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  For Grandma Gittel, who taught me never to be afraid of the darkness.


  Whoever shall receive one of such

  children in my name, receiveth me:

  and whoever shall receive me, receiveth

  not me, but him that sent me.


  Gospel according to Mark


  Preface


  The darkness tormented him. He was afraid to move, afraid to utter a sound. He had lost track of time, but he was sure his father had already left him in here longer than usual. Light no longer seeped in under and around the doorway. The sun had gone down. Something moved behind him, but he didn’t turn. Then he felt what seemed to be warm fingers sliding over the back of his neck. There was a new odor, a putrescence that made his stomach churn in revulsion. He tried to hold his breath, but his lungs hurt.


  He could hear the scratching around the old field-stone foundation wall to his left. Something was either burrowing in or burrowing out; it didn’t matter. In his mind’s eye he saw the kind of night creature his father had often described to him—their eyes were always filled with fire, their lips thin and wormy, their teeth sharp, and their appetites ravenous; only their appetites involved the consumption of the soul. They fed on what was good. Parasitical, they sucked out your moral strength and left you naked and alone to face the cold, black evil that loomed above and about, anxious to seize you and take you forever into the flames of hell.


  “Sometimes,” his father had told him, “you can hear the screams of the dead.”


  He would take him out into the night and together they would stand near the lake and listen to the wind threading its way through the surrounding forest and over the silvery water.


  “Listen,” he said, “do you hear it, Alex? Do you hear the cries?”


  It got so he swore that he did. Sometimes at night, he would awake with a start and sit up in his bed. It was as though they were pressing their lips against his bedroom window. Most of the time what he heard sounded like gibberish, but often the voices told him the same sort of things his father told him. It was impossible to go back to sleep until they were gone.


  In the morning, when his mother couldn’t hear him, he told his father what had happened during the night. It pleased his father to know—and there was nothing he wanted more than to please his father.


  “It’s good they come to you, Alex,” his father said. “It means you are important; that you will have something important to do with your life. You will be a soldier in the battle against evil. It’s a great responsibility, Alex. You must live up to it. If I seem hard to you at times, you must understand.”


  “I understand, Papa,” he said.


  He understood, but he couldn’t help being afraid—not all the time. His father told him that some fear was good, anyway. Without the fear, we would make more mistakes; we would doom ourselves. Fear was a kind of teacher; from it we could learn. But fear by itself wasn’t enough; something had to come afterward. The lesson had to be learned.


  And so he was in the room again, alone in the dark, locked behind the old wooden door. He knew it had been his fault; he knew he had been wrong. Cindy Butler, who was in his fifth grade class, had come over to do the science project with him. She was his partner. He couldn’t help being happy about it because she was the prettiest girl in his class. It was just that sometimes she frightened him because she acted so much older than everyone else in the class. She had already started developing breasts, and Clarence Smallwood had told him that he had heard she had recently gotten her period.


  Everyone in the class knew what that meant. Sex education was part of the curriculum, but no matter how factually and how dryly it was presented to the students, there was still something magical about Cindy Butler’s getting her period. Her looks, her touch, even her laugh were different from the other girls’.


  Alex and she had gotten bored with their work on the project, and she had begun to tease him and flirt with him. She’d asked him questions and then made fun of his answers. He didn’t know anything, she told him. And then she said something that got him angry—she said he was afraid of her. He had denied it, and she’d challenged him.


  He had done it for so many reasons, mostly because she was curious and mostly because it excited him; although he told his father he had done it because he wanted to show her up. His father thought that was bad enough. He called it false pride, and he said pride could be the worst of all the sins, so he mustn’t escape punishment.


  Cindy had told him she would show him “hers,” if he would show her “his.” The proposition made his heart flutter. He felt the flush come into his face. He had thought about this before, even daydreamed about it in class, but whenever he had, he’d chastised himself and tried to fight off the images, tried to drive them back into the closets of his mind. And now, here she was suggesting it. It was as though she could read his thoughts, as though there was something magical about her after all.


  “I’m not afraid,” he said.


  “Then do it,” she taunted.


  “You first,” he said. She laughed, but she lifted her skirt and lowered her panties so quickly it was as though it were something she did often. He had half-hoped she would back down. She surprised and shocked him with her lack of hesitation. He hadn’t even allowed himself a long enough look.


  “Well?”


  His fingers trembled on his belt buckle and his zipper. She watched him, her face frozen in a smile of superiority. He lowered his pants and pulled his underwear down slowly. When it was over, she acted as though nothing significant had taken place. She talked about the science project again and then decided she had to go home.


  Her nonchalance frightened him. After she left, he went out to where his father was working on an old wooden lawn chair. For a few moments he said nothing. His father looked at him and then looked in the direction of the road, the direction Cindy Butler had taken to go home.


  “There’s something you want to tell me?” he asked. Alex nodded and bit his lower lip. He couldn’t keep the tears from welling up in his eyes. His father put his tools down and stood up straight, the power in his eyes growing stronger.


  “I did a bad thing,” Alex said, and then he told him.


  Now, all he could think about was getting out of the room. He considered going to the door, but he was afraid to move in the darkness. He was afraid of what might come between him and the entrance; and if his father found him there, crying and begging to be released, he would think he hadn’t learned; he hadn’t stood up to the evil.


  He wanted to think of something nice to take himself mentally out of the room, but what he thought of made him even more afraid. He thought about Cindy Butler, and he saw her face before him in the darkness, almost phosphorescent. She was smiling at him tauntingly. He closed his eyes, but she slipped in under his lids. He had to get rid of her before his father came; he had to.


  He put the palms of his hands against his eyes and he pressed as hard as he could, as hard as he could stand it. It seemed to be working; she was falling away, falling…


  And then the whispering began. He took his hands away from his face quickly and listened. The voices of the damned were coming in under the door and coming in through the openings in the stone wall. They were gathering all around him, coming closer and closer. He wrapped his arms around himself and lowered himself to the hard dirt floor, pulling his knees up protectively. They were at him from all directions. He felt them getting in under the cuffs of his pants, moving up under the back of his shirt. They were at his ears and his nose. They wanted to get into him. He put his hands over his ears and he pressed his face down as hard as he could against his shoulder.


  The whispering went on until he couldn’t help but cry out. He screamed for his father. His father had forgotten him; his father didn’t realize what could happen. His father had left him alone at the mercy of the voices. They wouldn’t bother him as long as he was with his father, but now, here, in the darkness…he screamed again and again and again.


  And then the door was opened.


  He saw his father standing there, holding one lit candle. The light streamed out in all directions, and the voices went into a quick retreat. They went into the shadows; they went into the rocks; they even burrowed into the ground as his father came forward. Against the darkness, with the candle in his hand and the light below him, his father looked gigantic.


  “They were here, Papa, the voices. They came from everywhere.”


  “I know,” he said. “I sent them to you.”


  “You sent them?”


  “You weren’t learning, Alex. The room and the darkness wasn’t enough, and you did a terrible thing.”


  “I’m sorry, Papa. I’m sorry.” His father took a step back and Alex began to panic. “Can’t I come out now, Papa? Please.”


  There was a moment of silence during which Alex felt his heart might beat through his chest. Then his father lifted the candle higher, sending the light toward the ceiling. He seemed to be looking for something in the darkness, something that would confirm what he thought.


  “You must understand,” he said, “that what I do, I do for you because I love you.”


  “I understand, Papa.”


  “Just as you will do for your own children someday.”


  “I will, Papa. I will.”


  His father looked down at him. He took another step back. Then he quenched the candlelight with his fingers, dropping himself and Alex back into the darkness.


  “It’s not time yet, Alex. A little longer,” he said and backed out of the door.


  Alex heard the door close. He clutched himself, trying desperately not to scream.


  1


  Alex opened the car door for her. Neither of them could contain their excitement, but Alex was particularly buoyant. The last time Sharon had seen him look nearly as happy was the time he came home to tell her their investment in the computer company had tripled in value. But then again, from the day she had married him, Sharon couldn’t think of any decision that Alex had made that had turned out wrong. Few men had his insight, his patience when it came to studying investments, and his perception when it came to people. She had full faith in everything he did, and although many women might criticize her for doting on him and treating him more like her “savior” than her husband, she couldn’t help admiring him and being proud that he was her husband. Some women actually resented her for being so dependent upon him. They thought it was unhealthy. She sometimes felt they avoided her because of it. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Alex did succeed; they were financially comfortable, and their lives were relatively free from conflict. Those other women were just jealous.


  And now they’d be even more jealous because Alex had made a decision that would bring them the one thing they didn’t have: children. They were going to take in a foster child.


  “I stood out there,” he had said one afternoon; “looking out over our grounds and the lake and this big old tourist house, and I said to myself, what is it we need here? What is it this place should have? There should be noise here—the good old-fashioned noise of laughter and activity.”


  At first she hadn’t understood. “You want to start the business again?” she’d asked him.


  “Oh no, not that kind of noise.” He laughed. “I’m talking about the laughter of children.”


  “But Alex, the doctor told us…”


  “I’m talking about taking in children, not having them.”


  “You mean adopting?”


  “Not necessarily adopting. What about the foster children program?”


  “Oh.” She had to smile. It always amazed her how Alex could simply come up with an important new idea, just like that. “Do you really think that we could?”


  “Of course. We’re qualified. Look at all the room we’ve got.”


  Once again, he was right. The next day when Sharon spoke to Mrs. Hoffman, the head of the Child Protection Agency, on the phone, the woman told her she only wished all the potential guardians had what Alex and she had to offer. Sharon was flattered. And she was becoming genuinely excited. The only thing that made her hesitate was the fact that the boy they wanted to place with them was already fourteen years old.


  “Fourteen’s not old, Sharon,” Alex told her. “It’s a very impressionable age.”


  “He’s a teenager, Alex. Let’s not fool ourselves about that.”


  “More of a challenge,” Alex replied. He had a way of making everything seem simple.


  “Well…if you think it’s OK…”


  “I wouldn’t get us into anything we couldn’t handle,” he said, and she believed that.


  Now, on the way to the agency to meet the boy for the first time, she couldn’t help feeling nervous. If only she could be more like Alex, she thought. He never seemed to worry. There he sat, perfectly straight, shoulders back. His face was so still it looked sculptured. All of the lines were fine, the features in perfect proportion. He was good looking, but not pretty-faced. There was nothing candylike about Alex. He could have been a model, but not a manikin. Sharon always thought he was too handsome for her. It wasn’t that she had an inferiority complex or that she was terribly ugly. Alex just looked like he belonged with movie stars or on television. He had television eyes. Whenever he had taken group photographs, people were invariably drawn to his face in the picture.


  She looked out her window and down at the highway. The macadam liquefied. It was as though they were skimming over grey water. She did feel as though she were moving in a dream, and when she looked back at Alex, he looked far-off. He had that half-smile on his face that indicated he was well submerged in his own thoughts.


  Alex could draw an invisible shell around him, she thought. He could create his own mental cocoon. It was eerie sometimes—as though he had left his body sitting there and gone off somewhere in another body. And when he came back, he would just blink and begin in the middle of some paragraph or some thought. He did it so casually it made her question her own awareness. Maybe she was the one who had drifted off and all the while he had been talking.


  She could imagine his thoughts now. His face had that look of determination. Alex has already arrived there, she thought. He moved into the future and he knew the conversations that were about to begin. How else could he anticipate what people would say and think so well? Sometimes, Sharon thought Alex had the power to read people’s minds.


  “Oh no,” she said.


  “What?”


  “I forgot to let Dinky out. He’s been in all day.”


  “We’re not going to be gone that long. You know,” he said, turning to her, “if you treat the foster child as well as you treat that dog, we’ll probably be given some kind of an award.”


  “Oh Alex. I don’t treat the dog any different than other people treat their dogs.”


  “Oh no?” He began to mimic her. “Oh Alex, isn’t it too cold out for Dinky? Alex, go see if Dinky wants to come in. Alex, why is Dinky so tired today?”


  “All right, all right.”


  “That’s another reason why we need children around, Sharon.”


  “I’ve been thinking though, Alex; I hope you’re prepared for the fact that foster children have special problems?” She hoped he was, she thought, because she certainly wasn’t.


  “All children have special problems. I had special problems,” he replied.


  “But you were so much younger when your parents adopted you.”


  “Yes, and I’ll never forget what it felt like the first time I was brought up to the Manor and I saw how big it was and what I would have as a home. Can you imagine the excitement this boy will feel? Half the time he didn’t have his own room, much less a three-story building to romp in, and a lake with eighty-seven acres.”


  “I know,” she said. How wonderful it was, she thought, that Alex could get so much pleasure from giving someone else pleasure. It warmed her heart to see it, and she was happy she hadn’t put up any resistance to the plan, even though she had some real reservations about it. Anyway, she thought, whatever problems they would have, Alex would solve them. She was confident of that.


  She sat back again. They drove on through Sandburg and down county road 42, one of the main thoroughfares in this part of the Catskills. It was late September, and the great tourist area had returned to its semiconscious state, a state that Alex preferred even though the area had such a deserted look to it. Billboards were stripped; many stores closed down; summer homes were boarded up; and traffic, not only very light, was practically nonexistent in some places. To her the community looked as though it was being quarantined.


  Just recently, however, Alex had told her that the hibernation wasn’t as all-pervasive as it appeared. He said that the Catskills were becoming a “second-bedroom” community. “In fact,” he’d added, “I invested in a development of town houses. And what do you know—two-thirds of the units have already been sold.”


  Sharon smiled. Everything Alex touched turned to gold.


  “But,” Alex had gone on, “the native population of this area is swelling with poor families, menial laborers, and minority groups. There are many more foster children now. They’re a real burden to the county’s child protection service.” And then he added what she thought to be something typical of him. “Which is another reason why we should do this, Sharon. We can’t just take out of a community; we’ve got to make some social contribution, too.”


  And so they were traveling toward Monticello, the county seat, and their meeting with the clinical-sounding Mrs. Hoffman from the Child Protection Agency. At the end of this interview, assuming all went well, they were to meet with Richard, the fourteen-year-old boy Alex wanted.


  “What do they ask you at these interviews?” she asked him. “I don’t want to say anything stupid and ruin things.”


  “It’s not a cross-examination. Don’t worry, you’ll do all right.”


  “I can’t help being nervous. I’ll let you do the talking. You always know just what to say.”


  “Be yourself. That’s all.”


  “I’ve had so little contact with children; she might hold that against me.”


  “Why? Children are people, Sharon, just like you and me. You don’t have to go through an apprenticeship to deal with them. That’s why most adults have trouble with children—they treat them as though they were a different kind of animal.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” she said.


  “I know I’m right.” He reached over and squeezed her hand. She smiled, but she wondered how it was that Alex knew so much about people. Was it because he grew up in a tourist house, with hundreds of guests there every summer? It certainly wasn’t from the contact they had had with people during the years of their marriage. She could count on her fingers the number of friends they’d had, she thought. No, there was something special about Alex, something very special.


  “We haven’t had anyone living in that big house with us since your father died,” she said, but she said it so low that perhaps he hadn’t heard it.


  They rode in silence the rest of the way. When they pulled into the parking lot at the government center, she thought the long, modern stone building looked intimidating. From such a structure would come a child to live in her home. They got out and walked up the wide stone stairway to the front entrance. Alex took her arm at the entrance and directed her quickly to the small stairway on the right. It was apparent to her that he was familiar with the building.


  As they walked through the lobby and up the stairs, she felt everyone was looking at them. She blamed this paranoia on her own failure to get out and mix with people more. Once again, she made a resolution to do so. I’m becoming a hermit, she thought. Maybe having a child in the home would help.


  Alex was right about the house’s being too quiet recently. She wondered if she had gotten too accustomed to the library atmosphere in her home. A young boy’s voice and laughter would surely shatter that, but maybe it was something that should be shattered. A home should have a feel of life to it, she thought.


  “Hey, take it easy,” he said when they reached the door of the Child Protection Agency. “I can feel you trembling.”


  “Can’t help it,” she whispered. He shook his head and entered. The secretary looked up from her desk.


  “Please tell Mrs. Hoffman that Mr. and Mrs. Gold are here,” he said.


  Why is it that whenever Alex talks to people he sounds so authoritative, Sharon thought. The secretary moved quickly. She wouldn’t have moved more quickly had he been the governor of the state.


  “Go right on in,” she said.


  Sharon was surprised that Mrs. Hoffman was such a thin, fragile-looking woman. Her voice over the telephone had been filled with an official tone of strength and power. She had sounded like a woman fully aware of her responsibility over many young lives. If a woman this diminutive could control teenagers, as well as younger children, why couldn’t she?


  Sharon’s initial impression was reinforced when they shook hands. Mrs. Hoffman’s hand was limp in hers. There was barely any pressure in the fingers. Alex looked positively gigantic beside her. He was six feet two inches tall and had wide shoulders. He looked like he had just retired from a professional football team.


  “It’s so nice to meet you both,” Mrs. Hoffman said. “Please, sit down.” She gestured at the chairs in front of her desk. Her red knit blouse hung over her shoulders, emphatically outlining her collarbone. Although she was short, she had a long neck that looked as though it had been under continual strain—arteries and veins visible beneath transparent skin.


  “Thank you,” Sharon said. So far so good, she thought.


  “Richard will be with us in a few moments,” Mrs. Hoffman said. The sound of his name sent chills through Sharon. Her legs weakened and she was glad to fold her body into the shiny leather seat. When Alex looked at her, he closed and opened his eyes. It was his way of telling her to relax. She clasped her hands in her lap and forced herself to smile. Mrs. Hoffman practically disappeared behind the big desk. The piece of office furniture was so high and so long it was farcical. It was covered with official-looking documents, a very fancy telephone with an attached speaker system for conference calls, some family pictures, and a large book that looked like some kind of daily journal. The walls of the office, done in a light brown pressed board panel, were spotted here and there with plaques and certificates. There were no paintings or portraits.


  “Our field rep, Marty Kaplan, was very impressed with your home, Mr. Gold. How long has it been since you and your family ran it as a tourist house?”


  “I never did. My parents did. Right after my mother’s death, the Echo Lake Manor became a private home. I was never very fond of the resort business, and as you probably know, it’s changed considerably, anyway.”


  “Yes,” she said, smiling stupidly. She looked at Sharon, and Sharon widened her false smile. “There’s no question you have the room and the facilities. In many cases, the children share rooms. And you have all that land with the lake…any child should be grateful.”


  “Has this boy been in many homes?” Sharon asked.


  “Unfortunately, too many. He’s been in three. As I explained to your husband, Richard’s been a difficult case.”


  “Precisely the sort of boy who needs this opportunity,” Alex said quickly.


  “Oh, no question, no question. I suppose you two have talked this over considerably. Are there any questions remaining that I might answer for either of you?” She looked from Alex to Sharon, and Sharon looked at Alex. He shook his head gently.


  “Well,” Sharon said, “we’ve gone over his needs, the arrangements for school, the rules. I think we feel confident. We’ll certainly do the best we can.”


  “I’m sure you will. I don’t have to tell you how difficult it is to find good couples who have the room and the willingness to take in these poor, unfortunate youngsters. Why just last week we had a terrible situation finally exposed.”


  “Oh,” Alex said, his face alive with interest, “what was that?”


  “A foster parent never informed us that her husband left her. The children were practically alone all night. She worked. You can just imagine what problems that led to.”


  “Yes,” Alex said.


  “One of us is always at home,” Sharon said quickly. “That won’t happen with us.”


  “Good. Well then, why don’t I go get Richard. I like to be present during the first meeting.”


  “Of course,” Alex said. “You see,” he said as soon as she left, “I told you this was going to be easy.”


  “I thought she’d have more questions for us.”


  “They need us,” he said. “It’s as simple as that.” Sharon nodded.


  “I wish you had thought of this ten years ago, Alex. Not that I’m an old lady at thirty-four, and you certainly don’t look like a forty-three-year-old man, but we might have started with a younger child and eventually adopted him or her.”


  “Well it’s not too late.”


  “Did they give you a choice of children, Alex? I mean, someone who was younger and hasn’t been in so much trouble?”


  “Children are children,” he said. “I don’t like the idea of writing one off because he’s fourteen.”


  “I know. I just thought the first time we did this we should make it as easy as possible.”


  “It’ll be easy; it’ll be easy,” he said. It sounded like the beginning of a chant. She sat back in the seat and continued to study the office. A few moments later, the door was opened.


  Sharon wasn’t prepared at all for the boy who walked in behind Mrs. Hoffman. She had been working on bracing and hardening herself to confront a stereotypical juvenile delinquent: disheveled appearance, an angry and mean face, a sullen disposition. She’d thought their main work would involve rehabilitation.


  Instead, Mrs. Hoffman brought in a neatly dressed and pleasant-looking fourteen-year-old, with styled, blown-dry wavy brown hair. He wore a pressed light blue short-sleeved shirt and a pair of new designer jeans. If anything, he looked like a young model who had paused on his way to do a television commercial.


  Although Sharon could detect a bright and inquisitive look in his hazel-brown eyes, the boy also appeared frightened and vulnerable. She softened in sympathy. For the first time, she considered the situation from the child’s point of view. After all, he was the one who was being bounced around and placed into the hands of strangers.


  It was so like Alex to want to help. He had understood this problem and had the compassion to want to do something about it. Despite the hard, strong appearance he often presented, there was a softness there, and she loved him for it.


  Mrs. Hoffman stopped and brought the boy around to stand before her. She’s putting him on display, Sharon thought disgustedly. Mrs. Hoffman put her hands on the boy’s shoulders and smiled. Richard Murden waited in anticipation. Sharon saw that he tried not to appear obvious in the way he was inspecting them, his new guardians, but his gaze went back and forth anxiously between Alex and her. Sharon smiled at his childlike intensity, but Alex remained stoic, only the slightest gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.


  Richard was a little tall for his age, but thin and underdeveloped. To Alex’s discerning eyes, the cleanup preparation to present him did not hide the boy’s intrinsic disarray. He saw a mixture of fear and subdued anger. This boy had been sedated by hours and hours of instruction and threats, as well as sermons and pleas. Alex sensed a kind of institutional wear about him. He felt the boy’s battle for self-control. The wildness in him detested Mrs. Hoffman’s hands on his shoulders. He squirmed slightly, as though by instinct. Her bony fingers clung like talons.


  “Richard, I want you to meet Mr. and Mrs. Gold. They are thinking of taking you into their home.”


  “Call us Alex and Sharon,’” Alex said, more sharply than he had intended. Damn Mrs. Hoffman for making the boy feel like something for sale.


  Mrs. Hoffman didn’t change expression, but Richard’s eyes widened and he looked at Alex with a deeper interest. “Hello, Richard,” Alex said, reaching out and deliberately forcing the boy to step forward so he would no longer be under Mrs. Hoffman’s grip. Gratefully, Richard accepted Alex’s hand. It was a much stronger handshake than the boy expected. Alex winked and nodded toward Sharon, who was smiling as warmly as she could. She put her hand out, too.


  “Hi,” she said. He touched her hand quickly, as though it were too hot.


  “Well then,” Mrs. Hoffman said slapping her hands together, “let’s all sit down and talk about responsibility.”


  Alex let the boy see his expression of disgust. Richard permitted himself his first smile.


  Mrs. Hoffman talked about money; she talked about the rules; she talked about school and about cleanliness. Both Sharon and Alex watched Richard, who stared ahead like someone hearing a judge pass sentence. Alex imagined the boy had been through the same speech a number of times. Once again he admired Richard’s self-control. This was exactly the kind of boy he wanted.


  “There will be plenty of time for you to get to know the Golds,” Mrs. Hoffman finally said, “but is there anything you want to say or ask them in my presence?”


  Richard reddened, a panicky look in his eyes. The silence went on longer than Sharon liked. It made her squirm in her seat. Mrs. Hoffman sat there smiling.


  “In that case,” she went on, “we’ll bring Richard up late in the morning tomorrow, if that would be all right.”


  “Perfect,” Alex said.


  “Well then…” Mrs. Hoffman stood up, which was a signal for everyone else. Alex shook hands with her and Sharon did the same. “I wish everyone good luck,” she sang, “especially, Richard.”


  “Thank you,” Alex said. “See you tomorrow, Champ,” he added, and tapped Richard gently on the left shoulder. The boy nodded and watched them leave.


  It wasn’t until they were down the stairs and into the lobby that Sharon let out a sigh of relief.


  “It was so hot in there!” she said. Alex didn’t reply.


  “That woman is an idiot,” he said. “Why do they have people like that in charge?”


  “I know. I felt bad for the boy. But you know something, Alex,” she said when they reached the parking lot, “that boy didn’t say one word. I just realized it. Isn’t that odd?”


  “Not at all. They probably have him terrified.”


  “Of what?”


  “Of us not wanting him, of course.”


  “Oh dear, that is terrible. The poor thing.” She looked back at the building.


  “We have our work cut out for us,” he said.


  “Maybe it’s too much, Alex.”


  He stopped at the car and looked back at the building, too.


  “No,” he said. “We’ll handle it. Just have patience and let me get a good hold on him.”


  “I’ll try, Alex. I want it to go well for him.”


  “And for us,” he added as they got into the car.


  Pressed against the car window, his fingers looked like a claw. His cheek just touched the glass enough for him to feel the vibrations as the car wheels bumped and dropped over the ridges in the broken pavement of the driveway. Mr. Kaplan had told him to sit in the back, and he was reminded of the times he had been a prisoner in a police car.


  “You won’t feel crowded here,” Mr. Kaplan said. Richard didn’t respond. He didn’t fully understand why he felt things or even why he did certain things, but he couldn’t help disliking the social service worker. One thing he did sense clearly—the man would be happy to be rid of him. He saw it in the artificiality of his soft, round face and his smile, and the way he avoided looking directly at him. He heard it in the hesitancy of his voice whenever he spoke. Like a wild animal, he had come to have an instinctive recognition of weakness, sensing when to back down and when to be assertive. He could be assertive with men like Martin Kaplan, the kind who stepped back from conflict. Richard imagined that as a boy Kaplan had been the sort who was easily bullied: cut in front of in lunch line, teased, happy to be ignored.


  The house rose before them as the car continued along the driveway. It was as big as Kaplan had described. Richard was surprised. He had assumed Kaplan was just giving him more of his bullshit.


  He didn’t know what to make of it. The house was filled with contradiction, having the warmth that comes from personality and style, but the cold that comes from the look of desertion and death. The cloudless sky did little to enliven the tired and worn wooded structure, and Alex Gold had not done much to maintain the outside. Hedges grew wild; flower beds went unweeded and unplanted; shutters were in want of paint.


  As they pulled to a stop before the main entrance, Richard noticed the hand-carved facing and the large, heavy oak front door that still had its brass palm-shaped knocker. There were two cats balanced comfortably on the porch railings, one grey and one black and white. They looked totally disinterested in his arrival.


  He glanced up at the sharply sloped Queen Anne roof. Some of the shingles dangled over the edge, loose and windblown. He could see nothing through the windows; the house looked dark and gloomy within. For a fleeting moment, he felt like locking himself in the car and refusing to step out. Memories of his last foster parent’s strap beatings in the basement flashed through his mind. He perked up when he heard the short, snappy bark of a small dog inside.


  “You’re one of the lucky ones,” Mr. Kaplan said as soon as he turned off the engine.


  “Big deal.”


  “Don’t start off on the wrong foot here, Richard. It’s not often people get so many chances.”


  “I’ll kiss everyone’s ass before I go to sleep.”


  “Jeezes,” Kaplan said, shaking his head. He got out of the car and went around to the trunk. Richard emerged slowly and then slammed the door. He looked over the grounds.


  To the left, just below the house, he saw Echo Lake. A small dock was barely visible beneath the top of the ridge. Except for a small area around the house itself, all of the grounds were overgrown with grass and weeds.


  “I hope they don’t expect me to be someone’s little slave around here,” he said.


  “Don’t worry about that.”


  He spun around. Alex Gold had suddenly appeared in the front doorway. He looked different here. The house changed him as he stood framed in the entrance. He was bigger, younger, but there was warmth in his smile.


  “That’s all right, Mr. Gold,” Kaplan said. “He knows that chores are a part of living. It won’t hurt him to do some honest work, like help me with his own luggage.”


  “Help him,” Alex said. It was a sharp, crisp command. Richard raised his eyebrows. Alex had an authoritative stature, but there was something reasonable in the tone of his voice. Normally, Richard would have shrugged and taken his time. Instead, he turned quickly and went to his bags. It became important for him to take them all by himself, and especially important to take the heavy one that made Mr. Kaplan grunt and strain. Reluctantly, the social worker surrendered his hold.


  “I can help you,” Kaplan protested.


  “It’s OK. I got ’em,” Richard snapped. Kaplan shrugged and stepped back as Richard worked his way up the steps. Alex looked very satisfied. For a moment his gaze locked with Richard’s. Then he held out his right hand and Richard permitted him to take the heavy bag.


  “Welcome to Echo Lake Manor. Your room will be the third on the right on the second floor.”


  “So, here we are,” Mr. Kaplan said, starting up the steps. Alex put his hand out in stop-traffic fashion.


  “It’s all right, Mr. Kaplan. I’ll take it from here. I want the boy to feel at home immediately.”


  “I just thought…”


  “My wife has lunch ready. It’ll be all right.”


  “Oh sure.” The field rep backed off the first step. “You know where to reach us if there are any problems.”


  “There’ll be no problems,” Alex said. He put his hand on Richard’s shoulder and moved him into the house. Kaplan watched the door close and then got into the car and drove away. What did he care if someone made his job easier?


  Richard was surprised at the inside of the house. Unlike the exterior, the interior was so well cared for it looked like rooms in a museum. He had to pause to look into the sitting room on his right. The dark brown and black plaid rug in it joined with the grey runner that led down the corridor to the stairway and kitchen straight off to the left. The floor rugs looked worn, but spotless and preserved.


  The sitting room was like a store. He had never seen a room in a house filled with so many things. At first he looked at them with a thief’s eye. He had a vague understanding that antiques and old things like these had a resale value, although he had no idea what any particular thing would be worth. The dark paneled walls were covered with shelves, all of which were filled with pewter figures, some of animals, some of people. There were little glass dishes and cups that looked so fragile they might break if touched. He saw old silverware and all sorts of knickknacks.


  There was a rather large portrait of an attractive woman on the wall. She looked nice. There was something about the expression on her face that made Richard long to know who she was.


  “That’s my mother,” Alex said, anticipating the question. “We had a rather talented guest, an artist, who did the portrait. It earned him two week’s free stay. In those days money didn’t matter as much as it does today. Things mattered; people mattered.”


  “What is this place, a museum?”


  “Hardly,” Alex said, and laughed. “This is the study. It has its own atmosphere, as do many other rooms in the Manor. You’ll understand once you live here a while.”


  Richard nodded, and Alex thought he might already understand what he meant.


  “My father loved this room.”


  “I guess he was a collector, huh?”


  “My mother was the collector. My father couldn’t have cared less about most of this stuff. Come on, let me show you your room. Then we’ve got to get down to the kitchen. Sharon’s been cooking all morning. You’d better have an appetite.”


  “I always have an appetite.”


  “Good,” Alex said. He kept his hand on Richard’s shoulder. “But you should have an appetite for many things, not just food.”


  “Whaddya mean?” They started up the stairs.


  “An appetite for music, art, for literature…for life.”


  “I’ll stick to food,” Richard said. Alex laughed, but it was such a warm, understanding laugh that Richard had to stop and smile at him.


  He was impressed with his bedroom: the double bed with brass head, the matching dressers and desk, the nice closet and the clean, soft blue rug. He especially loved the view from the window. He could see down the small hill to the lake and the dock and across the water. There were some homes scattered along the far shore. All his life he had lived in urban settings, in apartments or houses within the inner city. This was so different and exciting that he permitted himself to feel less cynical and angry.


  He felt Alex put his arm around him again. For some reason, he didn’t resent it. He always hated it when men like Mr. Kaplan did that. He sensed their contrived friendliness, their professional distance. There was a coldness they couldn’t hide. He could actually feel it through their fingers on his shoulders.


  “I think you’ll have privacy here. Ever have your own room before?”


  “Yeah. But it was never as good as this,” he added quickly.


  Alex said nothing. When Richard turned around, he saw that he was staring intently at him. Ordinarily he would have been frightened or annoyed by such a thing, but there was something about Alex’s eyes. There was understanding in them, and sympathy, but also a look of genuine pleasure. Alex wanted someone like him. He could see it in his face and it made him feel significant. With other guardians, he had felt like a beggar.


  “ALEX.” They heard Sharon’s yell punctuated by the Scottish terrier’s barking.


  “Just leave everything for now. Sharon’s calling. Lunch.”


  She was at the bottom of the stairway, Dinky crouched and barking beside her. She reached down to pick him up to quiet him as they came down.


  “Welcome,” she said. “It’ll take a little while for the dog to get used to someone else in the house.” Richard looked at it and the animal quieted some. Sharon extended her hand hesitantly. This time Richard actually grasped it and shook. She laughed nervously. “I hope you like ziti in meat sauce.”


  “Sure.”


  “Boy’s got to build up,” Alex said, squeezing Richard’s upper arm gently. “Only good food. Only the best.” He patted him on the shoulder, and the three of them went to the kitchen.


  Richard ate, aware that Sharon was studying him. Alex was nonchalant, behaving as though nothing had changed, as though Richard had been living there all his life. It was Sharon who forced the small talk, asking questions about his schooling, his favorite foods, his daily schedule. Alex came alive on the last item.


  “We’ll help him organize his day, Sharon. I’m sure that’s been one of Richard’s problems—getting it together, huh Richard?”


  “I suppose.”


  “Well, I could help you with your math homework,” she said. “I was always good in math.”


  Richard looked at her as though she were someone totally out of touch with reality. It made Alex laugh. Sharon began scampering about the kitchen, moving in little jerks—putting a dish in the sink, wiping a spot on the counter, turning off the tea kettle. Richard was reminded of pigeons in the park—trotting from side to side, unsure of which person would feed them.


  He paused in his eating to look about the room. It was a big kitchen, long and narrow, with plenty of counter space and a lot more cabinets than he had seen in most kitchens. Although the stove was clean and polished, it looked old. There were two standing freezers and a double-door refrigerator behind him, all of a more modern vintage. The kitchen floor was bare hardwood slats, but it looked shiny and as clean as the day it had been put down. He wondered if Sharon was one of those crazy housekeepers who got wild over the sight of a crumb.


  After the meal he and Alex went out on the front porch to talk. Alex told him about the Manor, how it had been a busy tourist house at one time, how he had grown up here, and why he had decided not to keep it up as a resort after his mother passed away.


  “My father never helped much. He wasn’t interested in this work. I’ll tell you more about him sometime,” Alex said. “I want you to feel at home here. I want you to spread out and be comfortable.”


  “Do you use that lake? I mean go rowing or fishing?”


  “No, I don’t,” Alex said, somewhat curtly, “but maybe sometime in the future you can.”


  “I don’t know much about Sandburg,” Richard said, nodding toward the town. “Looked like Hick City when we rode through.”


  “Well there’s not much to it, if that’s what you mean. Population of about twelve hundred year round. But most of the young people are partly city people. There’s so much contact with New Yorkers because of the resort season. You’re originally from Jersey City?”


  “Yeah, but I don’t remember much about it.”


  “I don’t imagine you would want to. Mrs. Hoffman told me you saw your mother overdose on heroin when you were only six.”


  “So?” Richard’s eyes flashed a mixture of anger and fear.


  “My mother didn’t have the decency to live more than an hour after my birth.”


  “But I thought…”


  “And my father didn’t have the courage to identify himself.”


  “You mean…”


  “That’s right. I was an orphan, adopted. Sort of a foster child from birth.” He slapped his knee and stood up. “Well, you want to take a walk to town? I’ll show you where the school bus stops and give you a little tour through the village. People around here might as well get used to seeing you.”


  Richard heard Sharon in the house and looked back.


  “What about Sharon?”


  “She has her work; I have mine.”


  “What is your work?”


  “I’m an investor,” Alex said as they moved down the porch steps. “For years I’ve been investing in land, projects, businesses. Now, I’m investing in people.”


  Richard looked up at him. Alex was smiling. The look in his eyes was fascinating—almost, but not quite frightening. Alex put his arm around him and laughed. Richard felt lightheaded and excited. He glanced back at the Manor and thought: this is different; this is really going to be different.


  2


  Sharon was on the front porch waiting for them when they returned. She had been sitting there quite a while. She was amazed at how animated Alex appeared. He was waving his arms, pointing things out, talking with dramatic gestures. She couldn’t recall him so excited.


  She imagined this was what it would have been like if their son hadn’t been a stillborn. It was just about fourteen years ago too, she thought. How eerie. For a moment she wondered if Alex had been aware of that and had deliberately set out to find a foster child of the right age. Too fantastic, she thought, and certainly bizarre. No, it had to be something of a coincidence.


  In any case, it would have been something like this—Alex tutoring his son, lecturing to him about life. Alex was brilliant, if a little pedantic. Perhaps their son would have rebelled and deliberately rejected the things Alex cherished. He certainly wouldn’t have sat around listening to Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana every night. There was something gruesome and dark about the chanting. She had never gotten used to it. To this day, whenever Alex started his recording, she would get up and go into the den to watch television.


  When they drew closer, she saw that the boy didn’t look bored. The expression of sullenness and distrust he had worn at the kitchen table was gone. He was bright and smiling. Dinky jumped off her lap and ran out to greet them, his tail wagging. Richard stroked him on the head and the dog stayed at his feet.


  “You guys have a nice walk?”


  “He saw the metropolis. Of course, Mrs. Feinstein came out to get all the details.”


  Richard laughed.


  “What was so funny?”


  “Alex made up a story about me. He said I was from Jersey City and I won a free trip to the Catskills by collecting the most Coke bottle caps.”


  “Nine thousand eight hundred and seventy-three, to be exact.”


  “Alex, you didn’t.”


  “Serves her right, the old busybody.”


  “Hey Alex, can I go down and look at the boats?”


  “Sure.” Richard ran off toward the hill, the dog at his heels.


  “Dinky likes him,” Sharon said, smiling. “And you like him a lot, don’t you?”


  “He strikes me as an intelligent boy. I think he’ll do well here.”


  “I hope you’re right,” she said. For the first time, she believed he really would. It made her consider Alex with even more respect. There wasn’t anything he couldn’t do, if he made up his mind to do it.


  She stood up when she saw Richard disappear over the knoll. Perhaps this would be a good thing, she thought. It would bring Alex out of his private world somewhat and tear him away from all those horrible childhood memories. He had no real friends. She had often been afraid that he would grow old and tormented, like his father. At least now he would develop a relationship, other than the one they had. It was one that she never considered complete, especially after he had developed his impotence and they had moved apart physically.


  “I’ll see to the turkey,” she said.


  “You’re feeding him so much you’ll spoil him.”


  “It’s a big occasion, coming into a new home. Besides, I was too nervous to do anything else.” She went inside.


  Alex stood there for a moment looking in the boy’s direction before following her.


  Richard went to his room early that evening. He was tired and excited. He couldn’t remember eating so much in one day. Now he wanted to be alone in his new room so he could think about his new life and his new family. He loved the room, the grounds, and the lake. Mr. Kaplan was right: He could enjoy privacy here, and there would be a lot of room. There was so much to explore, so much to do.


  He thought about Alex and Sharon. She was simple and easy. He saw nothing threatening about her. In fact, she practically tiptoed around Alex and him. He imagined she would stay out of his way. She was nothing like Beneatha Cross, the wife in the last foster home. That woman had been a tyrant. He laughed remembering how he had set fire to her wardrobe closet. Served her right, the old bitch.


  Alex was a puzzle. Sometimes he seemed very young. And then, at other times, Alex acted much older than he looked. Yet he had to admit his first impressions of him were good. He liked being around him, liked the way he talked. He especially liked the way he sized up people, capturing them with a single remark, like when he’d said, “Mrs. Hoffman is a woman who keeps her private life locked in cellophane.” The image made Richard laugh. Then he realized it wasn’t so stupid. Alex was saying Mrs. Hoffman was a phoney; you could see right through her.


  Darkness had fallen so quickly, it surprised him. When he stopped thinking so hard, he realized he was lying in an unlit room. The moonlight was insufficient because the moon was at the other side of the house. Even so, when he stood up and went to the window, he was fascinated by the silver glow on the lake. The water was so still it looked like part of a painted landscape. Only a few of the houses on the other side had windows lit.


  There was barely a breeze. The trees looked frozen, their shadows carved into the grounds. The world appeared dreamlike. Perhaps it was unreal; perhaps he wasn’t really in a new home at all. He opened the window to feel the cool night air. It was then that he saw something move below. He followed the liquid darkness until it took the form of Alex Gold.


  Alex moved silently, as though in a trance. To Richard he seemed to be gliding toward the lake. He went down the knoll and stood near the dock, gazing out over the water. Richard wondered. Who was this man who was so eager to take him in? Some foster parents did it for the money; some did it because they were lonely. Others were do-gooders. He felt that none of these reasons were Alex’s.


  Richard heard Sharon on the landing and turned to listen as she entered her room. When he looked back out the window, Alex was gone. None of the shadows moved. There was only the moonlight, the darkness, and the silver lake.


  He went to bed. Later, just before he fell into sleep, he heard Alex come up the stairs. He followed the sound of the footsteps, realizing that they led right to his door. For a few moments he listened hard, holding his breath to concentrate. There was a deep silence, but he felt certain Alex was just outside his door, standing there listening for him.


  After a few moments Alex walked away. Richard heard the door to his room close. It was very quiet again. He thought he heard the sound of whispering, but realized it was only the breeze. He fought the weight of his eyelids for as long as he could and then he retreated into his own darkness.


  It got so it was just like looking at a clone: His eyes were often as intense; his posture was just as correct; his diction improved and became as clear and as sharp. Most of all it was the tone of his voice, especially whenever he spoke to her. It was Alex’s tone, sometimes condescending, sometimes humoring, sometimes indifferent, and sometimes sweet. Sharon wasn’t sure exactly when it happened. Suddenly one day she noticed it and it frightened her.


  When she thought about it, she realized it wasn’t difficult to understand how it happened. From the very first week the boy had arrived, he and Alex were inseparable. She knew it was wrong of her, but she couldn’t help being jealous. She had thought she would play a major role in the boy’s life, but all she was doing was cooking the meals and cleaning clothes. Alex had never spent much time with her, and now even that was diminished.


  Alex would be there waiting for Richard when the school bus dropped him off. He helped him with his homework and he fixed up a little gym in one section of the basement. They would go for long walks on the grounds and talk. They never asked her to go along and she rarely knew of what they spoke. At first she thought Alex might be relating his past, telling the boy about his father, but whenever she did hear them talking, they were talking about more up-to-date subjects. When she asked about the other conversations, Alex said, “I’m just trying to build up the boy’s self-image.”


  It was characteristic of Alex to go at something full force and completely whenever he chose something, so she wasn’t totally surprised by his intensity. She could respect that. What she hated was that they were being so private about their relationship. It made her feel lonely. Once she offered to walk along with them.


