as he could, he reached over and fitted the case top back on the turntable before putting the machine back on the table. After that, he listened.


  Creaking floorboards overhead as he crawled to the playroom doorway signaled that he had awakened someone. A moment later he saw a light from above spill under the basement doorway.


  Forlornly, he looked about the dark room. He couldn’t remain where he was. As soon as someone turned on the basement light, he would be discovered and then all hope of helping Stacey and Tami would be lost. There was no place to hide in the small playroom. Where could Gulliver hide in Lilliput? Anyplace he went, he would stand out.


  His mind ranged over his alternatives. He could conceal himself behind the water heater in the other room, but he would be hidden from only one angle. The same was true for the oil burner. Yet he had to shelter himself to spare his wife and daughter. Suddenly the solution came to him. It was grotesque, but it was safe. He would hide in the coffin.


  It would be only for a little while, he told himself as he crawled over to it. Forget about it being a coffin. It was going to be comfortable. He would have enough air to breathe for a while and no one would suspect he was there. At least no rational person would, he thought. These people might, but what choice did he have?


  He had to avoid discovery. He would have no chance otherwise. The pain was too piercing to ignore and the effort to climb out of the well had drained him of much needed strength and energy. Who knew what he had to face in order to rescue Stacey and Tami? This was the logical thing to do, and no matter what his emotions told him, he knew logic would bring results. It always had before. He had to drive back the hysteria; he had to be a stronger man if he was going to pull off the impossible.


  He opened the lid, looked about, and listened to the noises above. The sound of footsteps was drawing closer to the basement door. Without further hesitation, he climbed into the coffin. He pulled the lid down slowly over him and adjusted his sore body as best he could. He held his breath and listened. He heard the basement door open; the basement light switch clicked too. The coffin was built so well and the lid fit so perfectly that not the slightest bit of light seeped through.


  The air-tightness frightened him when he realized how shut off he was from any fresh oxygen. He had to pray that whoever it was didn’t remain long. He had no idea how long he could last sealed inside and he couldn’t risk lifting the lid even a little.


  From the heaviness of the footsteps on the basement stairway, he knew it was the farmer. He heard him pause before he reached the bottom of the stairs. There was a long moment of silence and then the steps continued until the man reached the bottom. David heard him walk to the playroom. He heard him snap the light switch in there. Again there was a pause. David prayed he had reassembled the phonograph correctly.


  For a moment he panicked: what about the outside basement door? Had he closed it completely behind him? He waited and listened. A few moments later the light switch in the playroom was flipped again and the footsteps drew closer to the coffin. He sensed the man standing beside it; he even thought he heard the man rub the palm of his hand along the top of it. David expected him to lift the lid at any moment. His heart was pounding so hard he was sure the man could hear it.


  David raised his hands slowly in anticipation, realizing any defense of himself from this position was ludicrous, but the man didn’t do as he expected. Instead, he walked back to the stairs and paused. Then, after another long moment, he started up the stairs. David heard the basement light switch off and heard the basement door close above.


  He didn’t twitch a muscle. The man could be using subterfuge to flush David out of hiding. He would wait, he thought, until he could stand the stifling air of the box no longer.


  He was surprised at how comfortable he was inside. The darkness was soothing; the interior was soft and plush; his tense muscles relaxed. Perhaps if he just rested for a while, some of his desperately needed stamina would return and he would be able to think again. True, he was in a coffin, but only for a little while.


  Finally he lifted the lid a little and waited, listening. Nothing stirred in the dark room, encouraging him to open the coffin completely. Certain he was alone now he sagged against the cushion and let the softness seep into his bones. Now he could breathe unfettered air and let feelings of safety wash over him soothingly.


  He felt guilty but he had to rest; he had to. He would be no good to Stacey and Tami if he had no strength at all. It was quiet above. Whatever was being done to them probably had ceased; he would get to them before morning. He swore to it. The resolution soothed and quieted his conscience.


  No longer having to deal with his resistance, sleep, the balm to his pain, flooded over him eagerly. His last conscious thought was “It’s going to be only a little while longer. Then I’ll come up with a solution.”


  The darkness that he had pierced as he roamed through the basement closed in around him and all was deadly quiet.


  Shirley made sure that she was closest to Irene when Irene made her and Tami come to bed with her. She stepped in front of Tami as they walked out of the room and left her behind, wiping her eyes and sniveling. Irene ushered them into the bedroom and told them to crawl under the covers quickly.


  Shirley moved fast, leaving barely enough room for Tami. Irene didn’t seem to notice. She came around the other side of the bed and crawled under the covers. Shirley watched her carefully. She hadn’t been in bed with her mother since she was a very little girl. Gerald always disapproved of the idea, even when she had nightmares, and even if those nightmares were about Arthur.


  Once she told him that Arthur was at her window looking in; another time she told him that Arthur was back in his room, crying. She swore she heard him. Each time Gerald scooped her off the floor of their bedroom and practically threw her back into her own bed. He smacked her hard on the buttocks and warned her not to come out of the room again until morning.


  But she heard him go to Arthur’s room; she heard that. Why would he go there if he didn’t think she was telling the truth? He didn’t come back and tell her she was lying. He sauntered back to his own room and went back to sleep. She pulled the covers up to her ears to shut out the sound of Arthur whispering in the hallway.


  Right now Irene had the covers up to her chin. She remained on her back, her arms at her sides, staring up into the darkness. Shirley could see her eyes illuminated by the weak light that spilled in from the hallway. After a few minutes, she turned; she could feel Shirley staring at her.


  “Why don’t you go to sleep?”


  “I’m not tired now,” Shirley said.


  “You have to be tired now. Look at Donna,” Irene said. Tami had curled herself into a fetal position and was sucking her thumb. Her eyelids were shut like curtains. “She’s being a good girl. Why can’t you?”


  “I’m good.”


  “Then go to sleep,” Irene said as she turned her back to her. Shirley stared at her a moment and then looked at Tami.


  Without any warning, Shirley leaned over and took Tami’s right earlobe between her teeth, biting down hard and fast. Tami screamed and Irene spun around.


  But Shirley had her eyes closed and was lying back on the pillow. She pretended to be just as shocked by Tami’s outburst.


  “What is it?” Irene asked.


  “Maybe she had a bad dream,” Shirley put in quickly.


  Tami rubbed her ear but said nothing.


  “Get on the other side of me,” Irene commanded. Tami didn’t move. “I said get on this side,” she repeated. Shirley nudged her hard and Tami fell off the side of the bed. Shirley burst into laughter and Irene sat up. “Donna!” she shouted.


  Tami got up slowly and walked around the bed, eyeing the doorway as she did so. Somewhere out there her mother waited, though her mother’s scream clearly indicating that something terrible had happened to her. Tami could do nothing to help her. Thinking only tormented her. All she could picture was the gleaming blade of Shirley’s cleaver as it fell inches from her soft hand.


  Tami crawled into the bed as Irene lifted the blanket for her. Irene enfolded her under her left arm, clasping her so close she felt suffocated. Irene’s body was hard and bony. Tami sensed none of her mother’s softness or pleasing scent. Irene smelled like something stale and rancid, and Tami felt trapped against her. She was afraid to move a muscle.


  Shirley saw the way Irene had embraced Tami. She stared for a while, vaguely recalling a time when Irene had held her like that. Jealousy began to swell.


  “She’s a crybaby,” she said.


  “Shh,” Irene said. “You’ll wake Arthur.”


  Tami opened her eyes. Arthur? Was he in the house? She pressed her hands against her face protectively and waited.


  “Sooey-face,” Shirley whispered.


  The house creaked ominously and shadows slid down the walls. If her mother couldn’t help her and her father wasn’t here to help her, who would? Suddenly she remembered when her father explained to her what it meant to pray.


  “It’s all right to ask God for things,” he told her, “as long as they’re not bad things. But you can’t always ask for things only for yourself. That’s selfish and it’s not fair.”


  “Will God give things to you?”


  “If they’re good things and you’ve been good.”


  Her mother had told her something similar, but Tami had never really experimented before.


  Now she struggled to remember what her father had said about God not liking people who ask for things only for themselves.


  She didn’t know exactly how to phrase the prayer, so she closed her eyes and thought.


  “Help Mommy.” She mouthed the words. “If you help Mommy, Mommy can help me.”


  She opened her eyes and waited. Never before in her life had Tami wanted to see the morning light as much.
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  Gerald was disappointed after he got into bed with the woman. Despite her show of aggressiveness and energy, she was now acting the way Irene did after Arthur’s death. There was no reaction, not even any resistance. He fondled and stroked her body. He brought his lips to her shoulders and neck, but she just lay there staring up into the darkness. Her eyes were unmoving. Even after he raised himself over her and straddled her, looking right into her face, her eyes did not blink.


  As far as he was concerned, she was actually worse than Irene. At least Irene made little puppylike sounds; at least he knew she felt something, even though she didn’t share in the erotic pleasure. Making love to this woman was like making love to a warm corpse. It checked his excitement, and the rush of lust and desire that had come over him began to retreat.


  This angered him. He realized that through her passivity, she would steal away the excitement and spoil the moment. It had been her resistance that had stirred him so. He couldn’t let this happen. He tried kissing and stroking her harder, hoping the increased activity would bring her around. It didn’t.


  Nevertheless, he drove himself at her, not making love to her so much as he was making love to a fantasy. He pulled and turned her, molding her like clay. Her body was softer, fuller, and firmer than Irene’s was now. He used it to bring back the pitch of excitement he had felt before. She was no longer just a vulnerable woman entirely dependent on his mercy; she was truly his playmate, as malleable as one of Shirley’s dolls and conscripted doll-like friends.


  Gerald sought much more from his sexual release than simple bodily pleasure. All the anger, all the depression, all the frustrations had built themselves to such heights in him that he was close to an explosion. He hoped it would pour out of him and leave his body uninfected by the poisons.


  He thought he heard the woman groan. Her eyes were closed now and she was so limp in his hands he was sure she had passed completely into unconsciousness. Nevertheless, he was determined to drive her back into awareness. He imagined her waking with little cries of pleasure.


  She never did as he drove on. Finally, after some time, he heard the sound of something crash to the floor in the basement. He couldn’t imagine what it was. He knew that everyone was upstairs; he listened keenly. The silence that followed was suspicious.


  He pulled himself together, slipped from the bed, and went to the doorway to listen. There was nothing coming from Irene’s room. The children and she were still in bed. The woman was lying naked in the position he left her, the covers pooled around her ankles. He moved down the hallway and listened again at the top of the stairs. Still not satisfied, he lumbered down the stairs, turned on the light below, and went to the basement door.


  At the bottom of the staircase, he squinted and studied the playroom, an uncomfortable feeling washing over him. He saw and heard nothing, but he was a man who had come to trust his instincts as much if not more than he trusted his five senses. Sometimes, in the fields or in the woods, his sixth sense would stir to life and he’d know that some wild animal roamed there, an animal that hid itself from his eyes and ears. Usually, if he studied the landscape long enough, he would spot a bobcat staring at him from behind some tree.


  He felt the same way now. He turned about slowly and studied every corner, every cranny of the basement. Nothing moved; nothing looked touched or out of place. Yet there was something…something. He snapped off the playroom light and walked to the Bad Box.


  For a few moments he stood there thinking about the way he had wrapped Arthur’s coffin in his blanket and lowered him into the earth. He couldn’t forget how holy, how cleansed he felt to rebury his son, near Irene, near the family. Away from the old man. So different from the way Marlene and Donna had been dispatched. He’d used the well in their cases, dumping a layer of dirt over each to hide their bodies. The well used to be fifty feet deep. Now it was about half that. The man there now would require another five feet of earth or so. A morbid thought swept over him. As things were going, the entire well would eventually be filled in. A glint of humor appeared in his eyes.


  Gerald pressed the palms of his hands against his cheekbones and pushed so hard his arms began to ache. He couldn’t stand the images; he had to get them out of his mind. Finally he started slowly back upstairs. He paused to listen again and then put the light out and closed the basement door. When he went back up to the bedrooms, he found Irene standing in their doorway.


  “What are you doing?” she asked in a loud whisper.


  “I thought I heard a noise downstairs.”


  “I thought you had put her in the Bad Box.”


  He would have laughed, but that idea had passed through his mind when he had first found her trying to escape. Then her violent resistance excited him and he thought more about chaining her to the bed and making use of her greater helplessness.


  “I just checked something. Go back to sleep.”


  “The children fell asleep again.”


  “Good.”


  “You’re going to sleep in their bed, aren’t you?” she asked. Had she heard him before? he wondered.


  “Of course.” She didn’t move so he started for Shirley’s bedroom. “Go to sleep,” he commanded. She nodded and went back to bed. He looked at the other bedroom and thought about the woman. The moment had been broken; his climb toward a much needed breath of fresher air had been interrupted just as he’d been soaring.


  There’s always tomorrow, he thought. And tomorrow and tomorrow. The sense of power and control encouraged him. He went to Shirley’s bed and slipped under the covers. For a few minutes, he lay there listening.


  The house was too quiet. It was as though it were holding its breath. His blood and this house pulsed in unison. Built by his great-grandfather, the structure had been modified by subsequent generations. All the repairs, all the maintenance had been conducted by him, making the house as much a part of who and what he was as any child or wife could be. Indeed, he had always thought of it as a living thing. The ghosts of his family lived within its walls. Every creak at night was the moan of some ancestor’s spirit. He had come to believe that nothing bad could happen to him if he never strayed too far. The house itself wouldn’t permit it.


  Something wasn’t quite right. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he was confident he eventually would. That confidence permitted him to close his eyes and seek sleep. After all, Irene and the children were secure in his bedroom. The woman could not attempt another escape, and the intruder was at the bottom of the well.


  In the morning he would clean up the loose ends and, for a while at least, they would be safe and happy. He pictured Irene in bed with the two children beside her, her arms wrapped around both of them and both of them turned into her, seeking warmth and protection from her.


