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			FOURTEEN

			Once again Diane ransacked the kitchen, searching now for a smaller weapon that she could use against the shepherd. The success of the canning-jar bombs had given her confidence in her own abilities. She no longer needed anyone else. It was just a matter of staying calm, looking carefully, thinking intelligently, and utilizing the everyday household materials that sat tantalizingly in front of her eyes.

			What is there in the house that’s dangerous? she wondered. What things did she make sure the maid kept away from the children? Poisons. Acids. Sharp objects. Detergents. She knew she was on the right track, so she sifted again through all the boxes and bottles in the cabinets and closets, looking for a practical weapon. Nothing seemed right. Then, buried under the sink, next to the pipes, she found it. The ultimate weapon. And even better, in using it, she could turn the dog’s hatred to her own advantage. She would make him an offering, then destroy him with it.

			Larry’s pulse seemed regular and his breath steady. He even seemed to be a little stronger. As carefully as possible, she dug into his pants pocket and withdrew the keys to the Chevy. They were covered with dried blood, and she held them by their tips as she washed them clean. Then, leaning down over her husband, she spoke in his ear. “Are you awake?”

			He made a sound.

			“If I help you, do you think you can make it to the door?” she asked.

			The tip of his tongue crept out from between dry lips to lick them. “Yes,” he whispered hoarsely. “Yes.”

			Diane kissed him, then went upstairs. The explosions had frightened both children and they were still crying. “Listen,” she demanded as she tried to comfort them, “do you want to go home?”

			“Yes.” Josh pouted through his tears.

			“I wanna go home, Mommy,” Marcy wailed loudly.

			“We’ll go soon. But you both have to stay here until I come and get you. Don’t either of you dare come out of this room until Mommy comes for you, okay?” Eventually the police would arrive at the house, so even if she did not make it to the car, the children would still be safe. But she would make it. There was no longer any doubt in her mind.

			“Is Dopey coming too?” Josh asked.

			The little dog sat in the corner, happily wagging his tail. As Diane looked at his small, loving face, a chill ran through her. She wondered if she would ever be able to touch that dog again. “Of course,” she assured them. “Of course Dopey’s coming home with us.”

			After stopping in the front bedroom to collect the last of Larry’s shirts, she went into Cornelia’s room. The old woman was sitting in a rocking chair, softly singing what sounded to Diane like a hymn. Diane left the room and went back downstairs to the kitchen. Pulling a large dirty pot from the sink, she began to prepare her weapon for the final encounter.

			Len Hirschfeld started sliding from the hull. The storm seemed to be abating, but the cold was as intense as ever. His fingers scrabbled at the lapstrake, but he could not maintain his hold on the slick wood. “Help me, Kenny,” he screamed.

			“Hold on, Len,” Kenny shouted back. The choppy seas battering the hull made it all but impossible to help.

			“I’m slipping, Kenny, I’m slipping. Help me, please, help me,” Len pleaded.

			Kenny reached across the hull as best he could, trying to grasp Hirschfeld without endangering his own precarious hold. But, fully extended, his reach was inches short.

			Slowly, almost gracefully, like a bloated tanker sliding down the wales, Len Hirschfeld slid off the hull into the green water. His single scream was shut off by a crashing wave. He floated by a few feet from Kenny, and for one instant Kenny again had the option of risking his own life to try and save Hirschfeld’s. The remembrance flashed through his mind of how he’d leaped into the open to pull two buddies from the flames of a Vietnam firefight.

			But that had been so long ago. Before death struck so closely.

			He held onto the hull tightly, crying out in frustration, “I can’t, Len, I can’t. I can’t.” The last Kenny saw of Hirsch­feld was a fat hand clawing desperately at the water. Then he was gone.

			He held on, held on with both hands, tearing at the wood with his short fingernails, digging in as the sea tried to tear him from the hull, but he would not loose his grip. His eyes stung badly and the salt water had cracked his lips, but he was still alive, and he would not surrender to the sea.

			Instead he forced himself to focus his thoughts on his brother. I tried, Larry, he screamed silently, I swear it, I tried to help you.

			All that was left now was survival. Then he would explain everything to Larry, make him understand. An image of their father, sitting in the old brown easy chair, puffing on the Christmas present pipe, fled through his mind. It’s not my fault, I didn’t let him down. I didn’t let anyone down. That image was replaced by a second: Len Hirschfeld’s fat hand clutching at the hull.