  “I’ll do the dishes later,” she said.


  They both turned on her as though she had broken some sacred rule. Richard, his face a mask, was sitting perfectly straight, his back against the back of the chair. He put his silverware down softly and turned to Alex.


  “I have too much work to do. I’d better get right at it,” he said. Alex simply nodded. “Excuse me,” he added. He avoided Sharon’s eyes as he left the table.


  As soon as he was out of earshot, Alex leaned forward.


  “Never,” he said, “never again interject yourself between us. I’m developing a rapport. It takes trust, and trust requires privacy.”


  “All I said was…”


  “I know what you said, but these hours I spend with him are critical. Don’t you understand from where this boy has come?”


  “I don’t see where you are suddenly qualified to act as a psychologist, Alex. Mrs. Hoffman specifically said when I talked to her on the phone that counseling is not a part of being a guardian to a foster child.”


  “I know what she said. I also know what she is. Let’s not discuss it.”


  She bit back the angry words and reminded herself that Alex was only trying to do his best by Richard.


  Later on, while she was watching television, she heard them come down the stairs and go off for their walk. She couldn’t imagine where they would go in the darkness, but she was too proud to spy on them. She didn’t even peer out the front window. She heard the door open and close.


  When nearly an hour passed and they didn’t return, she turned off the television and went upstairs. In the safety of the darkness of the bedroom, she went to the window and looked out toward town. She couldn’t see anyone. She stood there for the longest time waiting for them, watching for them; until she felt very silly doing it and put the light on to prepare for bed. She had just put her head to the pillow when she heard them come into the house.


  They spoke in indistinct murmurs downstairs and then the boy came up and went to his room. A little while afterward, Alex entered the bedroom. He didn’t put on the lights. Alex was always comfortable in the dark. She heard him take off his clothes and then go into the bathroom. When he came out, he got under the cover without speaking, but she couldn’t keep the silence.


  “Can I ask you where you went?”


  “Why?”


  “It’s so dark and cold at night now.”


  “It’s always dark at night,” he said. For a long moment he didn’t add anything. She thought he would just turn over and forget her. “We walked around the lake,” he said.


  “All the way around?”


  “The boy didn’t complain, if that’s what you mean.”


  “I just thought…it’s dangerous in the dark, isn’t it?”


  “Nonsense. Not everyone runs and hides when the sun goes down.”


  “I thought you might have taken him someplace else,” she said. She knew he knew what she meant, but he didn’t say anything. “You didn’t did you?”


  “I told you where I took him.”


  “Because he could have terrible nightmares.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Anyone would.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Go to sleep,” he snapped.


  Maybe he was right, she thought. Maybe she didn’t know what she was talking about. She was surprised at herself for being as bold as she was and saying the things she had just said. Alex was doing wonderful things with Richard. Why was she trying to ruin it? Alex turned his back to her as usual, but she felt uneasy. She was afraid to close her eyes. The boy was in the next room. Maybe he’d heard what she had said.


  She didn’t really know what Alex had been like when he was Richard’s age. Perhaps he’d been just like him. It was very possible that he had been the same kind of kid—cool and a touch hardened. What frightened her might not frighten such a boy. He didn’t show any signs of the kind of fears other children his age might have. He was certainly not afraid of being alone, even in the dark.


  She wondered if Alex was telling her everything. She looked over at his dark form. Even if he didn’t take the boy there, he told him about it; she felt sure of that. Now that Alex had a child living here, he might want to use the place the same way his father had used it. The thought frightened her, and she told herself she was being silly.


  She recalled some of the stories Alex’s mother had told her. Alex had always been a loner. From the way his mother had described him, he must have been a tough kid. Sharon’s heart had gone out to Alex, whose childhood had been so difficult. But perhaps if it hadn’t been for the old man’s terrifying ways, Alex might have become a juvenile delinquent instead of the upstanding, successful businessman he was.


  She suddenly had a weird, chilling idea. Maybe there was something strange about foster children, and orphans. Maybe they felt akin to each other. That’s stupid, she thought immediately and chastised herself for thinking something so cruel. But wasn’t it amazing how quickly the boy had grown close to Alex?


  She closed her eyes and saw the boy as a shadow. She went to sleep dreaming of a house filled with shadows, all moving with Alex, occasionally enclosing themselves around him protectively. They were his private army—the army of darkness. It was why her baby had been stillborn—he had been only a shadow. Trapped in the caverns of her sleep, she screamed.


  One night after dinner, after she had settled down to read, Alex and Richard came in to speak to her. She had long since given up pushing herself on them, and when the boy apparently enjoyed sitting with Alex in his dimly lit study to listen to that damn music with the chanting, she simply retreated into her old habits. The foster child had made little difference in her life. She tried to take satisfaction in Alex’s accomplishment with the boy.


  When they walked in, they each wore the same expression—softer than usual, almost a smile. Their voices were pleasant and there was an attempt at small talk. She felt herself being manipulated, but she permitted it because she enjoyed their company, even like this.


  “I thought you had read that one,” Alex said pointing to her book. She lifted it and turned the cover as though to check herself.


  “This? Oh no, no. I read three of her others. This is a sequel to The Silver Cross. Fascinating historical information woven in. The plot really builds and turns and…”


  “Really?”


  She could tell from his tone of voice that he had no real interest in what she was reading or what she would say about it. But when she looked at Richard, she saw that he was studying her the way some opponent might, looking for some weakness, some flaw. He had already developed the unnerving intensity of Alex’s gaze. Alex, himself, smiled.


  “We’ve been discussing an idea,” Alex finally said, “and we would like to bounce it off you.”


  “What is it?” She caught the look between them. It was a quick but definite alliance of purpose. She couldn’t help but feel under attack.


  “Actually, it originated from something you said a few days ago.”


  “I said?” She looked at Richard. He wore about as serious an expression as she had seen on him. “What did I say?”


  “You said the boy is too alone here. He needs another kind of companionship.”


  “Well, I didn’t mean…”


  “No, no, Richard and I have discussed it and we both think you’re right. He needs a friend closer to him in age, a brother.”


  She simply stared at him a moment and then looked at Richard, who sat back in his chair, imitating Alex’s posture. They both made her cognizant of her own slouching and she pulled her shoulders up. She put a ribbon in the book and closed it.


  “What do you mean, Alex?”


  “I’ve spoken to Mrs. Hoffman, who happens to agree, as well. There’s another boy, two years younger…”


  “Another boy?”


  “Well, we certainly have the room.”


  She thought for a few moments. Maybe it would be better if Richard had someone else beside Alex. When she had made that remark to him a few days ago, she had done it out of frustration and annoyance, but now she gave it serious consideration. Richard had been going to school for nearly a month now and had made no real friends. No one called him or came over and no one invited him to his house. Any place Richard went, he went with Alex. That was not healthy for a kid his age. The truth was Richard had become so like Alex she looked forward to a new personality about the place.


  “All right,” she said, “we’ve gone this far with your project. Why shouldn’t we…”


  “It’s not a project, Sharon,” Alex snapped. He looked at Richard quickly. “Don’t call it a project.”


  “I’m sorry, Alex. I didn’t mean to belittle…”


  “Maybe it isn’t a good idea,” Richard suddenly said. He glared at her. The fire in his eyes took her by surprise and she brought her hand to her throat. There was a terrible moment of silence. Then Alex sat back with deliberate casualness.


  “No,” he said, “it’s a good idea.” He stared at her, his eyes unmoving. “Sharon made an unfortunate remark and she’s sorry.”


  “I said I was.” She looked from him to Richard and then back to him again. Unconsciously, she embraced herself.


  “Then we’ll go ahead with the plan,” Alex said. “Richard and I will prepare another room. All right, Richard,” he added turning to him, “that’ll be all.”


  The boy got up, anger still lingering. He glared at Sharon once more and then left the room.


  “We’ll go to the government center in the morning tomorrow to meet the new boy. I’ve already made the arrangements with Mrs. Hoffman. I knew you’d agree.”


  She said nothing. He stood up and left her sitting there, still embracing herself. After a few moments, she heard the door of his study close and then the chanting came through the phonograph speakers.


  Where had that icy feeling of fear come from? she thought. Richard’s hateful glare lingered in her mind. As soon as she had made her remark, he had acted like an attack dog, poised and ready. She had the terrifying feeling that all Alex had to say was “Kill,” and the boy would have lunged from the chair and strangled her to death. The speed at which the mood change had come over him was incredible. She couldn’t shake it from her mind.


  After a while longer, she tried to get back to her reading to lose herself in the escapist literature, but every time the author described a character and mentioned eyes, Richard’s angry look returned to her mind. Finally, she had to close the book and go upstairs.


  She felt as though she were escaping to some sanctuary when she closed the bedroom door. She put the lights on quickly. Darkness was frightening to her. She hurried about, busying herself with preparations for sleep. Finally she decided that tonight she would need a sedative.


  After she took it and put her head on the pillow, she thought about what Alex had said. She’d never actually suggested they take on another foster child. It hadn’t even occurred to her. How did he twist things so quickly? Why was he making it seem as though she wanted a new child? Maybe she did. Maybe this one would be closer to her.


  No, that wouldn’t happen, she thought. It could never happen. Alex was too demanding, like a great magnet drawing everything to him. Alex had a charisma that overpowered people whereas Sharon was and always had been a rather nondescript personality. It was one of the reasons she’d married him—hoping to absorb some of his wonderful radiance and intensity. No wonder the boy had eyes only for Alex.


  She was growing very sleepy. A question lingered in her mind. It was buzzing about, keeping her from drifting off. This fascination with children…why had Alex suddenly developed it? There was something, an answer. She could almost see it, remember it…something from the past, his past, the past in this house, in his father’s world…something, but what?


  She couldn’t remember, and she was too tired and too unnerved to continue the search. Maybe it wasn’t so important. She decided to try to think of other things, but her mind kept returning to images at the Manor.


  She saw herself as a young girl running over a great lawn. Her parents had brought her to the Manor, and she was having a good time just being free, running in circles and skipping and pulling on weeds. Then she suddenly ran into someone—Alex’s father. He had simply appeared.


  When she looked up, his red hair seemed on fire with the sun behind him. His eyes were wide, and he looked godlike to her. She wanted to scream, but he touched her lips and then lifted her into his arms. She said nothing and he held her tightly to him.


  As he walked with her in her memory, she heard the chanting coming up through the bedroom floor.


  They had turned it up a little louder because of her unfortunate remark, she thought.


  It was her last thought before sleep finally came.


  He eyed them like a trapped rodent. Indeed, Sharon saw something mouselike about him. He clutched the arms of the chair with long, prehensile fingers. His wrists were small and fragile looking. The thinness in his body was well settled in his face: his features were too sharp, his nose pointed, his mouth pale, with worm-colored lips set in an habitual sneer. Worst of all were his eyes. Set too far forward and bulging, they peered and moved about nervously like those of a caged animal contemplating escape. There was nothing soft in his face. Unlike Richard’s, it had no redeeming features, as far as Sharon was concerned. He evinced no intelligence and perception. Now he looked about the room as though he were searching for things to steal. She didn’t want to bring this boy back to the Manor, but she had no idea how to stop it. Alex, if anything, looked satisfied, even happy about him.


  “As I was saying,” Mrs. Hoffman continued, “Carl has been in a considerable amount of trouble for one so young. Unfortunately, he’s at a crossroads, with one direction leading him to the juvenile detention center. I’m sure he realizes that you people represent something of a last chance for him. Am I correct about that, Carl?” The boy squirmed in his seat. Alex imagined Mrs. Hoffman pushing some hidden button under her desk and sending electric shocks up through the chair and into his body. “Carl?”


  “Yes,” he said. Sharon was even disappointed with his voice. It was too nasal. How could she ever get herself to warm up to such a creature, and a terribly behaved child besides? She had read the dossier.


  His parents had divorced when he was only seven, and almost immediately his father had run off, abandoning his responsibilities. Carl had started acting out as soon as he entered school, and his bad behavior intensified after the divorce. He was destructive, sneaky, and dishonest. He was brought to family court three times before the judge decided he would be better off in a foster home.


  “I don’t know about this one,” she told Alex after they left the office. “He might be too much.”


  “Nonsense. He’s still just a child.”


  “With the record he has? You can see it in his face, Alex. His eyes are close together like a rat’s and his face is so sharp. He even twitches his nose. I was watching him while Mrs. Hoffman gave him that lecture.”


  Alex looked at her in astonishment.


  “Totally ridiculous way to judge a human being. Can you imagine if someone looked at you that way? Your ears are pointed. Are you a demon?”


  She said no more about it then. If she said more, he would only get more insulting, she thought. Even so, she had a nightmare about the boy that night. In it he came to her bed and began nibbling on the bottom of her foot. She actually kicked up and cried out, waking Alex. When she told him about her dream, he suggested she put a mousetrap by the bed every night. It was hours before she could fall asleep again.


  She was totally intimidated by the boy when he arrived, and Dinky wouldn’t go near him—he simply cowered and slinked at her side, so she was happy when Alex took complete control. The three of them went off to what Alex called his “orientation session.” She saw very little of Carl the first few days, but she didn’t complain, until a little more than a week later she found herself missing five dollars.


  Sharon didn’t like carrying much money on her, but she knew she had five dollars remaining from what she had that week. She had left her pocketbook in the living room and was positive now that the boy had simply gone in there and taken the money.


  “I didn’t lose it, Alex,” she stressed. She had debated whether or not to make an issue of it, but she had run out of bath oil and she was on her way downtown to buy some. Soaking in a hot tub was one of the pleasures she truly enjoyed. “You didn’t take it, did you?”


  “Of course not. Why would I take your money?”


  “I didn’t lose it,” she repeated softly. He bit his lower lip and nodded.


  “No, you didn’t lose it. Forget about it,” he said, and gave her a ten-dollar bill.


  “The money’s not the point, Alex.”


  “I know what the point is. I’ll take care of it.”


  She shook her head and left him. If he wanted to protect the boy, let him, she thought. He’ll be sorry in the end. The boy didn’t steal anything during the next week, but he did something else that caused her to be even more against him.


  She was lying in her bath, enjoying the scented oily water, dipping her washcloth in and letting the warm drops run down between her breasts. Her eyes were closed, and as always, she envisioned a sexual experience. She had just lifted her hands to cup her breasts when she heard Dinky’s low growl.


  She opened her eyes and looked at the dog. Its body stiffened. She followed the direction of its gaze and saw that the bathroom door was slightly ajar. There on the floor outside crouched Carl. She saw his rodent eyes studying her and she screamed. Dinky began to bark. She embraced herself to hide her nakedness and lowered her body into the water. When she looked again, Carl was gone.


  Slowly she emerged from the water and wrapped a towel around herself. When she opened the bathroom door, she confronted an empty bedroom. The dog lingered behind her as she went to the bedroom door and looked down the corridor. There was no one around. She locked the door and got dressed.


  Alex was in his study reading one of his father’s old books. She knew what it was like to interrupt him when he was doing that, but she couldn’t back away. Without looking at her, he slammed the book closed. She winced, but held her ground.


  “What is it, Sharon?”


  “I was…taking…taking a bath, and he…was spying on me.”


  “Who was spying on you?”


  “Carl.”


  “For Christ sake, what’s the big deal? It’s just adolescent curiosity.”


  She stood there blinking rapidly. What was she going to add—he’d caught her fantasizing? She knew what loyalty Alex commanded of Richard. Already she had seen signs of Carl’s becoming like him. When Alex confronted the boy, Carl would tell him what she was doing. She was positive. Being so exposed embarrassed her even more. Alex had been so aloof from her recently—was it her fault that a bath had made her feel sensual?


  “It’s not nice,” she said, and felt stupid immediately for the way she’d said it.


  “I’ll speak to him.”


  “He could make up stories. He could…”


  “I said I’ll speak to him. It won’t happen again.”


  “He’s different,” she insisted. “At least Richard behaves; at least Richard can be trusted.”


  “Carl will become like Richard,” Alex said with that definite tone of voice. She swallowed. She wanted to continue and insist that Carl was too much. They should give him back.


  “I don’t think so,” she said quickly, and left the study.


  Later that day, Alex brought the incident up at their afternoon session. To emphasize the privacy of these talks with the boys, he held them in a rarely used room of the Manor. It was furnished with an old soft-cushioned couch and two straightback chairs. There were two standing lamps and a small round table in the room, as well. The walls were bare and the heavy curtain was drawn closed over the window.


  “Sex is part of yourself that you must control completely,” Alex said. He always spoke in a soft, reasonable tone of voice during the sessions. The boys were seated on the couch and he was sitting on the straight-back chair directly in front of them. Carl was looking down between his legs and Richard was to his right watching him. “When it comes over you, it comes over you like a wave. It can drown you.”


  “She had the door open, so I looked in,” Carl said. He shrugged and looked down quickly again.


  “You’re not listening,” Richard said sternly. Carl turned to him. Richard sounded so much like Alex. “Alex isn’t mad at you. He’s trying to help you.”


  “Anyone would have looked in,” Alex said. “Listen,” he added, a slight smile on his face, “you know how my father described sex to me? He said, ‘Alex, sex is just a trick of nature to bring people together. That’s all it is. Don’t make more of it.’”


  Carl’s eyes got wider. He was used to fatherly talks. He had had them from counselors in school, the psychologist, teachers. A seasoned delinquent, he knew when to nod and when to act repentant. But Alex was different; Alex seemed more on their level.


  “I guess she’s pretty pissed,” he said.


  “No, she’s scared. You frightened her more than anything else. Tell you what,” Alex said. “Later on today, go to her when she’s alone in the kitchen, and apologize.”


  “I couldn’t,” Carl said. He looked terrified. “I wouldn’t know what to say.”


  “Just say you’re sorry,” Richard said. “Say it was dumb and you won’t do it again.”


  “That’s right.”


  He looked from Alex to Richard and then back to Alex again. Alex nodded slowly. His gaze was intense now, and for a moment Carl thought he could hear the man’s thoughts. He had to hold his breath.


  “I’ll try,” he said.


  “Good. And while you’re at it, maybe there’s something else you should apologize for, huh?”


  “What’dya mean?” He looked at Richard, but there was only the same intense, accusing glance.


  “What do I mean?” Alex asked gently. Carl couldn’t avoid his eyes. They tore into him, through him, and pushed the lies back. He felt naked, exposed, worse than Sharon must have felt in the bathtub.


  “How long did you know?”


  “Soon as Sharon knew.”


  “What did you do with the money?” Richard asked him.


  “I was going to buy cigarettes, but I stoled the cigarettes.”


  “You oughta think about giving up cigarettes,” Alex said. “If you’re going to train with us.”


  “He’ll give it up,” Richard said. “Or I’ll kick his ass.”


  “It would be better if he gives it up because he wants to and not because we want him to.”


  “So what did you do with Sharon’s five bucks?”


  “I still got it.”


  “Then you can do the right thing about that, too,” Alex said. He stood up. “All right, I’ll meet you guys in the gym in a half hour. What’s Carl been benchpressing?” he asked Richard.


  “Eighty, five reps.”


  “Already? He’s got potential.” He winked at Carl and then left the room. For a few moments, the two boys sat in silence.


  “I don’t get it,” Carl said. “He wasn’t even mad. I mean…”


  “Alex knows what it’s all about. He’s been there. Go see Sharon. I’ll meet you in the basement.”


  “Hey, I don’t know if I can do that. I just said I would.”


  Richard’s eyes grew small. His hands became fists and his back stiffened. He took a few steps toward Carl.


  “You can do it,” he said slowly and in a deliberately subdued voice. “It’s what Alex thinks is right.”


  Carl nodded.


  Even so, it took him the better part of twenty minutes to work himself up to it. He found Sharon in the kitchen, mixing a batter for a cake. She nearly dropped the bowl when he came in silently behind her.


  “What do you want?”


  “I…I just want to say I’m sorry for what I did before.”


  “Well, it wasn’t very nice.”


  “It was dumb. I’m sorry,” he repeated. She saw the great effort in his face and she softened.


  “We’ll just forget it,” she said, and looked at her batter again.


  “I…” He stepped up to her. “I found this,” he said handing her the five-dollar bill. “I know it’s yours.”


  She looked at the money and at him. She thought she saw a mixture of fear and repentance in his face. His hand was shaking. She put the bowl down and took the bill.


  “Thank you,” she said. “It is mine.”


  He looked at the bowl quickly.


  “Making a cake, huh?”


  “Banana chocolate.”


  “Sounds great. See you later,” he added and ran out. She nearly laughed.


  Then she looked down at the five-dollar bill in her hand. It’s just amazing, she thought, amazing what Alex could do. Who knows? He might really change these kids.


  She folded the five-dollar bill and put it in her apron pocket and then went back to her cake batter.


  Carl went down to the basement gym. Richard had been there only ten minutes. He finished his work on the speedbag and went to the weights to set Carl up.


  “Did you do it?” he asked, not looking up at him.


  “Yeah.”


  “Good. Alex’ll be happy.” Carl nodded and looked about nervously. “All right, here’s eighty pounds,” Richard said, stepping away from the benchpress and the weights. “Go at it.”


  “No,” Carl said.


  “What’dya mean? You’re up to that.”


  “Make it eighty-five. I want to surprise Alex.”


  Richard smiled. There was respect in his eyes. “That’s a great idea,” he said, and helped his new brother get ready.


  3


  “You’re taking on a particularly hard case here,” Mrs. Hoffman said, “and if it weren’t for your great success with the boys, I would have hesitated to even mention her.”


  “Hard case?” Sharon leaned forward in her seat. After three months with the two boys, Alex had gotten her back to the child protection service by appealing to her feminine instincts.


  “I’ve been selfish,” he told her. “I didn’t even consider bringing a female in so that you would play a much more significant role. You have so much to offer a young girl.”


  She thought about it. Maybe Alex was right; maybe if they did take in a girl, that girl would depend more on her. There were things she could tell a foster daughter that she could never tell the boys.


  After Alex brought it up, she went into the attic and opened one of her old trunks. She took out her prom dress, still bright as new, and held the garment to her face. The scent in the cotton and the feel of the crinoline lining brought back wonderful girlhood memories. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to unlock them again with someone else, she thought, someone who would be excited by the descriptions and the stories?


  But Mrs. Hoffman was discussing a girl who might not be so appreciative or even interested in Sharon’s tales of innocent love, moonlight kisses, and harmless pranks. She was talking about a girl who most likely would find all that silly.


  “Did you say, ‘raped’?” Sharon asked, coming out of her reverie at the mention of the word.


  “Yes. Her home conditions were abominable.”


  “She’s thirteen?”


  “Yes.”


  “Let her give the full details, Sharon,” Alex said gently. Mrs. Hoffman smiled appreciatively. Alex has charmed her beyond repair, Sharon thought.


  “Her mother, Carmen Sera, has four other children, only two from the same father. They lived in a four-room apartment in a low income project in Monticello. The man Mrs. Sera was living with at the time brought the family up here from New York City when he got employment with a poultry processor in South Fallsburg. After a year and a few months, he deserted them and Mrs. Sera went on welfare.”


  “Who raped her?” Sharon asked.


  “Her stepbrother.”


  “How terrible.” A flush came into Sharon’s face. Alex raised his eyebrows. He rarely saw her so animated. “The poor thing.”


  “Exactly. That’s why a stable home with a decent female influence is so important at this point,” Alex said. Mrs. Hoffman concurred.


  “But why did they take her away from her mother? They should have taken the stepbrother instead.” Sharon was downright aggressive about it. For a moment Mrs. Hoffman did not respond. She looked at Alex and at her papers and then leaned forward on her desk. When she spoke, her voice was nearly a whisper.


  “Her mother was farming her out for prostitution.”


  “Disgusting,” Alex said quickly. Impressed by Mrs. Hoffman’s tone and dramatics, Sharon nodded slowly. “Is there any other criminal activity besides prostitution?” Alex asked.


  “I’m afraid so. That’s why I call this a particularly hard case.”


  “What else?” Sharon asked. She held her breath.


  “A few arrests for shoplifting. Some drug-related problems at school.”


  There was a pause. Sharon looked at Alex, but he didn’t seem discouraged.


  “Won’t the girl feel strange in a non-Hispanic household?” she asked hopefully. “I mean, Alex speaks Spanish, but…”


  “Not at all. Her father wasn’t Spanish. In fact, none of the Sera children are full-blooded Spanish. One’s part black and one’s…”


  “That’s all right,” Alex said. “We don’t really care about the child’s ethnic background. A child is a child.”


  “Oh, of course,” Sharon said. Although Alex was well in control of his temper, she could see the fire in his eyes. She sat back and folded her hands in her lap.


  “I must tell you that there is also some evidence of child abuse here. I have two reports…”


  Sharon looked at Alex again as Mrs. Hoffman sifted through her papers. She didn’t say anything, but she tried to make the expression on her face clear: this child is definitely too much. We can’t take her. Alex turned away.


  “I think all of these children are abused in one way or another,” he said softly. Mrs. Hoffman stopped looking for her reports and nodded.


  “I can’t agree more.” She sat back in her chair and pressed her fingers together in cathedral fashion and considered Sharon. “I’m sure you’re completely right about the need for a decent female influence, Mr. Gold.”


  “Sharon would welcome the challenge,” he said quickly. They both looked at her and she smiled uncertainly.


  “Well, then,” Mrs. Hoffman said, “let me get started on transferring Elizabeth Sera to Echo Lake Manor.” She slapped her hands together so sharply it made Sharon jump.


  She pulled back the curtain and looked out. Behind her, the woman, Sharon Gold, was talking quickly, continuously, with Mr. Kaplan. She had been jabbering like that ever since they arrived. Apparently, they had arrived earlier than expected, and Mrs. Gold was very nervous about it.


  “My husband would have been here to greet her. He wouldn’t have gone on one of his long walks with the boys. There must have been some confusion with the time.”


  “That’s all right,” Mr. Kaplan said. “That’s all right.”


  Elizabeth closed her eyes for a few moments. It was a futile attempt to transport herself from the room and the reality of the moment. Sharon Gold’s voice was so thin and high-pitched. It annoyed her. She wanted to turn around and shout, “SHUT UP. SHUT THE FUCK UP. WHO CARES IF YOUR HUSBAND WASN’T HERE AT THE EXACT MOMENT? WHO THE HELL CARES ABOUT ANYTHING?”


  The woman was crazy from the moment they drove up: storming out onto the porch, wringing her hands, going on and on about her husband being on a walk. She didn’t even say hello to her, and Elizabeth would be damned if she’d say hello first. Even Kaplan was confused. He stood there like a jerk, holding her suitcases in both his hands and smiling.


  “We can show her her room though, can’t we?” he finally suggested.


  “Oh, of course, of course. It’s all ready. Sure. Come in,” the woman said, charging back into the house before they had a chance to take the first step.


  They moved her stuff in, not that she had that much. The room was big, and the double bed and dressers were much nicer than she had expected. Although the house was big, it looked so old from the outside, that she’d thought everything inside it would be an antique. The girls at the temporary house had told her that many of the foster parents were poor and took in kids just for the money.


  “I didn’t do much in here yet,” Sharon explained after they had entered. “I wanted to wait for…wait for…”


  “Elizabeth,” Mr. Kaplan inserted.


  “Yes.” Sharon giggled. “Silly of me to forget for the moment.”


  “Wait for what?” Elizabeth asked.


  “Why…I thought you might want to help make some choices.”


  “What choices?”


  Sharon brought her hand to her throat and looked at Mr. Kaplan as though she was sure she had said something terrible. He simply smiled.


  “Colors, styles. We’re going to put a rug down and change the curtains and bedspread. Maybe wallpaper.”


  “Holy shit,” Elizabeth said, looking to Kaplan. “She for real, or what?”


  “I think you oughta be very grateful that Mrs. Gold wants to do these things.”


  Elizabeth looked around and then shrugged with indifference. Mr. Kaplan and Sharon began to talk when Elizabeth looked out the window. She was about to turn around and walk out when she saw the three of them moving just at the ridge of a hill: a man and two boys. They were walking slowly and the boys had their heads down as though they were listening to a sermon. She saw a little dog hanging close to the older boy.


  As they came nearer, the boys looked up, and she decided the tall boy was cute. The man looked attractive, even from this distance; but she thought it was odd the way he stared forward and kept his hands behind his back. He really did look as though he were delivering a lecture.


  “That them?” she asked.


  “What’s that, dear?” Sharon came up to the window. “Oh, yes, that’s Alex and the boys. Thank goodness.”


  “You got a dog, too?”


  “That’s Dinky,” Sharon said, raising and lowering her voice like a grade school teacher.


  “Dinky. Shit.”


  “We have two cats also.”


  “I hate cats,” Elizabeth said. “My mother said they smother babies if you leave them alone with them.”


  “Oh, that’s not true. That can’t be true. At least I know Fluffy and Tiger wouldn’t do that.” Sharon laughed.


  “Maybe we should go back downstairs and introduce everyone,” Kaplan said quickly.


  “Yes, yes, of course,” Sharon said.


  Elizabeth went to the mirror attached to the long dresser and looked at herself. She was pleased with her looks. Her relationships with boys and with men had convinced her that she was an attractive girl. She knew she was well developed for her age. She had no trouble getting served in bars, and few men looked skeptical when she claimed to be eighteen. “Of course,” her mother had said, “they want you to be eighteen. It don’t matter what they tell you.”


  She understood her mother’s meaning. Elizabeth was distrustful of men and had learned to recognize the look in their eyes or the tone in the voice that suggested sexual desire. Even a man like Martin Kaplan stole glances at her bosom and legs when he thought she was unaware. It made her smile and confirmed her belief that men were predators and consumers regardless of their ages or professions.


  She shook her head and threw back her long strands of silky black hair. When she brushed it in the morning, she did so with defiance. In fact, there was an antagonistic air about her when she did most things. She took orders reluctantly, often with a silent defiance, and when she spoke to adults, she used a clipped, staccatolike tone that created tension.


  There was a sharp but stunning contrast between her hair and her hazel-green eyes and caramel skin. Despite the layer of anger she drew over her face, she couldn’t altogether harden her soft, well-proportioned features: small nose with just a slight upturn, an attractive mouth that caused a dimple in her left cheek when she brought her lips together, and high cheekbones that gave her an Indian look. There was enough of a mixture in her genetically to give her face interest and uniqueness. That, combined with the obvious perception and intelligence revealed in her eyes, made Elizabeth Sera exciting to most men.


  She followed her foster mother and the social worker down to the living room of the big house. They asked her to take a seat, but she kept standing and walked about looking at the paintings and artifacts in the room. Sharon couldn’t stand the tension. She went to the front door and called out to Alex. Elizabeth heard her shout that the girl was here. “HURRY!” She smiled and shook her head. She was in the mood to be disruptive and insolent.


  But when Alex Gold walked into the room, Elizabeth retreated immediately. She sat in one of the easy chairs, all the while watching him, unable to take her eyes from his. The two boys at his side moved quickly and obediently to the couch and sat down quietly, their hands folded in their laps. Sharon appeared with the dog in her arms. She took a seat quickly also. Elizabeth noticed that she looked relieved.


  “Sorry we weren’t here to greet you,” Alex said. He turned to Kaplan. “I thought Mrs. Hoffman said two o’clock.”


  “I knew it,” Sharon said and nodded at Elizabeth.


  “No harm done anyway, I trust,” Alex added. “Let’s get everyone properly introduced. This is Richard.”


  “Hi,” he said. “Welcome to the Manor.”


  Elizabeth didn’t respond. She turned her shoulder and sat back, pulling her blouse tightly against her bosom. Her breasts lifted as if in greeting. Mr. Kaplan stared with fascination. Richard, though, was nonplussed. He looked to Alex, who nodded so slightly it was nearly undetectable.


  “And this is Carl.”


  “Hello,” Carl said. He let the corners of his mouth fall just enough to reveal his disdain.


  “Well, boys, this is Elizabeth,” Alex said. He said it so dramatically that Elizabeth felt as though she had been presented on a stage. For a moment she considered herself. His tone of voice filled her with pride. She changed her position and sat forward. “You can call me Alex.” He turned to say something about Sharon, but Sharon anticipated him and spoke up so quickly and so loudly that she appeared comical.


  “We already met.”


  Elizabeth started to laugh, but noticed that the boys remained serious. In fact, they stared at Sharon angrily. They acted as though she had embarrassed them, or, more importantly, embarrassed Alex.


  Their reaction made her curious. She watched them while Alex and Kaplan talked. The boys seemed afraid to look back at her. They were so contained, so controlled. They reminded her of someone: that boy in Smallwood who had taken LSD and become catatonic for days.


  What a bunch of weirdos, she thought, and for a few moments, right before Martin Kaplan left, she felt like dropping her facade of toughness to beg him to take her out of there. But she said nothing, and the door was closed between them.


  “Well,” Alex said turning to her, “we’ll let you settle in. Sharon will help you, and then we’ll meet together and talk about how things are here.”


  She wanted to say something like “No shit,” but she couldn’t do it. She didn’t want to admit to fear. Besides, it was more than fear. There was something about the way he looked right at her, searched her face, and held her attention. She was both relieved and disappointed when he walked off—something like when a roller coaster ride ended. Alex was exciting and dangerous. Without complaint, she followed Sharon back to her room.


  Sharon put the dog down, but it stayed away from Elizabeth. It eyed her with distrust and hovered near Sharon’s legs, almost making her trip.


  “He’ll get used to you,” she said, “just as he got used to the boys.”


  “How come they’re like zombies?” Elizabeth asked.


  “Pardon?”


  “Those boys. They look brainless.”


  “Oh no, they’re doing very well in school and they’re very well behaved. You’ll see. Alex has made them…made them comfortable here. We hope you’ll be, too.”


  “Yeah, this is paradise,” Elizabeth said, and she flopped on the bed.


  “Don’t you want to unpack?”


  “When I’m ready. Tell me about Alex,” she demanded and placed the pillow behind her to serve as a support for her back when she sat up. She put her feet, shoes and all, up on the bed.


  “What do you want to know?”


  “Who put that stick up his ass?”


  “What?” Sharon brought her hands to her face.


  “What’s he—some kind of general or somethin’?”


  “Oh no, no. Alex always disliked the military.”


  “We’ll see. I wouldn’t trust any male, especially those two zombies.”


  “Please don’t call them zombies,” Sharon said. “If you want to get along here, you’ll have to refrain from name calling. That will only make for trouble, and Alex won’t put up with it.” Sharon delivered the reprimand as sternly as she could.


  Elizabeth stared at her for a few moments. The woman seemed fragile, on the verge of some kind of hysteria; yet with her back up, she was aggressive and determined. Once again, Elizabeth was reminded of someone: Sarah Cross at the temporary house, the girl who had suffered so many beatings she was terrified of everyone and everything. But she would fight like a trapped rat when she was cornered, lashing out wildly, scratching, kicking. Most knew when to back off her.


  “Alex really runs things around here, huh?”


  “Alex is a very capable and intelligent person. If you give him a chance, he can help you. I hope you’ll give us all a chance.” Elizabeth shrugged and looked away. “I can appreciate your anger,” Sharon added. “Especially after what happened to you.”


  “What do you mean?” Elizabeth said, snapping her head around.


  “I mean that unfortunate…the…that you were raped.”


  “Oh, that.” Elizabeth laughed.


  “How can you laugh about it?” Sharon seemed more interested than critical.


  “What should I do, cry? Screw that. I ain’t cryin’ because of him.”


  “Well, I suppose it’s good that you can put such a horrible event out of your mind,” Sharon said, still feeling somewhat in awe of the tough-talking teenage girl.


  “You wanna know the truth?”


  “The truth? Of course. We always tell the truth here. That’s one of Alex’s most important principles.”


  “Jesus, what is Alex, God?”


  “You were saying something about the truth,” Sharon said, ignoring her.


  “It’s not important,” Elizabeth said and turned away. Her face took on the softest expression it had since she had arrived. Sharon was moved and thought maybe she should try harder to reach the girl.


  “Lots of things don’t seem to be important at the moment, but they are when we think about them,” she said. Elizabeth continued to stare at the wall. “I wish I’d had someone to talk to when I was your age. It was hard back then. My mother…well, she was kind of prudish, if you know what I mean.”


  Elizabeth turned toward her and looked at her as though for the first time. “Did you make it with someone before you married Alex? I heard that girls used to have to be virgins before they got married.”


  “I’m not as old as you think,” Sharon said smiling.


  “You dress kind of old-fashioned.”


  “Oh, that. Alex isn’t very fond of the styles today. He likes me the way I am.”


  “Do you do everything he wants?”


  “No,” Sharon said. She couldn’t help the flush that came into her face. “I do what I like, too, but it’s nice to have someone to please.”


  “You never answered my question.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. What was your question?”


  “Did you make it with someone before you married Alex?”


  “Make it?”


  “Screw,” Elizabeth said forcefully. Sharon winced and looked toward the opened door.


  “No,” she said in practically a whisper.


  “So what did you have to talk about when you couldn’t find anyone to talk to?”


  “Different things. Feelings. Things that happened. All I’m saying is it’s nice to have a close friend. Did you ever have a close friend?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Well, I’d like to try to be your friend,” Sharon said. It took a great effort to say it sincerely. She felt drained from the conversation already.


  “Really. All right,” Elizabeth said, sitting up. “You asked me about the rape?”


  “Yes.”


  “It wasn’t really a rape. I just made out that it was. I seduced him and then blamed it on him.”


  “Oh,” Sharon said, bringing her hand to her cheek. Elizabeth laughed.


  “Now don’t go tellin’ anybody about it, because you’re my close friend,” she said.


  “Oh,” Sharon repeated. “I’ve got to go…go to the kitchen,” she said, and hurried from the room. Elizabeth’s laughter followed her out.


  This is going to be too much, Sharon told herself. It’s just as I thought. I’m going to have to leave it to Alex.


  He and the boys were in the living room waiting. They looked up expectantly when she appeared.


  “Everything all right?” he asked. She just looked at him. Then she hurried off to the kitchen.


  The feminine element is important, Alex thought. He remembered his father’s words. He had taken him to the sanctuary and he had lit the candles. Then he had sat on the straightback wooden chair in the shadows and spoken. His tone was soft, but there was iron in it.


  “We are all of one flesh,” he had said. “Good and evil are not only a man’s concern.”


  Alex hadn’t been sure he knew what his father meant, but he was afraid to ask questions. He had been only ten years old at the time, but sometimes his father had acted as though he had no concept of how old he was and what he could understand at that age. As far as his father was concerned, if he spent time telling him something, he should understand it miraculously.


  “There is no such thing as a man’s temptation and a woman’s temptation,” he had said. “Temptation is temptation. They want to touch themselves just like you want to touch yourself.”


  “I don’t wanna touch myself,” Alex had said.


  “What did I say if you lie? What did I say?”


  “You said you can see a lie.”


  “That’s right. You can see it; you can see it. If you’re good, you can see it.”


  “I didn’t lie,” he’d said, but he said it too low for his father to hear.


  “Tell me again about Mrs. Stanley. Tell me what happened.”


  “I told you.”


  “Tell me again if I ask,” his father had commanded.


  “We were playing in Danny’s backyard and you could see into Mrs. Stanley’s house next door.”


  “But you didn’t want to look; you didn’t go there to look.”


  “No,” he’d said quickly. Actually Danny had talked him into it and they had gone to be Peeping Toms, but what had frightened him was what Mrs. Stanley had done when she saw they were there. She hadn’t covered up the window; she hadn’t shouted or threatened to call Danny’s parents. She had taken off her robe and, naked, come right up to the window. She’d laughed at the shock on their faces, and they had run as fast and as hard as they could. Afterward, on the way home, he had felt almost nauseous knowing he would have to tell his father. He knew he would be afraid of the darkness forever unless he told him.


  “You think of her body now, don’t you?” his father asked. He hadn’t waited for Alex’s answer. “Beware of the body of the woman. It can bring you down; it can drain you of the good.”


  Alex couldn’t help thinking of that. It was part of the reason why making love had become frightening to him. During the early days of their marriage, Sharon had been eager, actually demanding their lovemaking. She had become the aggressor. He had nightmares about her vagina, seeing it as a great and powerful vise, gripping his penis within its lips and squeezing and pulling until one night he imagined it snapping off and being swallowed within.


  Gradually he retreated from lovemaking, until time after time, almost immediately after entering her, he softened and became incapable of performing the act altogether. He left her whimpering in bed, but he didn’t feel sorry for her and he didn’t feel sorry for himself. He felt relieved. When he analyzed it, he concluded that the goodness in him was winning out.


  Not that he considered sex as evil in and of itself. It was just that nothing erotic seemed to arouse him, not the sight of a naked woman in a magazine or a movie, nor his earlier memories of sexual experiences. When he remembered those experiences now, he didn’t recall them as a participator; he recalled them as an observer. It was as though he were witnessing a scene involving someone else. The result was a new kind of power. In separating himself from the act, he was able to manipulate and control.


  He tried to get the boys to understand this when he told them that sex shouldn’t control them or drive them; they should control it and use it as a weapon. He wondered if he would be able to get the same idea across to the girl, especially a girl who had been baptized so early in a pool of erotic liquid.


  Actually though, he was glad she had been pushed into prostitution at such an early age, because he was sure she had already discovered what a powerful device her body was. Grown men would risk reputations, eternal souls, moral beliefs, families and wives, as well as jobs and money for sex. He was convinced this girl had already had a taste of power. Now his task was to show her how to use it and become part of his “family.”


  “I don’t believe in man-to-man discussions,” Alex said, his face so taut and intense, his eyes so steady they looked as though they had been painted on his face. “What we have are people-to-people talks, and the main ground rule is that no one has to be here if he or she doesn’t want to be. That includes me, as well,” he added. It was Elizabeth’s first time in the group. “We were going to tell you about it,” he said, “after you were settled in. We don’t want to push ourselves on anyone. It’s not part of any special requirements to live here.”


  Elizabeth looked from him to the boys. She was impressed with the fact that Sharon was excluded. Sharon had told her she was too busy to be a part of it, but Elizabeth got the definite feeling that Sharon wasn’t invited. It made the talks seem that much more enticing. Something secret went on here, something not for the likes of someone like Sharon. It hadn’t taken Elizabeth long to size her up, and her conclusions left little to respect.


  “What do you talk about?”


  “Problems, ideas, whatever anyone wants to talk about. I’m not a psychiatrist or a counselor.”


  “I’m glad of that,” she said. He nearly smiled. He let his eyes relax and she looked up at him, her head tilted slightly to the left. He knew she was flirting with him. He could sense it, but it didn’t effect him the way she hoped it would. “Where do you have these meetings?”


  “We have a room set aside for our privacy.”


  “You mean so Sharon can’t hear?” Elizabeth smiled a knowing smile, a smile beyond her years. Yes, he thought, she’s perfect. “OK, I’ll come today.”