  Poor Arthur, he thought. Toward the end he didn’t know where Irene was; he couldn’t even turn to her. He was so alone beside his darkening shadow. He must have known, Gerald thought; he didn’t offer any resistance, not even spontaneously, not even instinctively.


  Arthur was grateful. Grateful Gerald had put an end to his life, gently, using nothing more than a pillow. It was like pinching out a weak flame. He doesn’t hate me, he assured himself. He listened to the more familiar sounds that seeped from the walls of the old house. Now they served as a lullaby, the sounds accompanying him as he cascaded back, falling through the bedlam of his conscious thoughts and seeking the quiet of a deep sleep.


  Almost as soon as the rays of the morning sunlight slipped in between the curtains of the bedroom and splashed across his face, Chicky Ross pried open his eyes. He didn’t want to wake this early, but it was as if an alarm had gone off in his head. He pressed his eyelids together to force the return of sleep, but he failed. He wasn’t ready to admit it to himself, but he knew why.


  Whenever he was on an unsolved case, the facts and the circumstances loitered around the corners of his mind, teasing him with their presence and refusing to let him rest. In the middle of a conversation with Maggie, his eyes would go glassy, taking on that faraway look. She usually knew just when she had lost him, but sometimes she would ignore it and talk on as though he was paying strict attention.


  At the end of what had become her monologue, she would stop and ask, “Where are you now, Chicky?”


  He’d swear he was listening. She knew he wasn’t, but she was too merciful to grill him about what she had just finished saying. That was his way; that was who he was, she thought. Toleration, she concluded, was the foundation for a successful marriage.


  Chicky’s first conscious thoughts in the morning centered on the Oberman affair. Despite the early hour, he had to know if the young man had returned to his hotel. He stepped as quietly and as softly as he could, sliding out from under the blanket and tiptoeing out of the bedroom.


  “Let me know if he’s there,” Maggie said just as he reached the doorway.


  “Shit.”


  She turned over in the bed. He shook his head and went to the phone in the kitchen. After dialing the hotel and getting the switchboard, he waited for the phone to ring in David Oberman’s room. It rang nearly ten times before he decided to hang up.


  The evening had gone by and the man hadn’t returned. Chicky weighed the possibilities. David could have returned to his home to wait there. Or perhaps he had done away with his wife and then skipped town. Chicky stalked back to the bedroom and ran through his pants pockets until he found the slip of paper on which Oberman’s home number was scrawled. Then he strode back to the kitchen and dialed. He let the phone ring close to ten times again before hanging up.


  The man isn’t home and he isn’t back at the hotel. Did he dare chance a call to the station? He might set off an alarm before he had confirmed the possibility that David had fled town. Krammer wouldn’t be there this early, he thought, and others would keep hushed until Chicky signaled trouble. Tina Sandow answered his call. He had forgotten that she was working the early morning shift. He and the forty-five-year-old woman didn’t get along ever since he found her in the back of Tug Cotter’s patrol car. Tug was married with four children, and she was married with two. Chicky never said anything about it, but just the fact that she knew he knew was enough for her to despise him.


  “I’m checking in on a case,” he said in the most officious tone he could muster. “Missing person. Oberman. Any calls?”


  “Not since I’ve been on duty.”


  “Okay,” he said quickly. “Thanks.” If she knew the case, or knew how Krammer felt about him working on it, she’d tell the chief immediately. He thanked his lucky stars. He felt some responsibility to protect David until his worst fear was confirmed.


  Maggie opened her eyes when he reentered the bedroom.


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “This is your day off, Chicky.”


  “I know.”


  “I was hoping we’d go shopping for a new couch.”


  “I know.”


  “But you’re not going to do that, are you?”


  “Well, I do have to have work done on the car.”


  “You’re not going to get work done on the car. You weren’t kidding last night. You’re going to cruise Willow Road, wherever the hell that is.”


  He didn’t answer. He wrestled on his pants and went to the closet for a shirt. She sat up in bed and ran her fingers through her hair. He avoided looking at her. When he went into the bathroom, she got up, looked at the clock, and cursed. She headed for the kitchen.


  “I can grab something on the road,” he called from the other room, but she ignored him and started to put on the coffee. “Listen,” he said, coming out, “I’m just going to make one pass down this road and see what I can find.”


  “Naturally, you will see something the state police couldn’t see.”


  “You can’t expect them to be as involved in this as I am.”


  A crease formed between her usually serene eyes. “Are you the only policeman in New York State who is sufficiently involved with his cases this morning, Chicky?”


  “You just don’t know,” he said. “I kept thinking about Debra and Joe. If Debra was missing like this and Joe went off looking for her and disappeared himself…the police would assume double-dealing. I want to give this guy a chance.”


  “That’s dirty pool, Charles Sanford Ross.” For a moment they just looked at each other. Then she laughed. “At least you’ll have a good breakfast,” she said, reaching for the refrigerator door to get the eggs.


  Afterward, when he started the car to leave, the exhaust pipe rattled so badly he thought it would fall off before he could leave the driveway. Even so, he never considered taking Maggie’s car. He was superstitious about these things. Nothing serious had ever happened to him since he owned this car; he and it had become part of one another. He couldn’t discard the old boy now and drive around in a comfortable, late model automobile. It just didn’t seem right; in a strange way, it also didn’t seem safe.


  Feelings, first impressions, hunches always played a major role in his life. He recognized that there was nothing scientific about it, but he believed in a sixth sense just the same. For him there was some mystical value in experience. He had met his share of criminals, degenerates, and liars. Some people were better at hiding the truth, while others gave everything away. Sometimes they did it with an unguarded glint in their eyes; sometimes they did it through a tone in their voices or their choice of words. Even a seemingly inconsequential gesture could flag a well-schooled detective.


  Chicky didn’t think of himself in terms of a super sleuth; he wasn’t a Philip Marlowe or even a Columbo, despite his habitual disheveled look. Whenever he pictured himself as others might see him, he imagined a plodder, a mechanic of sorts, someone who followed a standard set of procedures. There was nothing romantic or even that fascinating about his work most of the time. In fact, he was so nonchalant about what he did that he often had difficulty conjuring up any sense of danger from it.


  In a routine manner, he had taken down information from a man who reported that his wife and child were missing. He forwarded the information to the proper adjunct agencies and then followed up on the progress, driven first by professional curiosity, and skepticism, and now by a passion. In a way, he identified with David Oberman, and wanted to prove the guy clean. He had a hunch about the man, and that was that the man was honest and sincere. Chicky would like to prove his hunch on target.


  Chicky understood that he didn’t have to do this. It would have been easier to follow Krammer’s orders and bow out, but in his own quiet way, he was tenacious and stubborn. When something gnawed at him, he had to respond. It wasn’t in his nature to ignore a hunch and go on with his private life as though nothing unusual had happened. He knew it would only haunt him wherever he went.


  And so he was on the highway, following the route David Oberman must have taken to search for his missing wife and daughter. Despite the faulty exhaust pipe, he made good time. He liked traveling during the morning hours. Traffic was always lighter than at any other time of day, even in the midst of a summer resort season peopled heavily with vacationers.


  He traced the route on his map. He wasn’t as familiar with this district as he was with his own, but he knew enough to reach Willow Road without difficulty. He took it slowly, studying the quiet homes and heavily wooded forests, as well as the cleared fields. He wasn’t even sure what he was looking for, not having seen Oberman’s car; but he had faith in his ability to spot something unusual. Maggie would laugh at him, but he had come to rely more and more on that thing he knew was the policeman’s sixth sense.


  Despite that, nothing flagged his attention the entire length of the country road. An air of serene peace hung over this rural neighborhood which he found quite attractive and a nice contrast to his own hectic resort community. He made a turn at the end of Willow and saw a garage, knowing it was the one Captain Stark referred to in his report. A young man finished pumping gas into a dilapidated car as Chicky drove up and introduced himself.


  “Christ, this is a regular policeman’s convention,” he said.


  “Well, you might very well have been the last person to have contact with this woman…and her husband,” Chicky added.


  “Husband? He’s missing too now?”


  “It’s beginning to look that way. That’s why I came around.”


  The mechanic grunted but walked back to the car he had on the lift. Chicky followed him.


  “I told them everything I know.”


  “I’m sure you did. I was just hoping that if you thought about it one more time, you might remember something that would help me locate him…and his wife.”


  “Shit,” the mechanic said. He turned away from the car. “The woman comes here. I give her Willow Road as a shortcut; her husband comes around, and I tell him the same thing.”


  “He had been down Willow, right?”


  “Yeah, and he spoke to some of the people. He even talked to Gerald Thompson, for chrissakes.”


  “So? Who’s Gerald Thompson?”


  “Creepy son of a bitch. He don’t like talking to anyone. Looks like the hulk, only he has better features. Anyway, no one saw anything. I told him she couldn’t get lost on that road. There’s no place to turn off but a couple of cowpaths.”


  “Cowpaths?”


  “You know, dirt side roads that farmers used.”


  “Thompson lives where on Willow?”


  “First house on the right if you circle back. That’s it, mister. I really didn’t have much to say. You can come back about three and talk to Verne, if you want.”


  “Verne?”


  “My brother. He remembered about that other woman and child.”


  “What other woman and child?”


  “I don’t know much about it. I wasn’t working here then. Seems there was a woman and child missing in this area a couple of years ago. He told me about it.”


  He pretended he didn’t know what the mechanic was talking about. “Did he tell the other policemen?”


  “Naw. He remembered after they left yesterday. Come back about three if you want.”


  “Another woman and child? Missing?”


  “That’s all I know, mister.” Chicky didn’t move. “Look, I got this exhaust pipe to replace and—”


  “Exhaust pipe! You heard mine when I pulled up?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I might very well be back,” Chicky said. “For your professional services, as well as to talk to your brother.” The mechanic smiled and shook his head. “Thanks,” Chicky said.


  When he got back into his car he just sat there for a few moments. Finally, human memory of that other missing mother and daughter. He shook his head. Maybe Verne could give him details the police department might have overlooked. Skimming surfaces was not his style.


  He decided to return to Willow Road. He paused when he reached the farmhouse on the right, but didn’t stop as he sized the place up. He was more interested now in what the mechanic had called cowpaths. He recalled seeing one on his left near the bottom of Willow. Once again, there wasn’t anything scientific about his desire to seek it out. It was just…a hunch.


  When he reached it, he stopped his car and got out. Considering the condition of his exhaust pipe, he decided not to chance the uneven, rutted road. He knelt down and studied the tire tracks in the dirt. He was no Daniel Boone; he would never call himself a country boy. He had never gone hunting and he really had never spent much time in what people would call nature, but a person didn’t have to to be an expert tracker to see that these automobile tracks were fresh. And they weren’t left by a farm vehicle, either, he concluded.


  He looked back at his car, regretting his malfunctioning car radio, then started down the dirt road, his heartbeat racing faster as his unscientific and impossible to substantiate police sense switched on. It was as though some kind of homing device had gone off in his head. He walked on.


  Tami awoke first. Sunlight had begun to penetrate the thin curtains, and darkness was retreating from the bedroom. When she opened her eyes, it took her a few moments to focus on the strange woman beside her. Irene had fallen asleep on her back with her arms out in crucifix fashion. Both children were just under them and close to her body. In sleep Irene’s thin face looked even more narrow and bony. Her shallow, regular breathing made the skin of her cheeks quiver. Her lips were slightly parted and her eyeballs moved against the thin membrane of the lids to look like two rodents trapped beneath a sheet.


  Tami lifted her head tentatively and looked over Irene at Shirley; curled up in a fetal position, her right hand was cupped and pressed against her lips. Even so still and quiet, the big girl looked ominous. Tami didn’t want to wake her; she didn’t want to wake either of them.


  Tami sat up as carefully and quietly as she could. She looked toward the doorway. She knew which room her mother was in, and she understood that her mother was unable to leave it. The terror she felt in the presence of Irene, Shirley, and Gerald was intensified by the realization that her mother, who was another adult, was confined and trapped. Most of all, she was incapable of doing anything about it. If her mother couldn’t help herself, it was clear she couldn’t come to Tami’s aid.


  Tami gazed at the other two again and waited. The scene reminded her of all the times she awoke in her house and tried to fool her parents. Asleep in their room, they were usually oblivious to her comings and goings at the break of dawn. They didn’t want her up and in the living room watching television, but she found that if she was quiet enough about it, she could sneak in and turn on the set without their realizing it for hours. She had only to keep the volume down.


  She slipped from this bed just as stealthily as she would from her own and stood very still. Irene’s breathing became more ragged and her lips moved against each other, but her eyes didn’t open, nor did she turn in the bed. Shirley didn’t move either.


  Feeling more secure, Tami started for the bedroom doorway, tiptoeing over the rug. When she reached the door, she paused and looked back. All was still quiet. She entered the hallway and, keeping herself close to the wall, she groped toward her mother’s room. She had her hands cupped against her mouth as though to keep herself from making any sounds. When she reached the doorway, she stopped and peered in slowly.


  Despite the light that glowed from the hallway, Tami had trouble making out her mother’s form in the bed. She hesitated to enter until she was sure the mound on the bed was her mother. She was afraid that if she went in, and her mother wasn’t there, she would be trapped in the room. To Tami the room was filled with an evil magic. It was as horrible as the Bad Box. She didn’t trust the shadows and the silence.


  Tami also understood that Irene and Gerald did not want her in this room. Still, she was unable to resist her need to be near her mother, to touch her and to hear her voice. The conflict and indecision stung her eyes with tears and she released a small sob. Even though it was the tiniest of sounds, it seemed like an explosion echoing in the room.


  Stacey lifted her head from the pillow. The moment she was outlined clearly in the darkness, Tami rushed to her. Without a sound, mother and child embraced. Stacey held Tami to her tightly, almost too tightly, and covered her face with small kisses. Tami worked her head down against her mother’s neck and held onto her firmly.