			Another wave crashed down on the hull and opened a long crack between the keel and the lapstrake sides. Kenny watched the water as it drained through the opening into the interior of the hull.

			Sergeant Stewart Stromfeld stretched, yawned, and finally lifted his body from the vinyl chair to greet Sergeant Peter Dichter, his friend but, much more important, his replacement. “Am I late?” Dichter joked.

			“Two ass-kissing days,” Stromfeld told him. The captain discouraged vulgarity in the station house, but this was a special occasion. Now he could sleep.

			Stromfeld filled Dichter in as rapidly as he could, visions of the cot in the back cell filling his head. “The Coast Guard just about cleaned up the freighter mess, and they’re on a sweep looking for small craft in trouble. When they check back in, tell ’em we got a Mayday from Burrows Island. . . .” He briefly told his replacement of the telephone calls.

			“Dogs, huh?” Dichter said, shaking the snow off his uniform jacket.

			“That’s what they said. Dogs.”

			“It’s a crazy world.”

			Stromfeld agreed.

			They ruffled the papers that had to be ruffled, signed the proper records, and Dichter eased his baby-faced bulk into the vinyl chair. “Hey, Stromfeld,” he called, stopping the sergeant in the hallway, “I got one for you.”

			“Yeah? What’s that?”

			“How does the guy who drives the snow plow get to the snow plow?” He laughed.

			“Go screw yourself,” Stromfeld told him good-­naturedly as he went through the door.

			Left alone, Dichter began reassembling Stromfeld’s papers into neat, efficient piles. In a few hours, when the storm passed, when the Coast Guard made contact, or when the police department got its own launch out there, he would see that one of them made Burrows Island the first stop. “Dogs,” he muttered aloud, “dogs?”

			Diane dipped the last of Larry’s shirts into the pool of blood that had collected under her husband’s right arm. Then she took the almost-full bottle of household lye and poured it into the dirty pot. A present for the shepherd.

			Armed once again, she opened the door and walked out into the yard.

			The dog moved nervously across her path. But he kept his distance, wary of the interloper.

			Shivering, Diane walked boldly forward in the snow. Be calm, she warned herself, calm. It was no shame, she realized, to lack Frieda Hardman’s courage. The pot of lye wobbled uneasily in her right hand, the bloody shirt was extended in her left. “Here, dog,” she said sweetly, showing the shirt, “this is for you.”

			The pot grew heavier and her nervous gait caused it to swirl. A few drops flew over the lip and burned her hand. She did not notice. “Come and see what I have for you, come here now,” she cajoled softly.

			The shepherd backed away cautiously. The mixture of scents in the air confused him. Not one, but two. And the thick scent of blood. The dog tried to sort the different scents out, but it was proving difficult.

			“Don’t run away, dog. Come over to me. Come to me,” Diane begged.

			The dog stopped. The soothing voice interested him. He stood his ground, waiting as the figure walked closer. She was ten yards away, then seven.

			The shepherd began closing. One step, two. He stopped again, sniffed, took another step forward. Now the bloody scent was clear. It emerged from the other scents and took over. This was her offering. He gathered for a leap, launching himself into the air, straight at Diane.

			As the dog sprang, Diane heaved the contents of the pot at his head. Lye splattered across his face, burning into his eyes and mouth. The shepherd dropped to the ground and began frantically clawing at its eyes. He rolled in the wet snow, trying to wash the searing fluid from them.

			Diane didn’t wait to see the results of her toss. As soon as she threw the lye she dropped the pot and raced for the car, not even hesitating to look back to see if the dog was behind her. With each step she expected to feel its weight on her back. But the dog did not come, and she reached the car.

			Calm. Calm. Repeating that word over and over, she slipped what she hoped was the right key into the door lock and turned it. She tugged at the door, breaking loose the ice that encrusted it, and the door finally opened. She scrambled inside, slamming the door shut, locking it from inside, knocking more snow and ice from the windows.

			And then she sat shaking in the front seat of the car, her eyes closed, trying to calm her pounding heart. I made it, she thought gratefully, I made it! The shepherd was nowhere in sight, but its howls of agony registered in her mind, telling her the lye had served its purpose; they were safe. They would be back in their apartment within hours.