  And so later in the day she was there. The Echo Lake Manor had fourteen rooms, which had once been filled with summer tourists. The original farmhouse had been expanded twice. The room Alex had chosen for his formal meetings with the children was the most anterior room in the oldest part of the building. It was five doors down from his and Sharon’s bedroom. The hallway was poorly lit and the old walls and long unused rooms smelled musty. Although the oldest part of the building was the strongest built, with the most quality care, the floorboards creaked. In the winter these unused rooms were left unheated, but Alex put two electric heaters in his “meeting” room.


  Just before Elizabeth’s arrival, he had added an old square-shaped easy chair. The pillows were thick and soft, so that anyone but him sitting in it looked swallowed and lost. In the children’s minds, it quickly became identified as Alex’s chair. Alex never looked small, never looked diminished by anything, especially by any part of the house. He moved through it with a blind man’s inner sight; it seemed to reflect his personality, or vice-versa. When Alex was unhappy, the house looked dismal to the children. They could go nowhere within it and feel safe and secure. Nothing they owned; nothing done to their rooms could change that. It was all in Alex’s control.


  Elizabeth sat on the left end of the couch, the two boys all the way to the right. It was as though they were afraid to touch one another. Richard eyed her suspiciously. Despite Alex’s counseling and explanations, Richard still didn’t trust Elizabeth. Like Alex at his age, he was uneasy in the presence of girls, especially girls who had worldly experience. Carl was more indifferent to her.


  “Actually, I can’t blame you for not trusting men,” Alex said. Elizabeth had kept to herself for the first couple of days, refusing to accompany the boys to school or talk to them much during the course of the day.


  “I’m not afraid of men,” she said. She stared Richard down. He lowered his head and then looked up at Alex.


  “What we have discovered together,” Alex went on, changing his tone of voice, making it softer, filling it with a sense of sincerity, “is that you kids are in a class by yourself. That no matter what people might tell you…”


  “We are like lepers,” Elizabeth said quickly, anxious to show Alex she understood the point before the boys did.


  “Exactly.”


  “What are lepers?” Carl asked. He wasn’t self-conscious enough to be afraid of appearing less intelligent than Elizabeth. Even so, Richard gave him a disdainful look.


  “People who suffer from leprosy,” Alex said, “an infectious disease that wastes body parts. They used to be forced to stay together, away from the rest of society, in what were known as leper colonies.”


  “We have a disease?” Carl looked at the other two. Elizabeth’s confident and knowing expression retreated. A disease, she thought. Actually, what did the girls at the temporary house mean when they referred to foster children as “lepers”?


  “No, not really. But because people with leprosy look so bad and because healthy people shun them, today, when you call someone a “leper,” you’re saying he or she is to be kept apart from the rest of us. He or she is infectious in other ways. Understand?”


  “A bad influence,” Elizabeth said. She had been called that enough times to understand Alex’s point.


  “I’m not infectious,” Carl said, aiming his resentment at Elizabeth.


  “No,” Alex said, “but because you’re a foster child, you’re treated that way sometimes, aren’t you?”


  “Sure we are,” Richard said quickly. He didn’t want the conversation to be a runaway between Alex and Elizabeth. Carl still looked confused and angry.


  “Don’t your teachers treat you differently? Don’t your fellow students do the same?”


  Carl nodded slowly. All his life he had felt he was seen in a different light, but he had always attributed the cause to more obvious things, like his arrest record or his bad classroom behavior. Never before had he considered the idea that he was inherently different from the other kids because they lived with their real mothers and fathers. Many of them wanted the same things he did, and some of them did worse things to get into trouble.


  “Big deal,” Carl said defiantly. It was his standard response to being put down.


  “It is a big deal,” Elizabeth said. Her eyes sparkled with anger. Alex thought she was beautiful. To him, looking at her was like looking at a diamond in the rough. “But it’s true though,” she added, enjoying the shock value. “We are different.” She turned to Alex. “Or are you going to tell us that we’re just like everyone else?”


  “No,” Alex said. The false smile faded from her face. “There’s no sense pretending you are. But that doesn’t mean you’re inferior.”


  “What do you mean, we’re different?” Richard asked tilting his head in confusion.


  “You’re wild things, untrained, unschooled, undeveloped, wasted. If you go on this way, you’ll amount to nothing, and they will be happy and satisfied.”


  “Who?” Elizabeth said. Her tone of voice was less severe, because Alex was very unique. All her life, counselors, teachers, friends were telling her that she was not different. Although she went along with the slogans and the platitudes, she didn’t believe them. The truth was she did feel somehow apart from the others, but she was afraid to admit it, either to herself or anyone else. Here was Alex, putting the idea right up front. Alex was refreshingly honest. She was intrigued.


  “They are people who think you are inferior, of course,” he said. “When you amount to nothing, you confirm what they believe and they continue to believe it. You gain nothing, even though you’re stupid enough to think you do.”


  “How do we…not amount to nothing?” Richard asked.


  “By defying their theories and expectations. You do well in school. You won’t look like physical wrecks. You won’t get into continuous hassles with the authorities. You’ll train; you’ll study, and you’ll develop.”


  “Into what?” Elizabeth asked, still not sure how to read Alex Gold.


  Alex considered her for a moment. The boys looked at her with the same intensity. She felt under glass, but rather than be annoyed about it as usual, she felt flattered. She had come into their precious little private meetings and quickly become the center of attraction. Even the boys had to acknowledge that. Maybe…maybe this was what Alex was trying to tell her.


  “What do you want to be?” he asked.


  “Rich and famous and beautiful.” She expected them all to laugh, or at least smile widely, but no one did. She might as well have said she wanted to be a clerk in a bank.


  “Then that’s what you’ll be,” Alex said. He said it matter-of-factly as he would have said, “You’ll get a glass of milk when you want it.”


  Her eyes locked with his. She had never really felt she was capable of becoming rich and famous and beautiful. She didn’t feel it now, but there was such a sense of determination in Alex Gold’s face that she felt guilty for not feeling it.


  “Not that many people become…”


  “If you accept failure, you’ll be a failure,” he said, anticipating her thought. “You began to accept failure when you let other people use your body for their own pleasure. You became a thing, an object with as much significance as an ice cream cone.”


  Carl laughed, but Alex turned quickly and glared at him so hard that he stopped, wiped the smile from his face, and swallowed. When he looked to Richard, he saw Richard was just as ferocious-looking as Alex.


  “Sorry,” he muttered. Elizabeth was impressed, not only with Alex’s power, but with his way of putting things so directly. He turned back to her.


  “I say ‘ice cream cone’ just as an illustration of something that gives temporary pleasure and is gone. What you’ve done is diminish yourself.”


  “It wasn’t all my fault,” she said. She wanted to be tougher, more aggressive and defiant, but tears formed in her eyes.


  “I know, and that’s why I don’t put the blame on you. I put the blame on them. But they’ll suffer for it. In the end, they will be the ones to suffer,” he added, pronouncing each word distinctly. It had the full impact of an Old Testament prophecy.


  “That’s right,” Richard said. “They will suffer.” He performed as a perfect chorus for Alex’s main ideas.


  “Yes,” Carl added. “They will.” He was eager to be part of it now. Elizabeth turned toward both of them. They were looking at her, but they were looking with sympathy and understanding. In that moment she felt a bond between them and her, a warmth. It was as though they were all of the same tribe. What had been done to her had been done to them, one way or another.


  When she looked back at Alex, she saw that he knew she understood. And for the first time since she had arrived, he really smiled at her. She wasn’t sure why at the time, but Alex’s approval was something she wanted very much. What she didn’t realize was just how much she would be willing to do to get it. That realization was to come in the days and weeks to follow.


  4


  One day Mrs. Hoffman called to tell Alex about a ten-year-old boy she was looking to place.


  “He was brought up like an animal in a cage,” she said. “It just goes to show you how bad the system is that it took so long to discover exactly what was being done to this child.”


  “An only child, you said?”


  “Yes. The only contact he has had with other young people has occurred during the scattered time he spent in school. They lived like nomads; he’s been in and out of more than a dozen different public schools. Although he should be in the fifth grade, he reads on a first-grade level. And the pathetic thing is that his physical development has mirrored his retarded mental development. By the time the situation was discovered and properly diagnosed, much damage had already been done. He is as meek as a beaten-down puppy dog.”


  “How tragic.”


  “Yes. Anyway, what I think he needs more than anything right now is contact with other children, as much contact as possible, in school and out. That’s why I thought about you and Mrs. Gold. Along with the others…”


  “Of course,” Alex said. “That’s most logical.”


  “I realize we’ve already burdened you with three, but…”


  “It’s not a burden, Mrs. Hoffman. My wife and I are getting more out of this than we are giving. Believe me.”


  “It’s so wonderful to hear you say that, Mr. Gold. You don’t know how difficult this gets to be. People don’t want these children around them. They…”


  “I know, Mrs. Hoffman. Would tomorrow be too early for us to meet the boy?”


  “Tomorrow? Oh no, no. In the morning?”


  “No, make it late in the afternoon,” he said thinking about the other children coming home from school. “I want us all to be there to meet him. I want him to see what he’s coming into and what it will be like.”


  “What a wonderful idea, Mr. Gold. You do have a feel for these things. Perhaps I can talk you into taking a position in my department,” she said and laughed.


  “I’m afraid I couldn’t put up with the frustrations you endure from day to day.”


  “Isn’t that the truth, Mr. Gold. Thank you, again. I look forward to the meeting tomorrow. About four OK?”


  “Fine,” he said.


  Sharon didn’t act surprised when he told her. This thing had gone beyond anything she could have imagined. For all she knew, Alex planned to fill every room with a child. He was obsessed with it. When he described the new boy to her, his face was filled with such passion that she felt she dared not utter even a syllable of protest. He went from one emotion to another, first showing anger over what had been done to the child and then compassion for his suffering. He ended with his usual look of determination when he told her how they would turn it all around.


  “They.” She had to laugh at that. As far as she was concerned, she had become invisible to the children. They moved in and out, around and through her. Most of the time they didn’t look at her, even though they had the courtesy to say “Good morning” every morning and “Hello” whenever they reappeared. Of course, they delivered Alex’s messages to her dutifully and politely, never adding a note of bitterness or disdain. They were aloof but respectful.


  If they had been disrespectful, if they had abused her in any way, at least she could have reacted. It was getting to be that she hated them for being so good. This wasn’t anything she could tell Alex; she couldn’t even form the words for a complaint. She could only keep it all to herself. Anyway, she thought, he would always defend them, find some explanation or rationalization for anything they did.


  The meals were becoming unbearable. They looked at her or spoke to her only if Alex did. Whenever she asked questions about their schoolwork or their activities, they answered, but the answers were short, deadly to the point, precluding any further discussion, and they would go on with another topic as quickly as they could, detouring the conversation around her.


  She had to admit that she appreciated the way Alex had gotten them to develop responsibility around the house. They had cleaning up after dinner down to a science. Elizabeth scraped the dishes and placed them neatly into the dishwasher. The boys cleared the table and wiped it down. They took out the garbage and swept up. All that was left for her to do was put away the leftovers.


  As soon as all that was completed, they were out of her sight for most of the remainder of the evening. They would go right to their homework or to a meeting with Alex. As the weather improved, he took them for long walks, either into town or over their property. Some townspeople who spoke to her regularly remarked about the “wonderful sight.”


  “He looks like Socrates walking with his students,” Mr. Marre told her. He was the postmaster in Sandburg. “What do they talk about?” he asked. She was too embarrassed to say she didn’t really know; Alex never confided in her about it and she was not permitted to go along.


  “Oh they talk about schoolwork and any problems they might have.”


  “Your husband is quite a man, quite a man,” he said, and she knew that he must be reflecting the comments of other local inhabitants.


  There wasn’t any way she could stand against all this.


  “I’ll look to fixing up another room, then,” she said.


  “Right next to the others,” he said.


  “Maybe he could share the room with Carl.”


  “No. They each must have privacy. I want each of them to have something they can call their own. People only take care of the things they cherish as part of them,” he added. She had to admit that sounded very true.


  “I just thought maybe…since you said he was always by himself…”


  “He needs to be by himself sometimes. Everyone needs that. He’ll have plenty of company and plenty of contact with the others, but I want him to become strong and not to be afraid of solitude.”


  “Like me?” she said, but he either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her sarcasm.


  Instead he went right to the children, called a meeting, and announced the imminent arrival of their new brother. As he had done with each of them, he explained and described as much of the boy’s background as he knew. They were impressed with the fact that he treated them as equals. There was no such thing as a boundary between what was “adult information” and “children’s information.”


  “If you’re going to be able to understand him and help him as you are helping each other, you’re going to have to know about him,” he said. “I don’t know all the grisly details yet. We’ll learn much of it together, and we’ll take it from there.”


  The next day when they came home after school, they marched up to their rooms and dutifully showered and changed their clothes. Sharon watched with utter fascination as they descended the stairway, each of them spic and span, wearing their best clothes, their hair neat, their shoes shined. Alex said nothing; it was as though he expected it. When Sharon gave it deeper thought, she realized that was true—nothing the children did surprised him. He even anticipated their mistakes.


  “How beautiful you all look,” she said.


  “Why are you wearing that dress?” Elizabeth asked her. “It’s such a drab dress.”


  “This is?” She looked to Alex, dismayed. “Do you think it’s drab, Alex?”


  “You could have worn something special. It’s a special day,” he said.


  “Well…why didn’t you say something before?”


  “Why do I have to tell you what to wear? Do I have to tell them?” he asked and looked at his foster children. The pride that shone in his face hurt her.


  “I’ve had this dress for a long time,” she said, a little more defiantly, “and I’ve never thought of it as drab, nor has anyone who has seen me in it.”


  “People don’t tell you the truth,” Elizabeth said. “They lie to protect your feelings.”


  “Well, maybe you should do that, too,” Sharon snapped.


  “It’s wrong to lie,” Richard said.


  “Or to tell anyone to lie,” Carl added. Alex smiled.


  “They’re right, you know.”


  “I didn’t mean lie in the sense…I didn’t mean they should…be deceitful. I meant…”


  “People who don’t tell you that dress is drab are being deceitful,” Elizabeth said.


  Sharon just stood there with her mouth partly opened.


  “Do you think I should change, Alex?”


  “Do what you think you should,” he said. “We can wait a few more minutes.”


  The children looked at her expectantly. She turned and ran up the stairs. She practically pulled the dress off herself out of anger and frustration. I can’t believe I’m doing this, she thought; I can’t believe I’m letting those children run my life. She put on a newer dress, one she would have thought to be too formal for what they were going out to do.


  The children and Alex were waiting for her at the foot of the stairs, almost as though they hadn’t moved an inch since she went up. All of them looked up at her as she descended. It was incredible, but she felt she was being inspected and approved by them. It was as if Alex had transferred his power into them.


  “That’s much better,” Elizabeth said. The boys nodded. Alex didn’t say anything; he just turned and opened the front door.


  “I think I’m overdressed,” she said, but even to herself it came out like the words of a spiteful child. The kids didn’t respond. They turned quickly and filed out behind Alex, leaving her to close the door. They got into the backseat quickly and quietly and sat with looks of impatience while she petted and talked to the cats.


  “C’mon, Sharon,” Alex called impatiently.


  “I get more attention from the cats,” she said, getting into the front seat.


  When they arrived at Mrs. Hoffman’s office, they found she had set it up to accommodate everyone: there were five chairs in front of the desk. The couch was reserved for the new boy, Donald Martin.


  All of the children greeted Mrs. Hoffman politely. She beamed and nodded to Alex when Richard held Sharon’s chair steady until she sat down. Sharon whispered a thank you and watched the three of them take their seats after Alex and Mrs. Hoffman took theirs.


  “I told Donald that you were all going to be here,” she said. “It had a very positive effect. You can imagine how depressed the child is.”


  “I don’t know that much about him,” Sharon said tartly. Alex looked at her sternly, but she turned herself to Mrs. Hoffman.


  “Oh…I would have thought…didn’t you discuss the child with your wife, Mr. Gold?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “And with the children,” Sharon added.


  “I see. Well, what more would you want me to tell you before we bring Donald in, Mrs. Gold?”


  Her spurt of aggressiveness wearing off, Sharon looked nervously at Alex.


  “I think Sharon meant that you really can’t get to know someone from a description and a resume; you have to have contact with him for a while.” Alex smiled ingratiatingly.


  “Oh, was that it?”


  “Yes,” Sharon said. Her quick retreat brought a smile to Mrs. Hoffman’s face. Sharon glanced at the children. They were sitting between her and Alex, with Richard the closest to him, followed by Elizabeth and then Carl. All three stared at her with Alex’s eyes.


  “He’s really a precious little thing,” Mrs. Hoffman said. “A victim, if you know what I mean.” She winked at Sharon and Sharon smiled weakly. Mrs. Hoffman picked up her telephone and buzzed a secretary. “Please bring Donald in now,” she said. Everyone turned expectantly to the side door.


  The ten-year-old was underdeveloped. His diminutive facial features, small hands, and thin arms made Sharon think of a doll she used to have. Whereas Carl was mouselike in his smallness, Donald was more like a bird. He seemed as fragile as a sparrow and looked about with a bird’s caution and fear. His glance went everywhere, his eyes moving back and forth with nervous energy. He tried to take in all his visual clues as quickly as he could, afraid of keeping his gaze on any of the other kids or on Alex and her too long. He looked down at the floor, up at Mrs. Hoffman, and then at them.


  His long, thin light brown hair fell loosely over his forehead and temples. Some attempt had been made to brush it back into shape, but it was apparent that he didn’t care much about how it looked. They had him dressed in a light blue polo shirt and jeans with sweat socks and sneakers. Although he had the same scrubbed and dressed look that the others had had when she had first seen them, Sharon thought this child looked more out of place. There was something wilder about him, about the way he held his hands clenched like claws against the sides of his legs, about the way he kept his neck stiff and his head still. Although he made no sound, she had the feeling he would suddenly shriek like a vulture and scratch his way out of the room.


  “Donald doesn’t talk very much,” Mrs. Hoffman said, “but maybe he’ll make an exception and say hello to everyone here. Donald?”


  He looked at them more intently, but he did not speak. Instead, he looked down again.


  “That’s all right,” Alex said quickly, “Donald doesn’t have to talk now if he doesn’t want to. They’ll be plenty of time for him to talk. I’m sure he’ll want to talk to his new brothers and sister. This is Richard,” Alex continued, as though he had dealt with seriously disturbed children all his life. “He’s the oldest. Then comes Elizabeth and then comes Carl.”


  “Hi,” Richard said. He smiled and nodded. The others did the same. Somehow Sharon wasn’t surprised that Alex had introduced the children before he had introduced her.


  “And this is Sharon,” he said, “my wife.”


  She smiled at him and saw that his face reflected more fear when he had to look directly at her. It gave her the chills. She wondered if all of his problems didn’t have something to do with his mother or with the foster mothers he had had. Alex paused, but Donald didn’t make any attempt to respond.


  “We’re eager to have you come join us,” Alex said. “You’ll go to school with the kids; you’ll have your own room, and there’ll be plenty for you to do.”


  “We have a lake and rowboats,” Carl said. Donald’s eyes widened.


  “And an exercise room,” Richard added. “We’re gonna build you up.”


  “We help each other with our schoolwork,” Elizabeth said. “You’ll do well in school now.”


  “Doesn’t this sound great?” Mrs. Hoffman asked. “Can’t you just say hello to these fine people? They all care about you and want to help you.”


  There was a short silence and then Alex slapped his hands together. He did it so abruptly and so sharply that both Mrs. Hoffman and Sharon flinched. The kids behaved as though they expected it, as though it had all been planned.


  “I know,” he said, “let’s talk without words. Let’s just sit here and listen to Donald’s thoughts and let Donald listen to ours. If we all concentrate, we can do it,” he added. Mrs. Hoffman’s smile widened. The children, along with Alex, wore curious expressions on their faces and stared at Donald. All of a sudden, he laughed. Then Alex laughed and the children joined him. “Now we’re not going to tell you the joke, Mrs. Hoffman. That’s between Donald and us,” Alex said. Donald looked to Mrs. Hoffman to see what her reaction would be. Her smile evaporated and then quickly returned.


  “That’s all right; that’s quite all right. I understand,” she said. “Donald, you want to go with Mr. Gold and his family?” The little boy looked at Alex and the kids and then nodded emphatically. “Fine. We’ll get everything together and deliver him in the morning, Mr. Gold.”


  Sharon sat in amazement. Alex stood up and walked to Donald. He extended his hand slowly, and the birdlike child lifted his into it. For a moment Alex simply held his hand and then he shook it, staring down at him all the while. Sharon had to wonder if Alex could read the boy’s thoughts and transmit his own to the boy. There seemed to be an immediate affinity between them.


  “I’ll be waiting for you, Donald,” he said. “And so will the children. OK?”


  “OK,” Donald said, and the sound of his voice seemed majestic. Even Mrs. Hoffman’s smile widened and her eyes teared. The moment was miraculous. Alex had done in minutes what others couldn’t do in months.


  “That’s very nice, Donald,” Mrs. Hoffman said. “Go back to Mrs. Cohen now and she’ll help you get yourself organized.”


  Sharon noticed that Donald did not turn away immediately to do what Mrs. Hoffman had told him to do. He looked up at Alex first as though waiting for Alex to confirm the order. Then he turned away and walked out of the room, closing the door gently behind him.


  “A piece of work,” Mrs. Hoffman said standing. It was obvious she couldn’t contain herself. “A piece of work. Mrs Gold, you have a remarkable man here. Are you sure you don’t want to come work for me?”


  “But I do in a sense, don’t I, Mrs. Hoffman?” Alex said. Sharon recognized the look he gave her. He was charming her, using those eyes, turning on that smile. The thin woman blushed and immediately became self-conscious.


  “So you do, Mr. Gold. So you do. Well then, it all looks good. Mr. Kaplan will be at your place by ten, if that’s convenient,” she said, looking to Sharon this time.


  “It’s fine,” Sharon said.


  “We’ve been through this enough so I don’t have to go through anything more.” She looked at the children. “You’re all special,” she said, “but I’m sure you saw how special Donald is. He’s going to need your help if he’s going to make it anywhere. Can I count on you?”


  “Of course,” Richard said. Sharon saw Alex’s arrogance in him and Alex’s restraint. It was obvious to her that he wanted to say more, just as Alex would want to say more.


  “The children will get along,” Alex said.


  “I don’t doubt it a moment. Well then…” Everybody stood up, Sharon the last. “I’ll be in close contact. Once again, thank you.”


  “Thank you,” Alex said. There was a smile on his face, but when he turned to leave, that smile turned to a sculpture in ice. Sharon saw his eyes were fixed on her, but she turned away.


  No one spoke again until they all got into the car.


  “Why do you think he doesn’t like to talk?” Elizabeth asked.


  “He’s been abused so much he doesn’t want to reveal what he really thinks and feels. He’s afraid, terribly afraid.”


  “It’s a rotten thing what was done to him,” Richard said.


  “Damn rotten,” Carl said.


  Sharon said nothing. She felt something special about the moment. It was as though she had wandered into one of Alex and the children’s special sessions and been permitted to remain. There was a different tone in the air; it wasn’t like sitting around the dinner table and talking.


  She had become terribly curious about their conversations. Something special had to be going on. Alex was doing something unusual, something magical. Perhaps if she kept quiet now, she thought, and they forgot she was here, she would understand; she would see just what it was that went on between them.


  “They treated him that way because he was one of us,” Elizabeth said. The silence that followed confirmed that the others thought so, too.


  “Another leper,” Richard muttered.


  “Will he become…will he get better?” Carl asked. “I mean, what if he never says anything to anybody? I don’t think I could take it.”


  “That’s not a good way to think, Carl,” Alex said. “You’re not the one who would be suffering. The silence is more painful to Donald than to those around him.”


  “It is?”


  “Sure. He’s the one who has to keep everything bottled up inside. Don’t you remember when you were like that?”


  “Yes.”


  “And don’t you remember how unhappy you were?”


  “Me too,” Richard said.


  “Believe it or not, I was like that sometimes,” Elizabeth said. She smiled, but there was no laughter. There was a long pause, and then Richard leaned forward.


  “They did it to him,” he whispered, “just like they did it to us.”


  Alex started to nod, but Sharon couldn’t contain herself any longer. Her curiosity was whetted.


  “Who?” she asked. She turned, and Richard sat back quickly. “Who’s the they you’re talking about?” He didn’t reply, nor did the other two say anything. She looked at Alex, but he kept his face forward, concentrating on the road ahead. “Alex?”


  He didn’t answer, and the deadly silence that followed made her feel as though she were riding in a car with four zombies. From that moment until they drove up to the Echo Lake Manor, no one said a word. As soon as the car came to a halt, the children opened their doors and rushed out of the car.


  “Alex,” she said as he started to get out. The children were already at the door. He slammed the door, leaving her in the car.


  Afterward at dinner, Sharon sensed that the silent treatment was still in effect. The children spoke to each other and to Alex, but the conversation was subdued. Actually, she thought they were all sullen. Twice she tried to say something about the new boy who was to come, but no one, not even Alex, picked up on it. She was happy when the meal was over and even wanted to get the children out of the kitchen as fast as she could. But they wouldn’t hear of it. Their chores were their chores.


  “Just this once you can go right to your homework,” she said.


  “Alex says if you give in once, you’ll give in twice,” Elizabeth replied.


  “We do what we have to do,” Richard said. “It makes us stronger.”


  “It’s no big deal,” Carl said.


  She had to retreat and wait for them to finish. After they were gone, she sat down at the table and stared at the empty kitchen. She thought about the ride back from the government center and how she had been treated in the car and at dinner, and she felt herself grow angry. It wasn’t in her nature to be aggressive; she had learned to tolerate her life and actually cherish a good deal of it.


  As a child she had been a loner just like Alex. She’d been bashful, hating to be in crowds or the center of attention. She had always admired Alex for the way he managed to maintain his solitude. They had their music and their books and their beautiful home and grounds. Sometimes she felt like a princess in a castle. Alex made the walls secure and kept the moat filled with crocodiles. He gave her whatever material thing she wanted, and often, before the children had come, they would have long, serious discussions about books, about the old times, and sometimes, even about their own fears.


  She didn’t like to talk about his father, but references to him slipped in and out of their conversations like some persistent insect invading good crops. Even the slightest hint of anything critical about his father got him angry, but sometimes she couldn’t help expressing herself.


  “I used to get the chills from the way he could just sit and stare out of the window. He made me feel as though he could see things I couldn’t.”


  “Maybe he could.”


  “I don’t want to believe that those things existed.”


  “Maybe they do.”


  “Don’t talk like that, Alex. You know how that frightens me.”


  “You brought it up, I didn’t.”


  “I don’t understand how your mother put up with it all those years.”


  “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand.”


  “Well, I felt sorry for her. Everyone did. I know you did, too, Alex, even though you won’t admit it.”


  He said nothing, but she saw the conflict in his face and she felt bad about pushing it.


  “Why did he want a child?” she asked him. “From what you told me, it seemed he wanted you only to preach to.”


  “That’s not true. Children have a special place,” he told her. “Pa believed that.”


  Pa believed that, she thought. She looked around the kitchen and thought about Alex’s mother. Not as meek and as introverted as I am, she thought, but nevertheless, subdued, weighed down by the heaviness of an arranged marriage, childless until Alex was adopted.


  The coincidence was too obvious. Why had Alex’s mother been childless? She had never understood that and Alex had never explained it. Was his father impotent? His mother infertile? How could it be that they would have the same problem and then…


  The foster children, coming suddenly, as though Alex had finally awoken to the reality that there was no one else but him and her here. He wasn’t lonely; that wasn’t Alex. Why had he become so fatherly and how had he learned to deal with children so well? Even she had sat in amazement in Mrs. Hoffman’s office.


  Was he trying to do what his father had done, but in a bigger way? And what was it that his father had done? Converted him to his own private view of the world?


  Alex never really seemed to believe all of it. He seemed so strong, so independent. That was what had first attracted him to her—his power to be alone, to stand by himself, and to be so sure of what he was. He must have seen the need in her; he had been so gentle in those days, so willing to make the extra effort to please her. Did he still love her? She was afraid to ask the question.


  She got up and put out the light in the kitchen. What did Alex mean, she wondered, when he said that children have a special place? What special place? Was it some part of his father’s mad philosophy? Did he take it from the Bible? Was that why he was bringing them into the house now?


  She found him in the living room about to turn on his recording of the Carmina Burana and sit down to read.


  “Is that all you’ll ever listen to, Alex?”


  “It puts me into the right mood to read and to think. You don’t have to listen to it.”


  “Why wouldn’t you answer me in the car?”


  “You don’t do that kind of thing, Sharon.”


  “What kind of thing?” she asked, but he sat down and picked up one of those old brown books. Actually they were his father’s journals, written in a chicken scratch that she couldn’t understand. How Alex could sit there and make head or tail of it she never understood. She even suspected that he didn’t understand much of it himself, that he sat there struggling to read meaning into the writing. Maybe he had made it a lifelong project or something. “What kind of thing?” she repeated. Tonight she was determined to press on for answers, no matter how angry he might get.


  “You don’t undermine my work with the children,” he said, pronouncing each word slowly and independently for emphasis. He looked at the old journal again.


  “How is what I asked in any way undermining your work?”


  “My God, don’t you see anything?”


  “Indulge me a little bit, Alex. I’m not as smart as you are.”


  “Apparently.” He lowered the book to his lap. “Before they came here, the children had no self-image, no sense of identity, no I-thou concept. They saw themselves to be whatever anyone saw them to be, whatever they were labeled. They didn’t see anything unique about themselves. Without a good self-image, you can’t achieve; you can’t make anything good of yourself. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, I understand all that. But who is the they?”


  “I don’t want them to be self-conscious about their achievements; I don’t want them to become withdrawn. You did that to Richard when you asked him who the they was. You embarrassed him, made him feel stupid for saying it.”


  “I did?”


  “Yes.”


  “But I didn’t mean that. I only meant to understand.”


  “Sharon, the ‘they’ they talk about are those people who are against them.”


  “Against them?”


  “Yes. Now they have a clear understanding of what they must face, of what they must defeat. In knowing your enemies, you get to know yourself. Pa said that Cain never understood what he was until he understood the evil he had to defeat from the day he murdered Abel on. In knowing his enemy, he knew himself.”


  “Pa said? You’re telling them the things your father said?”


  “What’s so bad about that?”


  “But your father saw evil everywhere.”


  Alex lifted his book again.


  “It is everywhere,” he said. “It’s good that they know it. Look what they did when they found it in themselves. Are they so bad now?” he asked. His smile was a smile of arrogance.


  “Is there evil in me too, Alex?” she asked. Once again, he tried to cloak himself in silence, but once again, she wouldn’t permit it. “Alex, answer me. Is there evil in me? Am I one of the so-called they?”


  He lowered his book reluctantly and looked at her.


  “Don’t worry, Sharon,” he said, “if there is, the children will tell you.”


  5


  Donald moved like a shadow through the house. The self-imposed restraint he had placed on his speaking applied itself to his movements, as well. Sharon would come around a corner and find him standing silently in the room, or she would be working for a while and then sense that someone was behind her. Sure enough, when she turned around, there he was, staring up at her, his eyes filled with suspicion and caution.


  She spoke to him, tried to be as understanding as Alex was, but nothing she said or did seemed to work. He moved around her in the darkest corners of the house, always keeping himself distant and out of reach. At the dinner table, he chose to sit the furthest from her, placing himself between Richard and Alex. She was surprised that Richard permitted him to do it. Richard guarded his relationship with Alex with great jealousy.


  But all of the children had taken the little one in gracefully. She didn’t know that much about sibling rivalries, having been an only child herself, but she had expected more competition and more resentment. After all, what they had shared among three, they now shared among four.


  The feminine warmth that Sharon had hoped to share with Elizabeth, she saw Elizabeth share with Donald. She caught her mothering him, helping him tie his shoes or brush his hair. One night she even saw her kiss him goodnight. The sight shocked her. The ten-year-old wouldn’t come close enough for her to touch him, much less kiss him; and yet, wasn’t it she to whom Donald should have been looking for motherly love? What was it that these children shared that united them so quickly?


  She felt sure that most boys would have felt annoyed with the responsibility of looking after Donald. Carl and Richard had to take him everywhere they went; they were responsible for getting him situated well at school. Whatever friends they had at school, and she wasn’t sure they had any, would probably tease them about Donald. Teenagers wouldn’t want to have a baby brother around with them when they were with other teenagers. At least, that’s what she would have thought.


  One day she stopped at Tillie Zorankin’s house and spoke to her about it. Tillie’s house was situated on the road on the way up from town. She had often stopped there from time to time, only this time, it turned out to be a mistake, because Alex did a terrible thing when she told him—he told the kids.


  It had become an obsession with him to share just about everything with the children. Of course, she resented that. Taking them into her home was one thing, but totally giving up her privacy was another. And when she complained, he twisted it all around to make her look like the bad one.


  “The worst thing, the very worst thing we could do is make these kids feel like outsiders, like boarders. And since this is a tourist house, that’s just what would happen.”


  “I’m not making them feel like outsiders, but there are things that they should not know, things about us.”


  “Not if we’re going to be a true family,” he said, “and that’s what these kids need the most—a true sense of family, a sense of belonging. They’ve got to believe we care about them as we would our own.”


  “But Alex…they’re angry at me because of what you told them.”


  “They should be. Talking about them with Tillie Zorankin. Tillie Zorankin, for Christ sakes!”


  “She’s always been a kind woman, willing to listen and willing to help other people.”


  “Of course, she is. She’s a busybody, and the worst kind, too. She can’t wait to get on the telephone and tell the world whatever you tell her.”


  “That’s not so.”


  “How do you know? Why take such a chance? Do we need any more gossip about us in this town? Do the kids, who are just getting a new start, need people gaping at them when they walk the streets?”


  “People won’t gape at them.”


  “They will now. They’ll want to look at the boy who won’t talk, the girl who was raped by her brother, the boys who had been in and out of a dozen foster homes because no one could control them.”


  “She wouldn’t do that,” she said, but her voice revealed that she wasn’t positive about it.


  Tillie Zorankin was a widow now. She had two sons and a daughter Sharon’s age. When Sharon was younger, she’d been friendly with Leona Zorankin. She’d spent a great deal of time at her house. They got their first periods about the same time, had their first love affairs in junior high school together, and double-dated to the prom. Leona was the closest thing Sharon had ever had to a best friend, and there were many times when Tillie Zorankin had treated her like her own daughter. It was only natural she would continue with their friendship.


  Since Sharon had married Alex, all of Tillie’s children had moved away. Her husband, Sol, had died four years before. The reason why Sharon had made it a point to stop in to see her this time was that she expected Tillie could give her good advice about how to handle the children, having raised three of her own. Tillie listened as she described the whole situation.


  “I didn’t realize you and Alex were doing all that. I can see taking in one or two maybe, but four? And one that’s so disturbed he won’t speak?”


  “He’s speaking to the other children and to Alex, but he’s not speaking to me.”


  “Maybe he’s just afraid of grown women,” she said. And that gave Sharon a theory. When she brought the theory back to Alex and mentioned that she had gotten the idea after talking with Tillie about the kids, he realized what she had done.


  “You didn’t have to go to Tillie Zorankin to come up with that, Sharon. You could have discussed it with me.”


  “But I did mention it to you.”


  “And I told you to give it time.” He turned and looked out the window. “Just lately,” he said with his back to her, “little Donald’s been opening up, mostly to the kids. It seems his foster mother did abuse him terribly.”


  “I knew it.”


  “It’s only natural he would transfer these fears to you. In time he will see what happened to him before won’t happen to him here.”


  “Of course not.”


  Alex turned back to her and just stared for a moment.


  “You realize,” he said, “that I’m going to have to tell the children what you’ve gone and done.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “They have to know you’ve discussed them and their intimate problems. Discussed them with a stranger,” he added.


  “Maybe…you shouldn’t,” she said.


  “I have to. They keep no secrets from me and I keep none from them. That’s why I have to tell them what you’ve done. And they’ll have to know why people are going to stare at them and whisper about them now.”


  “Tillie wouldn’t do that,” she said. But in the back of her mind, she decided to speak to her about it just to be sure.


  For a few days after that, the children treated her like an outcast. Donald’s silent treatment was the order of the day, but the thing that outraged her the most was the way Alex condoned it, even encouraged it. He used them to punish her.


  For the most part, her questions at the dinner table went unanswered. They would grunt or nod, pretend they had a mouthful or start a conversation with one another as though she weren’t even there. That was what was hardest to take—feeling as though she were invisible. If they could have done it, they would have walked right through her.


  At night she complained to Alex about it. He had been only a little less sullen than they. Every question she asked had to be repeated emphatically for him to answer it.


  “They’re abusing me, Alex. They shouldn’t be permitted to abuse me. I’m not someone’s slave around here.”


  “They think you abused them.”


  “I didn’t! I didn’t set out to hurt them; I set out to help them.”


  “After a while they’ll forgive you. It takes them a little longer because of what they’ve been through in their lives.”


  “Forgive me? I’m to wait for them to forgive me?”


  “You’d better take one of your sedatives,” he said. “You sound as though you’re getting hysterical.”


  “I will not take a sedative. I want you to put a stop to this right away, Alex. They’ll do what you tell them to do. Either they treat me like a person or…”


  “Or what? Are you going to become like all the others they’ve been with—an ogre, threatening them, punishing them for being so sensitive?”


  “What about my sensitivity?” She was nearly in tears. He put the light out, crawled into bed and turned his back on her. She knew that she could talk herself blue in the face now and he wouldn’t respond. No one, not even little Donald, could close himself off as well as Alex could when he wanted to shut out the world.


  In fact, now that she gave that some thought, she realized something that gave her the chills: each of the children in many ways resembled segments of Alex’s personality. Richard had his arrogance; Elizabeth had his bitter sarcasm; Carl could be as surreptitious, and Donald was as withdrawn. They moved like parts of him, and when they were together…they duplicated him. Was this what he was after?


  She took the only tactic she knew—she withdrew her services. One morning she didn’t get up ahead of everyone and go down to prepare a good breakfast for the children. She remained in bed. Alex didn’t say anything. It was as if he expected it. She heard them all get up and go to the bathroom. They didn’t seem to move any faster than usual. After they had gone downstairs, she lay there in anticipation. Soon, one of them, if not Alex, would come up and ask her if she was sick. They’d want to know what to do.


  No one did. In time she heard the sound of laughter from below. It was loud and happy laughter, stronger laughter than she had ever heard from them. She suspected it was amplified for her benefit. Alex probably made them breakfast, she thought; but she knew he hated to do that kind of work. He hated to do anything that had to do with the house, whether it be cleaning or repairing. Much of the exterior of the Echo Lake Manor was in need of repainting. There were shutters that had come loose; large portions of the cement walkway right in front of the steps were crumbling; the hedges usually went untrimmed; there was even a broken basement window that had never been replaced. She imagined all sorts of little field creatures made their way in and out of it. She never went down into the basement because of that.


  So she felt certain she could outlast him when it came to this kind of work, especially when she considered the added effort needed to take care of the children as well as themselves. One more day of her “strike” and he would come to his senses. He’d bring the children around then and have them act decently toward her.


  She got up quietly and put her housecoat over her nightgown, slipped into her velvet slippers and went out of the bedroom. She practically tiptoed down the stairs. She didn’t feel comfortable doing this, but she had to see how they were doing without their knowing she was watching. She wanted to see Alex up and at the stove, serving the children.


  But when she peered around the hallway corner and looked into the kitchen, she saw that Elizabeth was wearing the apron. Elizabeth had cooked the eggs and made the coffee and poured the juice. Elizabeth was moving around the table just as she would do—tucking the napkin into Donald’s collar, reminding Carl to finish his toast, chiding Richard about dripping his coffee onto the tablecloth. Sharon thought she even sounded like her. Was she deliberately parodying her? Was that what was causing all the laughter?


  “Now wipe the bottom of your cup, Richard. Who do you think will have to wash this tablecloth? Carl, the ends of the toast are just as nourishing as the middle. Donald, don’t poke at the egg; it’s not going to attack you. Any more coffee, Alex?”


  “Yes, please,” he said. The look of contentment on his face struck Sharon like a knife. With electric ferocity, it sent a pain through her heart. She nearly gasped and gave away her position. Quietly, stealthily, she made her way back to the stairs, and this time she actually tiptoed up. When she got back into her room, she took off her housecoat and went back to bed. For a few moments she lay there staring up at the ceiling. Then, as if someone living within her had thrown a switch, she began to sob uncontrollably. She couldn’t help it, and she couldn’t contain the sounds.


  The laughter below stopped, but she didn’t hear that. She didn’t hear them march out of the kitchen either; nor did she hear them all come up the stairs. She was only aware of them when they were at her door. Alex opened it slowly and stepped in, his children close behind him. She looked up from her pillow. They all wore serious but compassionate expressions.


  “Poor Sharon,” Alex said, and they filed in behind him. He came to the foot of the bed and they gathered around the sides: Richard and Carl to her right, Elizabeth and little Donald to her left. Elizabeth had her arm around Donald. He looked so pathetic, so fragile. She had to stop crying. “She’s sorry now,” Alex said. “We must forgive her, children,” he added.


  She looked from one to the other. They were all nodding silently, a look of pity on their faces. She didn’t want their pity; she didn’t want their forgiveness, but she didn’t know how to stop it.


  First Richard came to her. He touched her hand and smiled.


  “It’s all right, Sharon,” he said. “Don’t cry anymore. We’re not angry.”


  “Don’t cry, Sharon,” Carl said. He was like a chorus.


  “Come on,” Elizabeth said bringing Donald closer to her. “Tell Sharon you forgive her. Come on.”


  Donald moved closer, his big eyes widening. She couldn’t help the look of amazement that came into her face when Donald took her hand into his.


  “I forgive you, Sharon,” he said. She looked up at Alex. He was beaming. Donald’s soft, birdlike voice appeared to have changed. He was stronger. He sounded more like Alex; it was as if Alex were speaking through him. Then he kissed her hand. She couldn’t help reaching out for him; it was the motherly instinct. He let himself be pulled closer until she could embrace him.


  “All right, children,” Alex said. “You’ve got to get to school. We don’t want anyone to be late.”


  They all started away from the bed obediently. Donald slipped out of her grasp gratefully, like a breeze passing through her fingers. The feel of his warm little face lingered on the surface of her breast. She longed to bring it back, to press him against her securely and feel his breath against her face. He had that doll’s face, and she wanted to press her lips to it.


  But the moment was over. The expression of warm feeling, as despicable as the motive for it was, had ended just when she was beginning to enjoy it, just when she was beginning to feel that she could be a part of what they were. She hated to admit it to herself, but she needed them. She needed their affection, perhaps even more than Alex did. She had tasted the death of loneliness and she longed to drink from the cup.


  However, Alex had rationed the show of feeling carefully. He turned it off as easily as he turned it on. He could get them to love her or he could get them to hate her. In a few moments he had brought Donald closer to her than she could have brought him in weeks. They were like obedient puppy dogs. He clapped his hands and they moved.