  The realization that this reunion had to be held in complete silence never left either of them. Stacey did not have to warn Tami about making too much noise. The child thoroughly sensed the danger and was even afraid her mother would speak too loudly. When she lifted her face from her mother’s body, she looked immediately toward the doorway, half expecting Irene or Gerald to be there.


  “My baby,” Stacey whispered, “my baby, oh, my baby.”


  “I wanna go home.”


  “I know, honey. I know.”


  Stacey sat up farther, watching the doorway. Tami crawled beside her in the bed and locked her arms around her mother’s waist, holding on as if for dear life. Stacey stroked her head, noting the unevenness of her chopped hair, and then brought her lips to her cheek.


  Stacey considered the options. Now that she was firmly chained to this bed, there was little she could do herself. After all that had happened, her wild attempts to escape, the attack from the man which she barely remembered except in a haze, she felt totally defeated. Any attempt at escape seemed futile. Her lightly sedated food kept her sluggish; when the effects wore off, and she managed to break through, the man always seemed there, looming over her. Even if she managed an escape again, she felt the very house would betray them.


  But her daughter clung to her, desperately seeking relief. This was the longest she and Tami had been together since first entering the house. The contact revived hope. Her maternal instincts galvanized her. She lifted Tami’s head and lowered herself to face her.


  “Tami, baby, listen, honey. Do you think you can go down the stairs by yourself very, very quietly?”


  “I don’t wanna,” she whispered.


  “You’ve got to, honey. Mommy can’t get out of this bed. You’ve got to go by yourself, but you’ve got to do it very quietly so they don’t hear you.”


  “I’m afraid.”


  “I know. The front door is locked. You can’t go out the front door. Did you see another way out?”


  Tami thought for a moment, her eyes blinking rapidly. The whole period of her entrapment seemed like a prolonged nightmare, and just as it would be with any dream, she had difficulty recalling it clearly. The chronology was confused, and the layout of the house blurred in her mind. To her the basement was upstairs and the outside darkness was as close as the living room downstairs. She couldn’t even picture the front door.


  But thinking about the outside spurred her to recall the short, dark cement stairway that led to a metal door. It was frightening, but it was another way out, even though in her mind it was classified as Shirley’s secret exit to Arthur.


  She nodded slowly.


  “What? Where?” Stacey cried in hushed, tearful tones.


  “Up the stairs.”


  “Up the stairs? What stairs, Tami? Where are there stairs that go up?” Tami didn’t answer. “Think, honey. Think. It’s so important. You want to help Mommy, don’t you?” Tami nodded. “Then where?”


  “Where we played with the dolls and the clay.”


  “Downstairs?” Tami nodded. “Far downstairs? The basement?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Then you’ve got to go back down there, quietly, secretly, and you’ve got to go back up those stairs and outside. Do you understand, sweetheart?”


  Tami nodded, but she didn’t like it.


  “You come, too.”


  “I can’t, honey. Look,” Stacey said. As quietly as she could, she lifted her left leg so Tami could see the chain. “There’s one on my other leg, too. I can’t get out of the bed. You’ve got to go out yourself. And when you get out, you’ve got to run to the road and go back the way we came. Do you think you can remember that?” Tami shook her head. “You’ve got to, Tami. It’s the only hope we have. Listen, listen,” she said, taking her hand tightly between hers as the girl’s face squinted in a sob. “It doesn’t matter if you forgot which way we came. Go any way you see a car or a person and make them stop, okay?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Yes, yes. And then just tell them where I am and what’s wrong with me, okay? Whoever it is will get us help. Please try, honey. Will you try?”


  “I wanna go home.”


  Stacey’s whispers grew urgent. “This is the way; this is the only way we’ll be able to go home, Tami. You’ve got to be Mommy’s big girl and do it.”


  Tami thought for a moment and then wiped the tears from her cheeks. They had spilled from her eyes without her realizing it. She looked back at the doorway.


  “You’ve got to be very quiet, Tami. So very quiet. You can’t wake the bad people, okay?”


  Tami nodded.


  “It’s like a game, only it’s very, very important. Go on, Tami. Do it. Go on.” Stacey pushed her away gently. Tami stood up and rubbed her face. She looked back at her mother in the bed and nearly broke into loud sobs. She swallowed the urge, and even though it was painful to do so, she kept herself from making any sound at all. “Go on,” Stacey repeated, trying to smile through her anguish. Tami turned slowly from her mother’s bed and walked toward the door. She looked back when she reached it. “Go on,” Stacey whispered.


  Tami peered into the hallway. It was quiet and empty. She stepped out quickly, her little feet practically gliding over the wood as she crossed to the stairway. She looked back once, fear stamped on her face, and took hold of the banister to grope down the stairs, bouncing lightly on each step. The stairs barely creaked under her light weight.


  When she reached the basement door, she found it slightly ajar. It was the way Gerald had left it the night before. She pushed it open only enough for her body to squeeze through and then, without hesitation, she switched on the basement light and descended the stairway, driven by the urgency on her mother’s face and the importance of what she was about to do.
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  Just moments before Tami flipped the light switch in the basement, pain again stabbed David’s leg. He had fallen into a deep sleep during which he dreamed about being in the well and working his way up, only in the dream it wasn’t a well, but a long tunnel that writhed and turned as it swallowed him like a giant snake. The protruding rocks which served as rungs resembled the scales of a reptile’s skin. The walls around him pulsated, closing in and then expanding. He could hear the sound of an animal breathing.


  From time to time in the dream, the walls clung to his bad leg, squeezing it so hard he felt pain scald his body. He moaned and squirmed, and when the pain became so intense that the very walls of the well turned red, he awoke abruptly. He aborted a scream when he jack-knifed up and saw where he was.


  He lay back in the darkness, feeling the sweat rising on his skin. He was soaked and chilled. He had no idea how long he had slept, but the rest hadn’t done him as much good as he had hoped. Beside the pain radiating up his leg in undulations, his arms and shoulders ached from the effort to pull himself out of the well.


  Now he seriously doubted that he would be able to climb out of this coffin. Just thinking about pushing his legs over the edge exhausted him. And after he did, what would he do? A plan had not come to him as miraculously as he had hoped. He wasn’t refreshed; he wasn’t clear-thinking.


  In fact, his panic began to soar. Maybe he really wouldn’t be able to lift his body out. Maybe the madman would appear before he had a chance to escape the confines of the coffin, and bolt the lid down so he would smother to death. The thought brought a heat into his face and neck. He was about to screw up his courage when the basement lights flicked on.


  Wincing at the pain, he brought the lid back down over himself as quickly and as quietly as he could. In the soft cushions, he nestled back and listened. For a moment he heard nothing; then he heard the footsteps and realized they were softer and lighter. It wasn’t the man. Perhaps it was the woman.


  There was something familiar about the sobbing. Suddenly a father’s instinctive knowledge that his child was nearby washed over him. Hoping he was right but realizing the risk, he sat up again very, very slowly and pushed the lid up. When it was high enough for him to do so, he leaned to the side and peered over the edge.


  Tami stood alone in the doorway of the other room. She had her back to him. She was dressed in a long flannel nightgown that hung a few sizes too large on her. The hem of the material lay pooled around her feet on the floor. He saw that her beautiful hair had been chopped short. He was revolted by the sight, but he made no sound until he turned further to look toward the stairway to be sure there was no one else in the basement. Then he pushed the lid open fully and sat up.


  Tami had been holding back her sobbing with choked willpower, but she couldn’t help but let some of it burst from time to time. Now that she stood looking at the door that opened to the scary, dark stairway, her shoulders rose and fell emphatically. She knew it was important for her to escape, but the memory of the terror she had felt when she and Shirley had gone through the door returned. Perhaps Arthur was waiting just on the other side of the door or, worse yet, on the blackened stairway.


  She pictured her mother again, chained to the bed upstairs, and she heard again the urgent command for her to leave. She was so deeply involved in her thoughts and memories that she didn’t hear the coffin lid open behind her. She closed her eyes and then took a step toward the basement door. Maybe, if she didn’t open her eyes too much until she was outside, she could do it.


  “Tami.”


  She heard her whispered name and for a moment thought she had imagined it. The voice sounded so familiar.


  “Tami, baby,” David said. He leaned over the coffin.


  Tami turned slowly. David’s senses were vividly aware of the danger. Tami might scream for him and the house would erupt into fatal wakefulness. He started to bring his finger to his lips to indicate she should be silent when the look on her face froze him.


  For the moment he had forgotten where he was, what he had been through, and what he looked like. To Tami, the sight of her father emerging magically from the Bad Box, his face streaked with grime, his body twisted and his eyes wide from his own fear and pain, was enough to propel her into total shock. She turned into a pillar of salt, a lifelike statue of herself, her arms locked at her sides, her little fingers extended. She didn’t even blink.


  “Don’t scream, honey. Don’t be afraid. It’s Daddy. I’ve come to help you and Mommy.”


  David shifted his glance from the stairway to Tami. She hadn’t moved a muscle. He started to climb out of the coffin. The pain prompted by the effort brought subdued groans. His face twisted with agony. He let himself slide over the side and fall softly to the basement floor. Tami still didn’t move; she didn’t make a sound. David smiled at her.


  “It’s going to be all right, Tami. All right. Daddy was hiding in this…hiding in here. Come,” he said, extending his arms.


  Tami continued to look at him, but now she was blinking her eyes. She was still unable to accept what her eyes reported. The battered and twisted man looked and sounded like her father, but she half-believed the evil people had made some kind of look-alike monster doll. If her father had been down here all the time, why didn’t he help her and her mother before?


  She shook her head gently at first, then more dramatically. David lowered his arms, but he continued to smile.


  “All right, baby, all right. Daddy knows you’re afraid. Daddy knows you’ve been having a tough time. Daddy’s been having a hard time, too. Come closer, though. Tell me where Mommy is. Come on.”


  Tami hesitated. She looked back at the basement doorway. Her mother had told her to go out through it. She had been summoning her courage, and now this horrifying rendition of her father wanted her to come closer. Her little mind struggled with conflict. He sounded like her daddy and looked like him, but she had difficulty accepting him in her confusion, and never did her father look so dirty and anguished. He was always cool—too cool, according to her mother—particularly in a crisis.


  David sensed he was losing her. He had no idea how much she had been through, but he understood that it had affected her view of reality. Once more he was afraid she would start to scream. He leaned against the coffin.


  “I look a mess, huh? I had a bad time out there. I came to help you and Mommy and that bad man attacked me. But it’s going to be all right now; it’s going to be all right. Where’s Sooey? I saw Sooey before. That’s how I knew you were here.”


  “Sooey,” she said.


  “Is Sooey with Mommy?” Tami shook her head. “Where’s Mommy?” Tami looked toward the stairway. “She’s upstairs? Is she all right? Where is she, Tami?” He tried to keep his voice controlled, but the frustration was growing beyond bounds.


  “She’s upstairs,” Tami said. “She’s in the bed.”


  “In the bed?” Tami nodded. “She can’t get out of the bed?”


  “No.”


  “Is she hurt?”


  “No.”


  “Why can’t she get out of the bed, Tami? Tell me.”


  “The chains are on her legs,” she said. “And she’s tired.” David grimaced.


  “Oh Christ.” He brought his hands to his face and kept them there for a moment.


  Tami’s hesitation dwindled. Even so short a conversation with her father was enough to topple the wall of fear that encircled her. She stepped closer and closer until she stood beside him. David lowered his hands and looked at her.


  “Baby,” he said, reaching to embrace her. When she came to him, he pressed her firmly against his chest, unable to check his own tears. He held her there for a long moment until her body softened and he realized she might start to cry aloud herself. “Okay,” he said, releasing his grip on her, “okay, we’ve got to help Mommy.” He pulled himself up to a standing position, keeping all pressure off his bad leg.


  “Where were you going, sweetheart?”


  “Mommy told me to go out and run away until I found someone.”


  “That was good. You were going out the basement door. No one knows you’re down here, then?” She shook her head. “Where are they?”


  “Sleeping?”


  “I see. And you sneaked out. Good.” He put his hand on her head. “You’re a brave little girl. Now where exactly is Mommy? Tell me as best you can, Tami. It’s important.”


  “She’s upstairs.”


  “You mean up these stairs and then up another set of stairs?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Then when you go up the other stairs, where is she? On the right or on the left?”


  “On the right.”


  “Is it the first doorway on the right?” Tami nodded. “Okay, that’s good, honey. That’s good.” He thought for a few moments. Stacey’s plan to get Tami out of the house while it was still possible struck him as right. What if he failed? At least she might get away. It was best to take care of that first. “Now listen, Tami. I want you to do what Mommy told you to do. You’re going to go out that door and run down to the road. When you get there, turn left and keep running until you find someone in a car or someone on foot. Can you do that?”


  “I don’t wanna.”


  “You’ve got to, Tami. You’ve got to because you might flag down the help we need, understand?”


  “You come, too.”


  “I can’t. I can’t run with you because my leg is broken.”


  “Does it hurt?”


  “A lot. That’s why you’ve got to be the one to go out, okay?”


  She looked at his leg. He was telling the truth and the truth made things even more frightening, but she remembered that there were other things that made her afraid.


  “I’m afraid of Arthur,” she said.


  “Arthur? Who’s Arthur? Is Arthur another bad man?” Tami shook her head. She turned toward the basement door.


  “Arthur’s outside.”


  “I thought you said everyone’s sleeping.”


  “Arthur’s always outside.”


  David thought for a moment and decided it was a story the Thompsons had concocted to keep her from running away.