			After giving her nervous hands time to stop shaking, Diane reached down to put the key in the ignition. The shepherd leaped against the car window. His blood-splotched head was inches from her own, separated only by the thin pane of safety glass. Again, and again, he threw his massive body against the window! The keys fell from her fingers onto the floor as she cowered across the seat. The dog’s powerful forelegs slammed into the glass, but still he was not able to break through. 

			Diane looked directly into the slobbering mouth; the dog bared its fangs.

			And then, as suddenly as the dog had appeared, it was gone. The barking ceased. Diane sat up slowly in the driver’s seat.

			And then another crash against the side of the car sent her sprawling back instinctively. Then minutes dragged by with no sound from outside. It’s too strong, the car is too strong, Diane thought, he can’t get at me. He’s given up. This time she stayed on the passenger side of the front seat, raising up on her knees to look outside. The shepherd was rolling in the snow near the edge of the gorge, pawing at its eyes. Now Diane could hear its whines of pain.

			The dog rolled closer to the gorge, seemingly oblivious to its existence. Then a few feet from the edge, the dog stopped and looked toward the house.

			Diane followed its line of vision. Corny was standing in the kitchen door, holding Josh with her left hand and Marcy with her right.

			Obviously slowed by its pain, and drawn completely by new scents, the shepherd started weaving its way back into the yard.

			Diane reached for the keys on the floor and tried to shove one into the ignition. It would not go in. She tried to push the key in by sheer force, but she couldn’t make it fit. Calm! She took the second key and tried it in the ignition. It slid in and turned.

			Calm! Diane pressed on the gas pedal, driving it to the floor, maniacally trying to pump life into the cold engine. It coughed, caught once, died, caught again, then shuddered dead. The smell of gasoline flooded the car. Start, she begged, please start.

			The shepherd had managed to cross the bridge and was making his way painfully toward Corny and the two children.

			“Start! Start!” Diane screamed aloud, as she pumped desperately.

			The dog was halfway across the yard. A dull rumbling sound came from deep in its throat.

			Diane pushed the accelerator all the way to the floor and turned the key. The engine churned heavily, then caught. Diane nursed the engine carefully, desperately trying to urge the car to life.

			The shepherd paused to look back over the fence at the black car.

			She shifted into drive and the rear wheels spun, but the car did not move. Calm! She shifted into reverse and let the car rock back, then quickly put it into forward again. Then reverse. The car rocked forward and back, then shuddered and burst free.

			Sweat was pouring from her now, plastering her hair to her forehead. As she reached the narrow wooden bridge she wiped it from her eyes. Watching the dog as best she could through the ice still covering the windshield, she drove over the creaking bridge into the yard.

			Once she felt the rear wheels again on solid ground, Diane pushed the accelerator pedal to the floor. The rear tires slipped, spun, but then caught, and the car picked up speed as it moved across the yard. She aimed directly at the shepherd.

			The gray dog was confused by the roaring sound behind him. At the last possible instant he turned to see the black monster bearing down on him and leaped aside.

			And almost made it. The front bumper caught the dog’s hindquarters, sending him sprawling to the ground. The pain was incredible. His rear legs would not move. But still he would not stop. Using his front legs, he dragged his shattered body toward the car.

			From the edge of the forest the Labrador heard the strange sounds in the yard. The leader, no, no longer the leader, but another dog, the shepherd, had been wounded. Two of the dogs stirred as if to return to the yard, but the Labrador stepped in front to halt them. Once he was sure of his control, the dark dog turned and trotted deeper into the woods. After a moment’s hesitation, the remainder of the pack followed him.

			Diane jumped from the car a split second after it hit the shepherd. She did not bother looking for the injured dog; if he was not dead, he was surely badly hurt, no longer a menace. She screamed at Corny, “Get them in the car! Josh, get in! Get in!”

			Larry’s eyes were open and he was trying to lift himself onto his left elbow when she raced into the kitchen. Wordlessly, she moved behind him, helping him get to his feet. He leaned heavily on her as she half dragged, half pulled him to the car. Somehow, later Diane would not be able to remember how, she managed to get him sprawled onto the rear seat.

			The shepherd was yelping in pain as he dragged his crippled body toward the car. Diane started to back up, but saw that the dog was still coming after them. She smiled sardonically, then put the Chevy into drive.

			The dog saw the car coming at him but there was no way he could move out of its path. It struck him, passing over his body with a soft thump.