  “So long, Sharon,” Richard said. “See you later.”


  “Have a nice day, Sharon,” Elizabeth said.


  “See you later, Sharon,” Carl added.


  “Bye,” little Donald called from the doorway. It touched her like a kiss.


  She listened to the patter of their feet as they rushed down the hall and stairway to get their books and head for school.


  “Aren’t they wonderful?” Alex said. She had to nod.


  “But Alex, I didn’t mean them any harm. They shouldn’t have to forgive me.”


  “Then forgive them,” he said. “Forgive them for caring, for looking to you for protection, for expecting you to love them as you would your own.”


  “I want to do that, Alex. I really do.”


  “Then you will,” he said. “But Sharon,” he said, coming around the bed to sit, “for a while we’ve got to be like a fortress here. We’ve got to set up even higher walls. These children are naked; their feelings have been unmasked in the most horrible of ways. They’re vulnerable to every whisper, every snide remark.”


  “People aren’t like that, Alex.”


  “Of course, they are. They’ve let themselves become like that, let the evil seep in.”


  “All right, Alex,” she said, tired of the arguing.


  “You do believe these children are special, don’t you?”


  “Yes, Alex.”


  “Then trust them.”


  “How can I trust them? They’re only children, mixed-up children.”


  “Sharon,” he said, taking her hand the way little Donald had, “didn’t you see anything magical in the moment that just passed? Didn’t you feel the wonder of it?”


  “It was very moving, yes.”


  “It was more than just moving, Sharon. It was something spiritual. It was something very special, and you were an important part of it.”


  She looked into his face. His eyes were glassy, his look distant. At this moment he reminded her more of his father than he had for a long time. He had his father’s far-off, prophetic look. Despite what she had thought of the old man, he had had a way about him, a magic in his face that could frighten or inspire. She used to think there was only a small line between prophets that were respected, idolized, even worshipped, and those who were ridiculed and rejected. Maybe great people did have to border on insanity. Maybe they drew from the same well of ideas, and the difference was only in the presentation and the acceptance that either followed or didn’t follow. Who was she to judge, really? It could all be beyond her.


  “They were so…warm. For the first time, I think.”


  “There’s a fire in them, Sharon, a fire that can light the way. It only has to be directed, to be nurtured. We’ve got to be careful; you’ve got to be cooperative.”


  She sighed and leaned back against the pillow. He stood up and looked down at her.


  “I’ll try, Alex.”


  “Good,” he said. “Do you want me to bring you something to eat? Elizabeth made delicious scrambled eggs, just the way you make them, just the way I like them. The kids ate everything they were supposed to eat. Even little Donald cleared his plate,” he said smiling.


  “No,” she said. “I’ll just rest here a while longer and then I’ll make something simple for myself…toast and jelly, I think. My stomach still feels tied in knots.”


  “You’ve got to calm down, Sharon,” he said. “You’re only going to get yourself sick and leave me with all this work to do.”


  She stared up at him. He had an odd expression on his face. Was it a warning? Did he wish it?


  “I’ll be all right,” she said.


  “Good. I’m going down to the lake to work on the boats. I promised the children we would use them again. Won’t that be nice? Maybe we’ll bring this place around, with their help, of course. It’ll be a little project…getting the place in shape, cleaning it up and all. There’s no better therapy than hard work. That’s what Pa used to say.”


  “I remember,” she said.


  “It’s a good idea though, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, Alex, it is. I’d love to see us bring the Manor back, make it look as beautiful as it was the first day I came up here to go rowing with you.”


  “Do you remember I read you the poem I had written about the two trees that fell in love, their branches entwining?”


  “Yes,” she said. She smiled at the memory. It had been a beautiful day, full of sunshine and hope, the land, the water, and the old house charming her, winning her heart. She had fallen in love with all that first, and then she fell in love with Alex.


  “It can be like that again,” he said. “The children will bring back the light and the warmth.”


  “Oh, I hope so, Alex. I really do.”


  “Believe in me,” he said, “and believe in them, and it will happen.” It sounded like a religious prediction, but she didn’t mind the overtones. She longed so for the happier times that she was willing to make small sacrifices.


  If only they can remain small sacrifices, she thought.


  “I’ll try, Alex. I promise.”


  “Thank you, Sharon,” he said, and he smiled the smile of the old days—wide and warm, full of life and hope. It touched her; it caressed her. It even brought a sexual excitement, and she thought maybe, just maybe, Alex would be so cheered by his success with the children that he would become a whole man again.


  The promise of a full and rich life once again was enough.


  “I’m glad they forgave me,” she said. Alex looked as though he would cry. It brought tears to her eyes.


  “I love you for that, Sharon,” he said, and he left her feeling more fulfilled than she had thought would be possible again.


  Alex was as good as his word. The children went at the work with a vengeance. They were a veritable little army on the attack who saw the enemy in every rust spot, in every piece of blight, in anything that was broken and in anything that was dirty. The work was enhanced by the fact that it was an unusually early and warm spring for this part of the Catskill mountains. During the past few years, they had had some rather cold, rainy, sleety days throughout March, and even some snowfalls in early and middle April, but here it was only the beginning of the last week in April and the weathermen were predicting highs in the mid- to upper eighties.


  The sunshine and the warmth made dismal things look better anyway, but with the children out there scrubbing and painting, the Echo Lake Manor began to stir in a way it hadn’t stirred for years. Their enthusiasm was infectious. Sharon couldn’t help but dig in herself. She looked over the house and saw all the things she had neglected—the rooms that needed new coats of paint, the rugs that should have been cleaned or replaced, the curtains that should have been taken down and washed, the dusting and the vacuuming that was long overdue. Sections of the house that had been heretofore relegated to the past, deserted and unused, suddenly became important again. Who could say for sure about all this anyway, she thought. Alex might come to her one day and say he had decided to bring the place back into the ranks of the tourist industry. After all, it still had a great deal to offer tourists. She had often thought about that possibility herself. They didn’t need the money, but they could sure use the activity. And with the children here now…why it could provide them with gainful employment and healthy contact with people.


  She decided to broach the subject with Alex, and to her surprise, he didn’t reject it out of hand. He didn’t agree to anything, but he did say he would give the suggestion some serious thought and might even bring it up with the children at one of their meetings.


  She wondered if there would ever be a time when she would become part of those meetings. She was getting along much better with the children and sensed that they weren’t only being polite when they spoke to her anymore. There was some sincere warmth. Donald would talk to her, even let her touch him, stroke his hair and fix his clothes. And one day without her trying to start it, she found herself in a real woman-to-woman conversation with Elizabeth.


  “Did you ever like an older man?” Elizabeth asked. Of course Sharon suspected she meant Alex, but after a little more conversation, Elizabeth revealed that she had a terrible crush on her English teacher, Mr. Knots. “He has these beautiful blue eyes,” she said, “and just a little grey hair right here,” she added, indicating the temples. “His skin is so dark he looks like he always has a tan. I could listen to him talk forever.”


  “It’s not unusual to like an older man,” Sharon said.


  “I feel good when he’s close to me,” Elizabeth said. “Especially when he leans over to look at my paper or when he calls me up to his desk. He smells good, too. I think he’s one of the handsomest teachers I’ve ever seen.”


  “I had a crush on a teacher or two in my time,” Sharon said.


  “I think this is more than a crush,” Elizabeth said. “Sometimes he looks at me very hard. Men have looked at me like that before.”


  “You mustn’t read anything more in it than there is,” Sharon warned. Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed.


  “Or I’ll get into trouble again?”


  “No, I’m not worrying about that,” Sharon said. She was, but she disguised it. “I just don’t want you to get hurt, emotionally, that is. Is he a married man?”


  “Yes, but I’ve been with married men before,” Elizabeth said. Sharon wondered who really had the more experience. Who should be advising whom?


  “You’re not…you haven’t done anything to encourage him, have you, Elizabeth?”


  “What could I do?”


  She’s teasing me, Sharon thought.


  “A girl as pretty and as mature as you are can do things. I don’t have to tell you, do I, Elizabeth?”


  “I’m not doing anything. Maybe he likes what he sees.”


  Sharon began to get frightened. This could be very bad, she thought. She wondered if Alex had any inkling.


  “You haven’t told…told Alex about this, have you?”


  “No. This is a woman’s problem,” Elizabeth said, but there was something in her face that made Sharon wonder if she should believe her.


  “My advice to you is to try to get it out of your mind and to do nothing that would encourage either you or Mr. Knots. Let him be your teacher and you be his student.”


  “Maybe I’ll just talk to him about it,” Elizabeth said.


  “How could you do that?” Sharon really wanted to know. Maybe this girl could teach her some things.


  “I’ll simply go up to him and ask to meet with him after school. Alone. Then I’ll go into his room and tell him what I feel and see what he says. Alex says it’s always better to be straightforward. People can’t hide behind their feelings as much if you don’t hide behind yours. When you’re direct, you force them to be direct.”


  “Wouldn’t it embarrass you to say some of these things?” Sharon asked. She couldn’t imagine herself even attempting such a thing when she was Elizabeth’s age. She couldn’t imagine herself doing it now.


  “Never be embarrassed by your true feelings,” Elizabeth said. Sharon was sure that was another Alexism.


  “Sometimes that’s easier said than done.”


  “Nevertheless, I think I’m going to do it.”


  “Do you want…do you want me to come to school and be with you?” Sharon asked. She had contradictory feelings about the idea. She wanted to be close to the girl, but she couldn’t imagine herself in the room when Elizabeth said these kinds of things to a grown man.


  “Oh no. Thanks, but this is something very, very personal. Besides, you might not like the outcome,” Elizabeth added. “Thanks for talking to me about it,” she said, and left Sharon trembling in the kitchen.


  She didn’t know what to do. She was afraid that if she told Alex and he said something to her, Elizabeth might hate her for it and she would have ruined a possible good relationship, just when it was beginning. On the other hand, what if something serious happened and Alex found out she knew and hadn’t told him?


  She still didn’t believe she could know something that he didn’t about one of the children. One night after he had slipped into bed beside her, she decided to test him, but to do it in such a way so as to pull back if she wanted. Hurting her growing new relationship with Elizabeth was too great a risk.


  “Elizabeth and I had a very nice conversation about her work in school the other day,” she said.


  “That’s nice.”


  “Especially in English. She’s very fond of her English teacher, did you know that?” He was silent. “From the way she described him, he sounded like a very nice man and a very good teacher. He makes the subject…exciting.”


  “She said that?”


  “Well, in a way, yes.”


  He was quiet so long that she thought he had fallen asleep. It pleased her to think that Elizabeth had confided in her and in her only. But her happiness was short-lived. Alex turned over on his back.


  “She didn’t say anything about his good looks?”


  “His good looks? Yes, yes she did, Alex.”


  “And how he looks at her?”


  “She told you?”


  “No, she told Richard and he told me.”


  “Oh, he shouldn’t have done that,” she said. “Elizabeth would be devastated if she found out.”


  “Why?”


  “He betrayed her trust. I know how girls are when it comes to such things. Now she’s going to think that I told you and she’ll resent me again.”


  “That’s exactly the kind of thinking I have to eliminate,” he said. “Richard told me because he trusts me with the knowledge. I can’t believe that you knew this for a couple of days and did nothing about it.”


  “I did do something about it; I gave her advice,” she said, but she didn’t add that she felt sure Elizabeth wasn’t going to take that advice.


  “What kind of advice could you give her? What do you know about such matters?”


  “What do you know about them, Alex? You weren’t a young girl, were you?” He was silent. “I think I would have more of a chance of identifying with her problems, don’t you?”


  He remembered his father’s words: “The feminine element is important. We are all of one flesh. Good and evil is not only a man’s concern.”


  “Evil knows no sex,” he said. “It houses itself without discrimination in any living thing. I understand that, and that’s all I need to understand.”


  “But she’s a young girl with a young girl’s sensitivity.”


  “She’s a woman who has had her body abused and tormented. She’ll never be a young girl again,” he snapped.


  “Well, what are you going to do?” she asked, her voice filled with retreat. “You don’t think this teacher is really making advances toward her like she thinks he is, do you?”


  “When he looks out on her class,” he began, “he must be drawn to her.” Sharon felt a cold chill move over the tops of her shoulders and settle into the base of her neck. Alex’s voice was different; it was the voice of someone under a spell, hypnotized by his inner thoughts. He sounded more like a narrator. She could almost see the scene that he envisioned. “Every time he looks up from his books or turns from the blackboard, he feels her eyes on him. Everything that makes him a man tells him that she has a vision beyond her years. He has to be stimulated; he has to be moved. I’m sure he fantasizes about her. She comes to him in dreams…radiant in her youth, her breasts taut, her lips wet. Sometimes he stops in the middle of a sentence and forgets where he’s at. She holds him in the grasp of her gaze and turns him to her with the power of a puppeteer. The primeval hunger claws its way back over the centuries tearing at the fabric of civilization.”


  He paused. She thought he did so because he felt her trembling beside him.


  “What are you going to do?” she asked. It came out in a whisper. “Are you going to speak to him? Are you going to speak to her?”


  “What has to be done will be done,” he said. That’s all he would say. He turned over again. His back looked wider and darker than ever. As usual, he had dropped a wall between them.


  Outside, the moon and the clouds played havoc with the shadows. They had them dancing madly on the wall opposite the window. She was reminded of the night she had come upon Alex’s father standing in the shadows.


  She had walked home from playing bingo in the firehouse. There was just a slip of the moon prying its light down through the scattered clouds. When she reached the top of the driveway, she saw him standing near the large maple tree.


  “Is that you, Pa?” she’d asked. There was no reply. “Pa?” He said nothing. It gave her the chills. She debated walking on to the house and leaving him there, but in the end, she decided to go to him. “Pa,” she said, “what’s the matter? Why don’t you answer me?”


  The old man’s eyes were wide and he was staring out at the darkness as though he had seen something terrible.


  “I’m getting weaker,” he’d whispered, “and they know and they’re coming closer. Every night, they come closer.”


  “Who?” She’d turned and looked into the shadows. When she turned back, the old man was gone, as though he had been a shadow himself. Later, in the house, she’d questioned whether or not she had imagined it all. When she told Alex, he’d said, “Let it be. Just let it be.”


  She had but maybe that had been a mistake.


  6


  During the next week, Sharon put Elizabeth’s problem aside. Later on, when she was able to analyze herself more objectively, she concluded that she’d repressed it. The cloak of mystery that Alex threw over the situation, the deep sexual overtones that stimulated her own hungers, and a basic fear of getting herself involved in something that was, in her opinion, beyond her, all closed around the memory of her conversation with Elizabeth and her conversation with Alex. Perhaps she hoped, as she knew many modern-day parents did, that the situation would solve itself. Time had a way of thinning out the severity of things. Isn’t it always true, she thought, that when I look back on something, I wonder why it was I got so upset about it?


  It was easy to forget when every day that week was filled with new and wonderful things being done to the Echo Lake Manor. Alex rented two jackhammers and he and Richard, with Carl as a relief man, went about breaking up the pithy cement walkway at the front of the house. It was a sight to see—he and the two boys, their shirts off, their skin gleaming in the sunlight, working hard, side-by-side. She and Elizabeth brought them cool lemonade and sandwiches when they worked on the weekend. After the broken cement had been removed, Alex ordered a delivery of new cement. He and Richard built the frames, and all that had to be done was to have the cement truck back up and dump the load. As soon as that was done, they went about smoothing it out.


  Despite his distaste for handyman’s work, Alex had a knack for it. He had been forced to do enough of it to know what he was doing; only now, with the children at his side, he seemed to enjoy the labor. As a teenager, Alex had had to do much of what his father should have been doing. His father had taken advantage of him. At least, that was what Sharon thought, and what she suspected Alex believed. His father’s defense had been that same old axiom—hard work keeps a man honest and good. It had been designed to keep Alex out of trouble, as though trouble was something that loitered just over the property line of the Echo Lake Manor, just waiting for Alex to relax and walk to it.


  It wasn’t hard to understand why he hadn’t had many friends when he was young. Alex’s father had been suspicious of boys and girls Alex’s age and never made them comfortable if they did come to the Manor. Alex had always been too busy to participate in high school activities, even though he could have been a great athlete. He’d told her the coaches of the various sports were always trying to draft him to join their teams. Because he hadn’t joined any, because he rarely, if ever, attended school parties or sporting events, he had gradually become ignored and forgotten.


  “I know they thought I was a weirdo,” he’d once told her, “but it couldn’t be helped. In the spring and summer, we had to work like mad to prepare and keep up the tourist house for the resort season. During most of the fall and a good part of the winter, we did the major reconstructions and repair work. It seemed like there was always something that had to be done around here. The place had grown too big for a family with only one son, and don’t forget, my parents weren’t young when they adopted me.”


  When she asked him more about that, he confessed that he’d always been afraid of losing them.


  “Pa always seemed old to me, and my mother was such a workaholic I was sure she would drop in the middle of something one day, just come puttering to a stop and collapse in the midst of a meal or cleaning a room. Imagined we’d find her on the floor, folded up like a deboned duck.”


  “But your father was so strong. I remember the stories about him—how he lifted the backs of cars, how he could bend a horseshoe with his bare hands. Didn’t I see him lift one end of that oil burner all by himself when that crew came to deliver it and it got stuck on the basement steps? Everyone was amazed.”


  He laughed. “He was just impatient and disgusted with them, and when Pa got like that…he gathered an inner strength that was phenomenal. I suppose, now that I think about it, it was silly for me to worry about his doing too much physical work, even in his fifties and sixties. But I was terrified that if they died, I’d be farmed out again. So I worked when I could have played, so what?” he said, but she felt he resented what had happened.


  The kind of work he and the children were doing now was different, though. None of them complained. If one wasn’t working as hard as the others thought he should, they came down on him, including little Donald, who was assigned to smaller but still significant jobs. He painted moldings, brought the others the tools they needed, gathered the garbage and discarded materials, and learned how to use the lawnmower.


  Sharon couldn’t help feeling sorry for all of them when they came in after the work. Their faces and hands were smeared with grime and paint, their hair was matted down from sweat, and their eyes revealed their fatigue. All of them marched up quietly to their rooms and took their showers in turn.


  Alex had developed a system for everything they did. There was always an order. Richard went first because he was the oldest. Elizabeth followed, but Donald came before Carl, because Alex placed a certain importance on the last position. He told them that whoever was last had to cover up for everyone. The others had to be careful so his burden wouldn’t be too great, but nevertheless, he had a major responsibility. It was too big of a responsibility to leave for little Donald. Carl understood and even felt proud in being given the position.


  When they came down for dinner, they were as clean and neat as they were at the start of a day. What was more amazing though, as far as Sharon was concerned, was their renewed energy. They were vibrant and alive. There no longer was any sign of their fatigue. They talked excitedly, ate with ravenous appetites—which pleased Sharon and made her work even harder on the meals—and went at their schoolwork with just as much eagerness as they had before Alex had devised all the physical labor. Of course, Alex claimed all this proved Pa’s point: good, honest work was necessary.


  She couldn’t deny it; there was very little she could deny now. Things were going like clockwork. Alex had put up a bulletin board in the entranceway, and the children were told to pin up their good school papers as soon as they entered the house. The board was covered with A-papers and hundreds and nineties. Little Donald had won a handwriting contest in his class and was given a medal with a blue ribbon. It was pinned to the center of the bulletin board.


  One bright, sunny afternoon after they had been working on the Manor for a while, she stepped out of the house and walked down over the rebuilt front step and new cement patio. The air was warm and the leaves of the trees had turned a rich green. The lawn smelled fresh and full, having been trimmed only that morning. Alex and the children were down at the lake having some well-deserved recreation: a rowboat race. Dinky was sitting at the bow of Richard’s boat looking like the coxswain. The children had adopted the dog and he had adopted them, but she didn’t mind losing her pet’s attention. The cats were still indifferent to everyone equally, and she thought it would have been very selfish of her and an illustration of petty jealousy to complain about Dinky’s spending so much more time with the children than he did with her.


  She watched them rowing across the lake, their shouts and laughter echoing through the small valley. It was truly a wonderful sight. Then she turned and looked up at the house, at the freshly painted and refastened shutters, at the whitewashed moldings and the cleaned windows, at the neatly trimmed hedges and the immaculate grounds around them, and she thought, I’ve been wrong about everything. Alex is a wonderful person and he has done wonderful things with these children. She chastised herself for all of her earlier fears and jealousies. She took a deep breath of the air in her new world and she felt more alive than she had for years.


  That night, they had just finished supper and were preparing for the cleanup when Richard asked a question that caught Sharon’s attention.


  “Will we go there before or after our homework?”


  “After, Richard,” Alex said.


  “Go where?” she asked. She had gotten up and brought the butter to the refrigerator. The children turned to her as though they just realized she was in the kitchen, too. Then they looked to Alex. Sharon smiled. “Where are you taking them, Alex?”


  “We’re not going far,” he said. She waited for him to go on, but he didn’t.


  “To town?”


  “No.”


  “Well, is it such a secret?” Her smile widened and she looked from one child to the other. Each looked down. “Is it?”


  “No, it isn’t,” he said, pronouncing his “t’s” sharply. “I’m going to show them Pa’s secret room,” he added.


  The butter dish slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. Miraculously, it didn’t break. But from the way Sharon stared at it, it might as well have shattered.


  The Echo Lake Manor, like so many of the tourist houses in that part of the Catskill resort area, had originated as a much smaller farmhouse. Farming had been difficult at best. The ground was rocky; the growing season short and unpredictable. For the immigrants who had come to America at the turn of the century and made their way up to the Catskills—either on their own or as part of a relocation program instituted by the Jewish Agricultural Society working out of the New York City ghettos—the livelihood was meager, survival unpredictable. With the expansion of the railroad, tourism began to flourish, and it was only natural that the struggling farm families would take in guests. Soon they had expanded their housing and created larger and more accommodating tourist houses. Some even became hotels and big resorts.


  The room that Alex had come to call “Pa’s secret room” was located in the basement of what was barely discernible of the original portion of the Manor. The rest of the structure had been built up around it, swallowing the past in a gulp of construction. The oldest portion, located in the rear of the Manor, still had the original fieldstone basement walls. The room’s main purpose had been the storage of foodstuffs, the canned fruits and vegetables. No floor had ever been built; it still consisted of hard-packed dirt and stone. There was no electricity in the old basement, either. The lighting had come from kerosene lamps. There had been two windows on the west end, but they were boarded up by the walls of the newer additions.


  The room could never be reached from inside the house. One had to walk around back and enter through the plank door, which now hung on rusted hinges. The wood had long since lost its color and turned a pale grey. Just inside the door were three stone steps leading into the old basement. A kerosene lantern was hung just above the top step so that anyone entering could light his way immediately.


  The children had seen the door and had asked Alex about it, but he would only tell them that it wasn’t time yet for them to know about that room. The door had no lock on it, but none of them would violate Alex’s prohibition. Now that they learned it had a special meaning for Alex, they were even more intrigued. They had all worked hard and fast on their homework, knowing a trip to the room and the story about it was their immediate reward.


  Alex was reading in the living room when the four of them appeared. Sharon, claiming a splitting headache, had gone up to their bedroom. It was quiet in the house. Alex had not put on any of his music. The silence seemed to be more appropriate as a prologue for what he was about to do.


  He looked up from his reading with some surprise when the children stepped into the living room doorway. The door framed them in a picture that pleased him. Little Donald was to Richard’s left and Richard had his arm around his shoulders. Elizabeth and Carl were to his right, but very close to each other. Their unity was strong. What’s more, they had come down the stairway so softly he had not heard them approaching. That brought a smile to his face. How quickly they had learned the power of silence.


  “We’re ready, Alex,” Richard said.


  “No one rushed his work and did it poorly?”


  “I helped Donald,” Elizabeth said.


  “And Richard helped me with my math,” Carl said. Alex nodded.


  “All right, then. Let’s go.” He got up, put the book down on the small wooden table to his right, and looked upward as though he could see through the ceiling and observe Sharon. Richard anticipated his thoughts.


  “I think she went to sleep,” he said. “The lights are out and there’s not a sound in the room.”


  “Good,” Alex said. “Sharon means well, but sometimes she doesn’t understand.” He started out of the room. The children didn’t follow him until he reached the front door. He opened it and they walked out into the darkness with him.


  The night sky was unusually clear; the half-moon brighter than ever. Alex paused at the top of the porch steps and gazed up. He breathed in deeply, as though he could smell the stars. The children looked up, too. The moonlight cast a magical glow over the walkway and the grounds of the Manor. They could see part of the lake and see how the moon turned the surface of the water into a shimmering layer of glass.


  “The nights were often like this,” Alex said, “when Pa took me to his secret room. You could almost feel how special it was…how special it is.”


  “I feel it,” Elizabeth said. She didn’t mean to whisper, but Alex’s voice was so low.


  “Me too,” Richard said.


  “Yeah,” Carl said.


  “I like all the stars,” Donald said.


  “Come,” Alex said without looking back at them. He descended the steps and walked slowly toward the left side of the house. The children followed close behind, little Donald now holding tightly to Elizabeth’s hand. Alex paused only once before he turned the corner. He looked up at his and Sharon’s bedroom window. The children looked too, but they saw nothing. The window was dark. When they looked back at Alex though, they saw a smile on his face. He shook his head and continued on to the rear of the house.


  Just before he reached the doorway, he turned because he heard Dinky barking madly. The dog had slipped out of the house in pursuit of the children. It enraged him. It was as if Sharon had sent the animal to spoil the moment.


  “BACK!” he screamed as the dog approached. “GET BACK TO THE HOUSE, DAMN YOU.”


  The dog paused, but didn’t retreat. Richard seized the initiative and chased him even further away. Alex was pleased, but he still glared in the animal’s direction. Finally, satisfied that the dog wouldn’t bother them, he turned back to the door.


  “Some places,” he began, “are special because they have a sanctity to them. It’s as though God spent time there and left something of His essence there. When you go in, you feel it; it’s all around you. You’re afraid to speak too loud; you’re afraid to curse or to think bad thoughts. Sins of the flesh and of the spirit and of the mind are greater when they are committed there. Do you understand?” he asked, looking at them as though he had just remembered they were with him.


  “Yes,” Richard said first. The others nodded.


  “Good. I wouldn’t want you to go in there and not respect what it was…what it still is. I’d rather you not go in at all than do that.”


  “We won’t,” Elizabeth said. The anticipation was beginning to get to her, too.


  “Because at first you will think there is nothing to this room. It’s so simple, so old, with its dirt floor and its stone walls. Why do I make so much of it? you’ll wonder. But if you listen hard to what I say and try to feel what I feel, you’ll understand. You’ll know how important it is.” He paused, and they thought he would open the door, but he held his hand on the knob and lowered his head first. Then he lifted his head and turned to them. “My father,” he began, “my father is in this room. Even now,” he added, and he opened the door.


  Sharon had pulled back from the window when Alex stopped to look up at it. Even so, she felt he had seen her. Alex was extraordinary that way. His ability to sense what she was going to do sometimes, before she even did it, was uncanny. She didn’t want to be so predictable, but she couldn’t help it. She didn’t have Alex’s subtleties; she couldn’t deceive. Sometimes she thought he had married her only because of her simplicity. He needed someone he could lord it over, not that he didn’t lord it over anyone who came within his reach. Look what he had already accomplished with the children. Look what he was about to do.


  She shuddered at the thought of his taking them into that room. She had been in it only once herself, and that was when the old man was alive. Alex had said she was impolite, but she’d told him she was frightened sitting in the dark with that single lit candle throwing a pool of thin yellow light over his and the old man’s faces. Alex hadn’t forced her to go in there again, and then, after the old man died, she’d forgotten about the room and hadn’t realized Alex was still going in there from time to time—until that terrible night.


  For almost a week before it had happened, Alex had been unusually withdrawn and depressed. She couldn’t remember his ever looking so sad and so weak. He had spent hours in the living room, sitting in his chair, staring into space. Talking to him did no good; he seemed deaf to everything but his own secret thoughts. He ate poorly, rarely left the house, and watched no television. He read a little, but often after starting a book, put it down and didn’t pick it up again for hours. She’d been worried about him and even suggested he go to see a doctor. He’d looked at her as though she were crazy.


  Then one night not long after dinner, he’d left the house. It was early fall and the nights were cool. Darkness came quickly, too. She had asked him where he was going, but he hadn’t replied. He’d seemed like a man in a trance. She looked out the window and watched him drive off. He was gone for hours. Finally, she’d grown tired and gone upstairs. She was just getting into her nightgown when she heard him drive up.


  She went to the window and watched him park the car. He got out, but he didn’t come into the house. Instead, he went around to the trunk of the car and opened it. What she thought she saw him lift out of it drained the blood from her face. She’d nearly fainted. It had looked just like a body wrapped in a shroud, just the way his father was buried up at the old cemetery in Glen Wild.


  He had tossed the corpse over his shoulder and lifted a shovel out of the trunk. Then he went around the corner of the house. She couldn’t help her curiosity. She’d put on her robe and gone downstairs and out to see where he had gone. He was nowhere in sight, so she walked off the porch and went around to the back of the house. She saw the old plank door of the secret room was open and she heard the shovel going into the hard dirt floor within.


  She’d started toward it, but then stopped. She was afraid of how Alex would react to her discovering what he was doing. She thought perhaps he was in some kind of trance. It frightened her, too, to think that maybe his father had reached back from the land of the dead and got him to do this. After a few moments more, she had fled from the scene.


  She’d gone back upstairs and waited. Not long afterward she had heard Alex come in and heard him go to the downstairs bathroom. A few minutes later she heard his footsteps coming up the stairs and she shivered. She was glad she had left the lights on in the room.


  But when he’d opened the door and stepped in, he looked like his old self. There was a nice smile on his bright and energized face. The depression that had hung over him the past week was lifted. And he was clean. There was no evidence of what he had just done. Or had he done it? Could she have dreamed it?


  “Going to bed early?” he had asked.


  “Where were you?” she asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Alex, you left the house hours ago.”


  “Oh, that. I just went to get some pipe tobacco. I think I’m going to use Pa’s old pipe.”


  “But you were gone for hours.”


  “After I came back, I took a long walk. Just didn’t realize the time, I guess. It was a little cool, so I didn’t think you’d want to go, but it was beautiful out by the lake.”


  She’d studied him. He hadn’t looked at all like a man who was lying; he’d looked like he really believed what he was saying. It had frightened her more. Was it possible he didn’t realize what he had done? Or…was it a dream?


  “I didn’t hear you drive up earlier.”


  He shrugged. “You know,” he’d said, going to the closet, “I think I will take that course up at the community college. It sounded interesting. I’d like to get to know more about computers. Might even want to buy one.”


  She had listened to him go on and on in his old vibrant manner. She was in awe of the change that had come over him and decided she couldn’t confront him with any further questions.


  But her curiosity about it couldn’t be quieted. The next day, after he’d left to go up to the college to investigate this new course, she’d gone around to the rear of the house and the old plank door. Her fingers trembled on the handle. She hesitated a moment and then pulled it open, stepping back to permit the full daylight to enter before her. Then she started down the stone steps. When she reached the bottom, she peered in and saw what looked like freshly dug earth. It fascinated her; she went further into the room.


  Just then the door had slammed shut behind her, leaving her in total darkness at the foot of that room.


  She had screamed and stumbled backwards, catching herself before she hit her head on the steps. The cold chills that went down her neck felt like icy fingers. She couldn’t help imagining the old man’s long, prehensile fingers, bony and thin, with those yellowish fingernails, turning the pages of books.


  She’d struggled to her feet and rushed up the steps and out of the old room, practically tearing the door off its hinges to get it open. When she stepped out into the daylight, she stumbled again. She was crying hysterically now, and when she got to her feet this time, she ran all the way to the front of the house and up the steps onto the porch. Only when she was inside and the front door was closed behind her did she feel any relief. It took her hours to get back to herself. Alex had been away all that time. It could only have been the wind that had slammed the door.


  She had said nothing about it when he returned. She felt foolish for having put herself into such a panic. Besides, Alex would be furious if he found out what she had done. He would accuse her of violating some sacred shrine or something. She was sure of it.


  When she had calmed down enough, she actually felt sorry for Alex. He couldn’t bear the thought of his father’s being away from the house or away from him. She could understand his longing and sadness. After all, what difference did it make to her where the old man was buried? People used to bury their dead on their own land years ago, didn’t they? What was so terrible about it, she thought. Let him have his secret. Look how much it’s helped him already.


  But all that was before the children had come. In the back of her mind had been the hope that he would never share the room with them. After all, he had never shared it with her.


  She was driven by both jealousy and fear. She feared for the children, despite their hardness, their intelligence, and their unity. Gradually, she began to realize why Alex wanted the children so badly. He didn’t want them for himself, as she had at first thought. And he certainly didn’t want them for her.


  He wanted them for his father.


  7


  The children were disappointed, but none of them voiced it, even though each knew how the others felt. They looked at each other quickly and then looked back at Alex. He had lit the lantern and gone down the steps to the center of the room. The kerosene lamp was really not very strong, but here, at the center of such complete darkness, it seemed to have a magical glow. Alex held it chest high and turned it slowly, pushing the darkness to his left as he went. What was revealed was so simple and so uninteresting that the children were confused. Was there something here that they missed?


  To the right were shelves with very old jars still on them. Cobwebs over the jars formed a fabric of thin white threads that crisscrossed each other in a pattern. It was as though the spiders had followed some preconceived design.


  Carl shuddered. For a moment he had the image of one giant spider as creator. He expected it to emerge out of one of the dark corners and envelop them in its long, wirelike legs. He had seen a spider like that in a horror movie once when he was very young, and the memory often reappeared in nightmares. This was a room for nightmares, he thought. For the first time since he had come to the Manor, he was afraid. But he tried desperately not to show any of that fear, not in front of the others.


  Four gazes followed the path of the lantern’s light beyond the jars. They saw the fieldstone walls and the rafters above—thick, dark timber that looked dried and weakened by age. They saw some more shelves, which were empty, and the hard-packed black dirt floor. The light stopped when it reached the straight-back wooden chair. Alex stared at it so intently that Elizabeth had the chilling idea that he saw someone in it. She looked to Richard, but his gaze was as hard and as unflinching as Alex’s was.


  She felt the moisture in her hand and realized that little Donald was squeezing it hard. When she looked down at him, she saw that his eyes were wide and glassy. He looked more fragile than ever and apt to cry at the slightest provocation. She smiled to encourage him. Alex moved to the chair.


  He had closed the door behind them after they had entered, shutting them up with him in his private darkness. Now he took his seat in the chair slowly, the light concentrated under his face, throwing an eerie glow over his mouth and eyes. He seemed transformed by the small pool of illumination. He looked bigger, as though his body was swelling up right before their eyes. For a long moment, he said nothing. He simply sat there staring at them and they looked back at him. The silence was deep, but they could hear the breeze brush against the plank door. It sounded like somebody whispering behind them. Carl had the urge to look back, but he couldn’t break the hold Alex had over him and the others.


  “Richard,” Alex said, “behind the jars on the bottom shelf there you will find long candles. Bring me one.”


  Richard moved quickly, but gracefully. He felt through the darkness and found the candles, holding one up before him. He held it as though it had magical properties, as though it was one of the most valuable things he had ever seen, as he brought it to Alex.


  Alex put his lantern down and took out some matches. He lit the candle and then turned off the lantern. This smaller, flickering light had the effect of changing the room’s interior for them. A curtain had been raised and another lowered. This one turned the walls of the room into a backdrop for all sorts of dancing shadows. The candlelight was the key that released the spirits that were incarcerated in the thick, undifferentiated darkness. Now they were able to assume separate and distinct identities, shapes and forms. As Alex moved the candle to the center of the room, the dancing shapes slipped off the walls and slid over the hard dirt floor. Some even traveled over the bodies of the children.


  There was something in the floor that held the candle upright. After Alex had fastened it securely, he sat back in his chair and beckoned the children to come closer. Now, only at the rim of the light, his face had changed again. This time it looked as though he wore a mask, and his eyes became two small circles of yellowish light.


  “Everyone sit down,” Alex said. He indicated that they should form a semicircle at his feet around the one lit candle. When they did so, their faces became like his, half masked in darkness, half lit by the flickering yellowish light. Elizabeth had the feeling they had all been transformed into whatever Alex had become. The light was a link; the darkness tied them together, made them into one.


  Carl felt a strange new warmth come over him. Now he was comfortable and unafraid. When he looked at Donald, he saw that his little foster brother’s face had become serene. He was looking up at Alex adoringly. The closeness of their little circle, the sharing of the light had given the little one a strong sense of security.


  Only Richard looked greatly excited. The light danced in his eyes and out, as though it originated from within him instead of from the flickering candle. He looked up at Alex expectantly, enthusiastically awaiting a word, a look, a touch. The intensity of his idolization had a strong influence on the others. A stillness settled over them all.


  “Good people don’t have the same kind of death others do,” Alex said. Here in the secret room, even his voice was different. It was deeper, but softer, smoother, richer than a mere human voice. “When they do die,” he said, “something of them always remains. Call it the spirit, call it the soul, but that something stays with us. It finds a place, a sanctuary, and keeps itself there to serve us in our greatest need. Such a place is this. You must not think that because it is simple and old that it is not worthy.” He looked about. “You must not ridicule it. That would offend the spirit.”


  “We won’t,” Richard said. Alex looked at him and nodded. Then he looked at each of the others.


  “If we are true to one another and we are strong for one another, the spirit will help us, will lead us, will protect us. I brought you here tonight because I believe you have all shown yourselves worthy of it. You care for one another more than anyone has ever cared for you. The time has come for each of you to peel away all outer protection, all walls between us must fall. We must be as honest with each other as we are with ourselves. Are you ready for that?”


  “Yes,” Carl said. He didn’t want to be the first to say it, but Alex’s eyes and voice brought it out of him.


  “Yes,” Richard said.


  “Yes,” Elizabeth said.


  “Yes,” Donald said. His little voice was stronger than ever.


  “That’s good.” Alex sat back and closed his eyes. “I feel him now,” Alex said, “I feel his goodness beside me and I will do what I have never done before—I will share it with you.” He paused and then looked hard at Elizabeth. “You are in danger, aren’t you?” he said quickly. The others turned to her.


  “Me?”


  “In this room, with us, at this moment, you can expose the evil within you. It can’t hurt you here. You’ve been aroused. You have let yourself be touched. Someone wants to use you again, to diminish you. Tell me if this isn’t so.”


  Elizabeth looked to the others as though she expected one of them to come to her rescue. She found no sympathy in any face, only expectation. Confession was on her lips. The candle flickered in anticipation. She looked toward the dark corner to her right. She did feel something in this room beside them. Was it the spirit of Alex’s father? She trembled, debating whether or not to lift herself quickly and rush from the secret room.


  “What have you done, Elizabeth?” Alex asked. “Don’t be afraid to tell us here. We can and we will help you. What have you done?”


  Elizabeth looked at Richard. He must have told him, she thought; he must have told him how I’ve been teasing Mr. Knots, how I deliberately rub up against him, how I went to him after school.


  “It wasn’t my fault,” she said. “He’s been looking at me, making suggestions. He wanted to drive me home yesterday,” she said quickly. The lie seemed to form itself. “But I don’t think he would have taken me straight home,” she added. “So I didn’t let him.”


  “You were strong, Elizabeth. That was good,” Alex said. He looked to the others. “You all should learn from that. But you did want to go, didn’t you, Elizabeth? You were tormented by that…that old desire. The evil tried to emerge, didn’t it? Didn’t it?” he repeated.


  She looked at the others. They expected her to confess.


  “Yes, Alex. I couldn’t help the feelings, but I didn’t go with him this time.”


  When she looked up at him, her eyes were filled with tears.


  “That’s good, Elizabeth. That’s good,” Alex said. He held his hand out and she took it to her face quickly. She kissed his fingers and he leaned over further to stroke her hair. “Elizabeth has been under a terrible strain,” he said, looking at the boys. “In a true sense, she was under attack. We mustn’t let anything bad happen to her. She must not be alone in this battle.”


  He sat back and the boys closed the semicircle tighter until they were all touching her, embracing her, comforting her. Little Donald buried his head in her lap, and Carl took her other hand into both of his. Richard put his arm around her shoulders, and there was a long moment during which no one spoke.


  “All right,” Alex said, and the three boys relaxed back into their previous positions. “This time,” Alex continued, “what’s happened to you has happened to all of us. All of us have been used; all of us have been belittled. It is as I told you—there are they and there are we. Isn’t that what I said, what I predicted?”


  “Yes,” Richard said quickly. Alex smiled at his enthusiasm.


  “But now we are stronger and we will not let anything happen to us, to any of us.” He looked at Elizabeth. “Whenever we are weak, we will come to this room and we will regain our strength. Do you all believe me?”


  They nodded.


  “Yes,” Elizabeth said. She wiped the remaining tears from her cheeks. She couldn’t help but be impressed. In this room Alex did seem to have a power. It was as though they were all naked before him and he could see the smallest imperfections.


  “But we must do something for Elizabeth,” he said. “We mustn’t let this go on.”


  He sat back and closed his eyes. The candlelight appeared to have grown stronger. There was a glow on his face. Elizabeth thought that if there were a spirit in this room, this was the time it would merge with him. All of the children widened their eyes in anticipation as Alex raised his hands from his lap and embraced himself, his eyes still closed, his back still firmly against the chair. Then he nodded, as if he heard a voice, as if he were being told something.


  When he opened his eyes, he smiled as though he were pleased the children were still there before him. He leaned forward; his face looked hot. To the children, the candle burned within him now.


  “We will do something,” he said. He looked at Elizabeth again. “She must never be in danger again.” He turned to the boys. “Are you all with me?”


  “Yes,” Richard said emphatically. He was as quick to support Alex as Beelzebub was to support Satan.


  “Yes,” Carl said, but it was more in a whisper. Little Donald looked up at his two older foster brothers and nodded.


  “What should we do, Alex?” Elizabeth asked.


  As an answer, he took Richard’s hand into his right hand and her hand into his left. When Donald and Carl took Elizabeth’s and Richard’s other hands, the union was complete. With the candle in the center, its light flickering over all their faces now, their meeting in the secret room looked more like a seance. For Alex, it was, in a sense. Each of the children thought he felt an energy passing through him and on to the one beside him. Alex’s demeanor, his solemn silence, the look in his eyes, the way he listened to the darkness made each of them believe he was reaching beyond what they all normally saw and felt. Later, none of them would deny the existence of a spiritual presence. Each would try to outdo the other in describing the experience. Even little Donald would talk about the eyes he had seen in the darkness behind Alex.


  “We will be as one,” Alex said, speaking in a loud whisper now. “Each of us will give our strength to the group so that when we strike, we strike with power beyond anything any of us would know alone. As long as we are together, we are invincible. Do you believe this?”


  “Yes,” they said in chorus.


  “Good. Listen then,” he said, “and I will tell you how we will help Elizabeth and in doing so, help ourselves.”