  “No. There’s no one out there. I was out there and there’s no one there,” he said. “You’ve got to do this. It’s very important,” he added. “Okay?” Tami was still hesitant, but the serious tone lacing her mother’s and now her father’s voice was impressive. She nodded. David looked back at the stairway again and listened. As far as he could tell, there were no sounds drifting down yet. He guided Tami toward the other room and limped along with her as quietly as he could, resting some of his weight on her shoulder. He realized that he would have to escort her up the cement stairway so he could pry open the metal door as quietly as possible. She probably wouldn’t be able to do it herself.


  When they got into the playroom, Tami caught sight of her doll thrown carelessly onto the pile of others. David saw what she was looking at and went for it. When he handed it to her, she clutched it to her body.


  “That’s good. Sooey will keep you company and help you find someone.”


  “I want Mommy.”


  “We’ll be coming. But first you’ve got to do this. Come on, Tami. As quietly as possible.” He looked back. She didn’t need the warning. The thought of either Gerald or Shirley appearing was stimulant enough to make her move as silently as she could. David sensed it. “You’ve been through hell,” he said, more for himself than for her. The blood rushed to his face as the rage built in him, but he knew he would have to maintain control if he was to succeed.


  He opened the basement door, turning the knob very, very slowly to stifle any sound. He opened it just enough for the two of them to wedge their bodies through the crack and for enough light to pour in so they could see their way up the stairs. When they got to the top, he paused, listening hard to be sure no one had stirred. All was silent; all was still. He knew the hardest part was going to be lifting the metal door soundlessly.


  He reached over his head, bracing his good leg against the stone step, and put his hand against the metal door. He knew the latch was open, since he had been able to get in himself. Before he pushed he brought Tami up beside him and then whispered in her ear.


  “As soon as I get the door up enough for you to slip out, you move, okay? Then I’m going to close it quietly. Don’t stay around. Run as fast as you can to the road and do what I said. When you run, hold your nightgown up so you don’t trip on it, understand?” She nodded. He kissed her cheek and then turned back to the door.


  He pushed upward; the hinges squeaked and the door began to lift, but suddenly the weight of it vanished as though the door was on a spring and would swing open by itself. It did.


  And Tami screamed.


  Gerald Thompson stared down at them.


  Gerald had heard the stairway creak. He had awakened alert but chose to stay in bed and ruminate a moment. He lay there locked in a childhood memory. John, his father’s foreman, had sent him up to the attic apartment to tell Martha to bring his new gloves with her when she came out to work. As usual, Gerald moved obediently when an adult gave him an order. Even as an adolescent he rarely procrastinated. Work was holy; work was serious.


  He ran to the house and up the stairs, pausing at the open attic doorway to catch his breath.


  John must have left the door open, and Martha thought nothing of it. Gerald started to enter, but stopped when Martha emerged from the bathroom. She was wearing only her jeans. He stared at her large, bare bosom, but she made no attempt to cover her milk-white breasts. Her nipples looked like slices of carrot.


  “So?” she asked. She put her hands on her hips. Even as a young boy, he sensed something incongruous about the femininity of her bosom and the heftiness of her shoulders and arms. She had facial hair, too. She looked androgynous. He was both terrified and stimulated at the same time. She seemed oblivious to the effect her partial nudity had on him.


  “John…” he began.


  “Yes, come on, what? I have to get dressed.”


  “Wants his gloves, his new gloves.”


  “So. He forgets them already. All right, all right.”


  He forgot to add that her husband wanted her to bring them when she came out, so she whirled to fetch them for Gerald. It prolonged his stay and he watched the way her bosom hung and bobbed as she moved about. Finally, she retrieved them. He backed up as she approached with the gloves.


  This close, he was able to see the ridges in the carrot-colored skin of her nipples. He was fascinated with the thin blue veins that ran along the underside of her breasts. They looked strained by the enormous growth of those mounds.


  He took the gloves quickly and ran down the stairs as though chased by a demon. He would never look at Martha the same way. Her breasts haunted him, often invading his daydreams and preluding an evening’s sleep.


  He was chased by the same demon, right up until now. The image of Martha’s naked bosom had been printed indelibly on the screen of his memory. It was impossible for him to look past it. It seemed to change the very face of things, even though he was far from a womanizer. Yet here he was waking up with the memory as clear and vivid as if it had happened yesterday.


  Then he heard the stairway creak again. No one else could have been so attuned to his house’s stirrings. The rambling old structure was truly his friend. He sat up and listened harder. There was another creak and another, each one slight, but to him definite. The speed at which they came one after the other made him picture a child rushing down the stairs.


  Of course, the first thing he thought of was that Shirley was up to something stupid. She didn’t sneak out of bed by herself unless one of her ridiculous ideas galvanized her. He cursed Irene for not being aware of her departure and got out of bed. He slipped on his pants, although he remained barefoot, and started out of the bedroom, intending to roar in indignation.


  But when he looked in on Irene, he saw that both she and Shirley were locked in sleep. Curious now, he peered in at the woman. She was a lump on the bed, quiet and still. It was only the little playmate who was missing. As quietly as he could, he strode to the top of the stairs. There was no sign of her. He started down the stairs and then stopped when he saw the basement door widely ajar.


  “Went down to play,” he muttered to himself. Anger did not well in him at first, but as he started to go up the stairs, he paused. Since the little girl had come, he remembered, fear gripped her. Her smiles were forced. Her eyes were wide with terror. Her body trembled. Despite Irene’s loving attention, the little girl acted like a trapped animal. He sensed that she would, as did the first playmate, remain that way until the end. To him, as long as she was cooperative and Shirley and Irene were happy, her behavior was fine.


  But the little girl suddenly going off to play on her own struck a false chord. An alarm was triggered in him. He turned back and continued down the stairs, moving remarkably quickly for someone his size. After all, he knew his house; he knew where it creaked and moaned. He wore it like a set of familiar clothes.


  He was heading for the basement to see what she was up to when he heard the sound of another, older voice. He stopped to listen. At first the realization that it was the man shocked him. Was this indeed a place from which the dead could raise themselves from the grave? Was there a ghost downstairs? He had thrown the unconscious man to the bottom of the well; he had seen the crumpled body himself.


  It wasn’t possible, he thought; it just wasn’t possible, and yet…he was hesitant about going down those basement stairs. How had the little girl known her father was there? The man had called to her in some mystical, spiritual way, he thought; otherwise he would have heard it, too. Wasn’t that right? Wasn’t this what had drawn him to the basement last night? He had sensed the presence of something there, something evil.


  He didn’t like this feeling which was accompanied by the same cold chills he felt whenever he sensed his dead father’s presence. Did Pa have something to do with this?


  It occurred to him that he could confirm the presence of a spirit. He had the means to do it. As quietly as he had descended the stairs, he made his way to the rear of the house, unlocked the door, and slipped outside. Because the day was to be very hot, the morning dew had nearly evaporated. Even this early, he felt like he had opened the door of a stove.


  He went down the back porch steps quickly, but when he approached the old well, he moved slowly, hesitantly. The first indication that something was wrong came when he saw the missing ledge stone. He took hold of the top of the well and leaned over. It was dark, of course, but it was not hard to see that the man had vanished. He hadn’t been dead after all; he had climbed out of the well and broken into the house. How?


  The basement door, he decided. The man had been inside all night. Angry now at himself for thinking such fantastic thoughts, as well as for having been too lazy to complete the job last night, he clenched his hands and started for the basement door. Trespasser. Grounds for murder.


  When he got there, he heard rodentlike sounds come from behind the door. He was about to reach down and pull it open when the door started to come up itself. Then he took hold of the handle and yanked violently, confronting the man and the little girl.


  The little girl screamed. Gerald froze, crouching to peer in at them, because the man resembled some underground creature. Gerald hadn’t really looked at him this close before. Now the other man’s fear, hate, and anger engulfed him for a moment. Enough time lapsed for the man to reach up and pull the door out of Gerald’s hands and back down. Before he could react, he heard the man turn the latch.


  Gerald pounded the metal door with his fist and pulled up on the handle with such force he tore it from its bolts. Losing his footing, he fell back and landed hard on his backside. He cursed and got to his feet quickly, but there was no way now to open that metal door from the outside without getting a crowbar from the barn.


  For a long moment he just stood there stupidly, blinking. He thought if he ran back into the house, the man might open the door and escape with the little girl. He had to prevent such a maneuver.


  He ran to the backhoe and started it up. Then he drove it to the basement door and lowered the shovel until it rested on the door, making it impossible for anyone to lift the door. Satisfied that he had blocked that avenue of escape, he went back into the house to do what he should have done the first time: finish off the man; and maybe now the woman and the little girl, too. He carried the shovel he had used before, retrieved from the barn when he got the backhoe.


  Goading him on was the voice of his father, accusing him of another failure. His eyes rolled, his face flushed with color. Gerald was totally out of control.


  Chicky Ross stopped walking down the dirt road the moment he set eyes on David Oberman’s Audi tilted in a ditch. Relief washed over him, followed by anxiety. The signs pointed away from foul play on his part. David Oberman would hardly abandon his car in the neighborhood where his wife disappeared if he planned to do away his family, then flee the country. He looked about, then hurried to the car. Questions flooded his mind. Why would the man have taken such a dangerously rutted road? Had he done it at night when he couldn’t see where he was going?


  A quick perusal of the inside of the automobile did not reveal any evidence of foul play, either. Nothing was broken and there were no bloodstains. When he looked around the car, he spotted some footsteps and followed their path with his gaze. He saw what was obviously another automobile in the forest ahead and walked down to it, but even before he reached it he could tell that it had been abandoned some time ago. There were large patches of rust on the body and wiry weeds poked through the holes in the body. The car had been blue, now faded to an eggshell color. What was the make on the car driven by the previous pair who disappeared in this area? He decided to run a check later.


  He turned around and studied the area. Aside from the old car, there was nothing here to attract David Oberman. Perhaps the young man had wanted to investigate the car or perhaps he had come down here by mistake and gotten stuck in the ditch.


  “Mr. Oberman,” he called and then listened. There was no response and no movement in the fields around him.


  Where did David Oberman go after his car got stuck? He certainly hadn’t returned to that garage. Maybe he got hurt when the car went into the ditch. Perhaps he was at some house or perhaps someone nearby took him to a hospital for treatment. There was nothing to do now but to get to a phone and call in. He thought that the best place would be the nearest farmhouse, whatever was closest. He imagined this was the owner’s land.


  He walked back to his car, happy that he hadn’t tried to drive too far down this…what did the mechanic call it?…cowpath. That’s what it was, all right. Oberman must have been pretty excited to have attempted it, he thought, but he couldn’t imagine what the man had expected to find. It made even less sense for his wife to have taken this dirt road.


  After he climbed into his car, Chicky backed out of the road and started for the farmhouse, but the exhaust pipe rattled so hard when he gunned the engine to get the car over a small rise that it finally broke free of its defective mooring and clattered to the pavement. He cursed and stopped the vehicle.


  “Nice time to fall apart on me,” he muttered as he got out to look under the car. Sure enough, the pipe rested on the road. He could drive on and let it drag, but it would probably break off completely. The whole muffler system might fall out, he thought. Besides, it wasn’t all that much of a walk to the farmhouse. He decided he would leave the car on the side of the road; after he called in Oberman’s car, he would call that garage and have them come with a tow truck.


  “And this time it will be fixed right,” he vowed.


  He pulled the car just off the road and then began his short hike. He laughed to himself thinking about Maggie back at home. He would have to phone her to tell her that he wasn’t going to return as quickly as he had thought. Their shopping would be postponed once again. He was sure she would tear into her brother and then go about her business cursing both of them throughout the day.


  He would have to make it up to her, he thought. She really was a patient and understanding woman. Of course, he would take her out to dinner and make promises about what they would do on his next day off. He could just see her seated across the table in the restaurant, her right eyebrow hooked skeptically as he spoke.


  When the farmhouse came into view, he thought about David Oberman once again. As far as he was concerned the man was clean. He’d have to prove it to the rest of the department. Still, Chicky wondered why the man didn’t call in and ask for help if something like this happened to him. More important, his car foundered in a ditch didn’t explain his failure to check in to find out what, if anything, was new about his missing wife and child. If he had found them, he wouldn’t have gone down that dirt road, would he? Could it be that he found them there?


  Chicky concluded that nothing much was really solved by his discovery of Oberman’s car. In fact, it only created more questions. That old policeman’s instinct was humming away again. As he walked on, he sensed that he was closing in on answers. Perhaps it was because of the mystery and the frustration, but he suddenly felt a little paranoid.


  The road was so quiet. He realized that not a car had motored down either way since his arrival. He didn’t mind being in a rural area, but right now the stillness was unnerving. It already was very warm, promising an unusually hot day. Sweat had broken out over his face and neck.


  As he went along he chastised himself for not being in Krammer’s physical condition. True, this wasn’t much of a walk, but either because he was in worse shape than he had imagined, or because he was just plain nervous, his legs and his back felt very tight, as if his body were warning him not to go any farther alone.


  He unbuttoned his shirt, wiped his face with his handkerchief, and touched the pistol in his holster just for security’s sake. There was no one to call out here, no backup units, no one on the force who knew he was on this road. He didn’t like the feeling. Whatever had incapacitated the Obermans could be lying in wait to ambush him.


  He realized that he was talking himself into things and he wasn’t reacting in a very professional manner, but he couldn’t help it.


  He often imagined a violent policeman’s death for himself. Sometimes he felt it was inevitable. Wherever it occurred and however it occurred, he believed he would have a moment to reflect upon it, and in that moment he would see Maggie’s face with that “I told you so” expression written all over it. In his vision he saw himself shrug. What else could he do?


  Chicky paused when he reached the driveway of the old farmhouse. It looked so quiet and still, almost uninhabited. This was the Thompson house. Something the mechanic had said came back to him. “He even talked to Gerald Thompson, for chrissakes.” Chicky had asked who Gerald Thompson was and the mechanic had replied, “Creepy son of a bitch. He don’t like talking to anyone.”