			Diane drove the car another thirty feet before she slammed on the brakes, almost throwing Larry to the floor. She put the car into reverse and deliberately backed it over the already-dead dog. Stopping, she shifted gears and once again drove over the lifeless body. After which she swung the car around in a wide arc and drove slowly over the bridge.

			Safe, she thought, safe, safe, safe, safe, safe. Tears of relief flowed down her cheeks as she drove away from the house.

			Hearing the car pull away, Dopey Dog ran down the stairs, through the kitchen and out into the yard. He watched as the car faded into the distance, then loosed a long, lonely howl.

			Kenny clung precariously to the boat as it sank lower in the water, his body so numb from the cold that he could no longer feel anything. He wondered how much longer he could hold on. “Forever!” he screamed to no one.

			The clouds were lighter now, as if the storm was passing out to sea. As it swept away, the Sound laid still, and a beautiful post-rainstorm lull set in. The waves barely reached his shoulders, now no longer breaking over his head.

			Kenny threw up, watching the vomit drift inland with the current.

			With the last of his strength, he lifted his right leg onto the lapstrake hull and tried to climb higher out of the water. But he no longer had the strength to pull himself to the top. For a moment he hung onto the hull, the lower half of his numb body in the water, swearing softly to himself that he would never, ever, let go.

			Then he fell back into the water, sinking quickly below the surface.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			SEVEN

			Frieda Hardman stood by her bedroom window looking down on the dogs. From her vantage point she noticed how intelligently they had spaced themselves out in the yard. Almost human, she thought. She watched two of the dogs romping in the snow, playing with something. It was too far to see what it was.

			Her thoughts went to her husband. She knew he was dead. She allowed herself no illusions, no false hopes, she was too realistic for that, but she did refuse to let her mind wonder about his death. She would not think of his torn body. Instead, she would remember him as he lived, gritty and proud. Thomas Hardman had given her a good life, she had been happy in their marriage, and believed he had been happy, too.

			As she watched the dogs playing, she noticed a shred of red plaid material caught on a bush. She accepted the fact that the remnant was from his shirt, and might be the only evidence of his fate she would ever see.

			Corny was quite busy cutting brightly colored photo­graphs from the old magazine, and thus did not even notice her friend was out of bed. For one moment Frieda considered joining her on the floor, but the pills clogged her head and made her tired, so that she had to lie down and close her eyes again.

			“Are they coming?” Diane walked into the kitchen and addressed the question to Larry’s back. He was leaning against the sink, watching the pack.

			“Who?” He did not turn around. The dogs continued to bewilder him. They stayed in position in the yard, quietly, contentedly even, seemingly waiting, oblivious to the cold, as if they possessed some irrefutable knowledge of a future victory.

			“The Army. The Navy. I don’t know, whoever you called before.”

			The shepherd was the most unusual of them all. It was not necessarily his looks, the dog was thin in the flank and its coat was matted. Rather it was the absolute control he held over the rest of the pack. There was little doubt in Larry’s mind that the dog communicated intelligently with the other animals. But how? And why this one dog? What made it so special? “The Suffolk County Police,” he answered, “and the United States Coast Guard. And no, they’re not coming.” He corrected himself. “At least not right away.”

			Diane opened one of the cabinets above the refrigerator to look for a jar of instant coffee. Instead she found a pound of blend. Naturally, she thought bitterly, only the real thing. She put it back, taking the pitcher of squeezed orange juice from the refrigerator. After pouring a glass she took a seat at the kitchen table, still facing her husband’s back. “Larry,” she said firmly, “I want you to. . . .” She paused. “Will you please turn around and talk to me?”

			Diane’s puffy white face glared at him. He noticed faint purple shadows under her wide eyes, and was suddenly aware how rarely he saw her without makeup.

			“Why aren’t they coming?” she demanded.

			“They are not coming,” he said, distinctly pronouncing each word, “because they are overloaded with problems from the storm. Apparently they don’t consider us in immediate danger.” He wondered about the storm hitting the mainland so hard. That itself was a neat bit of irony. A big snowstorm was exactly what was needed to drive the dogs away from the house, to force them into the forest for protection. So what happens? A major snowstorm just brushes by the island, just touches it with a few inches, the first storm in . . . in who knew how many years to miss the island. Why? Again, he had no answer, just an uneasy feeling.

			“What are we going to do?”