  As Alex leaned inward, they all leaned inward. Their faces were only inches from the candle itself. They felt the heat on their skin, but that didn’t discourage or frighten them. Perhaps they wouldn’t have felt the pain of the flame had it touched them, so hypnotized were they by Alex’s eyes. In that moment it was as though the darkness of the room closed down upon them, enveloping them. The children barely breathed; their lips and eyes were still.


  Completely entranced, they listened as Alex described what had to be done.


  In the days that followed, Sharon noticed a subtle but significant change in the children. The cheerfulness, the open display of excitement and energy, the effervescence she’d seen developing in them began to diminish. They were still involved in the various rehabilitation projects around the house, but there wasn’t the same pride and enthusiasm. At dinner they didn’t discuss what they had done and what more they planned to do. The conversation was slower; there were long pauses when nobody, not even Alex, would talk. She began to feel like someone who had been excluded from the revelation of some terrible secret. It was as though someone close to them, one of them, or even she, was about to die, and everyone else knew about it but her.


  Of course, the logical explanation for all this was to blame it on Alex’s taking the children to Pa’s secret room. They had begun going there regularly every night after they had all completed their homework. She would finish her work in the kitchen, go into the living room and begin watching some television or reading, while Alex was in the den writing or reading Pa’s manuscripts, when suddenly one of the children would appear in the hallway. It wasn’t always Richard. One time it was Carl and once it was even Donald.


  Whoever it was frightened her because his appearance was so unexpected it was like a spirit manifesting itself before her very eyes. Indeed, part of the change that had come over the children was their phantomlike demeanor. They had begun to move more like shadows behind and around Alex. For a while she suspected they had taken some kind of oath of silence, perhaps some experiment or some test Alex had devised to teach them forbearance and self-control. It wasn’t beyond him to come up with something like that.


  She remembered the time a little more than two years ago when he had gotten it into his head to try something like that on himself. He had been reading and studying about an order of monks that actually cut their tongues out as a commitment to their oath of silence. She had thought he saw it as some kind of personal challenge. He had told her beforehand what he was going to do, so she wouldn’t think him sick or get angry with him for doing it.


  “It’s quiet enough around here as it is, Alex,” she had replied. “At least for me. Do you have to do this?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Well, what if I need to talk? What if something very important comes up?”


  “You can talk to me. I’m not saying you can’t talk.”


  “But I’ll need your reply.”


  “I’ll write it out. Damn, couldn’t you figure that for yourself?”


  She’d studied him and seen how infuriated he was beginning to get. She had taken comfort in thinking that it wouldn’t last long, that it was just something he had to get out of his system. It was better to let him go on with it, which he did. What had surprised her was how long he’d carried on that way.


  There hadn’t been that much conversation between them as it was, but she’d thought he would forget or would find a need to express himself. But like anything else he did, he was a perfectionist about it. First, he was reading all the time, carrying a book with him wherever he went in the house. He often sat and read at their meals. And if he wasn’t reading, he was staring blankly at his own thoughts projected on a wall or in the air before him. For the length of time he had done it, it had been truly like living with a ghost.


  One of the interesting things that had resulted from it, though, was the dramatic increase in her own talking. Perhaps it had been defense against the solidly imposed silence; whatever it was, it had worked. She’d got so she was babbling to him all the time. Whenever she saw him, she had something to say. He had done what he’d promised he would—listened attentively and wrote out replies. For that purpose he’d bought a dozen small message pads and placed them in every part of the house.


  A few times some business people had called, but he wouldn’t break his silence for them. He wrote out what had to be said and forced her to say it. She was embarrassed by it all, of course, so she’d claimed he was suffering from laryngitis each time.


  Finally one day he’d decided that whatever he had to accomplish, he had accomplished. He came down to breakfast, sat down at the table, poured himself a cup of coffee, and said, “The silence is broken.”


  For a moment she couldn’t reply. The sound of his voice was so incongruous with the shadowy figure she had been living with during the past month. Often she had imagined the sound of his voice, forced herself to create it. Sometimes this was so vivid that she had had to look at him closely to be sure he hadn’t really said something. She did the same now. He continued to eat.


  “Did you say something, Alex?” she asked. He nodded. Her heart fluttered.


  “I finished with the silence,” he said.


  “Thank God for that,” she said. He looked up sharply. “It has been lonely for me, Alex. I’m sure you realized that.”


  “It was good for you; it made you stronger, too. There are so many distractions out there, so many drums and tambourines, static to prevent us from hearing ourselves, our own deep and significant thoughts.”


  “Is that why you did it?”


  “In a sense, yes.”


  “What kind of thoughts did you hear, Alex?” she asked. She had really meant it as a serious question, but he’d looked at her as though she were moronic, making her feel stupid for asking the question. “I mean, I didn’t hear anything from myself that I can call unusual.”


  “Then maybe there’s nothing there to hear,” he’d said. “Or maybe you didn’t try hard enough.”


  “This wasn’t something that Pa told you to do once, was it?”


  “Not in so many words,” he said, and then he had looked up at her sharply. “Are you ridiculing me?”


  “Oh no, Alex. I was just wondering. I know your father kept to himself a great deal. You once told me how days went by often without his saying a word to anyone.”


  “It wasn’t the same thing exactly. Anyway, you can forget about it now,” he said. He had gone about the house afterward and gathered up all his message pads. She was so relieved and happy about the change, she didn’t say another word for fear he would find a reason to return to his world of silence. She had put it behind her and hadn’t thought much about it until now, when she saw the way the children were behaving.


  All the small talk was gone. When one of them appeared as if out of thin air, there was no hello, no greeting of any sort. There was barely a look of acknowledgment. Whoever it was was more intent on getting Alex’s attention. Her greetings were met with a nod, so similar to the one that Alex had developed that it was bone-chilling. Even little Donald had begun to mimic Alex’s gestures and ways perfectly. Maybe it was her imagination, but she thought they were all beginning to walk like him, have the same posture, hold their arms and heads at the same angle, turn and lower their jaws inward as though peering over their own shoulders, just the way he did.


  When Alex realized one of them had appeared, they had the same conversation.


  “Is everyone finished with his work?”


  “Yes, Alex.”


  “No one rushed?”


  “Oh no, Alex.”


  “All right then; tell them it’s time.”


  “Time for what?” she asked when whoever it was went back upstairs to gather the others together. “What are you doing with them now, Alex?”


  “What I’ve been doing,” he said, “building their strength, their self-image and confidence, teaching them the good things. You don’t have to concern yourself with it.”


  “But do you have to take them to that place?”


  “I have my reasons,” he said. “Quiet, they’re coming.”


  She watched them come down the stairs. More and more they were beginning to look trancelike to her. They saw her, but they looked through her. It was as though they had already left the house and their bodies were just catching up.


  “I think it started to rain,” she said. “Maybe you should use the meeting room upstairs like you used to,” she added and smiled.


  It was as if she had driven stakes through the hearts of four vampires. They turned on her with such synchronization and with such looks of hate and disdain, she felt the blood drain from her face. She even uttered a moan and brought her hand to her throat. There was a long moment of terrible silence.


  “I just meant that…oh, well, do what you want,” she said, and retreated quickly to the living room. When she heard them all go out and heard the front door close behind them, she felt a great sense of relief. It was a while before her heartbeat slowed and she could gather her thoughts about herself. For a long moment, she sat in one of the soft chairs, clutching its arms with a strange desperation. Her fingernails nearly pierced the material, the veins in her arms pressed against the surface of her skin, and her torso remained as taut as a knot of rope soaked in ice water.


  When the calmness finally did return, she rose from the chair and went to the front door. She opened it and looked out into the night. A fine rain was falling, but there was no sign or sound of Alex and his children. The darkness was so thick she could barely see a foot or so behind the porch steps, anyway.


  How dank and cold it must be in that stupid secret room, she thought. How could they enjoy it? How could they want to be there? And with the old man’s bones only inches below…she shuddered and closed the door quickly. Then she went upstairs to draw a bath of warm water. She added her bubbly soap and stripped down quickly, eager to submerge herself in the welcome warmth of the water. It washed away the blanket of cold air that had draped itself over her when she was at the front door. As she sat back and lowered herself even further into the water, she realized that Dinky wasn’t there, sprawled over the foot rug as usual. She remembered that he had loyally followed the children out. But she was sure Alex wouldn’t bring him into Pa’s room with them.


  The poor dog, she thought and imagined it lying against the closed plank door, pressing its body against the old wood, trying to keep itself out of the rain. Even submerged in the warm water, she shivered in sympathy.


  “Poor Dinky,” she muttered. Somehow Alex had even taken the dog from her. Such power. It filled her with awe. She closed her eyes and drew the steamy vapor around her like someone wrapping herself in a shroud in preparation for eternal sleep.


  Philip Knots slipped the final corrected student essay into the folder and placed the folder in his briefcase. The thirty-five-year-old English teacher disliked bringing unfinished schoolwork home. Even if he buried his briefcase under his coat or placed it in a corner in his den, it would haunt him throughout the weekend, spoiling his sense of leisure and relaxation. Hovering about him was this constant reminder that he had work to do, work to do, work to do.


  And the work seemed to have increased geometrically during the past few years. Because so many of the resort properties had gone bankrupt or sold out to tax-exempt organizations during the last decade, the tax base supporting the school system had eroded significantly. Panicking somewhat, the school board and school administration had cut back on staff, and consequently, the teacher-student ratio had become unwieldy. For Philip Knots what had once been an enjoyable, challenging, and rewarding job had slipped into drudgery. The nature of the student body had changed.


  The kind of students they had now were not as self-motivated. The “good” kids were bored and distracted, and the influx of transients increased. Society appeared to have turned nomadic right before his eyes. A number of students moved into the community and moved out and then moved in again over the course of a few years. Their basic skills suffered; his remedial labors increased. A significant proportion of these transients were foster children. Why, in the five classes he taught, he had nearly a dozen.


  Among these, Elizabeth Sera attracted most of his interest. He had looked through her file and gotten what he thought was a good understanding of why she seemed to be the way she was. Her background read like some kind of modern-day Dickens soap opera, a tale of poverty and terror about a girl of the streets who had been used and misused by the people she should have been able to trust.


  When he saw how pretty and intelligent she was, he was moved to take a special interest in her. He was aware that most teachers have this built-in Pygmalion complex—they were going to transform insensitive and unmotivated young people into highly aware, highly ambitious, fruitful members of society. And they were going to do it with forty-five minutes a day, in a class filled with nearly thirty other students, and a mountain of bureaucratic slave labor to climb. What a laugh.


  But he had begun to see some real possibilities in Elizabeth Sera. She was doing better in his class than she had done in any previous English class. Her comments and insights made her look more like a “gifted” student than a remedial problem child. Maybe he could achieve something significant here. It was worth a try.


  Besides, the girl craved personal attention. Just stopping her in the hall between classes and asking her how she was doing put such a glow in her face that it made him feel like a celebrity. On a number of occasions lately, she had wandered in after school to discuss something they had done in class. Her questions were always good ones, and he would sit back and talk in a very informal and relaxed manner.


  He congratulated himself on the subtle way he slipped in questions about her background and personal life during these tête-à-têtes. She asked him questions about himself, as well, but he thought that was only natural. He had more than a vague realization that the girl had a schoolgirl crush on him. In fact he was flattered by it. He had lived through something similar every year he had taught. It was one of the hazards of the job. He believed that a good teacher could handle that well and even turn it to some educational benefit.


  Always in the back of his mind was that terrible scene in Up the Down Staircase when the high school girl who had a crush on a teacher gave him a love letter and the teacher, instead of handling it sensitively, corrected the letter grammatically and made the girl stand by as he did so. She committed suicide as a result.


  He wasn’t afraid that a girl like Elizabeth Sera would commit suicide, but he was afraid of ever being insensitive to the needs of his students, even the ones that involved fantasies. He had to admit that there was another motivation in the attention he gave Elizabeth. She was different from the other girls who had had crushes on him. They were typical teenagers. Everything they did was blatant, whether it was the way they batted their eyes or pressed forward to be closer or giggled and laughed at everything he said, as though he were Mr. Charm. A man in his position would have to be a total ignoramus to be unaware of these infatuations.


  But Elizabeth Sera didn’t do these things. Her gaze was longer, deeper. Despite his ability to hold a professional posture during most of the school day, he felt himself being moved, reacting not as a teacher, but as a man. The girl was sexy; she stirred him. Fight it as he would, he found himself fantasizing about her. It embarrassed him, because at times he couldn’t help acting like a schoolboy. He looked for her in the halls; he let himself be caught staring at her. He smiled the smile of a thousand words when he should have only nodded.


  Worst of all, he sensed that his tone of voice was changing when he spoke with her. There was always some degree of formality when he spoke with his students. It was inherent in the teacher-pupil relationship. He had seen too many potentially good teachers come and go because they didn’t keep that invisible barrier up between them and their students. Everyone wanted to be liked by the members of his class; everyone wanted to be popular with the young people, but talking to them and behaving with them on their level to ingratiate yourself with them was deadly.


  What was happening between him and Elizabeth Sera was similar, but dangerous in a different way. He wasn’t lowering himself to the level of a young teenager; rather he was accepting her as a peer. And it wasn’t all his fault. She did have a remarkable maturity about her. In the back of his mind were all the things he had read in her file. Her street life, her imposed independence, all rushed her into a state of maturity that made her unique, and, in a way, dangerous.


  However, whether it was the fault of his ego or the result of his rationalization for his own secret desires, he ignored the warnings and convinced himself he could handle this special young lady and could be of great help to her. He discussed it with his wife, Stacey, partly because he thought it would be wise to have a female’s viewpoint about such a girl. She amplified some of his own fears, but she attacked his idealism in doing so and thus prevented him from hearing the first alarms.


  “You’re not being paid to be someone’s psychiatrist,” she told him. “You’re not her father. Let her father take more interest.”


  “She’s living with foster parents, who I understand have taken in a number of foster children. They probably see it as some kind of business venture. She’s really on her own.”


  “Well, why is that your concern? Isn’t there a school psychologist or a nurse or…”


  “Teaching is not what it was when you and I were students,” he said. “You just can’t ignore the problems kids bring to the classroom. It affects the way they learn; the way they grow. It’s not right to ignore it.”


  “You’re trying to do too much,” she told him. “Nobody’s going to thank you for it.”


  “I don’t agree.”


  “So why did you ask for my opinion,” she said, and stormed out of the room. He was sorry they had had a fight about it, and later on he apologized and promised he would give everything she’d said serious consideration. He would even discuss it with the school psychologist, but when he went to do just that, he didn’t know how to begin. So he let everything drift along and told himself that it wasn’t as serious as he thought.


  It all continued. He felt himself sinking into a deeper and deeper commitment. He caught himself staring at her for longer periods of time, watching the way she moved, letting himself be captured by her gaze and stimulated by a turn of her eyes. The last few days she seemed to be constantly around him, waiting for him in the hall when he emerged from a room, just behind him or very close by in the lunch line, and outside in the parking lot when he left school for the day. So he wasn’t all that surprised when she walked into his room after school, just as he had buckled up his briefcase.


  “Hi,” she said. She came down the aisle slowly. He sat back in his desk chair and studied her approach. She was wearing a tight, thin cotton sweater, straight leg jeans, and sneakers. The vanilla-white sweater brought out the richness of her dark skin and deep brown eyes. He had often seen how the other girls in his class gazed with jealousy at her blemish-free complexion. They longed for the same radiance. It was part of what made her look more mature, more like a woman than a girl.


  “Stayed after school again? Don’t tell me you were in detention.”


  She smirked and sat in the desk right in front of him.


  “Hardly.”


  “I’ve got detention duty next week,” he said, and shook his head. “I loathe it.”


  “I know. I saw your name on the list on the bulletin board in the faculty room.”


  “What were you doing in that den of iniquity?”


  “Mrs. Green asked me to bring Mr. Laruffa some papers to sign and I had to wait for him to sign them, so I looked at the bulletin board and saw your name on the list with the dates for detention duty.”


  “Well, don’t find yourself in there when I’m on duty. I’m a tyrant simply because I hate being there more than the kids hate it.”


  She laughed and threw her head back to get her hair off the side of her face. He let the picture linger in his mind like a freeze frame in a movie. She seemed to sense it and put that knowledge into a half-smile.


  “My foster brothers were supposed to wait for me, but they must have forgotten and gone on.”


  He looked up at the clock.


  “You missed the late bus.”


  “I expected to. We were going to walk.”


  “All the way to Sandburg? That’s a good five miles, isn’t it?”


  She shrugged. “We did it before.”


  He looked out his windows.


  “But it looks like it’s going to start raining any moment,” he said. “Maybe you’d better give your foster parents a call and have them pick you up.”


  “Can’t. They went to the city today and won’t be back until supper. I’m going to make supper for everyone,” she said, pretending false pride. He smiled and shook his head.


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll make an exception today and break one of my rules. Not once during my twelve years of teaching have I ever taken a student home, but today I’ll go home through Sandburg.”


  “Oh no, you don’t have to do that.”


  “I know I don’t have to, and I shouldn’t,” he said, trying to look as stern as he could. “I should let you learn a lesson—to take more care with time and make sure you don’t miss the late bus.”


  “I don’t know where the time went. I was in the library reading Brainchild, the book you suggested in class today, and the bell rang and Mrs. Mallen was in her back room doing something with the microfilm reader. The next thing I knew when I looked up was I was all alone. I didn’t think you’d still be here.”


  “I wouldn’t have been if I hadn’t had my third-period group rewrite their essays.”


  They just stared at each other for a moment. He wondered what it would be like for him if he were a high school student now and he saw a girl like her. He hadn’t been very aggressive with girls when he was younger. Probably would have been frightened off, he thought.


  “Well, let’s get going,” he said and stood up. He went to the closet in the rear of the room and took out his dark green raincoat. Stacey had laid it out for him in the morning after she heard the weather forecast. The coat made him think of her and her warnings. He hesitated a moment, wondering if he hadn’t made a mistake. In a way he was encouraging this girl now. It wasn’t fair to her. When he turned around, he saw she was staring at him with admiration. He suddenly felt sure that he’d made a mistake, but how the hell could he get out of it now? “Where’s your coat?”


  “In my locker,” she said. “I wasn’t planning on your giving me a ride home.”


  “Well, go and get it. I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”


  “Thanks,” she said. “You’re very sweet to do this.”


  He didn’t like the tone of that. Her voice sounded artificial, the words contrived. She rushed out and he hurried from the room. It always surprised him how quickly the school emptied a half-hour or so after the final bell. Except for the students in the sports program down at the other end of the building, the place looked deserted. Few of his fellow teachers liked to work in the building after the end of the day. They had this need to flee from the site. It was as though they were suffocating within and had to escape to breathe. There was always such a look of relief on everyone’s face as he or she pulled out of the parking lot.


  It wasn’t always like this, he thought. It’s just been recently that the job became such a burden and the place was filled with such despair. There were so many more problems, and no one seemed to have any satisfactory answers. He often got the feeling that everyone was in retreat or, at the very least, was burying their heads in the sand. Most of the other teachers had gotten to the point where they were closing their classroom doors to shut out the frustrations. They buried themselves in subject matter and taught their lessons to the far wall. If the students in between picked something up during the course of a semester, good. If not, tough; that’s the way it is.


  He hated the pessimism, and when he analyzed it, he told himself that maybe that was the reason why he cared so much for students like Elizabeth Sera. If only Stacey understood that, he thought; but when he saw Elizabeth come out of the building, the collar of her jacket up, the breeze lifting her hair, he confessed to himself that he was playing with fire for the thrill of it. He had to end it. This gesture of his, giving her a ride home, was the last personal thing that he would do for her.


  “You’re practically the only one left in the building,” she said, getting into the car.


  “I know.” He looked about because he suddenly felt guilty about having her in the car alone with him. There were some students off toward the baseball field, but they didn’t seem to notice. None of the other members of the staff were around.


  He pulled out of the parking lot slowly, but when he reached the highway, he sped up and drove faster than usual, mainly because he was so nervous. How silly of me to feel this way, he thought. I haven’t done anything.


  They rode quietly for a while. She didn’t seem to need any small talk. In fact, when he looked over at her, she appeared quite relaxed. She had a slight smile on her face, but she kept her attention on the road before them. He had the feeling she was in deep thought, like someone who had put herself into a trance and was no longer consciously beside him. It was eerie. He stumbled through his thoughts to find something intelligent to say. He thought about turning on the radio, but then decided against it. The first drops of rain hit the windshield just as they made the turn-off toward Sandburg.


  “Told you you’d get caught in it,” he said, but she acted as though she hadn’t even heard him. She continued to stare ahead, holding her head very still. “It’ll be pouring in a little while,” he added.


  “Oh no,” she said.


  “What?”


  “It’s my foster brothers,” she said, “just ahead.”


  “We’ll stop for them,” he said, smiling at how the little one was holding his coat over his head to prevent himself from getting wet. Elizabeth rolled her window down as he brought the car to a stop.


  “You’re all lucky I was late today,” she said. “Mr. Knots was taking me home.”


  “Hop in guys,” he called.


  8


  Alex was waiting for them on the secondary road. As he had expected, the children had talked Mr. Knots into taking the shortcut, an infrequently traveled road that cut through a heavily wooded area that was sparsely populated. Most of the land was owned by real estate developers, and there were signs against trespassing posted everywhere. The rain was coming down very hard now, looking more like a summer cloudburst. Little streams had formed all over the cracked macadam, forming webs of liquid thread. To Alex there was something poetic about that; he saw symbolism everywhere.


  The car appeared just about when he thought it would. He saw it come to a stop; he saw little Donald begin his act, claiming an upset stomach, claiming he was about to vomit. Elizabeth had even leaned over to open the door on the passenger’s side so Donald could lean out if he had to, and Mr. Knots’s attention was directed fully to that situation.


  Richard was a strong boy. In fact, those long hours of exercise with the weights had given both him and Carl superior physical development. Even so, Alex was poised to go to their aid if need be.


  It went off just as they had rehearsed it. With a swift, graceful action, Richard dropped the plastic bag over Mr. Knots’s face and pulled the tie string at the bottom tightly. It happened so quickly that Mr. Knots was confused and shocked. For a moment he did nothing. Then he gasped and reached back to pull the bag off him. Carl took hold of his right arm with both of his hands and jerked his hand away from his face, and Elizabeth spun around and drove her right fist sharply into Mr. Knots’s groin. Richard made the knot in the string, fastening the bottom of the bag snugly against the teacher’s neck, and then grabbed the man’s left arm. Elizabeth turned off the car engine and she and Donald slipped outside the vehicle as Mr. Knots began to kick out wildly. His desperate breath had formed a cloud of moisture inside the thick plastic bag, but they could see his eyes bulging.


  Carl was losing his half of the struggle. Knots was righthanded and that arm was obviously stronger, a fact that Alex chastised himself about later. He should have taken that into account. Richard, on the other hand, was doing exceedingly well, driven by almost as much passion and fury as the man whose life was under threat. Knots was beginning to pull away from Carl and turn toward Richard. At this point, Alex came out of the woods.


  “Get to my car,” he told little Donald and Elizabeth. “You’ll catch a cold standing here.” They ran off. Quietly and casually, as though he were merely getting into someone’s car for a ride, Alex pulled the front seat forward and slipped in beside Carl. He took hold of Mr. Knots’s right wrist just below where Carl had seized it. Together, they pulled the arm back again, turning the man’s body away from Richard. The schoolteacher’s panic intensified. Inside the bag the oxygen was almost completely gone. His excitement and effort had caused him to breathe faster than normal. He was gasping so hard now he was practically sucking in the plastic material. He felt himself lose control of himself; he felt his mind reeling. He tried screaming for mercy and for help, but the sound of his own voice came back at him in its distortion and loudness.


  Alex looked over at Richard. He could see that the boy’s face was filled with pride and satisfaction. He and Alex were doing this together. They were a team. Together they were strong. Alex was so strong that he didn’t seem to be exerting all that much effort to hold the man’s right arm away from the plastic bag. Carl still pulled back with all his might. They felt the pressure begin to ease.


  “Just a little longer,” Alex said.


  The strength in the English teacher’s arms ebbed. After a few more moments, his head fell forward and his arms went limp. Richard looked to Alex, who nodded, and they released their grips on the man’s wrists. His arms fell forward, after the slumping torso. Richard then worked quickly, following the rehearsed procedure. He undid the knot and slipped the bag up and off the teacher’s face. Then they all got out of the car.


  “Sorry Alex,” Carl said.


  “That’s all right,” Alex said, rubbing his hand through his hair. “It was my fault. I should have put Richard on the right. I should have remembered to first find out whether he was righthanded or lefthanded.”


  “It’s not your fault, Alex,” Richard said quickly. “Carl’s been skipping some workouts. He’d be a lot stronger if he listened to me.”


  “Let’s not argue about it now,” Alex said. “Go to the car.”


  Both boys looked back at Mr. Knots, who had slumped over so far that his head rested against the steering wheel. The sight of what they had done, more than the continuous heavy rain, sent them running down the road to where Alex had parked. They got in quickly. Elizabeth looked back through the rear window as Alex slid into the front seat and started the engine. His hair was matted from the downpour.


  “Boy, is it coming down,” Richard said.


  “Everyone has to take a hot shower when we get home,” Alex said. “I don’t want to be responsible for any of you getting a cold. Sharon will say, ‘What were they doing out in the rain?’” He laughed and drove off. When he looked over at Elizabeth, he noticed that she was staring straight ahead like someone in a daze.


  “My books got wet, Alex,” little Donald said. “Mrs. Bradshaw’s going to be mad.”


  “They’ll dry. Put them on the radiator for a while. You know, everyone really needs a bookbag. Remind me to pick up four of those next time we’re at the Big V.”


  “I want one of those backpacks instead,” Carl said. “Jerry Sampson has one and it looks cool.”


  “Just be grateful Alex is going to get you a bookbag,” Richard said sharply. His face was still bright red from the physical effort. Carl’s face looked sunburnt. Carl looked at Elizabeth and then looked down quickly.


  “Maybe Carl’s right,” Alex said. “Maybe you’d be better off with that. What do you think, Elizabeth?”


  “What?”


  “About the bookbag.”


  “Oh, I don’t know. I guess that’s a good idea.”


  “Carl thinks a backpack would be better.”


  She turned and looked at Carl, but he avoided her gaze.


  “Elizabeth wasn’t listening,” Richard said. His eyes still burned with anger and excitement. Elizabeth looked at him and than at Alex.


  “I’m sorry, Alex.”


  “That’s OK. We’ll talk about it later. I know,” he said, his voice filled with excitement. “We’ll have a vote. Now nobody influence anybody. Everyone votes his or her feelings.”


  “That’ll be fun,” Donald said. Richard leaned forward and rubbed his hair the way Alex often did.


  “You did real good, Donald,” he said. “He was good, Alex.”


  “I know. I saw him from the sidelines.”


  “Pa was with us, wasn’t he, Alex?” Richard asked. He looked about, wanting the others to see that he had thought of it first.


  “Couldn’t have done it without him, Richard. You’ll feel it tonight when we go into the sanctuary. You’ll feel Pa’s pleasure, Pa’s happiness that you were strong.”


  “We weren’t all strong,” Richard said and smirked at Carl. Carl turned away and stared out the side window, hypnotized for a moment by the rush of trees as Alex drove on down the old road. But the silence in the car made him self-conscious.


  “Richard’s right,” Carl said. He felt the need to confess. “I skipped a few workouts.”


  “As long as you realize what you’ve done and what you’ve got to do now to make up for it,” Alex said. He looked at him through the rearview mirror. Carl was grateful for his forgiving smile.


  “We did what we had to do,” Richard said. He said it as though he were talking to himself.


  “Right,” Alex said. He looked at Elizabeth again. “We can be thankful,” he said, “that Elizabeth is free; that Elizabeth is safe again.” He reached across Donald’s lap and took her hand. She turned and looked at him. “Together we’re strong, Elizabeth. Together, we are one.”


  “Yes, Alex,” she said. “I know.”


  “That’s good,” Alex said. He put his foot down on the accelerator and they sped off toward the Echo Lake Manor.


  Sharon didn’t hear them come in and go up the stairs. The dreary, cloudy day cloaked her in a depression that she had trouble shaking off. Although she had grown to love the big house, she recognized that it could feel cold and dank at times. Sometimes it was difficult to retreat to her own private corners and feel the warmth she cherished. On days like this one, the shadows stretched and reached around corners; the sounds of her activities and of her walk echoed through the long hallways. Above her, especially in the empty rooms, floorboards creaked under the footsteps of restless ghosts. She pulled up shades and opened curtains; she put on as many lights as she could, but nothing seemed to help. The gray darkness lay like a heavy fog.


  She fled to the kitchen because it was the brightest and warmest of the many rooms. There she busied herself with as much work as she could find—polishing silverware, scrubbing down counters, chairs and the table, washing and polishing the floor, washing the windows, and finally, deciding on the night’s meal. She deliberately sought out complicated recipes. While she did all this, she played the radio loudly, turning in on lively rock stations, the stations that played the kind of music Alex despised. But he had been gone since early afternoon, so she didn’t worry about it.


  She also went downstairs into the wine cellar and brought up two bottles of bubbly rosé, sipping the delightful liquid out of a champagne glass as she flitted about the kitchen. By the time Alex and the children did return, her face was quite flushed. She had successfully driven the dreariness from her mind. She had a glow about her and she reveled in the delicious aromas of her cooking. The wine had gone to her head, and she was singing along with the radio and swaying to the music. She never heard Alex come to the kitchen doorway.


  “What the hell are you doing?” he asked. She turned abruptly, the wooden measuring spoon in her hand held up like a conductor’s baton.


  “Oh, Alex…hi. Are the children home?”


  “Yes, but thank God I had them go right upstairs. What’s got into you?”


  “I was just feeling a little blue so I decided to make a special dinner.”


  His eyes went to the one empty bottle of wine and the half-empty bottle on the counter by the stove.


  “You’ve been doing more than that. Sharon, what kind of an example are you setting for these kids? Think of little Donald, whose parents were alcoholics. Think of what Elizabeth has been through. Think of…”


  “Oh Alex, I just had a little wine, for God sakes,” she said. She closed and opened her eyes.


  “You had more than a little. I can imagine what your dinner is going to be like.”


  “Everything’s coming along perfectly, Alex. Here, taste the cream of potato soup.”


  “I’ll wait until dinner,” he said. “I suggest you throw some cold water on your face and get yourself together before the children come down.”


  “Oh, you’re such a party-pooper,” she said. She smiled, but Alex turned sharply on his heels and walked out of the kitchen. She stood there staring after him. She did feel a little dizzy now, and in fact, she had to take hold of the counter to steady herself. Maybe I do look a bit foolish, she thought. So what? she added and giggled. She turned down the fire under the soup and checked the roast in the oven. Everything was going well. Alex was wrong; she had complete control of it all.


  Nevertheless, she turned off the radio, put away the empty bottle and the half-empty bottle of wine and then went to the downstairs bathroom to splash water on her face.


  The quick change of mood left her feeling somewhat sick. She sat on the closed toilet and held her head against the wall for a few moments. Why did I drink so much wine? she wondered. She felt a little nauseous. Above her, the sound of the shower went on and on. The monotonous drizzle through the pipes became annoying. When she stood up to leave, the walls of the bathroom did a terrible spin. She grabbed hold of the sink to prevent herself from falling and then swallowed hard to keep the wine from rushing back up her throat and out her mouth.


  “Oh dear,” she mumbled. “If Alex sees me like this…”


  She stepped out of the bathroom quietly and looked up the corridor. Everyone was still upstairs. She moved directly to the living room where she thought she would sit on the couch, close her eyes, and get herself together again, just as Alex had commanded. But moments after she sat down on the soft cushions and lay her head back against the couch, she closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep. She didn’t hear Alex and the children come down the stairs. Little Donald was the first to find her. He brought the others to the doorway, where they all stood quietly looking in at her.


  “Sharon got into the wine cellar,” Alex said softly. Richard looked up at him and noted that he didn’t sound angry. He simply sounded disappointed. “She’s done it a few times before. She’s like a child; she’s more like a child every day.”


  “What should we do, Alex?” Richard said.


  “Nothing. Let her sleep it off. Carl, turn off the lights in this room. Elizabeth, you’ll have to be the mother again tonight. Go into the kitchen and organize the meal Sharon cooked. Donald, go up to my room and get a blanket out of the narrow closet. You’ll put it on Sharon.”


  “What should I do, Alex?” Richard asked.


  “You and Carl, and after Donald’s gotten the blanket, Donald, will come with me into the den where I’ll read you some of Pa’s thoughts until Elizabeth calls us to dinner,” he said. “Unless Elizabeth wants someone to help her.”


  “No,” she said quickly. “I can do it all myself.”


  “Of course, you can,” Alex said. “All right, boys, let’s get to it,” he added, and Donald shot back up the stairs.


  It was hours before Sharon awoke. She stirred under the blanket Donald had brought her and opened her eyes to confront the dark living room. She sat up slowly and listened, but the house was unusually quiet. She rubbed her face to bring back some circulation and tried to remember what she had been doing. The dim hallway light threw a pale glow over the entrance to the living room. She leaned over and turned on the lamp at the side of the couch and looked at her watch. It was eight-thirty. Oh my God, she thought, the dinner. She tossed the blanket off her lap and stood up. Where was everyone?


  When she stepped out into the hall and looked toward the kitchen, she saw that it was dark.


  “ALEX?” she called and listened, but there was no response. There were no sounds from above, either. She hurried down to the kitchen and snapped on the light.


  The table was cleared and clean. The counter by the sink was cleared as well, and there were no dishes piled up in the rack. All the pots were off the range and the stove was dark. Only the lingering scents of the food assured her that a meal had been indeed eaten here tonight.


  Oh dear, she thought, Alex is going to be angry with me. She went back through the hall and up the stairs, but except for the hallway light, every room was dark. They went to the sanctuary, she thought. They’re having one of those eerie meetings again. She went to her bedroom and turned on the light. She was feeling so lethargic and groggy that she thought the best thing to do was to take a shower and then get herself something to eat.


  When she went into the bedroom and turned on the water, something in the waste basket under the sink caught her attention. She knelt down and pulled the basket out to look at it. The strings of the plastic bag dangled over the edge. She lifted the bag out and studied it for a moment. She didn’t remember anything like it in the house and she wondered why Alex had gotten it and then thrown it out. Apparently, there was nothing wrong with it. Odd, she thought, but she put it back into the basket.


  She took her shower, put on a pair of jeans and a sweater, and went down to eat her late dinner. She found the leftovers neatly wrapped and placed in the refrigerator. As she ate, she kept expecting them to return from Pa’s secret room. It was nearly nine-thirty, and they never stayed there this late. When she had finished eating and put everything away and they still hadn’t returned, her curiosity was whetted. She decided to go out and see if they were in the old room.


  She got a flashlight out of the hall closet and put on a jacket. She changed from her flat shoes to a pair of shoe boots and got the umbrella that was hanging beside the front door. There was still a light drizzle and she imagined the grounds were soaked and soft.


  When she opened the door, she couldn’t believe how solid and deep the darkness was. The porch light hadn’t been turned on, so the blackness seemed to press itself against the front door. Even when she put on the light, it did little to push back the night. It was as if this darkness was heavier, firmer.


  Suddenly she heard Dinky and saw him come crawling out from under the porch. He was whimpering as though he had been chastised.


  “What is it, Dinky? What is it? Who chased you under there, poor thing. Come on, take a walk with me.” She turned on the flashlight. The beam slit the darkness like a knife, but when she went forward and then looked back, it was as though the night closed in around her. She was enveloped and absorbed into it. The cold rain fell from bruised, low clouds. The world had shrunk around her. She could make out only the vague silhouettes of the trees in the distance, and those shapes looked distorted, nightmarishly twisted into arthritic hands and fingers pressed against the inky, walls of a world gone mad.


  She paused and shuddered. Should she go forward? Dinky hovered close beside her, and she wondered if the animal was as frightened as she was. When she looked back at the house, even retreat seemed ominous. The weakened porch light was losing the battle against the shadows.


  “Maybe we should just go back, huh Dinky,” she said, but then she thought she was already out here. It wasn’t that much further, and she was eager for company, even if it meant joining them in that dreadful place. She walked on, the dog right behind her.


  When she got there, she saw that the plank door was closed, but she didn’t turn around to go back. She called for Alex. The only sounds were the tinlike tinkle of the drizzle against the roof and walls of the Manor, and the whistle of the breeze as it worked its way through the loose siding and under the eaves of the roof. Reluctantly, she went to the plank door and put her ear against it.


  The silence amplified the echoes of terror within the caverns of her own mind. She reached for the handle and pulled it open. Almost immediately, Dinky charged in, barking with excitement. That confirmed her belief that they were all in there sitting in the pitch darkness, refusing to answer.


  She went down the small steps and entered the room proper. Her hands were so sweaty, the flashlight nearly slipped from her. She ran the light along the old fieldstone walls. Dinky was whimpering again, only this time, he was terribly interested in something under the dirt floor. She concentrated the light on him.


  “Dinky, what is it? What is it?” She stepped further in and watched the animal scratch away the earth. When he broke through the harder surface, he began throwing dirt behind him rapidly. She drew closer and directed the light right on the spot in which the dog dug. Suddenly, she saw something white. “Wait, Dinky,” she said. She knelt down, nudging the dog aside. Keeping the light on the spot, she pulled away some of the dirt herself. After a few moments, she stopped, refusing to believe what her eyes were reporting.


  Although she had kept the knowledge as suppressed as she could, she knew that Alex had put his father’s corpse in this ground. Seeing the bone should have simply confirmed it, as horrible as it was to face such a reality. But there was something different about this; this wasn’t what she expected. Slowly she cleared away more of the dirt.


  Small, skeleton fingers became clearly visible. For a moment she lost her breath.


  “My God,” she muttered. Her hand went to her throat as she stared down. Frantically she cleared away more dirt until she could see the small skull cradled against the old man’s skeleton arm. Her flashlight illuminated the bones, making them seem phosphorescent. The hollow eyesockets gaped up at her and the jaw seemed to move.


  She tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t unfold. Dinky began sniffing around the bones, digging at them again.


  “NO!” she screamed and swung her flashlight at the dog to get him back.


  She stood up, unable to take her eyes off the tiny corpse. Suddenly in her dazed horror, she thought the small skull began to lift itself from the large bones of Alex’s father. She reeled backwards.


  Screaming, she lost her grip on the flashlight and fell. Dinky began barking madly. The flashlight rolled off to her right, but the dissipated illumination flickered gruesomely on the exposed skeleton bones.


  She screamed again and again, the echo of her voice reverberating with such intensity it was as though every spirit in the room were mimicking her. She got to her hands and knees and crawled toward the small stairway and the plank door. When she reached it, she clawed at the steps until somehow she managed to stand up and run stumbling out of the secret room.


  She fell twice, each time crawling a few feet further before she rose to her feet again. All that pursued her was always inches from seizing her. Everything about her took on new, ominous meaning. She flared out at a bush she crashed into; she fled from a tree; even an old lawn chair looked like some night creature lying and waiting for her to come a little closer.


  The porch light looked dimmer; the house looked miles away, telescoped back through time and space like a hope, dwindling. The harder she ran, the further it seemed to be. Were her legs moving—or was she so hysterical she was immobile but imagining movement? The possibility terrified her.


  Her steps became more ponderous. Her feet weighed as much as her whole body. Every inch was won with a maximum effort until, finally, she reached the porch steps. She collapsed over them to get her breath and looked up at the front door of the house. The night had closed in again behind her, only now she felt she had broken free of it. She caught her breath and stood up, taking hold of the railing to steady herself. Then she made her way to the front door and entered the house. Only when she closed the door behind her did she feel any sense of security.


  Even so, when she closed her eyes, she shuddered at the image that came rushing back to her of that small skull and those small hands. Those eyesockets—even without eyes—had held such a look of accusation; as though she were somehow responsible. She brought her hands to her face in an attempt to wipe away the memory. Then she opened her eyes again.


  When she turned and looked at herself in the hallway mirror, she was shocked by the sight. Her hair was wild; it looked like she had been running her hands through it for hours. Her face was smudged with dark earth and her sweater was filled with pieces of leaves, blades of grass, and small twigs. Her fingers and hands were blackened from the dirt and grime. Her face was still quite flushed and she had a small scratch just above her right eye. She had no recollection of how that had happened. For a few moments she was hypnotized by the image reflected in the mirror. Then the sounds of laughter caught her attention. They were coming from the living room.


  She walked to it slowly and stood in the doorway. Alex and the children were seated on the floor in front of the television set. He had bought them some sort of video game and they were all involved with it. The television set crackled and popped with the sounds of the little shapes that exploded all over the screen. Carl and Donald were manipulating the “joy sticks,” and Richard and Elizabeth sat beside them giving directions. Alex was to the right, his legs folded in yoga fashion, his back straight.


  “Where…were you?” she asked, and everyone turned her way. For a long moment, no one spoke.


  “What the hell happened to you?” Alex asked. There was a quizzical smile on his face. He looked at the children and then back at Sharon. “We wondered where you went.”


  “I woke up and you weren’t here. I went out…looking for you,” she said. “I went…to Pa’s…” She couldn’t say it. The words choked up in her throat. She brought her hands to her cheeks. Alex stood up slowly.


  “Go on,” he said to the children. They turned back to the video game. “Sharon, you’re very distraught,” he said, approaching her. “You’d better go upstairs.”


  “I saw…it,” she said. “The dog, he began to dig.” Her eyes were wide. Alex looked back at the children and then moved her out of the doorway.


  “You’d better go up and get cleaned up. I think a hot bath and…”


  “Alex, what did you do?”


  “This is no time to talk. You’re not yourself. Do what I say. You’ll feel better.”


  “Alex.”


  “Go on,” he said. He took her by the arm and directed her to the stairs. “You got yourself drunk and you had to sleep it off, and now you’ve been wandering in the darkness.”


  “No Alex, I wasn’t wandering. I went to look for you. Dinky was with me and when I opened the door of that horrible room, he went right to the spot.” She paused, her eyes blinking rapidly. “Oh my God, Dinky.”


  “What about him?”


  “I think I left him in there. Alex, the dog, the bones…”


  “All right,” he said. “All right. You’re hysterical. You’re only going to upset the children. Go on up and start running your bath. I’ll go look for Dinky. Go on. Everything will seem better in the morning.”


  “No it won’t, Alex. You’re doing strange things with the children.”


  “Don’t say such a thing, Sharon,” he said, his eyes small. His grip on her arm tightened, but before she could say anything else, they heard Dinky barking just outside the front door. “See, your dog is all right.”


  “Let him in, Alex.”


  He went to the front door and let the dog enter. Dinky ran down the corridor and into the living room to be with the children.


  “See, there’s nothing wrong with your dog. And there’s nothing wrong with the children. I’m doing only good things. Look how happy they all are.”


  “Alex,” she said weakly. He practically lifted her to the steps and forced her up the stairway.