  Oberman’s car was crippled on what looked to be Gerald Thompson’s land, he thought. There was a good chance that the man, regardless of what kind of man he was, might know something about it.


  He looked up to note the sun had just cleared the tops of the trees to the east. It burned through the thin haze and looked pasted against the sky.


  Every time he imagined his own demise, it always occurred in the daytime, ironic in that he believed death should come on dark, cloudy days when the horizon looked gloomy.


  It’s all got to mean something, he thought, but whatever it meant, it was beyond him right now. He pulled his stomach in a little and started up the drive. He felt every step got him closer to some answers.


  14


  As soon as he latched the basement door, David embraced Tami. For a moment he could do nothing more. The two of them clung to one another on the stone stairway, just as confused as Gerald Thompson who stood on the other side of the metal door. Tami’s subdued sobbing became more like hiccups. Her body jerked spasmodically in David’s arms.


  “It’s all right, honey. It’s all right,” he muttered and then began a laborious descent down the steps into the basement, still clasping her to his chest. With the added weight, his one good leg threatened to give out and send both of them sprawling, but somehow David found the strength.


  Once inside, he kneeled and lowered Tami to stand on her own feet. But she wouldn’t relinquish her grasp of him. She clung to his neck, pulling him forward awkwardly. He caught his breath and looked about, his eyes now wide and frantic.


  He realized it would be a matter of minutes before the madman descended on them in the basement. He had little time to think, but the realization that both he and his daughter were in terrific danger catapulted him beyond logical thought. He became more like a rabid animal, more like trapped prey clawing madly against the darkness for some avenue of escape.


  In such a mad state, he was unaware of the pain and weakness in his body. He rose to his feet. Tami, still clinging to his neck, dangled from his body. He embraced her with his left arm and made his way back into the other room, moving about with no apparent purpose. He circled to the right of the coffin, keeping a good distance from the stairway. The morning light that streaked through the small basement windows cast the dark room in a silvery gray. Dust particles glittered in the rays.


  When he reached the water heater, he paused. There was a metal box brimming with tools beside it. At least he could rummage some kind of weapon. He knelt down but Tami began to scream when he started to pry her hands apart to get her off of him.


  “Wait,” he said. “Daddy needs this. Wait.”


  She clutched his good leg.


  He took the ball hammer out of the tool chest, encircled and lifted her with his left arm, and made his way across the basement to the side of the stairs.


  There was no banister on this side of the stairway. In fact, the wooden steps looked like an afterthought, tacked on long after the house had been built. Perhaps they were recently made to replace older stairs, he thought.


  In any case someone coming down them wouldn’t have a clear view of the basement until he or she reached midway. David saw this as an advantage; he now had an element of surprise, and he knew that whatever blow he could deliver would have to find its mark rapidly and successfully. His problem was to get Tami calm enough to give him room.


  He stroked her hair and listened. Something stirred upstairs, but he didn’t think the footsteps sounded heavy enough to be the man’s. He kissed Tami’s cheek and began to slide her to his right, lowering her into a sitting position.


  “You’ve got to let go of Daddy for a few moments, Tami. The bad man is coming and I’ve got to keep him from hurting us. Easy, sweetheart, easy,” he said.


  He got her to let go, but the moment she did so she realized she didn’t have her doll.


  “Where’s Sooey? I want Sooey.”


  David looked back into the other room. The doll must have fallen on the stone stairway; it sparked an idea that could give him an advantage during the confrontation he was about to begin. If he could just keep the madman’s attention away from him long enough to safely deliver the blow…


  “The doll’s back in that room, Tami. Go get it, but when you get it, don’t come back out here. Stay in the doorway. I want you to just stand there, understand?”


  Tami looked to the other room. The short distance seemed like miles and she wasn’t confident Gerald wouldn’t crash through the metal door and stomp down the stone steps.


  But, on the other hand, she never felt as great a need for her doll. She wanted to clutch it to her because, even to her fearful mind, it invoked the warmth and security she had always known at home.


  “Go, quickly,” David said. Tami stood up. David realized he was using his daughter as a decoy, but she might save them all. If he couldn’t stop the madman, it wouldn’t make much difference anyway.


  She scampered away from him, stumbling on the long nightgown. She saw Sooey at the base of the stone steps and rushed to scoop up the doll. She did, and began to race back. David screamed at her.


  “Stay there!”


  Her father looked angry and wild. She stopped and stared out at him. Almost simultaneously, she heard Gerald Thompson come to the top of the basement steps. With both her arms, she pressed her doll to her body and looked up as he began to descend, never looking more gigantic than he did at this moment. His long arms with their hands balled into fists dangling at his sides, he gave off an animal energy.


  When he was almost halfway down, Gerald saw her. He stopped on the stairs. He imagined the man was still on the stone stairway. Maybe he was trying to get the metal door open. He smiled to himself, believing he had him trapped.


  Below, David crouched against the wall, pressing his body as closely to it as he could. He grasped the ball hammer in his left hand and blanked everything out of his mind except a single image: himself swinging the weapon at his target—the big man’s left knee.


  “Son of a bitch,” Gerald Thompson cursed and continued his descent. The moment his legs came into clear view, David stepped away from the wall and swung the hammer on a straight, lateral path. The balled head crashed into the center of Gerald Thompson’s knee bone. A sickening crack sounded.


  To Gerald the blow was so unexpected that for a moment it seemed to come out of thin air, delivered by a spirit rather than a man. Almost immediately, it drove the breath out of him. He crumpled as if he were made of plaster and went crashing down, his head smacking sharply against a wall. He was unable to break his fall at the bottom of the stairway and rolled head over heels onto the basement floor. Before his body came to a complete rest, he was already unconscious. The shovel he’d been carrying clattered to the floor beyond his coiled body, rattling to a standstill.


  With the hammer still in his hand, David hopped toward Gerald Thompson, arched to deliver another blow if necessary. He was both surprised and excited by his success. Tami still had not twitched a muscle.


  “Quickly,” he said, urging her to cross to him. “To Mommy.” Tami hesitated. She didn’t want to go near the big man, but David urged her more frantically. She scurried around the sprawled form of Gerald, whose huge muscled arms were flung out in crucifix fashion, coming only inches away from his open, thickened palms. Even though she was terrified of him, she couldn’t help staring down into his face. His mouth was slightly ajar, exposing the upper teeth against his lip. The tip of his tongue curled over his lower lip, and to her it looked like a creature peering out from its lair.


  “Quickly,” David repeated. He took her hand and pulled her to him, lifting her with his right arm. Pain stabbed again in his leg, and he nearly folded over. But his desperation kept him going forward. Halfway up, he groaned and nearly lost consciousness, wavering on the steps. There was no way he could carry her and make it to the top. He had to lower her quickly.


  “Go up, go up,” he urged. She rushed ahead of him. Using the banister for support, he pulled himself up from what he had once feared would be his graveyard, coffin and all. Now his only thought was to get Stacey and shepherd them all out of this madhouse.


  When he reached the top, he closed the basement door behind him. He saw there was no way to lock it and for a few moments he considered propping something against it. But he opted for freeing Stacey right away, and getting all of them away from the house as quickly as possible. Tami waited at the base of the stairway.


  “Take me to Mommy,” he said. “Hurry.”


  She started up the steps and he followed as fast as he could, but when she reached the landing she stopped. He came up behind her.


  “What is it? We’ve got to move quickly.”


  She didn’t speak. He looked up from her and confronted Irene and Shirley, both standing in the hallway. Shirley wore her nightgown and Irene wore a robe. She smiled coldly as though she had already made any further rescue an impossibility.


  David looked from the woman to the girl. The girl scowled at him. She opened her big hands like a hawk readying to claw prey.


  “Where’s my wife?” David asked. His voice rose barely above a whisper. He steadied himself by leaning against the wall on the top landing. He still carried the hammer and imagined that he had to appear quite threatening to this woman and child, whoever they were. His clothing was torn and disheveled; his face was streaked with dirt and sweat, and the wild look in his eyes, caused by pain and anger, gave him a menacing air. He had gone through a metamorphosis; and he would not have recognized himself if he had looked into a mirror.


  For a moment Irene said nothing. Then her smile softened. Shirley, as if sensing the change in her mother’s mood, relaxed her stance. She pressed her hands against her thighs and lowered her shoulders.


  “I’ve got to make breakfast,” Irene said. He was shocked by the friendly, musical tone in her voice. He looked from Irene to Shirley and then back at Irene. For a moment he questioned whether he were hallucinating. Why wasn’t this woman afraid of him? Why did she act as though he had always been in this house?


  “Shirley and Donna are going to help me,” Irene went on. “They have chores to do; they have to help. Everyone has to pitch in. That’s what Gerald always says.” She smiled and reached out to pat Tami’s head.


  Tami backed up against him.


  “Donna,” she said, “don’t you want to help?”


  “Donna? Who’s Donna? Where’s my wife?” he repeated, raising his voice.


  “David?”


  The thin, skeptical-sounding voice drew his attention to the doorway of the room on the right.


  “Stacey!”


  He pushed his way past the woman who offered no resistance and entered the bedroom. The sight of Stacey brought him to tears. He rushed forward, limping as quickly as he could, when Stacey sat up to embrace him.


  She began to cry hysterically, it was as if all her pent-up frustration and fear were suddenly released. The dam was broken, and the flood was free to find its natural course. He stroked and kissed her and pressed her to him firmly until her crying began to subside.


  “Oh God,” she said. “Oh God, oh God.” Her thoughts became jumbled. “How did you find us? Why did it take so long? What happened to you? What happened to your leg?”


  “Never mind me. What happened to you?” He heard the chains rattle and stood up to inspect the mechanism. “Christ almighty, what the hell have they done to you?”


  “And to Tami. They’re crazy people, David. We’ve got to get out of here,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper. She, too, looked mad to him. “They trapped us here. The car broke down and they locked us away and they did things to us, terrible things…” she gasped. “David, oh God, David. Thank God it’s over. Thank God. Get us out of here. Please.”


  “We’ll get out. It’s all right; it’s okay now.” He studied the lock on the chain and followed the chain to the bedpost. For a moment he thought about pounding it with the hammer, but then he realized he didn’t have much time.


  Stacey took a deep breath and tried to get more control of herself. Cutting through her intense and frenzied thinking, she realized what David had to do.


  “Lift the bed and slide the chain down,” she said. “I’ll help you do it. It’s the fastest way.”


  “Okay,” he said. He put the hammer down and took hold of the side of the bed. He was afraid he wouldn’t have the strength to lift it with her still on it. He was drained from the efforts to escape out of the well the night before and from the fight with the man. He wished he could brace himself on both legs.


  Stacey leaned over the bed as he lifted. She pushed the chain down as quickly as she could, but he couldn’t hold the bed up long enough for her to get it out from under the post. He had to rest, take a few deep breaths, and try again. This time the chain on her right leg slipped free of the post.


  Because her right leg was no longer chained to the bed, she was now able to slide to the left and slip off the bed. She knelt beside the bed as David came around to lift the left end and free the other chain.


  As Stacey began to work the chain down the post before he lifted the bed, David had a moment to digest more of the situation. Naked and crouched, her hair disheveled, Stacey appeared creaturelike even in this subdued lighting. The only illumination was coming from the hall. The boarded windows made him feel as though he had entered a dungeon. His heart went out to her as he imagined the horror she obviously had gone through over the last few days.


  The chain caught on the post. She grunted and clawed at it wildly. He got down on his knees and seized her wrists.


  “Wait. Let me try,” he said. She looked at him and as if for the first time she acknowledged his presence. By working the chain, he was able to free it. It fell to the floor. All he would have to do is lift the bed and she could slide it out from under the post. “All right,” he said, “get ready.”


  He positioned his hands and braced himself for this one last expenditure of effort, but before he could attempt it, something eclipsed the weak light that fell in the room.


  He turned slowly and saw Gerald Thompson looming in the doorway. With the light behind him, his face looked ghoulish. He appeared like a hooded executioner. David’s heart went cold and he released his grip on the bed with a groan.


  Remarkably, Stacey did not scream. It was as though she had been drained of all emotion at last. She looked up at the dark figure towering above them as would one who had suffered a lobotomy. She faced him with a sense of inevitable doom. This was their fate. David’s arrival and their struggle had all been part of a wishful dream, the mind’s attempt to block out certain death. In a few moments it would all be over. She almost welcomed their fate; she thought she was too tired for any more struggle and for any more hope.


  As soon as Gerald had recovered his senses, the pain in his knee drove him into a rage. Like some kind of insect, the man had stung him. He felt the same kind of frustration he usually felt whenever a bee or a mosquito bit him. The creature was so tiny he could crush it in an instant, but not before bringing great pain and discomfort.


  He had always been this way. Even as a child, he found it both satisfying and necessary to kill all the spiders and ants he could find, as well as mosquitoes and bees. Sometimes, when he had no chores, he would go on insect hunts and kill as many as he could.


  He had always resented men like the man who had sneaked into his house. Despite their size and physical weakness in comparison to him, they were still somehow superior; and it wasn’t just because they were smarter or made more money. There was something inherently better about them. He could see it in their eyes whenever they looked at him or in the eyes of others whenever he stood next to one.


  They knew they were better. He had first been stung in grade school, sitting beside boys like Lawrence Benton or Bobby Kaufman. He saw it in the way the teacher looked at them and then looked at him. They were always verbally stroked; the teacher appreciated them. He was merely tolerated. As far as he knew, he had done nothing to provoke the response.


  He realized they would have expected him to have a baby like Arthur. They would understand why his son was terminally ill the moment he was born. To them it was nature reinforcing what they already knew: people like Gerald were freaks, mistakes that had fallen through the cracks of humanity. It wouldn’t happen again. Nature would see to that.


  Only he cheated nature, didn’t he? He took away the satisfaction she would have when Arthur’s puny life was finally ended. He ended it; he defied nature as well as them. Behind their facade of sympathy, he saw their smug looks of satisfaction. After all, everything they believed had been reinforced. Or so they thought. He knew better. He knew he was still in control.