			Larry noted that her voice was remarkably controlled, considering her normal temperament. Wait, he told her. Wait until the Suffolk County Police have picked up all their downed power lines, or the Coast Guard has pulled every last survivor from the swelling seas.

			He was very much in control this morning, she decided. Looking at him, she was reminded of her own appearance, and wondered just how dreadful she looked. Normally, the first thing she did each morning was put on her makeup. But this morning, this one morning, that hadn’t even entered her mind. But now, thinking about it, she was positive she looked an absolute mess. Her hair just had to resemble a fright wig. The makeup she’d put on for dinner the night before, just a touch of eye color and a quick brush of rouge, was long since gone. And since she hadn’t been near the club in days her tan was at best yellow, if not altogether faded. She attempted to put her hair in order with her hands, then stopped. It doesn’t matter, she thought, it really doesn’t matter.

			Larry was amazed at how good he felt considering yesterday’s horrors and his sleepless night. The bright beauty of the new morning seemed to give the lie to everything he knew to be true. He felt in control. He welcomed the advantage of clear vision that the daylight granted him. He felt emotionally renewed. In the morning light everything seemed possible.

			His muscles still ached, and his hand throbbed, but these were the pains of survival and he refused to let them bother him. How do I feel? he asked himself. Alive, he answered. Admittedly, he’d gotten tired toward dawn, but the sunlight woke him. What he really needed was a cup of coffee, clean clothes and a shave. He’d shave over the sink, he decided, and keep watch on the dogs. “The thing that really interests me,” he said as he poured his own glass of juice, “is the fact that they’re not moving. They’re not doing anything at all. I don’t know much about dogs, but I know that’s not normal.”

			There were eggs in the refrigerator, but he’d already ruled out cooking anything that might create a scent. No reason to get them excited out there. They would make do with cold food.

			From the table, Diane could not see out the window. That was fine with her, she’d been doing her best to put the dogs out of her mind. And out of sight, out of mind. At least that seemed to work for her. It made life less confusing only to deal with problems when they finally became unavoidable. “Why don’t you call Kenny?” she suggested, knowing that would get her husband’s attention.

			Looking out at them again, Larry decided they did not look so vicious. The dachshund appeared funny, as dachshunds are supposed to be. The golden retriever beautiful, much like the bitch Kenny owned when they were children. The Labrador friendly, a big handsome dog, a smiling dog. And the shepherd? In some perverse way, gallant. In the fresh light of morning it was difficult to believe these animals were capable of such destruction.

			Call Kenny? Her question hung in the air as he watched the pack. “I thought about it, you know, I really did. I even found his number in Dad’s book. But I didn’t call him.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know why.”

			You do, she thought.

			Yes, I do, he thought.

			Diane had never been able to understand why these brothers had grown up to be so different. Larry was only three years older than Kenny; they were close enough in age so that they should have had something in common. But there was nothing. They were different people, opposites, at once jealous and resentful of each other. She’d first seen it the day they had gotten engaged. The moment Kenny walked into Larry’s East Side apartment the subtle put-down had begun. At first she had attributed Kenny’s attitude to a lack of character, later she understood it lay at the heart of his relationship to Larry.

			Actually, she did not like Kenny very much, and so was glad he stayed away. But at this moment she believed he could help them. And that was enough reason to make Larry call him. “I want you to call him,” she said flatly.

			Larry turned from the window. She was right. Kenny could help. In fact, Kenny would love to come and rescue them. It would support his feelings of primacy. “Diane.” It was the beginning of a plea. “I’d like—” He got no further.

			His answer was cut off by the sound of glass smashing, and an instant later by a shrill, panic-stricken scream. “The children,” Diane began, but Larry had already seized the small fireplace shovel and was at the stairs. In three long strides he reached the first-floor landing. The door to the children’s room was locked, but Larry heard scuffling sounds from within. Taking a half step backward he kicked the door open with his right foot and was in the room before the doorknob crashed into the wall.

			Josh and Marcy stopped their wrestling match and looked up at him. “What’s the matter, Dad?” Josh asked.

			Marcy giggled, repeating her older brother’s question. “Wassa mabber, Dad?”

			“Stay here,” he ordered, “don’t leave this room.” He pulled the door closed and almost slammed into Diane as he turned toward the second bedroom. “Stay with them,” he ordered curtly.

			Swiftly he crossed the hall to his mother’s room. As he reached the door another scream came from inside. It was Corny’s voice. He raised the shovel, then pushed the door open.