  “Come on, I’ll help you,” he said. He directed her to the bedroom. “Get those dirty clothes off,” he commanded, and went into the bathroom to run her water. She wanted to rebel, but she didn’t know what to do and she did long for a hot bath. She took off her clothes slowly. By the time she had gathered her robe and a towel, he called to her to say the bath was ready. “Come on,” he said standing in the doorway, “I’ll wash your back. I haven’t done that in a long time and I know how much you enjoy it.”


  “Oh Alex, I saw…”


  “Don’t,” he said. “Come on,” he repeated. He guided her to the tub. After she was submerged under the soft, sweet-scented water, Alex began to caress her neck and shoulders. She closed her eyes. “You’re much too tense,” he said. “You’ve got to relax. Think of only good things.”


  “Alex…” She spoke with her eyes closed.


  “I’ve helped the children. I’m doing only good things,” he repeated, his voice softer.


  “You put Pa in the room,” she said. “Oh, Alex.”


  “He belongs there.”


  “But the baby, Alex. I never knew what you did. How could you do that?”


  “He belonged there, too. I couldn’t stand to think of him, unnamed, buried in a cemetery filled with stained souls. He was pure, untouched, a thing of beauty. The cemetery is contaminated with sinners. He belonged with Pa.”


  “Oh, Alex…”


  “I’m right. You know, I’m right. Forget about it now. Trust me.”


  “But why…”


  “Forget,” he said sharply. He lowered his hands to the water and then, standing behind her, embraced her under her breasts. He lifted her up from the water and leaned over to kiss the back of her neck. “Be soft, be still, be warm, be my precious Sharon.” His fingers moved up over her breasts. He hadn’t touched her for so long, she welcomed it. She couldn’t help losing herself in his embrace.


  He took up the wash cloth again and softly scrubbed her back. Then he knelt beside the side of the tub and washed down her breasts. As he moved down her body, she closed her eyes and moaned. She couldn’t resist the erotic baptism.


  Afterward, he helped her out of the tub and wiped her down. Then he put her robe on her and kissed her softly on the cheek. There was a warm glow about her now; she let herself be calmed and controlled. He took her to the bed. After she got in under the covers, he got her a glass of water and a sedative. She took it willingly and lowered her head to the pillow. He stood beside her for a while, holding her hand and looking down at her.


  “Alex…” she muttered.


  “Shh, be still. Be content; be calm. Rest and forget.”


  “But Alex…”


  “I’m doing only good things with them. Believe me. You want to believe me?”


  “I do, Alex. I do.”


  “Good.” He knelt down beside her and put her hand comfortably on the bed. Then he stroked her hair until she closed her eyes again. After a few more minutes, she was breathing softly in a deep sleep. He stood up, studied her a moment, and then went into the bathroom to let out the water and clean up. When he was finished, he went back downstairs to the children.


  “It’s late, everybody,” he said, “and tomorrow’s a big day.”


  “How’s Sharon?” Richard asked.


  “She’s comfortable now. She’s asleep.”


  “What happened to her?” Elizabeth asked.


  “She got a little confused and went wandering out in the night. She imagined things and those things frightened her.”


  “Like a bad dream, huh Alex?” little Donald said.


  “Yes, exactly like that. But remember what I told you about dreams. Sometimes they don’t come from you; they come from the evil about you and you mustn’t be afraid of them. You must be stronger than they are; you must show them you can’t be defeated.”


  “Sharon isn’t so strong, is she, Alex?” Carl asked.


  “That’s why we’ve got to protect her. She must never know the things we know. She wouldn’t understand.”


  “Will she be different in the morning?” Elizabeth asked. She looked very concerned. Alex smiled at her.


  “Of course, she will. Just like we all will,” he added. Richard and Carl began to put away the game. “Remember, I don’t want anyone using that until all homework is done first.”


  “We won’t,” little Donald said. “Oh,” he said, “we forgot to vote on the bookbag versus the backpack.”


  “That’s right,” Alex said. “Everyone give it some thought? OK, how many want the bookbag?” Richard was the only one to raise his hand. “Looks like the majority is for the backpack.”


  “I don’t care either way,” Elizabeth said.


  “It’s still two to one for the backpack,” Carl said.


  “Right. Backpack it is. OK, everyone upstairs.”


  “Goodnight, Alex,” little Donald said. He smiled up at him and then shot off toward the stairs. Alex laughed.


  “Night, Alex,” Carl said. “Richard and I have a workout scheduled right after school tomorrow. A good two hours’ worth.”


  “Very good. Night, Carl.”


  “I’ll build him up, Alex,” Richard said.


  “I know you will.” They stared at each other for a moment and then Richard followed Carl out. Only Elizabeth remained.


  “I can’t help being a little frightened, Alex.”


  “Of course. It’s only natural.”


  “Do you get afraid, too?”


  “Sometimes, but I think about some of the things Pa said and some of the good things I know and I lose the fear. You’ll be like that too soon. Don’t worry.”


  “I won’t. As long as I’m here with you.”


  “You’ll always be here with me, for as long as you want to be.”


  “I’m glad,” she said. She started away.


  “Wait,” he said. He slipped off his pinky ring. It was a flat, black onyx encased in silver. “I want you to have this. It was Pa’s.” She took it into her fingers slowly. “You can wear it on a chain around your neck, if you want.”


  “Oh Alex, thank you. I will. That’s where I’ll wear it. It’ll be like you’re always with me.”


  “And I always will be, Liz,” he said. She smiled back at him, her eyes filled with excitement. Then she turned and ran up the stairs.


  When he looked at himself in the hallway mirror, he thought he saw the candle from Pa’s sanctuary burning in both his eyes.
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  Despite her long, undisturbed sleep, Sharon felt drained when she got out of bed in the morning. She was awoken by the sounds of the children rushing about to get ready for school. Alex had already gotten up and gone downstairs. She had overslept, but her head felt heavy. She imagined she had a hangover from all the wine she had drunk, the excitement, and the sedative. For a few moments she sat at the edge of the bed, thinking. Had it all really happened? Had she really gone to Pa’s old room and seen…


  When she got up and went to the bathroom, the questions were answered for her. The scratch above her eye had scabbed and was still there. She looked pale and drawn. She looked at the bathtub for a moment and recalled Alex’s erotic attention. That memory was delicious. If only that was all there was to remember from the night before. But it wasn’t. There were terrible things to deal with, nightmares that lingered.


  The children sounded livelier than ever. By the time she dressed and brushed her hair, they were all heading downstairs for breakfast. She hurried to catch up with them. Alex had made the coffee and gotten out the juice and cereals. Donald and Carl were horseplaying about the table, and Elizabeth and Richard were having an argument about who had made more money as a singer this year, Michael Jackson or Prince.


  “You can’t count what Jackson made with his family. That doesn’t count.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because that would be like a person against a team. It’s not fair.”


  “Teams are always stronger,” Carl said, interrupting his play with Donald.


  “Sorry I’m late,” Sharon said. She moved to the refrigerator to get out the milk.


  “You should have slept,” Alex said. “You need your rest today.”


  “No, that’s all right.” It wasn’t really. The loud chatter and noises the children made while eating breakfast were annoying. She sipped her coffee at the counter and remained away from them. “Everyone want ham and cheese sandwiches for lunch today?” she asked.


  “I’m just having a yogurt,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll get it in school.”


  “Ham and cheese for me,” Carl said.


  “Me, too,” Donald said.


  “Ham and cheese is fine,” Richard said. She saw that he looked to Alex first for his approval.


  My God, she thought, does he govern their every action? She noticed that the radio wasn’t on. That was something Alex did almost the moment he entered the kitchen. He wanted the children to be aware of international and national events.


  “No news this morning?”


  “We didn’t want to wake you,” he said. “It’s all right. We’ve already missed the headlines. We’ll all watch the early evening news tonight after dinner.”


  She saw that all the children had paused in their eating to see her reaction. It put a pall over the morning’s joviality, and they all went back to their cereal with a quieter and more serious attitude. Alex sat with his elbows on the table, his hands folded and his chin resting on them. He eyed the children like a mother hen, watching to see that they ate every bite. They almost finished simultaneously. She made the three sandwiches quickly and wrapped them in cellophane. Then she bagged them and wrote the boys’ names on the bags.


  “Everyone have enough money?” Alex asked. They nodded. “All right, don’t forget, I’ll pick you up in front of the school at the end of the day.”


  “What for, Alex?” Sharon asked.


  “We’re going over to the Big V to buy some backpacks for the carrying of books.”


  “Oh.”


  “You guys better get going,” he said. “You don’t want to be late.”


  Sharon was surprised. It was usually important to Alex that the children help clean up. Not that she needed the help. Elizabeth looked up at her and then looked at the clock. They had plenty of time. Why was Alex rushing them so? Elizabeth seemed to be wondering the same thing.


  “It’s not that late, Alex,” Sharon said. “They’re right on time, aren’t they?”


  “I know how they can procrastinate, right Richard?”


  “Alex is right. Let’s move it,” he said, and they all got up quickly. They said their good-byes and marched out of the kitchen. It wasn’t until they were out of the house that Alex turned to her.


  “I know,” she said, before he got started, “but sometimes you’re too hard on them. You could let them digest their food, at least. What would be so terrible if they were a little late once? They’re just children, Alex. They can’t be perfect.”


  She thought he would start to yell again. She tightened herself in preparation for it, but he smiled at her instead.


  “Maybe you’re right, Sharon. It’s just that I want so much for them to be perfect. How are you feeling?”


  “Tired, Alex. And still quite confused.”


  “Well, don’t be. I’ll tell you what—when I go to pick up the children, you come along and look for those new living room tables you’ve been wanting to get.”


  “You mean you’re willing to replace something in this house?”


  “Those tables are looking shabby.”


  “All right,” she said. He got up and started out. “What are you going to do today?”


  “I have an appointment with the accountant and then I’m going over to the lumber company. I was thinking about rebuilding the gazebo.”


  “The gazebo? What for?” she asked. He just smiled. “You are thinking about starting the Manor up again, aren’t you?”


  “Well, I was thinking that it might be wonderful for the children.”


  “It will be. Oh Alex, it will be exciting for all of us. For me,” she added, under her breath. She was so excited she wanted to hug him. That thought reminded her of Dinky.


  “Where’s Dinky this morning? I haven’t seen him yet.”


  “Oh, he went off after some bitch last night after I let him out.”


  “Really?” She thought about the dog for a moment, remembering how he had led her right to the skeletons. She forced those horrifying memories out of her mind by thinking instead about the rehabilitation of the Manor.


  “See you later,” Alex called.


  “OK.” Her voice was lighter. Just that little talk had revived her. It was as if the house was suddenly filled with sunshine and light. She thought about some of the things she would do to bring things back to the point where they could take in tourists again. It would certainly give her life new purpose. And after they reopened the Manor, all of Alex’s peculiar ways would have to go. He would certainly have to lock up that secret room.


  Perhaps it was good that she had wandered out last night and discovered all that. Maybe it had brought Alex to his senses and got him to rethink all that he was doing with the children. That was why he was considering opening the Manor. It had to be.


  Suddenly she had an appetite and decided to make herself two soft boiled eggs and toast. A few moments later she heard Alex leave the house. Now with the children and him gone, she was able to lighten up. She turned on the radio to listen to music while she ate. She had just sat down to start on her eggs when the music stopped and the news came on. The local headlines prevented her from taking the first spoonful.


  “Philip Knots, an English teacher in the Sandburg Central Schools, was found dead in his car this morning…”


  Where’s Dinky? she wondered. The heart had gone out of her after she had heard the news story. The police had determined that the English teacher had been murdered. The medical examiner had already decided that the cause of death was asphyxiation. The reporter noted that there were some very curious details about the case, details the police had not yet released.


  Sharon didn’t finish her breakfast. She didn’t have an appetite for lunch, either. The lethargy she had thought she would overcome before she had turned on the radio settled in for the day. There was work to be done around the house, and she did try to do most of it, hoping it would at least keep her mind off things. But the smallest things seemed to take the greatest effort. Just taking the vacuum cleaner out of the closet exhausted her. She barely ran it around half of the living room before giving up. Eventually she gave up on everything and put on a jacket to sit out on the porch. By early afternoon, the sun was bearing down on it.


  It was a warm day, anyway. Last night’s overcast rain had moved northeast. The radio weatherman said a high had settled over the region and they would get a great amount of sunshine with temperatures at least ten degrees above normal. She really didn’t need her jacket, but her fatigue had given her a chill. She was sitting out on the porch for a good twenty minutes before she remembered what Alex had said about Dinky.


  Dinky had wandered off before to chase a bitch in heat. But she wanted her dog beside her. She needed the company. She decided to take a walk into town to see if she could find him, but she walked all the way to the outskirts of the village proper without any sign of him. When she reached Tillie Zorankin’s house, she stopped. Her old friend was washing her windows and saw her.


  “Spring cleaning,” she said. “Where are you goin’?”


  “I was lookin’ for my dog.”


  “Oh. The little Scotch terrier?”


  “Yes, have you seen him?”


  “Nope, but I wouldn’t worry about it. Animals have a way of wandering off and coming home. Come on in and sit a spell. I need an excuse to take a rest.”


  “I don’t know,” Sharon said. She looked about guiltily. She hadn’t spoken to Tillie Zorankin since Alex and the children had found out about the last time.


  “Oh, come on in,” Tillie said, “we haven’t kibitzed for quite a while.”


  Sharon relented. Tillie had coffee on the stove, so she sat with her in the kitchen. Just being there for a few moments revived good old memories, memories of a time when life seemed so much simpler. She and Leona would sit around and talk about things that now were so frivolous it was difficult to imagine the intensity of their concern over them. What difference did the color of her nail polish make? Sometimes she thought she could shave her head and Alex would barely acknowledge the act, and as for clothes and new styles…she could count on her fingers the things she had bought during the past few years. Memories of the conversations in this room were like thoughts from another life. Had she actually lived it, or was that a dream, too?


  “You look tired,” Tillie said. “I knew it would be too much for you.”


  Sharon brought her cup to her lips. She didn’t want to talk about the children. It was as though Alex were at the door.


  “The morning’s news was very disturbing,” she replied.


  “You mean about that schoolteacher? I heard. Such things never happened twenty years ago. Everything’s changing. The women in my bridge group are afraid to travel alone at night now. Everyone wants the game to be in her house. It wasn’t so long ago…when you were a teenager…I didn’t even bother to lock the front door. Remember?”


  “Yes.” Sharon smiled.


  “You know this man, this teacher?”


  “No, but Elizabeth…my foster daughter…she was very fond of him. We had just had a conversation about him recently.”


  “So she’s upset?”


  “I don’t know. The children left for school before I heard the news. They probably just found out.”


  “Terrible thing,” Tillie said. “You want something? I have some homemade cookies.”


  “No thank you.” Sharon looked over at some of the high school pictures of Leona that Tillie had in a large frame near the telephone. “Have you spoken to Leona lately?”


  “Yes, and I told her all about you. She can’t believe it, but she says she’s happy for you. I don’t know if she should be so happy. You look tired.”


  “It’s not from the work. I don’t mind the work.”


  “Do they all get along?”


  “Fabulously. But that’s Alex’s influence. They adore him. You don’t know how much,” she added, but it was more of a mutter.


  “He takes them back and forth to school every day?”


  “No. They go on the bus. Once in a while he picks them up. We’re going to do that today and do some shopping.”


  “Oh. I saw he brought them home yesterday afternoon. I just happened to be sitting by the front window.”


  “Yesterday? I didn’t realize it,” she said.


  “Maybe they missed the bus. It started raining in the middle of the afternoon.”


  “Yes,” Sharon said, but she remembered that Alex had been gone from the house, and none of the children had called to be picked up. It had to have been pre-planned.


  “You’re not going to go walking all over town looking for your dog now, are you?”


  “No, not really. I felt like a walk and thought about the dog. I’d better be getting back. Alex should be home soon. We’re thinking about reopening the Manor, you know.”


  “Really? Wouldn’t that be something. I remember it in its heyday. Such a clean place. Your mother-in-law was some worker, but your father-in-law was another story.”


  “I know.”


  “Alex was quiet, like him, but he was a hardworking boy. If he sets his mind to it, I bet he can bring the place back.”


  “He’s already started…with the children. They’ve done a great deal of rehabilitation work. You should see.”


  “I should. Maybe I’ll take a walk up there tomorrow. I haven’t been up there in God knows when.”


  “Come anytime,” Sharon said. She regretted it immediately, because she knew how unfriendly Alex could be, and she knew what Alex thought of Tillie.


  “You’ll have a problem with the girl tonight. She’ll probably be very depressed,” Tillie said. She walked her to the front door. “Girls can get very attached to their teachers, especially girls her age.”


  “I know.”


  “Terrible thing, terrible thing,” Tillie said. Sharon thanked her for the coffee and left. When she got back to the Manor, she found Alex had returned and was working on the front porch. He was replacing some of the old slats with new timber. He had his shirt off and his back was already gleaming from the sunlight on his moist skin. She had to admire his muscularity, the tightness of his frame. He never looked weak to her; he always looked primed for combat readiness. She knew it was part of his philosophy, his belief that they were always in danger.


  “Where were you?” he asked.


  “I was looking for Dinky. Did he return?”


  “Not that I know of. The cats are under the porch.”


  “It’s a long time for the dog to be away. Maybe someone stole him, or maybe the dogcatcher picked him up.”


  “Maybe. Give him a call.”


  “Alex,” she said, leaning against a post, “did you hear the news about that schoolteacher, the one Elizabeth…the one Elizabeth liked?”


  “They were talking about it at the lumber company.”


  “It was a murder.”


  “Well,” Alex said pausing in the work to look up at her, “who knows what he was into. We’ll have to wait to see what else the police find out. Could be drug related or something. Just because he was a schoolteacher doesn’t mean he was above reproach. There’ve been some bad stories about schoolteachers lately.”


  “It’s going to be hard on Elizabeth.”


  “She’ll handle it.”


  Sharon watched him work a while longer. Then she thought about the things Tillie Zorankin had told her.


  “Are you still planning to pick the children up after school?”


  “Why not?”


  “Why did you pick them up yesterday?” she asked. He stopped nailing a board and looked up at her. “Tillie said she saw you drive them home.”


  “Jesus, what does she do, sit around and watch our every move?”


  “No, Alex. She just happened to see you. Why is that so terrible?”


  “You were over there again?”


  “Just for a few minutes. I didn’t talk about anything personal,” she added quickly.


  He started to nail the board again.


  “They missed the bus,” he said. “I just happened to be coming along that way and saw them all walking. You can give Mrs. Zorankin the whole explanation.”


  “She wasn’t curious. I was.”


  “Well, is your curiosity satisfied? Look, I’ve got some work to do here.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “Alex?”


  “Now what?”


  “I was thinking. Maybe after we take the children shopping, we should take them out to eat. It might cheer them up, especially Elizabeth.”


  “We’ll see,” he said. He started to bang harder so she went inside.


  Later that afternoon, she heard an update on the murder of the English teacher. The medical examiner was interviewed.


  “He wasn’t strangled,” he said, “and there were no bruises on or about his face and head, but there was an indication that something was tightened under his chin and around his neck.”


  “Like what?” the reporter asked.


  “Like a bag or a sack of some sort. There is the possibility that he was murdered by more than one person.”


  Sharon went out to tell Alex about the additional information on the murder, but he was finished with his work on the porch. She saw that the car was still there so she walked to the side of the house to look for him. He was nowhere in sight. She was about to give up when she saw him down by the boat dock. He was kneeling and looking down into the water. Curious, she started down to the lake. As she walked, she saw that he was reaching into the water and pulling something up. She was about two dozen yards from him when she saw what it was. All she could do was push her hands against her face and scream.


  The shades were down and the curtains were drawn so tightly it might as well have been the middle of the night. She wanted the room to be as dark as possible. Darkness seemed proper and right. She wanted to shut off her vision; she wanted to be blind to everything but the memories.


  They had gotten the dog when it was only six weeks old. They had papers for him; he was a pedigree. He was so cute then, so cuddly and warm. Often he would fall asleep in her arms. She would have taken him into the bed with her if Alex hadn’t forbidden it. He’d let her name him; he hadn’t really cared. She was the one who needed the dog, who wanted him. Dinky had seemed a perfect name for him; the sound just fit.


  Alex often told her he regretted that they had gotten Dinky. He barked too much, was under foot too often, and served little practical purpose, as far as Alex was concerned. The dog was too small to be any kind of protection, and he barked too indiscriminately to be a good watchdog.


  “At least the cats keep mice out of the house,” he said. “And they take care of themselves.”


  What he had really hated was the affection she was directing to the dog. She couldn’t help treating Dinky like a child; she couldn’t help talking to him, even though Alex thought the conversations were silly. After a while though, he tolerated all of it. He had even been happy about Dinky when the children came, because the dog took to them so well and they were so fond of him.


  In the beginning she had been jealous of the attention the dog was giving to the children. But then she thought the children were good for Dinky. He was getting more exercise and he seemed happier. Whenever she felt alone, she regretted the dog wasn’t with her, but she thought that was only natural. Now the children didn’t have him, and she didn’t have him.


  How shriveled and ugly he was with his eyes sewn up in death. How helpless he must have been with that rope tied around his neck and the rock tied to the rope. The weight had dragged him to the bottom and all of his struggling had been in vain. She gagged on her own tears every time she envisioned it. Who would want to destroy something so gentle and sweet?


  For a few moments she couldn’t believe her eyes when Alex held up the rope with the animal dangling at the end. It didn’t look real; it looked like a discarded toy. But when he turned to her and raised his shoulders to show his confusion, she started to scream. He put the dead animal down on the dock and came to her.


  He was affectionate; he was sympathetic, as affectionate and as sympathetic as he could be. He led her back to the house and up to the bedroom. He helped her undress and get into bed and he brought her a cup of hot milk. She couldn’t drink it, but she took the sedative and told him to draw the shades and close the curtains. He said he would go down and bury the dog.


  She asked him who he thought would do such a thing and he said he suspected some jealous children from town. He said he had plans to look into it. She said she thought he should call the police, but he said they wouldn’t treat the matter seriously enough. They’d ridicule it.


  “Don’t worry,” he told her, “the children and I will get to the bottom of this.”


  He left her. She wasn’t in the mood to go shopping with them and she certainly wasn’t in the mood to go out to eat. She needed to rest; the shock had left her trembling.


  When she awoke in the darkness, she was completely disoriented. The sleep had calmed her, but she was confused. Was it the middle of the night? The house was very quiet, but Alex wasn’t beside her in the bed. She sat up and turned the clock toward her to read the illuminated face. It was only a little after seven, but why didn’t she hear anyone in the house?


  She put on the table lamp and got up to go to the window. When she raised the shade and looked out, she saw that Alex’s car was gone. She remembered he was going to take the children shopping, but he should have been back by now. She put on a robe and went downstairs.


  It was obvious that no one had been in the kitchen to eat dinner. Everything was as she had left it. She herself was not very hungry, but she made herself some tea and toast with jelly. She was sitting at the table eating slowly and trying not to think about Dinky when she heard them all come into the house. They were more boisterous than ever.


  “Take it easy,” she heard Alex say, “Sharon might still be asleep.”


  “No, I’m not,” she called from the kitchen. They were all silent for a moment and then they came in to see her. Each of the children wore his new backpack.


  “See what Alex bought us,” little Donald said.


  “Very nice.” She looked to Elizabeth. The girl was as bright and as radiant as ever.


  “We heard about Dinky,” Richard said. “It’s a damn shame, but don’t worry. We’ll find out who did it.”


  “I don’t know why anyone would,” she said. “A helpless little animal like that.”


  “That’s who they hurt the most,” Alex said, “the helpless.” The children nodded silently, all in unison.


  She looked up at them—Alex and his litter, and for a long moment she despised their sympathy. Their carbon-copy looks disgusted her. They weren’t real; they weren’t sincere. She didn’t believe them. One of them or all of them could have destroyed her dog.


  “It was so dark last night, Alex. How did you see him go after a bitch?”


  “I saw it, Sharon. You don’t think I would lie about something like that, do you?”


  She saw the way the children’s eyes widened. Richard’s face began to harden, and each followed in turn. Would she accuse Alex of such a thing in front of them?


  “No, Alex, of course not. I’m just having such a hard time understanding why anyone would hurt poor Dinky.”


  “Evil, real evil, pure evil, is beyond our understanding. The best we can do is recognize it and destroy it whenever possible,” he said. It was one of Pa’s favorite quotes. She had heard it before. The children looked satisfied with Alex’s explanation. She wasn’t satisfied, but she didn’t want to pursue it.


  “I suppose you’re all hungry,” she said.


  “Oh no,” Elizabeth said. “Alex took us out to eat.”


  “We went to Steak King!” little Donald said.


  “Oh.”


  “Now everyone’s got to go up and do his homework,” Alex said. The kids moved obediently back through the hallway and up the stairs. “How are you?”


  “Tired. I wanted to go to dinner, too,” she said. Her words sounded so weak and small. She felt like an infant again.


  “I thought it was better to let you rest. I know how upset you were.”


  “How is Elizabeth?”


  “Fine.”


  “Did you hear anything new about the murder?”


  “No, we didn’t listen to the news. I didn’t think it was wise to dwell on it. There was enough about it all day at school.”


  “I can imagine. Do you want anything? Coffee?”


  “No. I’m just going to rest and read a little.” He stood there staring at her a moment.


  “Poor Dinky,” she said, and her face began to crumble.


  “Be strong,” he said, and then, with almost a smile on his face, he added, “as strong as Elizabeth, at least.”


  She looked up sharply, but he had already turned and started down the hall to his den and his reading and his music.


  She was intrigued about Elizabeth, and after she put away her dishes, she went upstairs and stopped by her room. Elizabeth always kept her door closed when she was in her room, and the few times that Sharon had been in the room while the girl was there she had felt quite uncomfortable. Elizabeth hadn’t been as excited about redecorating her room as Sharon had hoped she would be. The decisions were practically forced upon her. Sharon brought her the carpet samples and the wallpaper samples, but Elizabeth took forever to make any sort of decision and when she finally did, Sharon felt that she was doing it to get her off her back.


  Alex had brought up his mother’s old brass bed from the basement. He had put it in storage soon after she died. It was practically the only thing that Elizabeth appreciated. Sharon talked about getting a matching dresser and vanity table for her, but she showed no interest in it.


  Unlike other girls her age, Elizabeth had no pictures of rock stars or movie stars on her walls. The only thing she had pinned up was a small bulletin board to remind herself of things she had to do. She didn’t care for dolls or stuffed animals, either. In fact, Sharon was quite disappointed that Elizabeth showed no signs of wanting any of the dainty, feminine things Sharon loved. She wanted to give her some of her own things from her youth, but she didn’t believe the girl would care for anything of the sort.


  And so the bareness of the room, its particular lack of character and personality and Elizabeth’s own indifference to it and anything that could have been brought to it made it unattractive to Sharon. She got so she didn’t mind not being invited in. But tonight she felt a need to reach out; first, because she was curious as to how the girl had taken the murder of Mr. Knots, and second, because she felt a need for some feminine contact herself.


  She went to the door and paused before knocking. It struck her as odd that it was so silent within. Again, unlike other teenage girls, Elizabeth didn’t request a radio and didn’t play a tape recorder. Yet Sharon was sure she had done those things before she’d come to live in the Manor. This, as well as so many other things, was a result of Alex’s influence. What he liked, they liked. What he disliked, they had come to dislike, even though it was quite contrary to what children their age felt. Surely this was unnatural enough to make anyone wonder.


  “Who is it?” Elizabeth called even before Sharon knocked. Just like Alex, she thought, she can see through walls.


  “It’s me, Sharon. Can I come in?”


  “I’ve got homework to do.”


  “Just for a few minutes.”


  “All right, come in,” Elizabeth said. When Sharon opened the door, she saw that Elizabeth was at her window looking out into the night. This confirmed her belief that the girl was emotionally upset. She didn’t turn around to greet her.


  “You need more light in here, don’t you? I should tell Alex to bring you a lamp.”


  “No,” Elizabeth said, spinning around. “It’s fine. If I needed it, Alex would know.”


  “Oh. I’m sure.” She hesitated because the girl glared at her so intently.


  “Was it a bad day in school?”


  Elizabeth shrugged.


  “Same as all the others.”


  “Same? But…surely everyone knows about…”


  “Mr. Knots? Yeah, everyone knows. So what?” she said, and sat down hard on her bed. She kept her back to Sharon.


  “I just thought…it must be extra hard for you, considering how you felt about him.”


  For a long moment Elizabeth didn’t respond. Then she turned slowly. Sharon saw that her eyes were red and teary.


  “Well, it isn’t, because I learned the truth about most people.”


  “What truth?”


  “That they’ll let you down; that they care only about themselves; that they’ll use you and forget you just like…just like someone eating an ice cream cone.”


  “An ice cream cone? I don’t understand.”


  “Don’t you see,” Elizabeth said, raising her voice. “You won’t be any more important to them!” She turned away again. “You’re too stupid to understand.”


  “That’s not nice, Elizabeth.”


  “Well…I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “You could just say that. You don’t have to be insulting. I’m not feeling so happy today either, you know,” Sharon added, searching for sympathy. “I just don’t understand why anyone would want to hurt Dinky.” Elizabeth got up and went back to the window to look out at the night.


  “Alex told you why,” she said softly. “He told you about the evil that’s out there.”


  “That doesn’t make it any easier to understand.” Sharon paused, undecided as to whether she should remain and continue to try to get the girl to talk to her or just leave and forget it. “Did you…you see Mr. Knots yesterday?”


  Elizabeth turned around slowly, her eyes small.


  “Why?”


  “I just wondered.”


  “Of course, I saw him. I had his class.”


  “You didn’t see him after school?”


  “No,” she said quickly. “I stayed after to do some work in the library and then Alex picked us up. All of us,” she added.


  “You mean he picked you up at school like he did today?”


  “So?”


  “Nothing. I had thought he said…nothing,” she concluded.


  “Look, I’ve got to do my homework. This sub they got to replace Mr. Knots gave us a lot to do.”


  “Really? OK. If you ever feel like talking about it…”


  “I’ll let you know,” Elizabeth said quickly. She sat on her bed again and opened a textbook. Sharon watched her for a moment and then left the room.


  As soon as she closed the door behind her, she took a few deep breaths. It had been hard to breathe in there. She had been holding herself so tightly because Elizabeth had been very intimidating. She was full of anger and hate. Surely, she thought, this was a reaction to the death of the English teacher.


  Sharon walked to the edge of the stairway. She could hear Alex’s music coming from the den. Why had he lied to her and said that he had picked up the children on the road, coming upon them coincidentally? Elizabeth said he had come to school for them, suggesting it had been planned. She didn’t dare ask him. He’d think she was checking up on him. He already resented the fact that Tillie Zorankin had seen him with the children. But still, it made her feel uneasy. Something was playing in the back of her mind, some thought was trying to get clearly focused. What was it?


  It came to her in a flash. She went back to the bedroom and closed the door softly. Then she went into the bathroom. What was it the medical examiner had said during the interview on the radio? Something about the possibility of an air-tight bag with a tie string being placed over the head of Mr. Knots. She knelt down and looked into that small garbage can under the sink.


  But it wasn’t there now…the plastic bag she had seen there before…it was gone!


  She stood up and looked at herself in the mirror. Her face was flushed. What was she thinking? What terrible thoughts was she thinking? She didn’t want to permit them entrance to her consciousness, and yet looming before her was the vivid memory of the old man’s skeleton holding the skeleton of their stillborn son in the grave Alex had made for them. All this time it had been there in the old part of the house, a part of her lying in the darkness, waiting to be discovered.


  What other horrible secrets waited in the shadows of the Echo Lake Manor?
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  Only moments after she got ready for bed, Sharon heard Alex and the children leave the house to go to the secret room. She went to her window and looked down at them. They were five shadows that quickly became one with the night. How could he take them to that place? Think of the effect it would have on them, especially on little Donald. Why didn’t those children have nightmares? She was sure she would.


  Alex was turning those children into something unnatural, distorting their thoughts and emotions. He had taken advantage of the troubles and the hardships they had endured. Just like his father had done to him, Alex had made these children into disciples of his own private madness. But how could she stop it? How deep had the poison already gone?


  She was frustrated and afraid. No one would understand. She couldn’t compete with Alex. In front of other people he was so pleasant and so charming. Unless someone were here with her, night and day, he or she would think her mad, not Alex. No, she had to do something by herself. The bottom line was that she had to change things. The simple truth was that despite all the good Alex apparently had done for these children, they didn’t belong here.


  As she lay there thinking about all this, she came to a terrible conclusion: perhaps it was good that their son had been stillborn. What kind of a person would he have grown to be? How insignificant her influence over him would have been compared to what Alex’s would have been. Whenever she tried to imagine what her son would have been like, she concocted a picture of a small version of Alex. She never saw her own characteristics in the child.


  Alex must have realized all this, too. It was probably the thing that had driven him to want foster children and do the things he had done with them. He needed descendants. What good were all his theories and ideas if they were going to die with him? This was something his father had passed on to him and something he had to pass on to others. Much of what Alex did was hard to understand, but she felt confident that she understood this much.


  Now the problem was what to do about it. Maybe she wouldn’t have to do anything about it. Maybe the children would get bored with Alex and his ideas soon. Surely they wouldn’t want to work, work, work forever. They would stray; they would have to. It was only normal. And then Alex would lose interest in them just the way he lost interest in his other projects.


  This possibility relaxed her enough to fall asleep without taking a sedative. She didn’t even hear Alex come in to bed. In the morning she heard him get up and go to the bathroom. Moments later, she got up herself. The early sunlight made it appear much later than it was. She looked at the clock and realized Alex was getting up earlier than he usually did during the week. When he came out of the bathroom, she asked him about it.


  “There’s no school today because of a teachers’ conference.”


  “So why are you getting up so early?”


  “We’ve got a lot of work to do around the Manor. The children all understand that. I thought you’d be happy about it.”


  “Oh, I am,” she said.


  “Well, let’s get going, then. We’ve got to give them a good breakfast. We have landscaping to do and the rebuilding of the gazebo and work to do on the boat dock. I want the tool shed painted, too.”


  “All right, Alex.”


  She was up and with them. Watching the enthusiasm and energy of the children, she questioned the things she had felt and seen these past few days. They were so resilient, so indestructible they made her feel self-conscious about her own worries and fears. She was especially intrigued by Elizabeth, who was more buoyant and alive than ever. The belligerence Sharon had sensed in her the night before was gone. She was helpful and pleasant in the kitchen and anxious to get out and work with the others. One moment Alex could make them into morbid, sullen, hateful little creatures, and the next moment he could turn them into happy-go-lucky children living in a lollipop world. Could this be the way it was for everyone?


  Early in the afternoon, Tillie Zorankin arrived. Sharon had forgotten she’d invited her. The sight of her walking up the front pathway sent chills down her spine. Alex was trimming hedges and she stopped to talk to him. Surprisingly though, it appeared that he was being civil and pleasant to her, despite his opinion of her. Sharon came out on the porch to greet her.


  “My goodness, you weren’t kidding about Alex’s intentions, were you,” she said.


  “No. When Alex gets it in his mind to do something, nothing stops him.”


  They both stood there on the front steps gazing out at the grounds. Richard and Carl were painting the tool shed and Donald was using the grass trimmer to cut the weeds away from the trees. They could see Elizabeth down at the dock staining the wood. With the mostly sunny day, with everything blooming and budding about, the Manor took on a look of life and activity that impressed Tillie Zorankin.


  “He’s going to get it back to the way it was,” she said turning and looking at the repaired shutters, the painted trim and the newly poured front patio. “And those children are working like gremlins.”


  “I know. Would you like something, lemonade, a soda?”


  “No, nothing. I just came up to see how things were going and how you made out with the girl.”


  “Oh, well, let’s sit down at least,” Sharon said. They sat on the settee and watched Alex for a few moments.


  “She didn’t want to talk about it,” Sharon said. “In fact, she was somewhat belligerent about it. I didn’t really get a chance to discuss it much. Today, she’s as pleasant as ever. It’s as if it never happened.”


  “Children are like that. They can put terrible things out of their minds when they want to. Perhaps her infatuation wasn’t as intense as you had first thought.”


  “Maybe not.”


  “Did you see the story in today’s paper?”


  “No. Was there anything new?”


  “Mostly theories, I suppose. Whoever killed him knew him, or he felt comfortable enough to take them in the car with him. They’re unsure about why he was on that road. It wasn’t his usual route home. He was headed in this direction.”


  “This direction? Yes, that’s right; it would be.”


  “They say he was murdered between three and four in the afternoon. He usually remained after school for a while.”


  “I know. I mean, that’s what Elizabeth said.”


  “His wife hasn’t been very helpful yet. She’s too overwrought.”


  “I can understand that,” Sharon said. One of the cats, Fluffy, came up from under the porch and climbed onto the railing. “Don’t call her to you, she’s shedding.”


  “I think I’m going to get a cat. I’m sure there’s a mouse in the kitchen. Oh, by the way, where’s Dinky?” Sharon shook her head and looked down. “Still missing?”


  “No,” she said. Her voice cracked.


  “What happened?”


  “Alex found him, drowned in the lake. Someone had tied a rope and a rock to his neck and thrown him in, poor thing.”


  “Oh, my God.”


  “He thinks it might have been some of the town children, jealous of the foster children.”


  Tillie looked out over the lawn. Richard had taken out a six-foot stepladder and begun to paint the roof of the shed. Elizabeth paused in the wood staining and sat with her feet dangling over the edge of the dock.


  “What a cruel thing to do! How did the children take it?”


  “Like everything else—they look to Alex first and then react. They’ve developed his stoicism.”


  “Really?”


  “I’m not sure that…they should. Sometimes I feel they should be more like…like children.”


  “I understand. It does seem hard to believe that town children would come up here to kill the dog. That’s quite brazen.”


  “Yes.”


  “You don’t suspect…any of them?” Tillie asked, lowering her voice even though no one else was close enough to hear.


  “Why would they do it?”


  “One might have been jealous of the other, of his closeness with the dog. I don’t want to put any bad thoughts into your head, but you yourself described some of the past history of these children. Any one of them sounds capable of it. I’m just telling you this for your own protection, Sharon. Everything looks marvelous here right now, but…”


  “But you don’t know what it looks like at night.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Nothing. I’ll certainly give what you said some thought. Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink? Tea, perhaps?”


  “Well, I would like to go into the Manor. I used to love this house. Let’s have some tea and you can show me about, if that’s all right.”


  Sharon looked out at Alex who had stopped working and turned their way as though he could hear what Tillie had said. For a moment she couldn’t decide what to do. She was tempted to say “some other time,” but she didn’t see how she could. Besides, she was intrigued with Tillie’s thoughts on Dinky’s death and she wanted to bounce a few more things off her. Of course, she wouldn’t mention the secret room. But she would talk around it. She looked out at Alex defiantly. Damnit, she needed another opinion. He would just have to understand.


  “Of course. Let’s go in.”


  They rose and went into the house. She half expected Alex to come in while they had tea and talked, but he didn’t.


  She didn’t mention the secret meetings in Pa’s room and what Alex had buried there, but she told her about the strict regimen he had developed for the children and how loyal they were to the schedules and responsibilities he created for them.


  “They sound explosive,” Tillie told her. “You can’t keep children so bottled up inside and expect them to behave normally. All work and no play…I don’t know,” she said, and then she added a thought that sent Sharon reeling into the depths of her own secret fears. “Maybe one of them killed Dinky out of frustration. My children were no angels, but they weren’t anything like this. I mean, they didn’t have these backgrounds, of course; but I remember once when Ben was confined to his room for a week every day after school. He had failed four subjects and Sol was furious. What Ben did was he took it out on his bike. He broke the wheels and bent the frame. Can you imagine? Later, he cried more about that than anything. Sol broke down and bought him a new bike, of course,” she added smiling.


  “No one cried over Dinky but me,” Sharon said.


  “Makes you wonder,” Tillie said. “Makes you wonder.”


  After Tillie’s visit, Sharon felt a greater anxiety than before. Her suspicions and fears had been given a voice. Her older and wiser friend had basically confirmed her suspicions. She was convinced now that Alex himself was blind to what the children had become, blind to what he had created. Another, even more frightening idea occurred to her—maybe the children were smarter than he thought. They were connivers. Their lives, their difficult circumstances had made them that way. They had to be shrewd to exist. He thought that he was developing them into finer, stronger people, but what they were doing was using him, humoring him.


  Sure, that made sense. Why else would they not reject that horrible secret room? She couldn’t comprehend how children that age would enjoy it. They probably thought that Alex was weird, but they played up to him to get him to give them whatever they wanted. Wasn’t he more than generous to them? They must have gotten together and decided on all this. That Richard, he was probably the leader.


  They were laughing at him behind his back. She had to make him understand this. Alex was so intent on what he was doing, so dedicated to it that he couldn’t see how evil they were. They didn’t have to steal outright, but their thefts were just as real. This was why they shut her out, Sharon thought. They had seen early on that she could see through them. They had turned Alex against her; they isolated her whenever they wanted to because they understood that she could end it all.


  She had to make Alex understand all this; she had to. The best place to start was with the dog. Tillie was right; town children wouldn’t have done it. It had to be one of them. Or, what was more horrible, all of them. Poor Dinky, innocent, unsuspecting, trusting them, had willingly gone with them to his own death. It infuriated her to think about it.


  “That woman gone?” Alex said. He had come in through the back door. She had gone back into the house to sit in the living room and think. The children weren’t with him.


  “Where are the children?”


  “I gave them some money and sent them into town for hamburgers. They deserve it. They really went at it this morning.”


  “They’re using you,” she said. It just came right out. Her mind was so full of these thoughts that there was no way to prevent the release.


  “What?”


  “They’re all little manipulators. You just don’t see it, Alex.”


  “What kind of an idea is that? Who put such a thought in your head?”


  “Listen to me, Alex. It doesn’t make sense that town children would have come up here to kill Dinky.”


  His face reddened and his shoulders rose, making him look like some kind of giant bird. He looked physically intimidating, but she leaned forward on the couch, determined to get her ideas out before the children returned.


  “You’re accusing one of our own?”


  “They’re not ours, Alex. Not really.”


  “Maybe they’re not yours, but they’re mine. To even think they would do such a thing…it’s that woman. She put this idea into your head.”


  “I was thinking it before she came, Alex.”


  “So she did say something.”


  “Alex, you’re too close to them to see the possibilities. You’ve got to remember what they were.”


  “I don’t forget that for one moment,” he said. “Why do you think I’m with them as much as possible? Why do you think I’ve done all that I could? That you would think they would betray me…”


  “Alex, all I’m trying to say is give it some thought.”


  “To put such a thought in your head and for you to dare to say it.”


  “Alex.”


  “It’s you who continues to betray them, Sharon, by talking to that woman, that gossip, that spreader of evil, a person who revels in the misery of others, who lives only to see and hear terrible things.”