  Here on the farm, in his world, he was the one who would make the life-and-death decisions; and this insect of a man who had come at him in the same manner as an insect would suffer an insect’s violent death. He would crush him as he would crash a spider, right here on the floor of this bedroom.


  The shovel glimmered in his big hand.


  He had come up from the basement as quickly as he could, limping, but ignoring the pain. He saw Irene and Shirley at the top of the stairs looking toward the bedroom, and he knew that the man and the woman were still here. They were within his reach.


  Irene looked horrified, but he wasn’t concerned about her feelings. He was concerned about himself. Later he would deal with her. She should have known that child had left her bedroom anyway. She bore some blame for this mess.


  He stepped into the doorway and glared down at them squatting beside the bed. He saw that the woman still had one leg incapacitated. The house had slowed them down. His father had joined forces with the house, directing it to let Gerald get within inches of success. He regained his confidence. Everything would be all right. He caught his breath, clenched his hands into fists the size of small sledgehammers, one gripped around the shovel’s handle, and stepped forward.


  David rose slowly on his one good leg.


  Chicky Ross strode up the front steps to the doorway of the sprawling Victorian farmhouse, the jutting lines and corners picturesque from afar, but up close weathered and in need of repair. He paused and looked around the yard. There was something about the stillness that bothered him even more as he approached the house. There were no birds flitting through the trees; the leaves remained unstirred; and the air was motionless, like the air before a tornado. Everything looked painted on canvas. It was as if time had been put on pause with a video recorder. In a moment the Great Operator would press a button and the future would come rushing onto the screen.


  Setting aside his discomfort, he looked for a buzzer by the door and found he had to open the screen door to get at the metal knocker. The mechanism shone as new as the day it had been attached, a clue that few people ever came calling. He rapped against the brass plate and listened to the hollow echo of the sound reverberate inside. Was the house empty? No one responded.


  After a moment he rapped again and then strolled to a front window and peered in at what was obviously a living room. There was no one there. He went back to the door and rapped again. Finally, he called out.


  “Hello? Anyone around?”


  He waited, but there was still no response. He tried the door, but it was locked. He realized there were no houses between this one and the end of Willow Road. Frustrated, he considered the walk back to the garage. The distance seemed insurmountable; it would make for a considerably longer delay. Maybe he should go in the other direction and get to a phone, he thought.


  “Dammit,” he muttered and walked off the porch. He stood looking up at the house for a moment and then decided to go around and see if he could find anyone.


  As soon as he reached the rear, he stopped and stared at the backhoe parked right beside the house. The shovel had been lowered on what was obviously a basement door. It looked as though it had been lowered so fast and so hard that it had dented the metal door.


  “Why the hell would anyone do that?” he muttered and waited as if he were waiting for an answer from an invisible partner.


  He looked up at the barn and listened. He thought he heard something from within it. He could hear the chickens in the chicken house to the right and he saw two cows grazing between that and the barn. Otherwise everything was still, yet it felt like the stillness before a storm and not the stillness of a peaceful rural scene.


  His curiosity piqued, he walked to the barn and pushed the door slightly ajar so he could squeeze through and enter. He stood there for a moment, listening.


  “Anyone around? Hello?”


  Something at the rear of the barn caught his attention. He pushed the barn door open farther so he could let in more light and then walked to the back. When he got there, his face flushed. This was the car David Oberman’s wife drove; it had the license plate and fit the description. Someone had begun to tear it apart. The hood and the door on the passenger side had been unhinged and all of the tires had been removed. Everything had been piled neatly in front and to the left of it.


  “Why the hell…”


  He spun around quickly: did he hear voices? After he listened carefully for a moment, he heard nothing. Even so, he moved slowly back to the barn door and peered out. There was still no one in sight. Then he thought he heard a woman’s voice off to the right, but from this position he could see no one.


  What the hell was this? he wondered. What the hell was going on here?


  He came out of the barn and struck back toward the rear of the farmhouse. When he got to the back porch steps, he paused again. There were definitely voices off to the right, but the sound of them was drifting away. Someone, some people, had gone over that small hill. They must be moving quickly, he thought.


  “Hello,” he shouted and listened. There was no response. He cupped his hands at his mouth and called in the direction of the voices. “Hello, this is the police. Anyone here?”


  There was no answer. He considered going after them but then decided he would try the house one more time before going off in pursuit. He walked up the steps to the back door and turned the handle. This door opened into a small pantry. He went through quickly and entered the kitchen.


  “Anyone home? This is the police,” he repeated. The deep silence urged him to draw his pistol. He did so and released the safety.


  He started farther into the house. He stopped by the open basement door and peered in and down the steps. He thought he heard someone down there so he started to descend, pausing midway. When he looked to the left, he froze in shock. Was that an open coffin…in someone’s basement?


  Before he had time for another thought he heard what could be none other than a woman’s scream. Turning quickly, he ran up the basement steps and headed for the stairway leading upstairs. When he reached the first step, he heard the sounds of pounding and grunting. For some reason the noise made him think of the counter area in a butcher shop.


  Both cautious and intrigued, he began his ascent up the stairway, his gun still drawn, his heart pounding.


  15


  David remembered once getting into a fight with someone much bigger than himself. He was a junior in high school then. Actually, it was the first real fight he had ever had. Like any other boy attending a public school, he had his share of physical confrontations, which consisted mostly of a few pushes and taps. Before his fight in high school, however, he couldn’t recall ever really striking another boy with closed fists. Of course, he had seen other fights and he had been fascinated by violence the way any adolescent is, but his father was not a violent man. From him David had inherited patience and toleration; from his mother he had gotten a faith in the power of reason and intelligence.


  He was witty and quick and could usually belittle antagonists sharply enough to come out looking superior and not cowardly. But Billy Potter was too stupid, or rather too abused at home to understand anything but a physical reprimand. The argument was petty; it was over a seat in the lunch room, and David was willing to give it up, making the trophy look insignificant in the process.


  Billy was a relatively new student in the school, having attended it for only two years, whereas David had spent all of his academic life there. The other students around him favored him and applauded the way he handled Billy Potter. Potter, frustrated by David’s retreat, even though he didn’t understand, pursued. In his world smaller and weaker people were supposed to grovel, not look and act superior when backing away. This wasn’t backing away; this was something else, some kind of underhanded warfare.


  He continued to press David, backing him up with short, sharp punches to the shoulder and chest. The lunch room was crowded and the teacher supervisors were busy in the hallways as students lined up to get their food. None of the other students would come to David’s aid, either: Potter was too big.


  When David didn’t respond to the short, sharp punches, Potter began to slap him in the face with an open hand. It was a funny thing about a slap. A punch was obviously more physically detrimental, but a slap carried an insult with it. The quick, snappy sound drew more attention and reddened David’s face. Potter was indeed belittling him.


  David never understood from where his temper erupted. But suddenly, without any warning, he swung out instinctively and struck Potter just under the tip of his nose. The blow was dramatic, even though it wasn’t very hard. It produced an instant letting of blood, shocking everyone, including David himself.


  Potter responded with some vicious punches, catching David on the shoulder and neck, but David was able to block most of them before the fight was finally over. Potter was the one led off bleeding, even though both of them were taken to the dean for disciplinary action. David recalled the half smile on the dean’s face. It was as though David had finally proved himself to be a normal boy.


  Of course, his parents weren’t happy. But during the days that followed, Potter kept his distance and David sensed a new respect from other boys in his class. He was far from ready to accept the violent way as the right way, but well stored in his mind was the memory of the success and the self-respect it had brought.


  The memory lay dormant through the years since, waiting like a sleeping beast.


  Now Gerald Thompson came toward him, a heavy, discolored shovel in his hand. He paused and let a grin spread across his face. He flung the shovel down, letting it clatter to the floor, and balled his hands into fists. Despite the fact of the shovel, David Oberman found the rage well within him again. Just as soon as Gerald was in range David struck out. The blow caught the big man unaware. He thought David would cower and beg for mercy.


  David hit him in the mouth, driving his lower lip into his teeth. Gerald tasted his own blood. Like a vampire driven by the scent and flavor, he went into a rage and rushed forward, striking David hard on the left side of his neck. The punch nearly snapped his neck, whipping him to the side and off the bed.


  Gerald brought his left fist down, pounding the floored David and nearly knocking the breath out of him. Then he reached forward to grasp David by the neck and pull him up. The man was everything Gerald was not—polished, wealthy, successful. He would enjoy beating him to a pulp, and then watch as his face collapsed when the shovel shattered his skull. David kicked out with his good leg, but he was unable to make contact.


  When David fell over the bed, however, he felt the hammer he had laid there just before lifting the side of the bed to free his wife. His hands closed around the handle and when Gerald bent down again to seize him around the neck, David struck him on the side of the head with the hammer.


  The blow was severe enough to send Gerald reeling. He staggered and raised his arm to protect himself from another blow. David flailed out wildly now, and only grazed the big man. The blow was enough to drive Gerald off balance and to his knees beside the bed. He reached up in time to catch the hammer in midair before David could land another blow.


  They struggled like that for a few moments, and then Gerald’s foot caught on a bed post and he toppled to the floor. David brought the hammer down quickly onto the hulking man’s head, and when he fell back dazed, David struggled to his feet and limped to the bedside where the chain was hinged, catching his breath first. He heaved the bed up and shoved the chain aside. It scraped across the floor, free. “Quick!” he gasped, to his stunned wife. “Get out!”


  “David, hit him again,” she cried hysterically at the figure of Gerald, now gripped with pain on the floor. “He raped me! He raped me!”


  David seized her arm, and pushed her toward the door. “Get out now, I’ll take care of this,” he said, waving his arm as she skidded across the mattress to the other side. She looked wild-eyed. Remembering the chain was still clasped to her foot, she reeled the chain in quickly and hurried past David into the hallway before Gerald could regain his senses. David, recovering his breath, began to hop past him, bracing himself against the hall wall as he went.


  But before he reached the stairway, Gerald was up again. He reached forward and seized David’s right arm, spinning him around violently. He plucked the hammer from David’s hand with ease and then drove his big fist into the side of David’s face. Stacey was already three-quarters of the way down. She looked up and screamed as David teetered ominously at the top of the long stairway.


  Gerald raised the hammer intending to bring it down on David’s skull. His vision of the man’s face collapsing inward returned. Maybe he could use the shovel later to deepen the wound. The hammer would rid him, at the least, of the man for now. And there was always the woman and the girl…A grin spread across his face, and to David it appeared like the grin of death. Stacey screamed again and reached upward as if she could help her husband by merely pointing at Gerald.


  Just before Gerald brought the hammer down, Chicky Ross fired his pistol. The bullet struck Gerald in the chest and the impact drove him sideways as David scooted away from him. He leaned against the banister, dazed for a moment, blinking. Then he seemed to lose equilibrium and started to fold backward over the railing.


  Actually, no more than a second had passed, but within that tiny, remaining moment of life, Gerald saw his father’s face again. The old man had just put Gerald—Gerald who had tenderly cared for his mad father in his dotage; Gerald who had lovingly buried him in the Thompson mausoleum—into the Bad Box. He could even in that instant remember the incident in his past that had led to the punishment. He had uprooted his mother’s plot of dead irises by accident, as he hoed the ground for a bed of tomatoes the family needed. In fury his father told him in his grating voice that he had shamed his mother, and that he’d have to stay in the box all night. It was a hot July day.


  The last image Gerald saw at the moment of his death was his father, grinning in at him, who was sobbing and pleading, as the lid of the Bad Box lowered over him.


  David lay on the floor gasping. Stacey, who watched from halfway up the stairs, ran up to him and cradled his head in her lap. Chicky holstered his gun and went over to the sprawled body on the foyer floor to test his pulse. Nothing beat there. He rose, trembling.


  He had shot at a man only twice before in his career: once when a burglar shot at him, and once during an attempted robbery of a gas station. Both times the criminals surrendered before much of an exchange ensued. He had fantasized this moment many times in his life, but now that it was here, he didn’t react the way he had envisioned he would. He wasn’t at all as professional or as macho about it as he had hoped. His hands were shaking and he couldn’t take his eyes off the dead body, but he realized there was yet a great deal more to do.


  He climbed the stairs and looked at Stacey. She seemed unaware that she was naked as she comforted her dazed husband. She appeared unable to stop herself from gulping deep breaths. Her shoulders heaved up and down and her face was so red she looked as though she might explode from the pressure of the blood that had pumped to the surface of her skin.


  “My God,” Chicky said. He stepped forward; “Easy, Mrs. Oberman,” he said. “Easy. It’s over; it’s all over.” He touched her shoulder and then went to the room to find a robe. He returned with the blanket and draped it over her shoulders. She blinked at him and then looked at David.


  “I can’t…stop…” she gasped. She began smoothing David’s hair to bring him around.


  Chicky saw the chains attached to her ankles. He unlocked them with a key he’d found after rummaging through Gerald’s pockets. They fell away. But as David recouped his senses, Stacey lost hers until she just stared ahead of her.


  “Mr. Oberman, what the hell’s going on here?” Chicky said. David didn’t respond. “Mr. Oberman? Are you all right?”


  David looked up at him, the realities beginning to sink in. He looked over at Stacey and saw how she sat there staring ahead as if she was hypnotized. Then he tried to stand. Chicky helped him, guiding him to a chair in the bedroom when he saw he was still unsteady. He went back to the hall and led Stacy to the bed where he got her to lie down, then draped the blanket over her.


  “Is he dead?” David asked.


  “Looks that way, Mr. Oberman.” He stood up. “Can you tell me what went on here?”


  “They had my wife…trapped…chained to that bed. He…raped her.” David looked to Stacey for confirmation, but she simply stared ahead.


  “Damn. What happened to you?”