			Corny was on the floor. In front of her lay an overturned sewing basket, and dozens of buttons of all colors, shapes and sizes, littered the floor. She was smiling and, as he stood staring at her, she screamed once again. Then laughed.

			Frieda was not in the room. “Where’s my mother?” Larry asked as gently as he could. “Where is she?” Corny laughed again.

			“I’m right here,” Frieda Hardman said wearily as she rose from behind the bed, large pieces of the old table lamp in her hand. “I knocked this down,” she said apologetically.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine, son.”

			He nodded toward Corny. “And her?”

			His mother answered with a long, sad, helpless look. “Larry, I. . . .” She paused. “I don’t know what to do. We need. . . . She needs. . . .”

			“I know, Ma, I know. It’s okay, help is coming soon. I called Kenny. He’s coming to help us. He’ll be here as soon as he can,” Larry lied.

			Frieda’s face brightened at the mention of her younger son. “Thank goodness.”

			“He told me to tell you that he loves you very much.”

			She smiled, but did not answer.

			“Are you really all right?”

			She understood what he was asking. “Yes, son, I’m all right. I’m just worried about. . . .” Corny’s name was left unspoken. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”

			“Soon, Ma, soon. I promise. Just stay in here with her. Don’t leave her alone.” He started to leave, then stopped at the door. “You want another pill?”

			Frieda indicated a bottle on the small night table. “Diane left these with me. I’ll take one later.”

			“Maybe you should give one to Corny to quiet her down.” Corny did not even lift her head at the mention of her name.

			His mother nodded agreement, and Larry closed the door. The complete confidence he felt moments ago was gone; instead, now he felt overwhelming exhaustion.

			A crisp voice spoke into the telephone. “Yeah?”

			“Kenny? It’s Larry.”

			There was a brief pause before Kenny responded. “Well, big brother, how the hell are you? Long time no hear.”

			Larry tried to picture his brother on the other end of the phone. He guessed that Kenny was smiling at the call. “I know. I’m sorry to call you so early in the morning but”—he stopped abruptly, then blurted out—“look, I need your help.” There, it was done, Larry thought. And now, he was sure, his brother’s smile would be growing.

			Kenny’s voice was alert, and Larry figured he’d been awake for some time. In fact, he had hardly been to sleep. When the telephone rang he was sharing his mattress-on-the-floor with a pubescent blonde named either Laura or Linda, he wasn’t quite sure which, whom he’d known for almost twelve hours. Two drained bottles of Almaden Chablis, roaches of four joints, and the rumpled blankets and sheets attested to the intensity of their growing friendship. Now, in his usual flippant voice he asked his older brother exactly what was wrong.

			Larry spaced his words carefully. “I’m on the island, Kenny, with Diane and the children.” He paused again, wondering how best to proceed. In dealing with Kenny, he knew, plowing straight ahead usually worked best. “Dad’s dead,” he reported as unemotionally as possible.

			Silence. Then, a disbelieving “What?” The flippancy was gone from the voice.

			“Dad’s dead, Kenny. Look, I don’t know. . . .”

			“Wait a second. Just one second.” Kenny tried to clear the residue of the night from his mind. “What happened?” The girl caught the change in his tone and sat up next to him.

			Larry did his best to keep his voice even. “I don’t know exactly how to explain what’s happened here, but there’s a dog pack on the island and the dogs just. . . .” Larry had to stop and take a deep breath before continuing.

			The blonde had begun stroking Kenny’s massive, hairy back. Twisting sideways, he thrust her hand away. “You mean wolves, don’t you? You don’t mean dogs.”

			“I mean dogs,” Larry replied firmly. “Look, I told you it was hard to believe, but. . . .”

			“Larry,” Kenny patiently began explaining, “they couldn’t be dogs. Not on Burrows Island at least. See, dogs were pack animals once, but they’ve lost that instinct. Now they’re too jealous of each other, they fight over everything. Except for a few hunting breeds, dogs don’t mix.”

			As Larry listened to his brother’s lecture, his anger and frustration brewed to a boil. Finally, when he could take it no longer, he exploded. “Goddamn it, I’m not an idiot,” he screamed into the phone, slamming his fist into the table. “I’m telling you what I saw with my own eyes. I don’t care how it sounds, but there’s a pack of dogs sitting in the front yard trying to get into this house. And they killed your father, and Charlie Cornwall and . . . and . . .” He heard himself yelling, and stopped. “I’m sorry, Kenny, it’s just. . . .”