  “That’s not true, Alex. She’s a dear old friend who only wants…”


  “To destroy happiness in others. She can’t stand it. I know the type. I’ve seen them all my life. I forbid you to ever have her here again, do you understand. I absolutely forbid it. And if I ever hear that you’ve gone to her…”


  “Alex, I’m not a child!”


  “What else did you tell her?” he asked. His eyes grew smaller and he took a few steps closer. She sat back. Never could she recall his face so swollen with anger. He looked beside himself, out of control. He had clenched his hands into fists and he stared at her with cold hate. She sat back.


  “Nothing else, Alex. Nothing. We talked about the work you were doing around the house, that’s all. She thinks it’s wonderful.”


  “The children…would never…betray me,” he said. He looked as though it took all of his strength to utter the words. His body had become tight, his breath short.


  “All right, Alex. All right. Forget it.” He didn’t retreat. He stood there staring down at her as though he were transfixed. She became quite frightened. “I’ve got to think of something else for supper,” she said quickly. “Now that you sent them to have meat for lunch.”


  She got up, and using the preparation of dinner as an excuse, fled from him. When she looked back, he was still standing in the same spot, looking down at the couch as though she were still sitting there.


  The house was filled with whispering. It seemed to come from every section, every room, through every opening, even through the very walls and floors. She could make out no words, but she could hear the sounds. She had gone up to the third floor to a room reserved for the storage of old things and she was sitting next to cartons full of pictures and memorabilia. They had driven her up here, sent her reeling back into the past to search for some comfort and to search for an escape. How she wished that her parents were still alive or that she had kept in touch with some old friends. She had no one really, no one but Alex, and now Alex had his children.


  They had returned from their lunch in town eager to go back to work. There were many windows open in the house. She heard their shouts and their laughter as they came up the front path. Then she heard Alex go out to them, and all was silent. She went back to the living room to look out front to see why.


  Alex had gathered them around the old wooden lawn bench and lawn chairs. Little Donald sat on the grass beside him, and Richard, Elizabeth, and Carl sat on the bench. It was obvious that they were listening intently to everything he said. Maybe he had finally given serious thought to what she had told him, she thought. Maybe he was trying to find out if any of them had hurt Dinky.


  It was exactly that possibility that had come to her mind when he reentered the house with the children around him and called her to the den. When she got there, she found him seated in his chair, Pa’s old books beside him on the small, round wooden table, the children standing beside and behind him. Richard and Elizabeth stood at the back of the chair. Donald was at his feet and Carl was to his right, seated on the arm of the chair.


  The curtains were drawn; the room was dimly lit. He had put on his record of the music and the chanting, but he turned the volume down so far that it was barely audible, more like the background music of a movie. When she stopped in the doorway and looked in on them, she thought they looked as though they were preparing to take a portrait picture. She half expected Alex to ask her to go get the camera and snap it.


  “I told the children that you have something to say, something to ask them,” he said. “It’s important they hear it directly from you.”


  “Alex.” She looked at each of their faces. Each child had the same expression—inscrutable except for the eyes. Their eyes were wide, bold, anticipatory. She had the feeling that as soon as she spoke, their faces would shatter like fine china, leaving only their eyes, which would all become of one color: black with hate. She felt the blood begin to drain from her face. A hot flush moved up her neck. Alex wore that pedantic look of a one-room schoolteacher waiting for his pupil to recite. Only she didn’t want to recite. She wanted to run from there.


  “Well?” he said.


  “What do you want me to say, Alex?”


  “Tell them what you told me, what you and Tillie Zorankin think.”


  “I didn’t say that. You’re twisting my words. This isn’t the way to handle it.”


  “Oh? How should we handle it?”


  “Not this way.”


  “The children have a right to know, a right to be confronted. They understand and they’ve promised to be honest.”


  “I don’t like this, Alex.”


  “We have to do it, Sharon,” he said. She didn’t say anything. She was about to turn away and leave them. He sensed it and spoke up. “Sharon and Mrs. Zorankin think it’s highly probable that one of you killed Dinky,” he said. “Donald, why don’t you respond first?”


  The little one looked up. The expression on his face had changed now. He looked as though he were about to cry.


  “I wouldn’t hurt Dinky,” he said. “I love Dinky. He played with me all the time.”


  “Carl?” Alex said.


  “The dog was no problem. What would be the point of killing something that was no problem? If I were going to kill it, I wouldn’t drown it. I’d break its neck.”


  Sharon took hold of the doorjamb and swallowed hard.


  “Elizabeth?”


  “The dog was precious. We loved it, Sharon. Almost as much as you did.”


  “Just as much as you did,” Richard said, without waiting to be called. “We’re not juveniles getting our thrills from vandalism and sadistic activities.”


  “Sharon?” Alex said.


  “What do you want?” She could hardly talk. Her throat was so tight it strained when she said a few words.


  “Are you satisfied or do you want written affidavits?”


  “Oh God, Alex. Why did you do this?”


  “I told you once and I’ll tell you again. We’re a family. If we have any problems, we’ve got to air them openly. The children understand that perfectly. Most important, we mustn’t let other people come in between us.” The damn music seemed to get louder on cue. She took a deep breath and turned away.


  “I’ve got to get back to dinner,” she muttered, and ran from the room, from the dimness, from the music, from Alex and his children. She didn’t go back to the kitchen as she had said she would. Instead she had gone upstairs and kept going until she reached the room full of old things. Here, she let the tears come freely. They were both tears of fear and tears of sadness.


  She held a picture of her mother up in front of her and recalled the day she’d told her she was going to marry Alex Gold. Her mother liked Alex’s mother; she’d often spent time with her, but she had disliked his father. “He’s a cruel man,” she said, and told Sharon about the time he once put Alex on a hot radiator to teach him a lesson. “He kept him there until it burned his skin. He doesn’t fool me,” she’d gone on. “While he’s off babbling about some superstitious nonsense, his wife works herself to death. He’s lazy.”


  “But Alex helps,” Sharon had said. “He works hard, too. He’s not like his father.”


  “I don’t know,” her mother answered. “Are you so sure?”


  “He cares for me…deeply,” Sharon said. “And we’re both…different.”


  “Don’t say ‘different.’ You’re not different.”


  “I don’t have as many friends as the other girls do, and I don’t think like they do. Alex understands me.”


  “I don’t know,” her mother said. “It worries me to think of you living up there.”


  “Oh Mother, I’m not afraid of the old man. He likes me, too. You’ll see. It’ll be all right; it’ll be good.”


  “If it’s what you want, what you really want,” her mother had said. Her mother had wanted her to be happy. She wouldn’t have stood in her way, even if she had had serious misgivings. But maybe she should have, Sharon thought.


  She went through other things, things she hadn’t looked at for years: her high school yearbook, old letters Leona Zorankin had written to her from college, a certificate she had won for the best high school English essay during her senior year, old magazines, and a letter that Alex had written to her after they had become engaged. She unfolded the crisp paper carefully and spread it out before her.


  Part of it was romantic. He described the way he had felt when they had gone moonlight rowing on Echo Lake, but then there was that section that she had forgotten, that she hadn’t really paid much attention to at the time: the discussion of the spiritual importance of their marriage.


  “There will be a time,” he said, “when we will become as one, one body, one soul, one mind. What I feel, you will feel, and what I know, you will know. This oneness will find itself expressed in our children. They will be formed from the good parts of us, and in the end they will teach us. We will be the children again.”


  She remembered now why and how she had put all this aside. Alex could get so deep, so heavy with his philosophy and thought. She had liked to hear him talk; she loved the cadence in his voice, the melody of his words. To her it was poetry, even though she didn’t understand a great deal of it. She had pretended to understand as much as she could, and when she couldn’t understand, he was tolerant. “In time,” he had told her, “you will know what I know.”


  It hadn’t seemed to matter very much then. She looked down at the words once more. “They will be formed from the good parts of us, and in the end they will teach us. We will be the children again.”


  Was this what he believed now? Was this why he was so blind to what they were doing? He thought they possessed some natural goodness, a goodness that he had brought out and that he now expected would lead him to greater things. It must have been something his father had taught him, something she might even have heard him say, but something she had never digested.


  Alex had to be made to see that the children weren’t all goodness and light. Perhaps they were better behaved, but they were evil, as evil as the day each was brought to the Manor. It wouldn’t surprise her a bit to learn that they had talked him into calling her to the den for that terrible inquisition. It must have been their idea to embarrass her that way. They were turning him against her more and more.


  She put everything but his letter neatly away and went back downstairs, determined to be stronger than ever. She wanted to challenge the children, to stand against them in some way that would make Alex see what they really were. They were all outside again, working like little devils, being perfect. The harder they worked out there, the more defeated she felt. There had to be something she could do, but what? What?


  Finally, it came to her. It was a horrible thing to do to Alex, but she had to do it for his own good. If she did it right, he wouldn’t know she was responsible. It was the only way. She didn’t know what else to do. If Tillie Zorankin, an ordinary layman, could suspect the problem, there had to be something to it.


  First she looked for Alex and saw that he was walking down to the dock with little Donald. He was well away from the house, and none of the other children were near enough to see or hear what she was about to do. She had gotten so she was paranoid about them. If any one of them was only a dozen feet or so from the building, she wouldn’t do it.


  Confident she was safe, she retreated quickly to the kitchen and took the phone book out of the drawer under the counter. She looked up the number, listened again to be sure no one was nearby, and then dialed. She was surprised that the person answering was a male.


  “Is this the Child Protection Agency?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “I must speak with Mrs. Hoffman. I must.”


  “Who is this?”


  “Tell her Sharon Gold, Alex Gold’s wife.”


  “Oh yes, Mrs. Gold. Just one moment, please.”


  When Mrs. Hoffman came to the phone, Sharon put her left hand around the mouthpiece instinctively and lowered her voice.


  “Hello,” she said.


  “I must have your word that you won’t tell my husband I called you,” Sharon said.


  “What’s that?”


  “You’ve got to promise me.”


  “What’s wrong, Mrs. Gold?”


  “Promise.”


  “This is very unusual, but all right, Mrs. Gold. I promise. Now what seems to be the problem?”


  “I want you to make an unexpected visit to the Echo Lake Manor,” Sharon said. “I want you to make it tonight between eight-thirty and nine. Can you do it? Will you do it?”


  “What…what for, Mrs. Gold?”


  “You will see when you get here. You will understand. Please. It’s important. It’s important to Alex.”


  “Well, why didn’t he call himself?”


  “He mustn’t know about this, Mrs. Hoffman. After it’s all over, I promise I’ll explain.”


  “Well…all right. Between eight-thirty and nine?”


  “Yes. Thank you, thank you,” Sharon said, and she hung up.


  She stood there trembling, not believing she had done it. But she had, and now there was work to do.
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  Sharon went to the front and looked out at Alex and the children again. He, little Donald, and Elizabeth were still down at the dock. Richard and Carl were painting the rear of the tool shed. Everyone looked involved in something. She felt safe.


  She returned to the rear of the house and went out the back door. Some gardening tools were always kept on the small screened-in porch. Alex and the children had already started this year’s garden. It was nearly twice the size of last year’s. He had had to buy extra fencing to keep the deer and rabbits from the crops.


  She took the shovel in hand and opened the screen door as quietly as she could. She descended the small wooden steps and went around to the side of the house. From this angle no one in the front could see her or see where she was going. When she reached the old plank door, she stopped to listen.


  She could hear little Donald’s shouts and laughter echo off the lake. From the sound of it, he and Alex and Elizabeth had gone for a boat ride. That was good, she thought. That was very good. She opened the old door and went inside.


  With the door wide open daylight penetrated the old room. This kind of light—brighter, more diffused—weakened the place, made it seem less intimidating, less frightening. It looked more like what she thought it really was—a small, dry area of the old house, dirty and stale, the shelves and the roof timbers looking as though they could crumble into dust at the slightest touch. The stone entranceway steps had chipped and broken considerably, and the wooden doorjamb sagged. Only in the dark corners where insects and field mice dwelled did she notice any wetness. The earthen floor everywhere else was pale and dry as stone.


  Now, stripped of its mystery by the discerning rays of the invading daylight, the room looked so much smaller than she had thought it to be. It looked more like an afterthought, or an accidental arrangement of stones and wood that had resulted in this large storage room. Maybe this was why Pa and now Alex usually came to it only at night. It held no magic for them in the daytime.


  Anyway, what she had suspected was true—Alex had covered the makeshift grave where she and Dinky had uncovered it. The ground had been smoothed over, but the area was still obvious. She went right to it and began to shovel away the dirt. Alex would not be permitted to hide what he had done in this room. Tonight the children would come to it and there would be a terrible scene. Their wonderful decorum, their controlled behavior, their facade of responsibility and decency would crack and it would all happen in front of Mrs. Hoffman.


  She was so buoyed by that possibility that she was able to put aside for the moment the horror of what she was doing. Today, bathed in light, the skeletons looked more pathetic than terrifying. Even so, she worked quickly, neatly, until she was satisfied that she had uncovered enough. Then she retreated to the entrance and took one last look at the room. To think that someone could come to it and find something spiritual here was ludicrous. Perhaps the children would sense that, too, and there would be a rift between them and Alex—a rift she desperately wanted.


  She looked out before stepping into the open. There was no one in sight. She closed the old plank door behind her and made her way back to the rear of the house where she placed the shovel back in its spot. Then she went inside and took a shower. She wanted to do her hair a little nicer and put on something more dressy in anticipation of Mrs. Hoffman’s arrival. She put on a light blue print dress and brushed out her hair, clipping it in the rear so the strands fell loosely but orderly over the back of her neck. Then she did something she hadn’t done in a long time—she put on a little lipstick and rouge.


  Satisfied and pleased with her appearance, she went downstairs to complete the preparation of dinner. She heard Alex and the children come in and go up to shower and dress for dinner. Nobody said anything to her or came back to see her until it was time to eat. When she shouted that all was ready, Alex and his brood paraded in, looking as content and as smug about themselves as they usually did. When they saw her though, they were surprised.


  “You look very nice tonight, Sharon,” Alex said. “Doesn’t she, children?”


  “Yes,” Elizabeth said, but she looked more amused than impressed. Sharon resented the expression on her face. Through it she was saying, “Who do you think you are? Do you really think you can turn a plain face into something attractive?” She felt the girl’s condescension and that reinforced her hope that soon she would be able to bring them all down and show them for what they were.


  The boys said nothing in particular. They went at the food with their usual aggressive appetites. The dinner table conversation was mostly about the work they were doing around the Manor. The only time that Sharon got into it was when Elizabeth said the kitchen had to be modernized.


  “You should have a microwave installed and you’ll probably need a bigger freezer if you’re going to cook for guests as well, won’t she, Alex?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “I don’t like microwave ovens. Good things need time.”


  “Oh, that’s so silly, so old-fashioned, isn’t it, Alex?” Elizabeth asked. She was in pursuit. Elizabeth could sense that she was trying to drive Alex between them. As she spoke, she fingered the ring he had given her. She wore it ostentatiously around her neck. Sharon had seen it there before, but she had decided not to ask about it. She thought that he might have given it to her to cheer her up after the teacher’s murder.


  “Not entirely,” Alex said, “but there’s going to be a definite need for a microwave oven. I can see that.”


  His answer was enough of a victory to please Elizabeth. Sharon saw her gloat over the success. She wanted to say something or do something in response, but checked herself. How belittling it would be to have to compete with a teenager for her husband’s attention, she thought, and yet, wasn’t that what was happening?


  Alex was oblivious to it. He began to tell the boys some old Pa stories, stories about his father’s exhibition of great strength, his ability to hand wrestle any man down, the time he swam across the lake and back, the time he had a fight with two men at the old feed mill.


  “He wasn’t one to use his strength freely,” he said, “but when he was aroused and the need was there, his heart never let him down. They don’t make men like that anymore,” Alex said, and Sharon thought, “Amen.”


  The children were as efficient as usual after dinner. Everyone did his part quickly and well. Sharon said nothing and did nothing to interrupt the flow of things. She wanted the regimented schedule to go on the way it always did. Everything was on time. The children went up to do their schoolwork and their reading, even though they had no school that day. She had been confident that they would. Alex wanted his time in the den, his hour of meditation and reading. She went into the living room to read and watch television herself and to wait.


  Almost to the exact minute, the children came down the stairs to tell Alex they were ready. Sharon smiled to herself. It was all going as she had planned. Alex emerged from his room and the five of them slipped quietly out of the house. She got up and turned off the television set and waited by the front window. Her heart raced madly. Would Mrs. Hoffman come, as she had promised she would?


  The answer came in the form of a pair of headlights. Mrs. Hoffman’s car came up the driveway slowly. Sharon took a deep breath and got up to greet her at the door.


  “Thank you for coming, Mrs. Hoffman,” Sharon said, as soon as the head of the agency appeared in the porch light. The thin woman, dressed in a light brown cardigan sweater, a blouse, and a dark brown skirt, smiled her greeting and looked about.


  “Very impressive house.”


  “Yes, isn’t it? Come on, come in.”


  Sharon stepped back to let her enter. Mrs. Hoffman, who had appeared small to Sharon when she was in her office, looked even more fragile and weak here in the Manor, away from the trappings of the government building and the agency she headed. Sharon had a rush of despair.


  “What a job it must be to care for such a place.”


  “It is, even though we use only a small portion of the Manor. Please, go into the living room.”


  “Everything looks vintage,” Mrs. Hoffman said as she looked over the furniture.


  “It is. Alex doesn’t like to replace anything. He’s trying to hold back time.”


  “How charming,” Mrs. Hoffman said, but that wasn’t what Sharon had meant. “Where is everyone else?”


  “I wanted you to get here before they returned,” Sharon said quickly. “Have a seat. Please.”


  Mrs. Hoffman chose one of the big easy chairs and immediately looked childlike and diminutive swallowed within the heavy cushions and large arms. She sat back. Sharon didn’t take a seat.


  “Why did you want me to come at just this time?”


  “You’ll see. Alex and the children live on a schedule. They rarely vary it. When they come home, they do their chores around the house. He’s rehabilitating the Manor, making it into a major project, and he’s gotten the children quite involved.”


  “How wonderful.”


  “Yes, if that were all there were to it. Then the children shower and dress for dinner. Sometimes Elizabeth helps set the table.”


  “Really?”


  “Don’t be surprised. She does more than that, but oh, how clever she is, how terribly clever.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “We eat, and then they all help clean up. Each has a task, and I do almost nothing.”


  “You have plenty to do as it is, I imagine.”


  Sharon nodded and finally sat on the edge of the couch.


  “The children go right up to do their homework. There are no arguments about it. Everyone goes to his room, except when the older children help the younger ones.”


  “Sounds marvelous.”


  “All the while my husband is in the den, where he reads his father’s old books over and over again. The books are filled with his father’s writing.”


  “Writing?”


  “Philosophy.”


  “Oh? Sounds…interesting.”


  “He listens to this chanting, this music. It’s always the same.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “And then the children come down,” Sharon said. She lowered her voice and leaned toward Mrs. Hoffman, who raised her eyebrows. Sharon appeared neat and attractive to her, but there was something wild about her eyes and mouth. Mrs. Hoffman sensed the nervousness.


  “Come down?”


  “They tell Alex they’re ready and then they all go out. They go out every night. He’s teaching them things,” Sharon added, “things his father taught him. Only, I think the children are humoring him. I don’t think they really care, you see. My husband is intense about these beliefs and he doesn’t see how he’s being humored. Used, I should say. The children are clever, Mrs. Hoffman. You know how clever they are, and you know what they’re capable of doing.”


  Mrs. Hoffman didn’t say anything. Sharon was clutching her hands, washing them like Lady Macbeth in the final stages of insanity. Sharon looked toward the front door of the house as though she had heard something. Mrs. Hoffman waited for her to turn back.


  “Are you saying your husband is unhappy Mrs. Gold? Does he want to get rid of the children?”


  “Oh no, no. He doesn’t understand. He doesn’t see what’s happening, don’t you see? That’s why I wanted you to come over tonight. I wanted you to witness them now. It’s better if it comes from someone else, someone who is a professional, like yourself. Then he might believe.”


  “Believe…what exactly?”


  “How clever they are, and how they’re manipulating him.”


  “But from what you’re telling me, Mrs. Gold, it looks more like he’s manipulating them—they work around the place, they do their homework, they’re helpful. You know their backgrounds.”


  “No, no, you don’t understand,” Sharon said, feeling the frustration. “My dog…was drowned deliberately. A rope and a rock was tied around his neck and he was thrown into the lake.”


  “Oh, my God. And you think the children might be responsible for that, is that it?”


  “Yes, partly.” Sharon turned back toward the door. This time she was positive she heard footsteps. “Wait. You’ll see them now. You’ll see what I mean.”


  The door opened to the sound of children laughing. Sharon’s mouth dropped open with surprise. They must’ve gone to the secret room; they must’ve seen what she had done. They couldn’t be happy. Alex had to be angry. It was important that Mrs. Hoffman see how disturbed he was and how vicious the children could be.


  Little Donald appeared in the living room doorway first. His face was smudged with chocolate ice cream. The other children gathered behind him, and then Alex appeared. No one looked upset.


  “Well,” Alex said. “What a nice surprise. Whaddya say, kids?”


  “Hello, Mrs. Hoffman,” they said in chorus.


  “Hi. Where’s everyone been?”


  “Oh, I decided to treat the gang to some ice cream. We walked to town and had some custard. The stand’s opened for the season,” he said, turning to Sharon. “So what brings you to Ivory Castle on a night like this?” he asked, imitating Boris Karloff. The children laughed and Mrs. Hoffman smiled widely. She looked to Sharon, who seemed stunned and unable to react to anything.


  “I was just passing by and thought I’d drop in to see how things were going. I’ve gotten good reports from school on everyone,” she said. “Does anyone have any problems?” For a moment no one said anything. Then Richard stepped forward.


  “Everything’s going very well, Mrs. Hoffman. We’re grateful to be here. Mr. and Mrs. Gold couldn’t be any nicer if they were our real father and mother.”


  “That’s very nice, Richard. You certainly have enough living space. Well,” she added, standing up.


  “Can I get you something, Mrs. Hoffman?” Elizabeth asked. “A cup of tea, perhaps?” Mrs. Hoffman smiled.


  “No, thank you, Elizabeth. I’ve got to be going.”


  “I’ve got some reading to do,” Richard said. “Goodnight, Mrs. Hoffman,” he added, and started away.


  “Me, too,” Carl said. “Night.”


  “Me, too,” little Donald said. He just waved.


  “I’ve got a test to study for,” Elizabeth said. “Thanks for the ice cream, Alex.”


  “My pleasure.”


  “Night,” Elizabeth said, and walked off.


  “Amazing,” Mrs. Hoffman said, unable to contain herself any longer. “If I hadn’t seen it myself…well,” she looked at Sharon, who was just staring down at the floor. “I think I will be on my way.”


  “I’ll walk you to the car,” Alex said.


  “Goodnight, Mrs. Gold. I’ll be in touch.”


  “Yes,” Sharon said. “Goodnight.”


  Alex followed Mrs. Hoffman out.


  “It was very nice of you to just stop by,” he said. “From what I hear about foster children in other areas, agencies just dump them somewhere and forget them, or they get lost in bureaucratic red tape.”


  “I know. I do try to keep in touch with everyone.”


  “My wife is…er…not quite herself tonight,” he said. “You might have noticed.”


  “Yes. I see she is disturbed.”


  “We found our dog drowned in the lake.”


  “She mentioned it.”


  “I’ve been in touch with the police. They have a couple of ruffians in town under suspicion. This isn’t the only incident of such sadistic behavior.”


  “Just terrible.”


  “And these are kids with families.”


  “I know what you mean. Is your wife aware of what the police had found out?”


  “No. I didn’t want to talk about it. We had that dog for a long time.”


  “I think it might be better if you did. I have the strong impression that she thinks one of the children is responsible.”


  “Oh no, really? Well then, you’re right. I will tell her about the town kids.”


  “That’s a good idea.”


  Alex looked back at the house and then stepped closer to Mrs. Hoffman.


  “I suppose it’s pretty obvious to you that Sharon is the fragile type. She’s been cloistered so long and withdrawn so long, it’s had its effects. That was one reason I wanted the children. So you see, I did have some selfish motives.”


  “But quite understandable, Mr. Gold.”


  “All in all, they’ve done her a lot of good. It’s just this recent incident. Once we’re over it…”


  “Of course. I understand.” She hesitated a moment. “Look, Mr. Gold, maybe I’d better tell you this. I didn’t just happen to drop by. Your wife called me and asked me to come and see the children for myself. If the situation with your wife doesn’t improve…”


  “Oh, it will,” he said. “Please, don’t worry about it. And thank you for telling me. It will help.”


  “This is such a beautiful place, so ideal. It would be a shame if things didn’t work out for everyone.”


  “They will. I can promise you that,” he said. He closed the door for her when she got into her car and he waved after she started the engine and pulled away. He stood there watching until the car was out of sight. Then he turned and went into the house.


  Sharon felt like someone who had gambled her life and lost. She sat back on the couch and stared ahead forlornly. On the opposite wall hung a watercolor done years and years ago when the Echo Lake Manor had been somewhat smaller. The original section was clearly discernible, especially the part that contained Pa’s secret room. But there was nothing ominous in the picture. It had been painted by a talented guest who had wanted to do something special for Alex’s mother. He had used bright colors and given the house a sense of life and happiness.


  She wished she could crawl into that picture and return to a time when life was less complicated. She was too young to remember the real heyday of the mountain resort seasons, but she did have vivid recollections of a busier time when whole families would come up to spend a few weeks of the summer in places like the Echo Lake Manor. Their vacations weren’t very sophisticated. Entertainments were somewhat homemade. She recalled the boat races on Echo Lake, the softball games in the back, the accordion player and singer who led sing-alongs, and the bingo games.


  Somehow along the way it had all changed. At the Echo Lake Manor it was mostly because of the death of Alex’s mother. His father couldn’t carry it on. If anything, he was discouraging to business. Toward the end he was sullen and withdrawn much of the time. Guests complained about the way he glared at them, and many of them were frightened by the sight of him walking through the darkness carrying one lit candle. He looked like a zombie, with his face pale, his eyes red, and his hair disheveled. Everyone was suspect, as though the Devil would come in the form of a summer tourist and tempt the whole house to evil.


  But, even if Alex’s mother hadn’t died, the tourist business as the Golds knew it was dying. People were looking for more sophisticated vacations. The small hotels that couldn’t grow went bankrupt, and the bigger hotels, like octopi, elongated their tentacles and absorbed whatever resort business was left. The Echo Lake Manor, like so many other places, looked like a tree in winter: leafless, brown, comatose. Sharon thought the name was prophetic. It became an echo of itself, an empty voice reverberating through empty years.


  No wonder Alex’s father had seemed so content at the end, she thought. The dying resort had confirmed his view of things. His was a world filled with echoes and whispers. Now that she thought of it, this place was right for Alex’s children. Other children were more like flowers; these were like mushrooms, growing best where it was dark and damp and gloomy. Alex wouldn’t bring this place back; the work was superficial. It was foolish to hope for anything different.


  She heard Alex come back inside. She closed her eyes and waited. Mrs. Hoffman most surely had told him the truth, she thought. It was only a matter of how much she had told him. He would be so angry with her—and he hadn’t even seen yet what she had done in his secret room. Or had he? She looked up when he came to the doorway.


  “You got dressed up for Mrs. Hoffman,” he said. “I should have known you had planned something,” he added, but his voice didn’t have the tone of anger she had expected. Instead, he sounded sad, tired. He came further into the room and looked up at the old picture, too. She watched him, but she did not speak. “Why is it,” Alex asked, without turning around, “that other people can see the good I’ve accomplished with the children, but you can’t? Is it because you don’t want to see?”


  “I see it, Alex, but I also see other things. You’re too close to them, too involved.”


  “Is Mrs. Hoffman too close? Is Mrs. Hoffman too involved?” he said. He turned around.


  “She doesn’t know about Pa’s room, Alex. She doesn’t know about your strange ideas.”


  “Strange? You never called them strange before.”


  “I never paid that much attention to them before.”


  “My strange ideas, as you call them, give me the power to do what I’ve done and give the children the power to change.” He paused, but she said nothing. “Before you began confiding in that old lady, you weren’t so antagonistic.”


  “That’s not true, Alex. She has nothing to do with it. I’m only trying to help you.”


  “Then stop trying to interfere,” he said. Now his eyes were small and cold. Now he was threatening again. She looked away. “You’re just distraught,” he said, “distraught over the dog. I’ve decided to get you a new dog.”


  “What for? It wouldn’t last here long.”


  “That’s not fair, Sharon. I’m only trying to do something nice for you.”


  She looked up at him. Maybe Alex was crazy, she thought, and could go from one mood to another instantly, or maybe he was just a good actor and didn’t really care about her. Whatever it was, she needed the affection, she needed the concern. She felt so alone without it, and tonight she was feeling more alone than ever.


  “Well, I miss him, Alex. The dog loved me.”


  “I know, and I’m sorry such a thing had to happen. You look so tired,” he added.


  “I feel…drained, emotionally bankrupt.”


  “I understand. Come on. Let’s go to bed. You want something hot to drink?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I’ll make you some hot milk,” he said. “Go on up. I’ll be right there.” He helped her to her feet and then he embraced her.


  “Oh, Alex,” she said, “I only tried to help you. Whatever I’ve done has been because I care about you.”


  “Of course,” he said. He kissed her on the forehead. “Come on.”


  “You believe me, don’t you? No matter what the children tell you, you’ll always believe me, won’t you?”


  “Of course, I will.” He led her from the living room to the stairway. “Go on up. I’ll be right along.”


  She nodded and went up the stairs. He went to the kitchen and put up the milk. After he got it hot, he poured it into a cup. Then he broke open two capsules containing Sharon’s sedative and dumped the powders into the milk. She was already in bed with the covers around her when he brought it up.


  “You did think I looked pretty tonight, didn’t you, Alex?”


  “Very pretty. You should dress like that more often. Even Elizabeth remarked about it.”


  “Oh, she did not.”


  “She did. You can ask the boys. She said, ‘Sharon is really a very pretty woman. She shouldn’t be afraid to show her beauty more often.’”


  “I can’t get close to that girl, Alex. I’ve tried.”


  “You will. In time everything will be all right. You’ll see.”


  “I hope so,” she said. She sipped the hot milk. “Where are you going?” she asked when he started for the door.


  “I want to check up on the children, and then I have a few things to do downstairs. You just try to sleep.”


  “Alex?”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you still love me?”


  “Of course. How can you ask that? When something is good, it doesn’t die. It changes shape or form, but it doesn’t die.”


  She remembered hearing that before. It was one of his father’s ideas. Standing there with his face so serious, he looked like his father incarnate. Maybe Alex and his father were right. They were both so strong, and the things they loved never did die.


  “I’m glad, Alex,” she said. “At least, I’m glad of that.”


  He didn’t say anything. He stepped out of the room and left her to finish her hot milk. But he didn’t go to any of the children’s rooms. He knew they had all slipped by and down the stairs and they were all waiting for him in the den.
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  The four of them hovered close to the large old maple tree in front of Tillie Zorankin’s house. They hugged the shadows and clung to the darkness as though they were nocturnal creatures who would suffer blindness and pain in any form of light. Richard’s gaze had never left the lighted living room windows from the moment they’d arrived until now. Even Elizabeth, standing near him, was impressed. She was also somewhat jealous. Richard had Alex’s patience and Alex’s intensity. She wanted to be as strong, but she couldn’t keep her mind from wandering from time to time, and she couldn’t stand as still, fixing her attention on one thing and permitting it to hold her.


  Carl nudged against her. He, too, had difficulty containing his impatience. They had been standing in the same place for a little over an hour. But Alex had said it would be this way. He had said it was possible the woman might even fall asleep in her living room watching television and not realize it for hours. He said they had to be determined, and Richard had promised they would. They all promised, not realizing how hard it would be simply to wait.


  Little Donald squatted behind them. He was playing with a twig, running it over the soft, dark earth. He was making only the slightest sound, but Richard suddenly turned to him. Although Donald didn’t see him do that, he sensed it. The four had grown so close to one another by now that at times they moved like parts of a single animal.


  “Quiet,” Richard said. Little Donald dropped the twig quickly and stood up beside Carl. “You should be concentrating only on what we are here to do. Remember what Alex says: ‘A man with strong concentration can be more powerful than someone twice his size.’” Richard turned back to the house.


  Little Donald looked to Elizabeth for sympathy, but she glared at him almost as hard as Richard had. She was too nervous to be soft and compassionate. The danger of their task made it essential that they followed Alex’s outline exactly. Security came only from remaining within the confines of those steps. There were to be no digressions, no distractions. Anyone who left the design could endanger the entire group. Little Donald’s size and age made no difference now. He had an important role to play.


  “Maybe she’s already gone to bed,” Carl said. “I haven’t seen her moving around in there for a long time. She might have just forgotten to put out the light. Maybe she’s afraid to put out all her lights.”


  “Maybe you should shut up,” Richard said. They were all quiet again for a few moments. “Didn’t Alex tell us she would put out all the lights before going to bed?” Richard asked. Carl didn’t respond. It had the effect of a slap in the face. “Didn’t he?” Carl nodded. “Do you want to go against something Alex said?”


  “No,” Carl said quickly. Even so, he felt Elizabeth and little Donald glaring at him. He could barely see their eyes, but he knew there was anger raging. He tried to swallow, but couldn’t. “I didn’t mean anything,” he muttered.


  “Just shut up,” Richard said.


  Then Tillie Zorankin’s silhouette appeared in the living room window. Everyone held his breath. Was she looking out? After a moment the room went dark. A few moments later the outside porch light went off, and the lawn, which had been dimly illuminated, was instantly joined with the sea of darkness that surrounded the small, two-story wooden house. The streetlights were too close to the village proper to have much of an effect on the area, and the evening’s overcast sky blocked out the half-moon and stars.


  The four stiffened with expectation. Their hearts beat faster; their breathing quickened. Minutes passed, but no one moved or spoke. They saw the upstairs bedroom light go on, and they waited. They waited for at least ten good minutes in the same deep silence after the light went off, too.


  Richard moved away from the tree. His posture was perfect, his back straight, his body taut like an arrow loaded in a bow. After another moment, he started forward. The others, as if connected by an invisible cord, moved with him toward the house.


  About halfway there, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a knife. There was a distinct click as the blade flew open. The others heard it and reached into their pockets for their knives. The clicks followed closely on one another. When they reached the rear of the house, they paused. They had moved over the lawn with catlike softness, gliding through the nightworld with a fluidity and a smoothness that made them appear airy and unreal.


  No one spoke; no one needed any further instructions. They didn’t know how long Alex had been planning this, but they knew it had been for some time. He prided himself on anticipating evil, and he had anticipated the need for this.


  Richard inserted the tip of his blade between the door and the jamb, sliding it down until he located the tongue of the lock. He pressed the knife against it and, as he had done many times before he had even come to live with Alex, he succeeded in moving it out of the slot. The door opened.


  No one acknowledged it; no one made a comment. They expected it. They weren’t surprised at what Richard could do. They had seen him do other things that were just as impressive. He looked back at them and then they entered the house, keeping the same order as always: Richard, Elizabeth, little Donald, and then Carl.


  They went through the small alcove and entered the kitchen. It was just as Alex had described: the tables and chairs were to their left, the stove, refrigerator, and dishwasher were to their right. They moved through the kitchen and entered the hallway that led to the living room and to the stairway. At the foot of the stairs, they paused to listen. All was quiet. Richard was sure they hadn’t been detected.


  Elizabeth wanted to say that the house smelled good. The scent of pine lingered in the air. She imagined Tillie Zorankin kept her house immaculate. But she said nothing. She waited, her hand pressed gently on the small of Richard’s back.


  He tried the first step. Just as Alex had predicted, it creaked a little. He waited, but no light went on upstairs and there wasn’t a sound. The others were right behind him; he could feel them pressing against one another, moving like Siamese triplets. He smiled at the thought and made his way upward, moving slowly and softly. The four of them were completely synchronized: their feet touched steps simultaneously, and their hands moved up the banister in rhythm.


  They reached the upstairs landing and paused again. it was just as Alex had described: all the doors, except one, were closed. They moved toward the opened door. When they reached it, Richard crouched just a little more and the others did the same. It was here, he thought, that they would have to be their quietest and be most patient. They waited, hardly breathing, the four of them pressed up against one another. After nearly five minutes, Richard went forward.


  The bed was directly ahead and a little to the left of the entrance. The large dresser was to the right against the wall. The dresser with the mirror was to their immediate left. There was a pair of small night stands, one on each side of the bed.


  They paused only when they heard Tillie Zorankin moan. After a moment they heard her regular breathing. Then they paired up as arranged: Richard and little Donald on the right, Elizabeth and Carl on the left. They moved down the sides of the bed until they were at the head of it.


  Tillie was clearly visible in the dark now. Her blanket had been drawn up just under her chin, but her arms lay outside it. Richard brought his left hand close to the blanket and raised the knife. When his went up, the others brought their knives up, as well. Just as he touched the blanket, Mrs. Zorankin opened her eyes.


  She started to scream. Richard pulled the blanket away from her body and brought his knife down squarely over her heart. Little Donald struck just under it, between the ribs; Elizabeth came in just an inch or so below Richard’s knife in the heart, and Carl drove his into the center of her diaphragm.


  Before she could add her shrill scream of pain to her scream of surprise and fear, Richard clamped his left hand over her mouth. She struggled to sit up, but all of her actions were short-lived. Richard had turned his knife skillfully, as Alex had taught him. The artery was severed quickly. Blood spurted out over her nightgown and onto the blanket, but they all snapped their hands back fast enough to avoid getting too splattered.


  For a few moments after it was over, they stood there looking down at the dead woman. The silence that followed was ritualistic. Alex had told them, “Always take your time; don’t rush. Pause, think, consider. Then you will always be efficient and successful.”


  “OK,” Richard said. “Elizabeth, get the lights.” She moved quickly to the switch. As soon as the room was illuminated, they were all drawn back to the bloodied body. They studied Tillie Zorankin’s face, looking for something revealing in the expression. But her face was already frozen by death: the eyes glassy and wide, the mouth contorted. “Get the jewelry,” Richard ordered.


  The other three went to the dresser and rifled through the drawers until they found some. Clothing was deliberately strewn about and one of the drawers was removed totally and dumped over on the floor.


  “Do we have enough?” Elizabeth asked. Richard nodded.


  “Get the lights again,” he said.


  Elizabeth turned them off and they left the bedroom, no one so much as glancing back. They moved down the stairs quickly, but almost as quietly as when they had come up them, still staying so close to one another that they looked like some kind of multilegged freak.


  They took the same path out, leaving through the kitchen and the back door. Richard snapped it shut. It would be practically impossible for anyone to know they came in that way, he thought. They moved like shadows over the lawn, silent and dark, passing the maple tree where they had waited for nearly two hours.


  The trip home was uneventful. No one spoke until the Manor came into view. Then little Donald remarked about how cold he felt. Elizabeth embraced him, and they sped up their pace, taking care to remain in the darkest areas. The only time they stopped was when a car came into view and they had to crouch behind some bushes to avoid being seen in the light from the car’s headlights. When they reached the Manor, they stopped and looked back. Everything looked quiet. Richard opened the door and they went in.


  They stood in the dimly lit hallway and looked up the dark stairway. No one moved; there wasn’t a sound from anywhere in the house except from Alex’s den. The doors were closed, but the muffled sound of the chanting came through. Richard knocked gently, and a moment later Alex opened the door. His eyes were small, his face painted still with expectation.


  “It went well,” Richard said. “Exactly as planned.”


  “That’s good.” Alex had a book in his hand. It had the same leather cover as all of Pa’s books, but it looked newer. “I’m adding to Pa’s work,” Alex explained, holding the book up. He stepped back and put it on the table by his chair.


  “It got cold out,” little Donald said.


  “Did it? Well, why don’t we all have hot chocolate before going to bed.”


  “With marshmallows?” little Donald asked, his eyes widening.


  “With marshmallows.”


  Everyone laughed. It was a mixture of amusement and relief.


  “Lizzie has all the jewelry,” Richard said. Elizabeth dug into her pockets and brought out the earrings, necklaces, and rings. Alex took them all and put them in a paper bag he had ready.


  “I’ll put this in the sanctuary afterward,” he said. Then he turned and looked at the four of them. “I’m proud of you, all of you.” He put his hand on Richard’s shoulder, and they all looked up at him, their eyes riveted to his. “We have the power,” he said. “It will be with us forever.” They were all nearly moved to tears. “Go on,” he said, and they all headed for the kitchen to have their hot chocolate.


  When Sharon awoke the next morning, she realized she had slept much longer than usual, but she also realized that it was Saturday and the children wouldn’t be up early to go to school. She sat up in bed, surprised at how tired and dizzy she was. She thought she must have been terribly exhausted, because she had fallen asleep so quickly the night before. She hadn’t heard Alex get into bed, nor had she heard him rise in the morning. She turned to slip out of the bed when she heard a soft knock on the door.


  “Yes?”


  Little Donald entered holding a glass of orange juice in a saucer.


  “Good morning, Sharon,” he said.


  “What’s this?” she asked, smiling.


  “Your juice. Alex said you should rest today,” he said, coming up to her and holding the juice out. She took it and brought it to her lips slowly. “He says you deserve a day off. Everyone’s going to help,” he added. She thought he looked cuter than ever—his hair washed and blown dry with a small wave in the front, his light blue short-sleeved shirt buttoned to the collar and his jeans neatly pressed. “Elizabeth is making your breakfast: scrambled eggs, toasted muffin, and coffee. Richard is going to be the waiter. Carl’s the dishwasher. He’s wearing one of your aprons.”


  “This is very nice,” she said, and finished the juice. “But I don’t know if I really need a day off.”


  “Alex says you do.”


  “Where is Alex?”


  “He went downtown to buy you some books and magazines. He’ll be back any minute.”


  “I’ll be darned.” She started to sit back.


  “Want me to fix your pillow for you?”


  “If you’d like.”


  He brought himself close to her as he leaned over to adjust the pillow. There was something toylike about his face because of his diminutive features. She had an urge to bring her lips to his cheek. He sensed it, because he leaned further over the bed and put his head against her shoulder. Then he shot toward the door.


  “Hope you feel better,” he called out as he left.


  “Well, I’ll be darned,” she said again. She put the empty juice glass and saucer on the nightstand. A few moments later there was another gentle knock at her door and Richard entered.


  “Ta da,” he sang as he brought in her tray of food. He wore a small towel over his right forearm and acted like a waiter. “Madame,” he said, and slid the tray over her lap. Then he stepped back and stood at attention. “We hope the eggs are cooked correctly.”


  Smiling widely, she lifted the cover off the dish and looked at them with appreciation.


  “Everything looks marvelous. Tell Elizabeth, thank you.”


  “I’ll pass your comments to the chef, yes,” he said, and made a small bow. She laughed as he backed toward the door. “Just ring if you require anything else, madame.”


  “I will. Thank you.”