  “He tried to kill me…threw me down a well…my leg…”


  “Yeah, I see. I’ll call for an ambulance.” Chicky looked around the room and shook his head at the boarded windows. What a nightmare, he thought, but at least the man had found his wife and child. The child? “Where’s your little girl, Mr. Oberman? Wasn’t she with your wife?”


  The question triggered off both Stacey and David. The daze they were both in as a result of the struggle lifted instantly. Stacey sat up and David rose from the chair.


  “Tami? Tami! Tami!” Stacey screamed, the blanket falling away again.


  “She was right outside,” David said. “With that…that woman and her child.”


  “What woman, Mr. Oberman?” Chicky followed him to the doorway and they both looked into the hall. “What woman, Mr. Oberman?” Chicky repeated. Stacey called to them.


  Chicky went back to her while David grabbed up the shovel to use as a crutch and limped down the stairs as best he could. Chicky found her coherent, but very distraught. She directed him to check the rooms upstairs which she recited from memory. They were empty. Chicky went to the head of the stairway. David returned to the bottom of it.


  “They’re not down here,” he called up. “Where the hell are they?”


  “I’ve got to call for an ambulance and some help,” Chicky said. “Where’s a phone?”


  “They don’t have a phone,” Stacey said.


  “Jesus.”


  “Where’s my daughter?” David limped about in circles like a lunatic unaware that he had been released from a confined cell.


  “I’ll go look for her, Mr. Oberman. You look after your wife.”


  “She’s crazy,” Stacey said, coming up behind him, the blanket wrapped around her. She was obviously fighting for coherence. “The woman is crazy. She’ll hurt her. She’s crazy.” She took hold of his arm. He pried her fingers away gently, just as he had pried them from the chain to unlock the cuffs.


  “All right; all right. Give me a chance to look, Mrs. Oberman. Mr. Oberman, can you look after your wife?” With both of them in such a maddened state, he wondered if he could leave them. He thought it wouldn’t be past them to go off on their own search, even in their badly beaten state.


  “Find them!” David screamed. “Hurry.”


  “All right,” Chicky said. “I’ll find them. Look to your wife,” he repeated, starting down the stairs. David grabbed him when he reached the bottom.


  “She thinks my daughter is someone else. There’s no telling what she’ll do. She’s insane.”


  “I’ll take care of it. I promise.”


  Chicky broke away from him and headed for the back of the house. Those voices, he thought, recalling what he had heard just before he had come into the house, that must have been them going over the hill he spotted. Where was she taking the Oberman child?


  “We need Arthur and Arthur needs us,” Irene had said as soon as the fight had begun in the bedroom. A fear glowed in her, and her mind, always weak, teemed feverishly. She felt something that approached logic, and she was impelled to follow it. Twisted and entangled in her mind were thoughts of her dead son and her own fear of being alone. In her most insane moment she was her most sane in recognizing for the first time that her son had passed from this world. “He’s alone. He needs a playmate, too,” she intoned, looking at Shirley. Irene brought her lower lip over her upper and made the sad face. Shirley always understood the sad face and always agreed to whatever she wanted her to agree to whenever she put on that face. Shirley nodded sadly. “You’ve had her long enough anyway,” Irene added breathlessly. “Isn’t that right, dear? Don’t you want to share your friend with Arthur?”


  “She’s afraid of Are…thor,” Shirley said. She reached out and grasped Tami’s wrist before Tami could move much farther away. “She’s ascared,” she added and pressed her face up to Tami’s. Tami struggled to break free of the hold, but Shirley’s grip was tight. “Just a scaredy cat. A sissy with a sissy doll,” Shirley added. Now that it looked certain she would lose her playmate, she didn’t mind mocking her in the open. In fact, it made her feel better.


  “Well, we’ve got to bring her to him, Shirley. Gerald’s busy,” Irene said, looking toward the bedroom. “He can’t do it. This time we have to do it ourselves. We have to go to Arthur ourselves,” she added, turning to Shirley. “And you know where Arthur is, don’t you? I never asked you before, but I’m afraid I have to ask you now.”


  “Uh-huh. I know,” she said with new excitement. Another idea had occurred to her. After all, when they had gone outside at night to see Arthur, where had they heard him just before Gerald called and made them come into the house? They had heard him in the well and they would have gone to him, too, if Gerald hadn’t been so angry. Arthur was probably still in there. It wasn’t the first time she had imagined him to be in there. She would actually see him now.


  “Well, then we’d better get started, okay?”


  “Okay,” Shirley said. She took back Tami’s wrist, digging her fingernails into the little girl’s skin, and helped take her to the rear door. When Irene reached out to open it, Tami was able to get her hand off her mouth.


  “Nooo!” Tami cried. She tried to sit down on the floor to prevent herself from being dragged outside, but Shirley twisted her wrist roughly, sending a stabbing pain up her arm and into her shoulder. She cried out for her father and her mother, but neither could hear her.


  “Now is this a way to behave?” Irene asked her. She shook her head. “Arthur won’t like you if you don’t behave.”


  “Arthur will like her,” Shirley said. She was eager now to make Tami go. She wanted to put her idea to the test, an idea that would lead to Arthur’s actual appearance, she was convinced. “He told me so,” she added. Tami’s eyes widened in fear.


  “Not if she’s like this,” Irene said, and walked ahead of them. But Tami remained immobile. With her mother ten feet away and out of earshot, Shirley turned Tami’s wrist even harder. The tears streamed down Tami’s face, and she gagged on her own sobs.


  “Stand straight and walk,” Shirley commanded. “I said walk, Sooey-face.” She ripped the doll from Tami’s other arm and held it away. “Walk or you’ll never get your doll back.”


  Tami took a few steps forward, but when she reached out for the doll Shirley continued to hold it away. Finally, she returned it and Tami pressed the doll against her, smothering her tears and sobs in the doll’s face.


  Irene stopped and waited for them to catch up. She peered at Tami.


  “That’s better,” Irene said. She patted her on the head. “That’s a good girl. Come along, dear.” She took Tami’s other hand. The three of them made their way around the barn. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s find Arthur and show him our new playmate.”


  Irene and the two girls had hurried by just before Chicky Ross emerged from the barn. Tami walked between Shirley and her, both of them holding her hands. She looked back longingly, realizing that her father and mother were now together up in that terrible room. Surely they wouldn’t want her to go out with these two.


  “I want my mommy and daddy,” she said.


  “Oh, boy, is she a sissy,” Shirley said.


  “No, she’s not. She’s just a little frightened girl. Isn’t that it, Donna?” Irene asked, her voice so soft and sweet it drew Tami’s sincere nod. “Sure. That’s understandable. We’re all a little frightened when we first meet new people. I was always afraid to meet new people,” Irene went on. “Whenever anyone new came to our house, I hid in my room. My mother would have to come drag me out. Isn’t that terrible?”


  She brought her voice up at the end of her question, making it seem more like a funny story. Shirley laughed.


  “You shouldn’t laugh, Shirley. You were the same way for a long time. Arthur was different, though,” she added, looking far off, “Arthur was always happy to meet new people. He was eager to meet new people and new people always liked him. That’s why I know you’ll like him when you meet him, Donna.”


  “She almost met him, but she got scared.”


  “Stop saying those things, Shirley. You’re not making this any easier by saying those things.” Irene glared at her.


  “Gerald’s going to be mad I showed you where Arthur is,” she said defiantly. She didn’t like being reprimanded in front of Tami.


  “No, he won’t. This is different. He can’t do it, so we have to do it.”


  “He told me I shouldn’t tell you where Arthur really is. He made me promise,” she said and she stopped. She let go of Tami’s hand and folded her arms across her chest.


  Irene turned on her, spinning Tami around roughly.


  “You listen to me, young lady,” she said, glaring down at her. She paused and Shirley waited with interest for the threat to follow. “If you want to keep your playmate in this house, you’d better do just as I asked you to, understand?”


  Shirley pressed her lips together, but she didn’t move.


  “Understand?”


  “Are…thor gets everything he asks for,” she said. “Well, he does.” She turned on Irene.


  Irene straightened up and softened her expression.


  “He doesn’t get everything, but we’ve got to do whatever we can for him. Poor Arthur,” Irene said. “Poor little Arthur.” Shirley’s face softened. “He’s all alone.” She looked about as though Arthur was lost somewhere on the farm. Shirley brought her arms down and seized Tami’s hand again.


  “Keep going straight,” Shirley said.


  “Straight?”


  “I’ll show you,” Shirley added and started away, pulling Tami along roughly.


  The sound of the gunshot within the house turned them around. Irene stared at the house for a moment and then looked down at Tami.


  “What was that?” Shirley asked. “It sounded like a firecracker.”


  “I don’t know what it was,” Irene said, the glow of fear growing stronger. “It’s not important now. What’s important is for us to see Arthur and introduce him to Donna. Let’s go.”


  They continued walking until Shirley paused and pointed to the well.


  “Is that where he is?” Irene asked in a loud whisper. “That’s where Gerald said he is?”


  “Yes.” Shirley stared at the well. “He’s at the bottom. All the way down at the bottom.” She turned to Tami and pulled her arm. “Come on, scaredy cat or are you going to sit on the ground and scream again?”


  “I wanna go back,” Tami said, but Irene didn’t hear her. She moved forward like a somnambulist, her gaze fixed on the well. When she reached it, she let go of Tami’s hand and leaned over the edge to look down into the darkness below. Tami turned to run back to the house, but Shirley grabbed a fist full of her hair and held her in place.


  “Yes,” Irene said, listening. “I hear him. He is in the well. I should have realized this is where he would be. His spirit would guard this—Gerald’s father would want that.”


  Curious herself, Shirley pulled Tami along and approached the well to listen. Was Arthur really down there? She had heard him scratching away and it did seem to come from the well. Why was it Irene could hear him and she couldn’t? She tried listening harder and then looked to Irene, who was smiling and nodding.


  Instinctively, Tami began to back away and struggle against Shirley’s grip. She almost broke free, but Shirley spun around and caught her with both arms.


  “She doesn’t want to see him,” she sang. “She doesn’t like Are…thor.”


  “Oh, dear Donna, dear, dear Donna. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Arthur’s a little boy, just like you’re a little girl. You’ll see. He’ll teach you things, things no one else can teach you,” Irene added. A sheen of perspiration covered her face. The veins were never so close to the surface of her almost transparent skin. She took Tami’s hand again and gave Shirley a look as if to say, “Now leave it all to me.” Obediently, Shirley released her grip and Tami, still sobbing but holding the sounds back, went to Irene.


  Irene embraced her and then lifted her to place her on the well rim.


  “Don’t cry anymore, Donna. You’re lucky. You’re going to meet Arthur,” she said. Then she turned slowly.


  Shirley drew closer. This was going to be the most interesting thing she had ever seen, and she wanted to see all of it, especially how Arthur would come up the well.


  To get a better view, Shirley climbed up on the ledge and sat waiting. Tami, sensing that something dreadful was about to happen to her, began to struggle to get free again. She slid under one of Irene’s arms and dangled, held by her left wrist, and sobbed aloud. Her sobbing turned to cries and pleas.


  “Now stop this. Stop this immediately,” Irene commanded. She seized Tami’s other arm and shook her. “You’re making Arthur unhappy and he won’t come up. If you don’t stop crying…” Although she didn’t finish the threat, Tami imagined it would have to be something terrible. She stopped struggling. Almost immediately, Irene smiled approval. “That’s better.”


  She lifted her again, this time by holding her firmly at the waist.


  “Come on,” she said. “Let’s call him together. Arthur,” she began. “Arthur.” She shook Tami and whispered, “Call him. Arthur,” she repeated. “Can you come up and play? Call him.”


  “Arthur,” Tami mouthed. “Arthur,” she said when Irene squeezed her.


  “Louder,” Irene commanded. “He doesn’t hear you.”


  “Arthur,” Tami said, raising her voice just a little. As she looked down the dark well, she was terrified that Arthur would really appear because she was calling.


  “Arthur’s coming,” Irene said. “He’s coming, dear. You’ll see him soon.”


  Shirley climbed up on the ledge herself. Arthur was really coming. He was coming. But when she looked down, she only saw the dark empty well. She looked at Irene, confused. Irene was acting as though Arthur was indeed coming. She looked as though she saw him, but where was he? Why couldn’t she see him?


  Irene released her grip on Tami and the little girl tottered on the well ledge. Shirley looked at her and then down the well again. Then she seized her doll, still clasped in Tami’s arms.


  “Arthur wants Sooey first,” she cried; Tami screamed. Irene stepped back and brought her right hand to her cheek, amazed by the scene.


  Tami pushed herself back instinctively and she and Shirley began a struggle on the ledge over the doll in Tami’s grasp. “He wants Sooey, he wants Sooey,” she chanted, tugging. But Tami refused to relax her grip and tried to wriggle free. For a few moments Irene was stunned by the struggle.


  “Oh, dear,” she said. “Oh, dear, oh, dear.”


  It was at that moment that Stacey screamed. When she first started out of the house toward them, she knew that she had better not give them warning. She thought the woman and the girl might do something erratic. But when she realized what Shirley’s intentions were, she shouted with all her might.


  Irene turned to her. “We’re waiting for Arthur,” she said.


  Tami began to scream harder and kick at Shirley with her free leg, fighting to save the doll. Shirley stood up on the ledge to put more force in her tug-of-war for the doll.


  “Let her go!” Stacey shouted. She was running as fast as she could, clinging to the corners of the blanket so it stayed wrapped around her. All she saw was the straggle at the well’s ledge, and the woman standing back, pale and sickly, watching with her mouth open, gaping.


  Out of breath, she reached the group and grabbed hold of Tami’s left wrist, pulling her to her. The wrestling was short-lived. Shirley was no match for Stacey who was now driven by total hysteria.