			Kenny accepted the apology. “I know, Larry.”

			“Yeah,” Larry grunted as he tried to recover his demeanor.

			Calmly, Kenny began asking Larry specific questions. “What breeds are they?”

			Larry looked through the kitchen and out the window as he answered. “All different ones. A shepherd, boxer, dalmatian, there’s a Labrador, a couple I’m not sure of, a dachshund. . . .”

			The pack of mixed breeds, as Larry described them, didn’t seem possible, but Kenny knew his brother could identify dogs, even if he couldn’t handle them.

			“. . . Dad said they were abandoned by summer tourists. I don’t know, I guess they must have formed this pack to survive.”

			“Can you tell what dog is the leader?” The blonde stretched out beside him, and began rubbing her own smooth body.

			“It’s a shepherd, a gray shepherd.”

			Kenny ignored her totally. “That figures.”

			“Why?”

			“Shepherds are really bright dogs, maybe the brightest. And it would take a really unusual dog to hold a mixed breed pack together. How big is this one?”

			Larry stared at the gray dog lazing in the snow. “About eighty pounds, I guess, I can’t tell for sure.”

			“Well, that’s not too bad. I’ve seen ’em up to a hundred and fifty pounds. Listen, are there red bones or black and tans out there?” He hoped not.

			“I’m not sure, I don’t think so. Why?” He felt so helpless, so much at Kenny’s mercy.

			“Just curious. No real reason.” Except the fact that these were the great hunting breeds. They had the best nose, the best sight, and were strong and smart, Kenny knew. Added to the intelligence of the shepherd, they would be a formidable match for any human being. “Now Larry, just tell me what happened.”

			“They attacked Charlie Cornwall first, just dragged him away from his house. When Dad and I—”

			“Why’d they attack?” The blonde, bored with being ignored, rose from the mattress and began slipping gold satin panties over her long legs. Without losing an instant of concentration, Kenny reached over and grabbed them, preventing her from putting them on.

			“Who knows? Hunger, I guess.” He debated for a moment telling Kenny about the early afternoon shooting, then decided against it.

			“What happened exactly?”

			“When Dad and I went to try to find him, they attacked.” As he spoke the seemingly simple words, Larry felt as if he were confessing a terrible sin. “And they just”—he squeezed his fist tightly, driving his nails into his palm, as he tried desperately to explain—“they just killed him, Kenny.”

			Kenny released his grip on the gold panties, and the blonde slowly pulled them on. “Weren’t you there?” he asked softly.

			“ ’Course I was there.”

			“And you couldn’t help him? For God’s sake,” Kenny said, his voice steadily rising with each word, “he was an old man.”

			Larry pleaded for understanding. “I tried, Kenny, I fought them. I killed one or two of them. But the Winchester snapped in half and they had him on the ground. There wasn’t anything I could do, I swear it, Kenny, there was nothing I could do. I tried, I really tried. . . .” His plea for compassion rolled furiously out of his mouth.

			Kenny caught his own breath, then tried to calm his older brother. It wouldn’t help anybody if Larry lost control of himself. “It’s okay, big brother,” he said in a forced, jocular voice, “take it easy.” He waited a moment, then asked, “How’s Mom taking it?”

			It was another moment before Larry could compose himself to speak again. “She seems all right. We’re all in the house and I’ve got it locked tight. I don’t think they can get in, do you?”

			Kenny did not answer immediately.

			“You don’t, do you?” Larry asked in a more urgent voice.

			If they were hungry enough, dogs were capable of anything, he knew. They were capable of smashing through a window, or pounding a door into pieces, or even gnawing through it. He was silently thankful the pack contained no black and tans or red bones, with their extraordinary sense of smell. “Nah,” he finally answered easily, “they can’t get in the house, ole buddy boy. You’re just as snug as a bug in a rug, till I get my sweet body over there.”

			This is a mistake, Larry thought, as he listened to his brother’s feigned coolness, I never should have called him. I should have done it myself, I should have killed them myself. He must love listening to me plead for his help.