  She sat back and ate her breakfast, laughing to herself at how these children could so amaze her. Almost as though he were standing by the door watching her, Carl came in the moment she finished her food and put her empty coffee cup down.


  “Good morning,” he said, and came to the bed to lift the tray. “I trust all was good.”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Will there be anything further?”


  “No,” she said, and laughed aloud. Carl did not crack a smile. He nodded and left the room. He was immediately followed by Alex, who had indeed gone to the village to buy her some romance magazines and new paperbacks.


  “Alex, can you tell me what this is all about? It’s wonderful, but…”


  “I gave everything a great deal of thought last night, Sharon. You worried me. So, I called Dr. Konica, and he said it sounded to him like you were approaching a nervous breakdown. He wasn’t happy with you last time you were at his office. You know that. He feels you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. I agree. So, we decided to give you a holiday or two.”


  “Or two?”


  “You’re just going to have to be a good patient, Sharon. The children are very concerned, especially little Donald. All we need now is for them to feel guilty about something’s happening to you.”


  “But Alex…I just feel…a little tired, that’s all.”


  “But it’s an emotional fatigue, as you said so yourself last night. Take a breather. What can it hurt?”


  “I feel so bad about it, though. I know you’re all going to be out there working on the manor. The least I can do is make lunch and dinner for everyone.”


  “It’s taken care of. Sharon, you’re just going to have to enjoy yourself. Sorry,” he said, and leaned over to give her a kiss on the forehead.


  “Well, maybe for a little while.”


  “The full prescription, Sharon. No cheating,” he said. She laughed. “I’ll be up in an hour to see how you’re doing. Enjoy.”


  She watched him leave and shook her head. Then she started to look at one of the magazines. Only minutes after she did so, the words became fuzzy to her. She wiped her eyes and tried to refocus. Things continued to grow blurry. Finally, she had to put the magazine down and leaned back against the pillow. Her head was feeling so heavy; her eyes just wanted to close.


  Maybe Alex was right, she thought. Maybe I’m a great deal more exhausted than I realize. It was the last thought she had before she fell asleep again. She slept right through the morning. When she opened her eyes again, Alex was sitting by her side.


  “Well,” he said, “how are you?”


  “Alex?” Things were still out of focus. “I…I just fell back to sleep.”


  “Yes, I thought you might. You want something to drink. Your lips look dry.”


  “Yes, please.”


  He got up and brought her back a glass of water from the bathroom. She drank it quickly, nearly gulping the liquid down, and then fell back against the pillow.


  “I feel like I’ve been running for miles and miles.”


  “It’s a symptom. The doctor told me to expect it. Don’t worry. After a day or two of rest…”


  “But it’s so unexpected.”


  “That’s the way these things happen,” he said. “Are you hungry?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Continue to rest. I’ll bring you a cup of tea and something in about an hour, OK?”


  “OK, Alex,” she said. This time she didn’t have the strength to offer any resistance. She closed her eyes and opened them to look toward the window. It looked like a bright, beautiful day, and she wished she could get up and get out to it, but lifting her body from the bed seemed like an enormous task. She turned over and fell back asleep.


  Some time in the afternoon, Alex did return with a cup of tea and some toast and jelly. He woke her and helped her sit up to eat and drink. It seemed to take the better part of an hour for her to do so. All the while, Alex sat at her side. He talked and talked, telling her about the things the children were doing around the Manor. He told her not to worry about dinner. Elizabeth already had it planned and prepared.


  “It’s amazing what a little adult responsibility does for children,” he said. “She’s really blooming now.”


  “That’s nice, Alex.”


  “Try to do some reading,” he said, taking her empty cup and dish and standing with the tray. He looked down at her and she smiled.


  “I will,” she said. She lifted one of the magazines and held it up. The words still looked unclear, but she forced herself to struggle with them, hoping that would bring her out of it. She thought she had been reading for hours by the time she closed her eyes to sleep again, but actually she had held the magazine before her for only five minutes. She was vaguely aware of the distortions of time and space, but she didn’t know how to deal with them. Anything, even getting out of bed to go to the bathroom, took monumental effort. It exhausted her again, and she fell back into a deep sleep. The next time she awoke, the sun had already gone down. The realization that she had spent the entire day in bed struck her like a blow to the body.


  “What’s happening to me?” she muttered, but there was no one nearby to hear her. “Alex?” she called, with barely enough volume to reach the hallway. “Alex?” She saw the door being opened.


  Elizabeth came to the side of her bed. She was wearing one of Sharon’s housecoats and one of her aprons. Sharon wasn’t sure, but she thought it looked like she was also wearing one of her necklaces and a pair of her earrings. She looked so mature, so adult.


  “What’s wrong, Sharon?” she said. “Aren’t you feeling any better?”


  “No. I need Alex. Where is he?”


  “I needed some more milk and sent him to town for it.”


  “More milk?”


  “Yes. Can I have anything brought to you? Supper will be ready in about a half hour.”


  “I’m not hungry.”


  “You’ve got to eat. You’ve got to regain your strength. Alex told me to tell you that if you woke up.”


  “I want Alex,” she said.


  “As soon as he returns, I’ll tell him.” She smoothed down the blanket and tucked it in at the sides under the mattress. It was so taut over Sharon’s body that she thought it felt like straps. “Just relax,” Elizabeth said. “Just take it easy.” She smiled and then left the room.


  The children, she thought, one moment they’re so brittle, so tight, so hard to understand or get to know; and the next, they’re so warm, so adult. But isn’t that just like Alex, she thought, just the way he is, too.


  He came to her right after Richard brought her her supper. They had to wake her to eat. She couldn’t believe how much more difficult it was to raise herself in the bed. Chewing food loomed before her like a task of prodigious proportions. To accomplish it would be miraculous. Even lifting the fork and holding it and the food on it steady was a wonderful achievement.


  “Alex. Where have you been?”


  “I had things to do, Sharon, but there’s no reason to worry. The children are watching over you. Aren’t they doing a good job?”


  “Alex, I’m getting worse. Maybe we should call the doctor again.”


  “I spoke to him only moments ago. He said after you eat a good meal and have a good night’s rest…”


  “But Alex, I’ve been resting all day. I haven’t been able to read one page of any of the magazines or books you brought me.”


  “Lucky we caught this in time. How close to that breakdown you must have been. Eat, Sharon. Go on.”


  “I don’t have much of an appetite.”


  “More reason to eat. At least drink that cranberry juice. You need liquids.”


  She went to the glass. The juice didn’t taste the same. There was a bitterness to it that she didn’t recognize.


  “Is this the same brand we always get?”


  “No, they were out of it.”


  “I don’t like it.”


  “Well, we can’t waste it. I won’t buy it next time.”


  She drained more than half the glass and then relaxed her body back against the pillow. She closed her eyes and shook her head. She felt Alex’s hand over her forehead. He pushed the strands of hair back and stroked her softly.


  “I just can’t eat, Alex.”


  “All right, all right. As long as you had the liquid. If you’re not appreciably better in the morning, I’ll take you over to the doctor’s office, OK?”


  “Yes, Alex.”


  He took the tray, but before he reached the door, Carl appeared like someone on guard duty in the hall.


  “Tell Elizabeth it isn’t her food; tell her Sharon’s not up to eating, that’s all.”


  “Right.”


  “It did look good,” Sharon said. “I’m sorry.”


  “That’s OK, Sharon,” Carl said. “We’ll make up for it.” Alex laughed.


  “He’s not kidding, either. Those kids can eat when they want to. I’ll be up after dinner,” he said, and left. Sharon kept her eyes open for as long as she could and then fell into a comalike sleep. Alex didn’t come up after dinner; he didn’t even come in to sleep. But Sharon didn’t realize any of this until she awoke late in the morning.


  The first thing that impressed her was the heavy silence in the house. She pulled herself into a sitting position and listened hard, but she heard no one. When she looked to her nightstand on the right, she found a glass of orange juice and a note that read, “Drink this. We’ll be back shortly to give you a full breakfast. Stay close to the bed until I return. Alex.”


  She was thirsty so she reached for the glass, but the ringing of the phone interrupted her. The phone was on the nightstand on Alex’s side of the bed. When she reached for the receiver, she nearly turned the table over with her clumsy effort.


  “Hello.” She expected it might be Alex.


  “Sharon. Hi. It’s Leona.”


  “Leona?”


  “I’m sorry to bother you, but I had to escape from the relatives for a few moments. I’m all cried out.”


  “Cried out? Leona?” Sharon sat up further and wiped the right side of her face harder with the palm of her hand. “Leona, my God, your mother and I were just talking about you.”


  “I know,” Leona said, her voice suddenly thin. Sharon heard the sob.


  “What is it? Where are you?”


  “I’m home, Sharon. Don’t you know what’s happened?”


  “No. No, I haven’t been feeling well. I’ve been in bed for over twenty-four hours. At least, I think that’s all it’s been. What is it, Leona?”


  “My mother. My mother was robbed and brutally murdered the night before last.”


  “What?” She tried to swallow, but couldn’t. “Murdered?”


  “It was horrible, Sharon. She was stabbed four times.”


  “Four?”


  “And whoever did it took her jewelry. I had to talk to you. You were one of the last people to see her alive. I never should have left her alone, but she wouldn’t sell this house and she kept saying she didn’t want to be a burden on anyone or interfere. I never should have left her alone.”


  “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry, Leona, I’m so—I’m going to get right up and come over.”


  “No, that’s OK. If you’re not feeling well, it’s just as well you stay home. It’s terribly depressing here. I’ll be around for a few days after the funeral…to straighten things up.”


  “When is the funeral?”


  “It should be today, but we’re having it tomorrow. They had to do an autopsy, and all of my family hasn’t arrived.”


  “Oh, God. What can I do to help you?”


  “Nothing. I just wanted to thank you for being a friend to my mother. Whenever we talked, she talked about you and what you and Alex are doing, especially with the children. I won’t bother you anymore.”


  “Oh Leona, it’s no bother. I’ll see you. I’ll see you soon.”


  “OK,” Leona said. Sharon heard her start to cry just before she hung up.


  She continued to hold the receiver in her hand even though the line was dead. She didn’t think she’d be able to unfold her fingers. Her body had locked in position. Gradually, in small, jerky movements, she returned the receiver to the phone carriage and sat back. The stillness in the house was more intimidating than ever. She looked over at the glass of juice and Alex’s note.


  He knew. He had to have known all day yesterday. Such an event would be a big story here.


  Why hadn’t he said anything?


  Four, Leona said. Four wounds.


  Drink the juice, the note commanded. Drink the juice.


  The realization shot through her with electric ferocity.


  She swung out to knock the juice from the table. The glass smashed to the floor, spilling its contents. A few moments later, she struggled to stand and made her way to the bathroom. She needed a cold shower. She had to revive herself.


  She had to end this nightmare before it was too late.
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  The shower gave her a false sense of energy. She wasn’t as revived as she thought she was, but her eagerness to confront Alex filled her with determination. She dressed as quickly as she could, putting on a pair of dungarees and a blouse. She didn’t bother with her hair. How she looked wasn’t very important right now. What was important was getting herself together and getting out of the bedroom.


  When she stepped out to the hall, she listened. There was still no sound of anyone in the house. They hadn’t returned from wherever they had gone. She had looked outside and had seen that Alex’s car was gone. They weren’t working outside.


  She started toward the stairway, but stopped. Something occurred to her, something she hadn’t done since the children had arrived. They were all so particular about their rooms, and Alex made such a big deal of respecting their privacy. She was not to go in any without permission. Each of the children was responsible for the cleaning and maintenance of his room.


  She began with Richard’s room. She didn’t really know what she was looking for, but she sensed that going into these rooms and looking at their things might be very revealing. Besides, she felt violated herself, violated by both Alex and the children, and she had the need to retaliate in some way. Crossing the boundaries that Alex had set up for her in her own home was a start. She opened the door abruptly and stepped in. The shades were drawn, so she had to snap on the light.


  The room was as clean and as neat as she could ever have wanted it to be. The bed looked as though it had been made for a boot camp inspection. Everything was arranged orderly on his desk, and, unlike what she suspected was true of every other teenager’s room in America, there wasn’t one piece of discarded clothing lying about.


  She opened the closet and looked at the neatly hung pants and shirts. She opened the top dresser drawer and saw how perfectly Richard had folded his underwear. She closed the door quietly and looked around in frustration. What did she expect to find?


  She went to the desk and opened the top drawer. Even his pens and pencils, his paper clips and stapler looked geometrically arranged. Where were his flaws? Where was the evidence that this was one of four sly and deceitful children? She wanted to find something to confirm this. She needed something to confirm this.


  She closed the drawer softly and started away, but stopped because something caught her eye. There was a small paper bag under the bed. It was the way it was situated: pushed toward the rear so it would be out of sight, that made it look suspicious. She listened for a moment. Satisfied that no one had returned, she knelt down and pulled out the bag. She opened it slowly and looked within. The tiny chill that had formed at the back of her neck dropped like an icicle down her spine.


  Some of the blood that had been on the knife had stained the inside of the bag. Carefully she pinched the knife with her forefinger and thumb and took it out. Even closed, the switchblade looked ominous and deadly. Leona’s words came back to her: “She was stabbed four times.” Four times…could it mean what she thought? Not little Donald, not someone as small, so birdlike.


  She dropped the knife back into the bag and put it where she had found it. She didn’t want Richard to know; she didn’t want any of them to know. She got up and went out to the hall, but she turned to the left and went to little Donald’s room. There was the same sense of order and neatness, but by now the sight of that annoyed her. She wanted to find a mess. He was too small to be so responsible.


  It occurred to her that they did everything alike, that they had become more like quadruplets than four individuals. That was why she was so sure that if little Donald had such a knife too, it would be in a paper bag, and the paper bag would be in the same spot under his bed. It was. She took it out and looked inside, shocked by the confirmation of her theory. As she had done with the other, she put this one back.


  There wasn’t any point in going into the other two rooms. She was positive she would find the same thing. The combination of these discoveries and the residual effect of the sedatives made her feel faint. She leaned against the wall to steady herself. What would she do now? What would she say to Alex?


  For the first time she realized that she should be afraid for herself. A bigger and more important question now was what might they do to her once they found out what she knew. Would Alex protect her, or would he turn them against her? In a sense he already had. Poor Tillie, she thought. She meant only good, but Alex saw her as a threat, and then the children…children? They weren’t children; they were monsters.


  There was no question now that they had killed Dinky. They were sadistic. And Mr. Knots…that plastic bag she had seen in the wastebasket. Alex had brought home the murder weapon, and then, realizing she might discover it, he had removed it. Maybe he had buried it in Pa’s secret room. The room! Oh my God, she thought, they knew she had uncovered the skeletons. They knew she had accused them of manipulating Alex, and they knew she believed they had killed Dinky.


  How long could it go on? How long would it be before they turned Alex completely against her, or he came to believe she was totally against him and his children? She had to flee from this place. She had to seek help, perhaps go back to Mrs. Hoffman and tell her all these things. But then she thought, she wouldn’t believe me. She would never believe such stories about Alex. She’d think I was making it up because I was jealous or…or who knows what Alex made up about me, she thought. He might have her believing that I’m suffering from that nervous condition he fabricated.


  The sound of the front door opening jolted her out of her deep thoughts. She moved away from the wall and listened to them. They were all laughing. In a few moments they’d be upstairs and they’d find her standing outside their rooms and they’d all know. She couldn’t let that happen. Despite her unsteadiness, she hurried back to her room and closed the door. The smashed juice glass was still on the floor, but she didn’t have time to clean that up. Instead, she pulled the clothes off herself and slipped on her nightgown again. She got under the covers just as Alex came to the bedroom door.


  “Hey,” he said after entering, “what went on here?”


  “Oh, Alex, I spilled my juice.”


  “I see that.”


  Richard and Elizabeth came up behind him and looked in.


  “I’ll get the vacuum cleaner,” Elizabeth said, and hurried down to get it.


  “Where…where were you?” Sharon asked.


  “I took the kids to McDonald’s for breakfast. Have you been awake long?”


  “No.”


  “How do you feel?”


  “Better, Alex. I think I’ll get up and get dressed.”


  “Oh now, I can’t allow that. Dr. Konica would have my head. One more day’s rest, Sharon. You’ve barely started reading anything I brought you.”


  “I think I’ll feel better moving around, Alex.”


  “Are you going to overrule the doctor? And me? What sort of an example does that set for the children? Sharon, it’s not going to be the end of the world if you rest one more day, is it? Is it?” he repeated when she didn’t reply.


  “No,” she said in a tiny voice. Alex smiled.


  “Good. I’ll make you some hot cereal and coffee. How’s that sound?”


  “OK,” she said. Elizabeth came into the room and began cleaning up the smashed glass.


  “Be careful with the pieces of the glass,” Richard told her. She smiled back at him.


  “I will. How did you do this, Sharon?”


  “I was reaching for it and I knocked it over.”


  “Sharon’s a little unsteady,” Alex said. “But once she has some hot food in her…”


  “Should I make it?” Elizabeth asked.


  “No, you finish here. I’ll cook it up and Richard will deliver it, right Richard?”


  “Yes, I will,” he said, looking intently at Sharon. She thought it best to smile, but he didn’t return the smile. He turned abruptly and followed Alex out of the room.


  “Where are Carl and little Donald?” Sharon asked Elizabeth after she shut off the vacuum cleaner.


  “Outside, trying to fly a kite. Alex bought a big plastic kite for us,” she said.


  “Oh.” Sharon pretended interest in one of the magazines. Elizabeth studied her for a moment and then she left with the vacuum cleaner. A moment later she reappeared in the doorway, the vacuum cleaner still in her hands.


  “You should say thank you,” she said, “even though I was glad to do it.”


  “Oh, of course,” Sharon said. “I’m just not able to think clearly right now, but you’re right. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” Elizabeth said, and left again.


  How horrible they are, Sharon thought. How detestable they’ve become. Four creatures living in the same house as I am. They turned Alex; they made him into something horrible, too. She was sure of it now—the blame ultimately lay with the children. Maybe they were the Devil’s very own, enticing Alex to take them in. She would stop it; she would end it. She would bide her time, but she would do it.


  For the remainder of the day, she felt like a prisoner in her own home. It seemed to her that they were listening for every sound she made, that the four children and Alex had placed themselves on some kind of rotating guard duty. Every time she got out of bed, one of them was at the door moments afterwards to see what she was doing. Of course, they were there under the guise of seeing if she needed anything, or if she was all right.


  She tried not to eat any of the food. While Alex stood by her, she nibbled, keeping as much of it as she could in her mouth without swallowing. It was impossible not to swallow some of it. She knew if she refused to eat, he would insist and remain there until she had eaten. This way, after he left and she was alone for a while, she scraped as much of the food as she could off the dishes and put it into a towel she had placed under the blanket for that purpose. When she was able to, she emptied what she could into the toilet.


  The most frightening moment of all came when she decided to chance using the phone to call Mrs. Hoffman to see if she could get the woman to believe anything of what she said. But when she lifted the receiver to begin dialing quietly, she was greeted with a dead silence. There was no dial tone. The phone had been either disconnected or put out of order. All of this convinced her that they indeed might have something terrible in store for her. She debated attempting an escape by getting up, putting on her dungarees and blouse again, and merely running from the house. But she didn’t think she had the strength to get away. Even little Donald could catch her, and then, of course, they would know how she felt and what she knew.


  So she lay there under great tension, her heart jumping every time one of the children or Alex looked in on her. Each time the door opened, she expected them all to enter and stand around her bed. She closed her eyes and imagined a terrible scene. It would be dark and they would all carry a candle in one hand and those horrible knives in the other. Some ritual words from Alex’s father’s writings would be pronounced and then they would all be at her, tearing her apart like vultures, while Alex, paralyzed by his own beliefs and the power of the children, stood by helplessly and watched.


  She shouted out; she couldn’t help it. A few seconds later, Carl was at the door. Never had he looked more rodentlike, his eyes beady, his upper teeth pressed down on his lower lip. He held his hand up against the opened door, his fingers curled inward. His hair was down over his forehead and his face was suddenly pale as a corpse’s. Or was that her overworked imagination’s fault?


  “What is it?” he asked. “Should I call Alex?”


  “No, no, it’s all right. I had a bad dream, that’s all.”


  “Bad dream?” She thought he nodded, as though what she said confirmed something.


  “It’s nothing,” she said again. “Where is Alex now? What’s he doing?”


  “He’s reading,” he said. “And everyone’s studying.”


  “Shouldn’t you?”


  “I don’t have a test tomorrow; they do.”


  “Oh.” She stared at him, but his look was so intense she had to turn away. They had power, these children, she thought; they were not to be tampered with openly. “I’m tired,” she said. “I think I’ll stop reading. Could you turn on the television for me?” she said, indicating the small table model on the top of the armoire. Carl looked at it and then shook his head.


  “I’ll ask Alex,” he said.


  “About what? Turning on my television set?”


  “I’ll ask,” he repeated, and ran from the room.


  Incredible, she thought. What were they doing? Her sense of danger was intensified. It wasn’t wise for her to lie here and do nothing, she thought, and yet, what could she do now? She heard Alex come up the stairs.


  “You’re fighting it, Sharon,” he said. “You should try to rest.”


  “I’m just a little bored, Alex. I thought I’d fall asleep to the sound of a television program. You know how I do that often downstairs.”


  He thought for a moment.


  “All right,” he said, “if that’s what you want.” he turned on the set. “Anything in particular?”


  “No, it really doesn’t matter. Thank you.”


  He studied her for a few moments and then stepped closer to the bed.


  “Are you all right?” he asked. “You look kinda high strung. Your face is red and your eyes are somewhat bloodshot.”


  “No, I’m OK,” she said, but she couldn’t smile and she couldn’t slow her heartbeat. He continued to study her and then his gaze moved over the bed to the telephone.


  “Did someone call while we were away?”


  She looked at the phone. She hadn’t forgotten to put the receiver back in its cradle, but she must have moved the whole phone some way, and Alex remembered every little detail about the room. He was so perceptive. It wouldn’t be long before he’d realize she was lying anyway, she thought.


  “Yes,” she said. She pulled herself further into a sitting position. “Someone did call, Alex. Leona Zorankin. At least, that was her maiden name.” He didn’t change expression. “Why didn’t you tell me, Alex?”


  “I’m sorry she called,” he said. “You’re under a great emotional strain. It was better to keep it from you as long as possible.”


  “Is that why the phone is dead, Alex?”


  “They’re working on the line,” he said, but she knew he was lying.


  “Why have I been so tired, Alex? It’s not because of some emotional strain, is it? Alex?”


  “You’re letting your imagination run away with you, Sharon. That’s not wise.”


  “I want you to tell me the truth, Alex. What have you and the children done?”


  “We do only good things. How many times do I have to tell you that?”


  “It’s not true, Alex.” She reached for his hand. “Please, listen to me.”


  He stepped back as though her hand would burn him. At that moment there was a knock on her door. They both turned to Richard.


  “Excuse me, Alex,” he said, “but everyone’s finished with their work.”


  “All right,” he said. “Go on down and wait for me in the hallway.” Richard nodded and closed the door.


  “Where are you going?”


  “It’s just our session,” he said. “We won’t be long,” he added. He had a far-off look in his eyes that sent a chill through her, but he snapped out of it quickly and considered her again. “You’ve got to take your pill now.”


  “No, Alex. No more pills. And don’t go there with them tonight. You mustn’t do it anymore.”


  “You’re talking nonsense. No,” he said quickly, “maybe you’re not talking at all. Maybe someone’s talking through you.”


  “Alex!”


  “You have to take your pill,” he repeated. He turned and went into the bathroom. In a moment he returned with a glass of water and her sedative.


  “No, Alex. No pill.”


  “Why must you be so contrary? It’s for your own good. It’s for everyone’s good. If you’re not well, we all suffer.”


  “Alex, it’s gone too far,” she said. She sat up completely. “This thing has gone too far. It must be stopped.”


  He just stared at her. She could hear the children going down the stairs. He listened too, and then he held out the pill. She shook her head. He put the glass of water down on her nightstand slowly and then reached forward with his free hand to seize her by the chin. She started to struggle, but his grip was so tight it quickly became painful. She had to open her mouth. The moment she did so, he dropped the pill onto her tongue; then, still holding her by the chin, poured in some water. She gagged on it, but she was forced to swallow.


  “ALEX!” she screamed, holding her hands against her chest and gasping for breath.


  “It’s for your own good. It’s for everyone’s good,” he said. He looked hypnotized and not fully conscious of what he had done. “Now you try to get some sleep,” he said as he started to back away. “Try to get some sleep.”


  She said nothing. He opened the door and then smiled as though nothing in the world was wrong. There was something insanely innocent about his look. He seemed more impish than evil. He was about to pull some childish prank. He closed the door softly behind him. Then she heard the skeleton key being placed in the old door lock.


  “ALEX!” she screamed, but it was too late. The key was turned and the lock snapped into place. “Oh God, Alex.” She brought her hands to her face. Then she got out of bed and went to the window in time to see them, Alex and his children, moving off the porch and into the night to go to that evil room, where she was sure they would plan some new, terrible act. Only this time, maybe she would be the victim.


  “Sharon is not herself anymore,” Alex said as the children and he walked toward the old plank door. “I have always feared it would happen, and now it has. Do you understand?”


  “I do,” Elizabeth said quickly. “I felt it when I was in there before. I saw the way she was looking at me. I had to tell her she should say thank you for what I did for her. She can’t even think of the simple, nice things.”


  “I didn’t like the way she was looking at me,” Carl said. “She looked at me the way my mother, my real mother, used to look at me.”


  They paused at the door, and Alex looked back in the direction from which they had come. The children looked, too.


  “It wasn’t Sharon who was in here violating Pa’s sanctuary,” he said, still looking into the night. “It was the evil working through her. We mustn’t think of that person up in my bedroom as Sharon anymore.”


  “I won’t,” Richard said.


  “Me neither,” little Donald said. Alex opened the door. He lit the lamp so they could see their way in and then he closed the door behind them.


  Richard went right to the shelf and got the candle. He lit it quickly and placed it in its place. The children took their positions and waited for Alex. He remained back longer than usual, but no one spoke and no one moved. Finally, Alex put out the lamp light and joined them.


  “She couldn’t stay here long,” he said. “She was driven from this place.” He took his seat. The children watched him and waited. They were puzzled because he seemed to be smiling. When he began to speak again, his voice was different. It was softer, younger. They were confused by the warmth.


  “The first time I brought Sharon to the Manor,” he began, “I took her rowing. It was a beautiful day. There were soft, billowy clouds in the sky, but a good deal of sunlight and blue sky, too. It wasn’t summer yet, but it was warm. My mother had made us a big lunch, so we were kind of lazy, sitting around on the lawn chairs, talking softly, listening to the birds. There were so many birds then. There haven’t been that many birds here for a long time. Maybe they’ll come back now.


  “Anyway, we went rowing, and after a while I stopped the oars and we just floated on the lake. It was very pleasant; the water was gentle, and after a while, Sharon fell asleep. She closed her eyes and sat back against the pillow and slept. I didn’t move. I didn’t want to spoil the moment. Her face was so soft, so childlike. That was when I first fell in love with her and with what she could be. I thought I was lucky to find someone so delicate. Good things, things of real beauty are delicate, you know. It makes them more precious.


  “I was still staring at her when she finally woke up. I remember the expression on her face. She was filled with such pleasure. We didn’t even have to reach out and touch each other. Our souls had already embraced. I rowed back to the dock and we returned to the house. Pa was sitting on the porch and writing and he looked up at us as we approached. He saw the look in our eyes and he understood immediately.


  “‘You must always protect her,’ he said, ‘because once you have something good, they will want to destroy it.’”


  Alex lowered his head. Elizabeth was the first to reach up to him. She took his hand into hers and waited. Then Richard took his other hand. Carl and little Donald drew closer. No one spoke. After a while, Alex looked up again, only this time he acted as though he were listening to other voices, voices only he could hear.


  “Yes,” he said, “I understand.” He looked at the children. “Put out the candle, Carl,” he said. “We must sit in the total darkness and we must be unafraid.”


  “I’m not afraid,” Richard said quickly.


  “Me neither,” little Donald said, but he pulled himself closer to Elizabeth.


  Carl looked at everyone for a moment and then he leaned over and blew out the candle.


  Darkness dropped over them in a thundering silence. And they waited.


  Even though she fought it as hard as she could, Sharon felt herself going into a panic. The phone was dead; the door was locked, and she was too high up to jump out of the window. Yet she knew she had to get out; she had to do something. Besides fighting back the panic, she had to suppress the effect the pill Alex had forced her to take was having on her. The worst thing she could do was go back into that bed and fall asleep. Asleep, she’d be helpless; she’d be vulnerable.


  Think, think, think, she told herself. She went into the bathroom and looked at everything, hoping to come up with some solution. Her perusal of the contents ended when she set eyes on the scissors. It gave her an idea. She took them from the shelf above the sink and went out to the bedroom door. There she knelt to the level of the lock and inserted the blade of the scissors between the jamb and the door until she found the lock itself. As she worked the scissors in and against the tooth of the lock, she pulled the door handle. After what seemed to be an hour’s struggle, she jiggled the lock back enough to release its grip and the door swung open. She fell back to the floor from the momentum, but she was cheered by the sight of her freedom.


  Outside on the landing of the stairway, she experienced vertigo, but she took hold of the banister and steadied herself. She didn’t even consider the fact that she was still in her nightgown and barefooted. All she wanted to do was get away, but when she reached the front and went out the door, she paused and thought, get away to where? To what? And what about them and what they’ve done and what Alex has finally become?


  She was tormented by her sense of frustration. There was no one she could turn to who would believe her, and even if there was someone, Alex would be successful in turning it around. The children were too clever. Their hold on Alex and now on her was too tight. She had succeeded in escaping from her room, but she was no match for Alex and his children out there.


  She turned and looked back into the house. She resented the fact that her home had been made detestable to her. The children had claimed most of the upstairs as their own. She was always uncomfortable when she was in the living room alone with them, and Elizabeth had more than encroached on her in the kitchen. She was well on her way toward getting Alex to change it. No wonder I made my bedroom into my sanctuary, Sharon thought, and now they tried to make it into my prison, or worse yet, my place of dying.


  She stepped off the porch and looked through the darkness into the direction of the secret room. She was sure they were still in there, gathered around each other, listening to some mumbo-jumbo Alex had read in his father’s old books. They would emerge with death in their eyes, children only in body and chronological age. In reality they were as old as Cain and filled with the same spirit of evil.


  She started across the lawn, walking slowly toward the shed. How ironic it is, she thought, that in the end I’ve come to believe what Alex’s father believed—that evil exists in the world in the form of a conscious, living thing. He was right: it is around us, and it must be destroyed when that destruction is possible.


  She did not know from what well she now drew her strength. Fatigue flowed through her body with the blood in her veins. She imagined it to be a thick, heavy white liquid weighing down her arms and her legs, reaching around her rib cage with fingers of steel. Yet she went on, driven by hate and anger, by sadness and by fear.


  She thought she was hallucinating. It was the only way to explain what she saw. Alex’s father beckoned her forward. He encouraged her and showed her the way. As she walked, she thought she could even hear the rasping sound of his voice. It echoed and was caught high up in the trees; the wind had seized it and now took it out over the lake like so much smoke. In the distance the lake shimmered. Spirits of the dead danced on the surface of the water. She walked on.


  When she reached the shed, she looked back into the darkness. All was still. Alex and his terrible children were still in the dark room holding their conversation with the Devil. It would go on forever and forever unless she stopped it. She could stop it; she had to stop it. The solution came to her when she envisioned Alex’s father coming over the hill, his hair inflamed by the red afternoon sun.


  She found the kerosene lamp on the shelf and the box of matches beside it. She lit the lamp and moved the illumination around the shed until she found the five gallon can of gas. It was a little more than half full, which was quite enough for what she had to do. She turned out the lamp, picked up the can, and seized the box of matches. Then she left the shed and walked as quickly as she could toward the old plank door.


  The old man was out there leading the way. Every once in a while, he stopped to turn around to see if she was still following. Even though it was so dark, she could see his face clearly. His eyes were filled with sadness, but he continued to encourage her.


  “You and I never spoke very much,” she said, “and when we did speak, it always felt like I was talking over a waterfall. The truth was I was afraid of you, afraid that you really had seen the terrible things you described and you had captured them forever in your own eyes. I thought I would see them if I looked at you too long. You hosted my nightmares, narrated a string of bizarre events, opened the doors that kept my deepest fears caged and made my sleep restless and burdensome.


  “When you died I felt as though some great weight had been lifted from the relationship between Alex and me. I hoped you would be relegated to the pages of family albums and occasional memories, but you lived on through Alex. You’ve always been in this house and in this darkness.”


  He didn’t respond. He walked on, leading her, urging her. She felt the intensity and sensed the need not to hesitate one moment. There was danger in pausing. Pausing led to thinking, and thinking gave evil the opportunity to rationalize and equivocate. She would be awakened and made to realize what she was about to do. All would be lost if that door opened and Alex and his children emerged.


  When she reached the door, the spirit of Alex’s father seemed to be absorbed into the building. She was alone, but the momentum had been enough to bring her all the way. She opened the can of gas, and, as quietly as she could, she poured it over the old wooden door, over the jamb and the walls, soaking the old wood as thoroughly as she could. When the can was emptied, she put it down gently and took the box of matches to the door with her. It required only one. The moment the tiny flame touched the soaked wood, it ran up the door and over the walls, turning everything into a conflagration. The heavy flames sucked in the air around them, exploding in the corners and cracks of the aged building. After a moment it was more like she had released the fire that had been trapped within all these years. Parts of the building that didn’t seem touched burst out in flames.


  She backed away from the great heat. The sight and the realization of what she had done put her into a panic. It had all happened too quickly; there wasn’t any opportunity to rescind the decision. She put her hand out as though to stop it all magically and turn time back. She thought she heard some shouting, but she couldn’t be sure. The wood was cracking, sections were falling in and away, the rafters were exploding, flames shot through the roof in small pops as the shingles melted and fell downward into the heart of the fire.


  She turned from the scene and put her hands on her face. It felt ignited, too. She couldn’t look back. Instead, she started to walk away quickly. Then she broke out into a run and ran to the front of the Manor. She went up the porch steps as quickly as she could. All the sedation and all the effort had weakened her. For a moment she lost a sense of where she was and what she was doing. She felt as though she had gotten up from her bed and walked in her sleep.


  It took great effort to go up the stairway once she got back inside. Twice she had to pause to catch her breath and hold the railing to prevent herself from losing equilibrium. Finally, she reached the landing and made her way back to her bedroom. She practically collapsed in the bed when she reached it.


  “What have I done?” she muttered. “My God, what have I done?” She closed her eyes, promising herself she would take just a short rest and then try to do something.


  In the darkness Alex and the children had heard her splash the old wooden door with the gasoline, but they didn’t know it was gasoline until she lit it. From their perspective within the room, the flames looked even more terrifying. They looked like fantastic creatures coming through the walls. The room exploded with the lightning of the fire. The children screamed, and Alex got himself and them up quickly.


  “Back,” he commanded, “stay back.” He went as far forward as he could, knowing there was no other way out. The door was entirely engulfed in fire, and the fire reached out in all directions, quickly running along the rafters and down the sides of the walls.


  He went back and grabbed his chair; then like a lion tamer, he went forward, pushing the chair legs at the burning wood. The smoke was getting thicker. He knew that in moments it would be impossible to breathe, and his children…all of his children would die.


  “RICHARD!” he shouted. “GET BEHIND ME! GET EVERYONE BEHIND ME.” The children lined up in their usual order. The fire had just about surrounded them. Alex drove the chair at the door of flames, shoving the blazing wood out and away until there was an opening in the wall of flames. “QUICKLY!” he screamed. “DON’T BE AFRAID. RUN OUT! RUN OUT!”


  Richard went first, diving through the door of fire. Elizabeth, crying, charged forward behind him. Alex lifted little Donald and virtually threw him through the opening and then shoved Carl forward. Just as the fourth child escaped, the rafters above the door came down, creating a new wall of flames. The children, on the other side, all screamed in unison.


  “COME OUT, ALEX, COME OUT!” Richard shouted. They all screamed for him, the four of them huddled together. The fire now loomed above them, singeing the heavens.


  Elizabeth started to cry hysterically. Little Donald was on the ground pounding the earth. Carl stood by Richard’s side watching the fire grow. Flames leaped over the roof of the building, igniting the dry wood quickly and worming into and under the shingles and rafters. In moments the entire old section collapsed, and the flames roared as though boasting.


  “It’s no use, no use,” Elizabeth said. “Alex won’t get out; he won’t ever get out.”


  “The whole Manor is going to go up in flames,” Carl said.


  “I want Alex,” little Donald said. “I want Alex.” Elizabeth knelt down beside him and took him to her, pressing his face against her breasts.


  “Sharon,” Richard said suddenly. He looked toward the front of the Manor and that portion of the building yet untouched. “She did this.”


  “It wasn’t her,” Elizabeth said. “You can’t think of it as Sharon.”


  “That’s right,” Carl said.


  Richard didn’t say anything. But he started walking toward the front of the Manor. The others watched him for a few moments. They quickly joined him. No one spoke. They picked up their pace until they were practically running. When they reached the front steps, they stopped.


  “You can’t think of it as Sharon,” Elizabeth repeated. Richard looked at her and then went on up the steps. The children were right behind him when he entered the house. They moved up the stairs quickly and went directly to Sharon’s bedroom. Richard opened the door and they stood there looking in at her. Outside the window, the oncoming flames had already lit up that side of the building.


  “She’s asleep,” little Donald said.


  “What she did made her tired,” Richard said.


  “She doesn’t know where she is,” Carl said. “She doesn’t know the fire is coming.”


  “It’s not her,” Elizabeth said softly.


  Sharon stirred.


  “Alex?” Her eyelids fluttered and she gazed drunkenly at the four children gathered at the door. “Where’s Alex?”


  “He’s in the fire,” Richard said. “He’s in the fire,” he repeated, pulling the others back. Then he reached into his pocket and took out the skeleton key. He held it up so Sharon would see he had it.


  “Alex?” she said again. She started to push herself up into a sitting position. The fire was now so close to this section of the Manor she could hear the crackling wood.


  “HE’S IN THE FIRE!” Richard shouted and pulled the door closed. He inserted the key and turned the lock. The others watched him with wide eyes. “QUICKLY!” he commanded, “OUT!”


  They all ran down the stairs and out the front door. The entire left side of the building was in flames, and the light of that fire lit up the front lawn. The children rushed out onto it and kept running and running, their eyes wide, their mouths opened, each of them carrying a part of the fire within him. They ran from what they were and what burned within them, almost as much as they ran from what consumed the Echo Lake Manor.


  Epilogue


  Standing behind the children, with the late morning sun blocked by a mostly cloudy sky, Mrs. Hoffman looked as drab and as plain as a tree without leaves. Her eyes, filled with sympathy and consolation, seemed to overtake all the other features of her face. Her lips were tucked in against each other, and her skin looked as though it had been drawn tighter than usual by a swollen skull within. The small blue veins in her temples were emphatic little highways of blood. She looked back over the tombstones toward her car because she longed to drive away from this place, to leave it and the memory behind as quickly as possible.


  A large crow descending from the tops of the tall trees in the forest that surrounded the old cemetery caught her interest. It appeared to be falling toward them. It swooped down close enough for her to see its curled claws, the skin of which looked wrinkled with age. She was taken with the size of its head and the terrified look she thought she saw in its eyes.


  It turned upward when it looked like it was only a few feet from the children, but none of them noticed or cared.


  The ceremony at the gravesites had ended and all of the other mourners had begun to leave, but the children gave no indication of turning away. They stood staring fixedly at the grave diggers who worked methodically at filling the graves.


  Mrs. Hoffman’s heart went out to them. They all stood so silently, and so close to one another. Richard had his arm around Carl and Elizabeth held little Donald close to her. Mrs. Hoffman thought their affection and concern for one another was remarkable. It brought tears to her eyes and she reached into her pocketbook for a handkerchief. If she had to describe one thing that Alex and Sharon Gold had given to these foster children who had suffered so already during their lives, she would describe their capacity for compassion.


  All during the horrible aftermath when the fire trucks had come and the bodies had been found, the children were comforting one another. Everyone remarked about it. They had just been through one of the most terrible experiences children could go through, and yet all they could think about was how they could help one another and be of aid to the people who were working.


  Of course, the manor was completely destroyed. It was impossible to save any of it because the fire had spread so quickly. A large crowd from the village had come up to watch. The flames and the smoke could be seen for miles. The children were first discovered huddled together at the foot of the long driveway. They were practically in shock. They needed some first aid, but by the time Mrs. Hoffman arrived at the scene, they had been given something to drink and they were talkative.


  They described how quickly the fire had started, how they had all been caught unaware, but how Alex Gold had sacrificed his life so that they would be safe. Then Richard described their attempts to get into the house to rouse Sharon. The fire and the smoke had driven them back. They had shouted and shouted until they were hoarse, but it had been to no avail.


  Mrs. Hoffman broke one of her own rules and took the children back to her house to spend the rest of the night. She had promised them she would take them to the funeral, and now as she stood there waiting for them, she wondered how she would get herself to tell them the truth—that it was going to be difficult to keep them together much longer. It was hard enough to find adequate housing and qualified people to take one or two of them, but all four?


  Richard anticipated her. When they all got into her car to leave, he brought it up.


  “We know you’re going to have trouble finding us a family like the Golds and a place like the Echo Lake Manor, but we’re willing to wait at the temporary house for as long as it takes if it means we might be able to stay together,” he said.


  “I realize that,” she said, “but lots of times these things are not decided by me and by what I want.”


  “You do want us to stay together though, don’t you, Mrs. Hoffman?” Elizabeth asked.


  “Yes, I do, dear,” Mrs. Hoffman said, “and I will certainly do all that I can.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Hoffman,” Elizabeth said.


  “Thank you,” Richard said.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Hoffman,” Carl said.


  “Thank you,” little Donald added in his tiny voice. She turned and looked at him beside her. She couldn’t help it. Tears came into her eyes, and she swore to herself that she would try, she would do her best to keep these wonderful children together so the legacy of Alex and Sharon Gold would not be lost.


  The children seemed to sense it. Their sad, soft faces became quiet, angelic. They were silent in a spiritual way. And in a spiritual way, the silence drew them closer to one another. Richard and Carl, sitting in the back, turned to each other and smiled. Elizabeth, sitting in the front with Donald, took his small hand into hers.


  Then they all looked ahead. They refused to look back. They wouldn’t look at anything but the future. After all, Alex had shown them the way.
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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.


  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.


  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.
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  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 Maddening


  Stacey Oberman made the worst mistake of her life when she followed the garage mechanic's advice and turned off the main highway. When her car breaks down in a rainstorm, she and her five-year-old daughter seek refuse in a nearby farmhouse—and she and her daughter become "playmates" in a violent whirlpool of unrelenting terror.


  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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