  When Shirley lost her hold on Tami, she also lost her footing on the well ledge and fell backward. Her head struck the well wall about ten feet down and then she turned over twice before striking the bottom. It happened so quickly that for a moment neither Irene nor Stacey realized it. Then Stacey screamed and clasped Tami to her.


  Irene turned with a dazed expression on her face and looked over the edge. She was still staring down at Shirley’s crumpled and quiet body below when Chicky Ross arrived. He had seen the final action as he emerged from the house.


  Stacey and Tami were seated on the ground, crying and holding one another. Stacey was kissing her daughter’s face and stroking her hair.


  The detective lumbered to the ledge and peered down. He saw the dark, twisted form of Shirley’s body and then whirled to face Irene, who had turned toward him, a painted smile on her translucent face. Her wide sullen eyes brimmed with tears of triumph. “It was Shirley,” she said.


  Chicky didn’t respond. He looked down at the girl again and then back at Irene. “It was Shirley he wanted,” she continued. “That’s why he didn’t come up. He wanted his sister to be down there with him. Isn’t that wonderful? Now they’ll be together forever.”


  Chicky shook his head, certain she was no threat now to anyone. He went to see to Stacey and Tami. For the time being he left Irene standing by the well, mumbling to her dead children.


  Epilogue


  David leaned back on the chaise longue and closed his eyes. Despite the upbeat music of the Latin rock band, the warm afternoon sun made him drowsy. It was already the fifth day of their vacation, but he was only now really beginning to relax. Every day he had expected some terrible traumatic reaction on either Stacey’s or Tami’s part. This trip, nearly a year after the horrible ordeal, was mainly his idea, but both the psychiatrists Tami and Stacey had been seeing thought it was a good one.


  Stacey and Tami had been on their way to the Catskill resort area to join him when they were incarcerated by the Thompsons. The journey remained heavy in their minds like some decaying matter still capable of infecting good thoughts and good memories. Even though he had gone back to work on the project, it had become taboo to suggest they join him, even for a weekend. Instead, he made it his business to return home every day, even if it meant getting up extra early and driving for hours.


  The doctor had told him that taking this vacation wasn’t going to be easy, but he didn’t need the doctor in order to come to that realization. The therapy had helped and the sleeping pills were a significant aid, but the danger of Stacey becoming dependent on either or both of them was real.


  Tami had made a more dramatic recovery. With her the counseling had been very effective. Everyone he spoke to attributed that to the resiliency of youth. Nevertheless, Doctor Melissa Grayson, the child psychiatrist they used, was careful about her prognosis.


  “Her terrible memories could be revived at any time. Don’t be surprised or intolerant if she refuses to be left alone or refuses to talk to certain people. They may remind her of the bad people, for reasons none of us might immediately understand. You must continually reassure her that you’ll never desert her.”


  What David did notice was Tami’s unusual need to be close to either himself or Stacey for as long or as much as she could. Right after it all, she was more like a puppy turning and following either him or Stacey, no matter where they went, even if they were headed for the bathroom. If one of them left the room, she would stop whatever she was doing and follow.


  Just recently she was beginning to loosen up in that regard. She permitted other things to distract her; she didn’t sit as closely, and she didn’t chase after him or Stacey if either of them went someplace nearby. It was encouraging and he thought that somehow they would survive it all.


  With that in mind, he insisted they carry through on his original plan for them to enjoy the Catskill resort. He had taken his vacation time, but kept in close contact with the progress on the project. Stacey, half kidding, accused him of being deceptive.


  “You don’t want to relax at the hotel; you want to be close to your sewer project.” He laughed about it and then she admitted she was using that as an excuse to avoid taking the step he had suggested. Finally, she agreed to face up to it, recognizing that David was right—it was time to kill the monsters in the mind.


  In the beginning both he and Stacey were apologizing to each other for what had happened—she for taking the shortcut and not knowing enough about the automobile, and he for permitting her to make the journey in the first place. The therapist succeeded in making them both see how foolish they were. Neither bore any responsibility for what had happened. Their guilt feelings were natural but misplaced.


  Even though they were affectionate with one another, they had yet to make love as passionately as they had before the ordeal. Their therapist warned them about that, too. Everything had to be done slowly, gently. Not all of the bruises were visible, but they were there and they were still painful.


  Chicky Ross had visited them at the hospital, and then later, to discuss details of the subsequent investigation. But Stacey remained in her room, not wanting to hear or discuss or remember. She did hear murmurings about the fact that Irene had been institutionalized, now totally over the edge; that the coffin in the basement had been in the family for three generations, and that state investigators suspected a long line of child abuse; that there were bodies found in the well, the poor mother and child who preceded Stacey and Tami; and that the police were now looking for Arthur’s body, which they believed from information that Irene had revealed at the state hospital had been reburied…


  Later that evening David had held her close. “Tell me when you’re ready. If you know, the healing might begin.”


  Stacey had shaken her head. She wasn’t ready. Maybe someday but not soon.


  At the dinner table in the hotel dining room, they got involved in conversations with other guests. They made some good, new friendships, and on the fourth night, they hired a hotel baby-sitter. After Tami fell asleep, they went down to the nightclub to watch the show. The baby-sitter was instructed to call them immediately should Tami awaken. She didn’t and they had a wonderful time.


  Now, with two days left to their holiday, they sat by the pool. Stacey had come out of the water and was drying herself. David shaded his eyes and looked up at her. Because of the good weather they had already had, both of them, Stacey especially, had good tans. He thought she looked rather good.


  “You’re a knockout in that bathing suit,” he said, a little louder than he intended.


  She laughed. “David.”


  “I mean it.”


  She looked down at him; she shook her head and smiled. Then she looked about. “Where’s Tami?”


  “Tami?”


  “Yes, where is she?”


  “She was sitting right behind me,” he said and sat up. “She was so quiet, reading that magazine and eating that ice-cream pop.” He looked about, but she was nowhere in sight.


  “My God, David, how could you let her just wander off?”


  “Take it easy; take it easy. She didn’t wander off, and where would she go around here anyway?” he asked. But he stood up quickly. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. They both took a few steps toward the hotel’s main building.


  “Hi, Mommy. Hi, Daddy,” Tami said. They turned around. She had come up behind them and stood beside another girl, one a good six inches taller. Neither Stacey nor David spoke. The strange girl held Tami’s doll Sooey in her arms, but Tami was smiling.


  “Hello,” a thin woman in a one-piece bathing suit said as she came up behind the children. “They’ve made friends quickly, haven’t they? Lois, dear, say hello to Tami’s mother and father.”


  “Hello,” the bigger girl said. Stacey took David’s hand, but neither of them could speak.


  “We’re sitting over there,” the woman said, pointing to a table with an umbrella. “I can’t take too much sun. Sensitive skin,” she added. “They’re just sitting at the table and coloring and talking. I hope you don’t mind. Lois doesn’t make friends easily, but your little girl just seemed to take to her,” the woman went on. “This kind of place can be deadly for children if they don’t have playmates, don’t you agree?”


  “Yes,” David said. Stacey nodded.


  “Okay, girls,” the woman said.


  Tami started off with the bigger girl.


  “Tami,” Stacey said. Tami turned around. She took a step toward her.


  “What, Mommy?” Tami asked.


  “It’s all right,” David whispered. “Let her go. It’s good for her.”


  Stacey looked at the woman. “Nothing,” Stacey said. “Just don’t be annoying now.”


  “Oh, she’s not annoying,” the woman said. “She’s delightful, and very sweet to share her doll with Lois. Don’t you just wish adults could get along as well? We never really lose our need for friends,” she said and went back to the table with the children.


  Stacey and David stared dumbly. Neither moved until the sounds of children laughing behind them broke the spell. David started back to his lounge and sat down. He held the suntan oil up for Stacey.


  “Put a little of this on my back, will you, honey?”


  She moved to his side and took the bottle, but as she rubbed the oil into his skin, she watched Tami and her new playmate.


  “When will I stop being afraid?” Stacey asked.


  “Maybe never,” David said. “But we can’t let it get in the way.”


  He started to lie back and then stopped and leaned over to kiss her on the lips.


  “I love you,” he said.


  Stacey smiled and then permitted herself to relax, easing herself slowly into the future, the way someone would enter a hot bath.
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  After Life


  Once she was blind, now she can see.


  A car accident claims Jessie’s vision, leaving the young woman in the dark, struggling to piece her life back together. One year later, she has made progress, and Jessie and her husband, Lee, move to the peaceful village of Gardner Town. Once there, though, Jessie's blindness heightens her awareness of the strange and terrible things going on in the community. Only Jessie can hear the beckoning voices from the cemetery. Only Jessie thinks there's something terribly wrong with her husband's new boss.


  And then a local woman makes a chilling, desperate request: "When your husband dies, don't let them bring him back."


  This masterful novel of suspense gives readers chills with each page, and the final chapters will be read without blinking.


  Child's Play


  They were four perfect little children. Alex had taught them well. They helped with the house, set the table for meals, and went straight upstairs after dinner to do their homework. They did as they were told—that is, as Alex told.


  Sharon didn't miss the glances that passed between her husband and the foster children. From the day they arrived, they had looked up to Alex, worshiped him. Why, it even seemed they were beginning to act like Alex—right down to the icy sarcasm, the terrifying smile, the evil gleam in their eyes when they looked at her.


  Oh yes, they'd do anything to please Alex. Anything at all...


  Deadly Verdict


  In this dizzying novel of speculative fiction, the legal system is picked apart for all the fault lines upon which justice quakes. Imagine a system wherein a pool of professional jurors are trained to judge evidence objectively. It’s clean, it’s fair, it’s infallible. But when a professional jury foreman goes missing, the FBI puts agents Holland Byron and new recruit Wyatt Ert on the case.


  Soon other jurors go missing and turn up dead—as do their wives and husbands. Is the entire program under attack or is it just guilty defendants exacting their revenge? The shocking discoveries Holland and Wyatt make about the new legal system turn a sci-fi detective story into a challenge on the nature of man and the pursuit of good and evil in an increasingly impersonal world.


  Duplicates


  A person’s true identity is never the truth.


  Bob and Marion endured the worst tragedies of their life after their son, Joey disappeared while on a camping trip with his uncle, Marion’s brother. The heartbreak of losing their son has strained at their marriage and broken their hearts. Horror and hope go cheek-by-jowl, though, when Marion sees her supposedly missing brother in New York City. He denies her story, even denies his own identity, but Marion knows that it is him, and that he has the information she and her husband have yearned for since the more horrific day of their lives.


  Questioning her sanity, but still insisting that the man she encounters is truly her brother, Marion undertakes her own investigation.


  Guardian Angel


  The search for Mr. Right turns into a nightmare.


  Megan Lester had a miserable separation. She questions whether she’ll ever be able to love again. But she does vow to give it a try, and on Megan Lester's first night back on the singles scene, she surveys the landscape at available men. But a pushy guy at the bar just won't leave her alone, and his aggressiveness goes from annoying to dangerous in the blink of an eye.


  Then Steve Wallace steps in and saves her. From that night on, Steve always seems to be right there whenever Megan needs help, or someone to lean on. He’s even there when she doesn’t realize it. Watching. Steve has decided that Megan is his perfect woman, and he will stop at nothing—even kidnapping Megan's young daughter—to make Megan part of his perfect family.
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  Perfect Little Angels


  A picture perfect town holds a chilling secret.


  Justine Freeman and her parents move to Elysian Fields to start anew, and the picturesque town seems the perfect place to do so. In fact, their new neighborhood seems too good to be true. Their neighbors are all polite and helpful, and the streets are eerily clean. Even the teenagers of Elysian Field are perfect. They don’t drink, they don’t smoke, and they are polite to their elders to a fault.


  But Justine is a more typical teenager, and while the new girl in town hasn’t yet learned how to behave like the teenagers of Elysian Fields, she will. Because in Elysian Fields, there are so many ways—horribly effective ways—to turn disobedient children into Perfect Little Angels.


  Sight Unseen


  A little knowledge can be a deadly thing.


  Everyone knows that David is a smart one. He can tell you the end of a story from the first sentence. The other kids won't even go to the movies with him anymore; he always spoils the ending. People begin to wonder about David. There is, after all, such a thing as being too smart for your own good.


  David has learned the hard way to keep his thoughts to himself. But now David is growing up, and his gift is turning into a power. The power to read people's minds. To see the future. To know things—terrifying things—that he didn't want to know. Like who would live. And who would die...


  Teacher's Pet


  Mr. Lucy is just the kind of teacher the children of Centreville needed. He’s sharp, understanding, always ready to help out. A man like that inspires respect in his students. And he gets great results; it was really quite astonishing when the children brought home straight-A report cards. All the parents were so proud. It was even more astonishing to see how they began to resemble Mr. Lucy. And act like Mr. Lucy. And kill like Mr. Lucy...


  The Magic Bullet


  Dr. Allan Parker may have found the Magic Bullet the world has been waiting for all these years—the cure for cancer in the blood of fifteen-year-old Taylor Petersen. But there's only so much blood in Taylor's body, and so many desperate people.


  One of the most desperate is Frankie Vico, a mobster who faces the death sentence of inoperable, terminal cancer for which there is no reprieve. And with time running out, he's learned of one last hope. Now he'll stop at nothing, including kidnapping and murder, to get his hands on Taylor's precious blood. Caught in a deadly chase with only Dr. Parker to help him, Taylor will have to fight to save his own life...and millions of others.


  The Solomon Organization


  Scott Lester's bitter divorce includes accusations of adultery, alcoholism, and worse—and they're all true. To keep from losing his five-year-old daughter forever, he turns to the Solomon Organization, a secret society sympathetic to the plight of men in Scott's situation. They are on his side. They will help him. And they don't even want his money—they only want what is best for his little girl.


  And what they decide is best is the worst thing Scott Lester can imagine...


  Connect with Diversion Books


  Connect with us for information on new titles and authors from Diversion Books, free excerpts, special promotions, contests, and more:
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