			Long-hidden feelings of shame came rushing back into his mind, feelings he thought had been buried deep in his memory. Kenny carrying him home from the gorge after he tripped and broke his foot, Kenny pulling him from a fight and pummeling the other battler, Kenny scurrying up the giant oak tree to free a tangled kite, Kenny diving into the Sound and dragging him out of a dangerous current. Kenny, always Kenny. How he hated that! The day he left the island he swore he would never need Kenny again. And now he was forced to ask this gun-toting social scrounger to come to his rescue, and he loathed that.

			Kenny too understood the implications of the call. He knew Larry saw him as a wastrel; a worthless drifter, floating from town to town, job to job, woman to woman. Immature, he had called him the last time they spoke. Wasting your life, he’d screamed. But now he was asking for help, and Kenny savored the moment.

			Later he would mourn his father, but his thoughts then were on the promised adventure of shooting some wild dogs and this opportunity to prove Larry wrong. “So you just sit tight there and I’ll grab two guys and we’ll get over there as fast as we can.”

			“I don’t have to remind you to bring your guns,” Larry said.

			“No, you don’t,” Kenny boasted, “remember, I’m the hunter. You’re the one who lives in the city.” In his mind he was already juggling logistics. “A lot of roads are out, this has been a bad storm.”

			“We got the fringes of it,” Larry explained, ignoring Kenny’s sarcasm. “It’s been blowing on and off since we got here.”

			“With luck we can pack and make the dock by four. Then it depends how long it takes us to find a boat. Maybe not till tomorrow morning.”

			“Just get here as soon as you can.”

			“Yes, sir, soon as I can. Now tell me the whole setup again, this time a little slower.”

			Once again Larry detailed the situation. And, as he was doing so, he wondered how any human being could accept the news of a parent’s death so casually. It seemed so perfectly Kenny.

			“Never fear,” Kenny chimed when he finished, “I will be there.”

			Larry mumbled his appreciation and hung up. “He’s coming with some friends,” he told Diane wearily. “They’ll be here tonight if they can find a boat to bring them over. Otherwise tomorrow.”

			Diane smiled, feeling an incredible wave of relief. She knew the call had been terribly difficult for him to make, so she masked her feelings carefully. There was no advantage in hurting him further. Help was on the way.

			They sat in silence, together. They had never been further apart.

			Kenny reached over and nudged the receiver back onto its base. The blonde was admiring herself in a wall mirror. Her high, proud breasts reflected back at Kenny but all he could think about were the dogs. He’d heard about once-domesticated dogs turning wild, even forming packs. But actually attacking human beings? Menacing a house? The pack leader, the gray shepherd, he knew, had to be an unusual dog. A frighteningly intelligent dog. A dog that he’d believed existed only in legends and lies.

			She turned around to face him. “Are you going somewhere?”

			“Hunting,” he replied, and reached over to have her one final time.

			The rich chestnut Irish setter froze, pointing to the forest, weight slightly forward, tail extended, head held high. A wolfhound rose and moved quickly across the bridge, its head low to the ground as he searched for the scent. At the edge of the woods he lifted his 120-pound bulk over the reaching branches of a fallen tree and continued tracking. Finally he picked up the scent and his pace quickened. Then the dog halted. He had spotted his prey as it floundered in the deep snow.

			A large branch had broken under the weight of new snow and dumped its white load into the winter home of a small brown forest squirrel, forcing the tiny rodent to seek new shelter. The setter had picked up the sound of the crashing branch, then the scent of the squirrel, but the wolfhound had gone out after it.

			At first the squirrel was apprehensive, dashing from one seemingly safe spot to another. Once it suspected motion in the forest, and frantically clawed halfway up a tree trunk to safety but after a long hesitation, decided it was safe and climbed down to resume searching.

			The wolfhound lumbered twenty feet closer as the squirrel busily uncovered what it thought might be a food source. The dog froze again, its left front leg suspended in midair.

			The squirrel moved again, this time farther into the open.

			The wolfhound unconsciously estimated all the variables and its instinct said it could now take its prey. With incredible quickness for such a large animal it was on the squirrel before the rodent could move to escape. With a single snap its teeth clamped down on the squirrel’s head. The terrified animal managed to take one swipe at the dog with its front claw before it died.

			The wolfhound shook the body over and over like a rag doll. Then almost gently he put it down into the snow and raised his long pointed muzzle in an echoing song of victory.

			Across the gorge, in the front yard of the Hardman house, the rest of the pack picked up the cry, raising their own voices. A symphony of baying, howling, yelping and toneless barking broke the cold silence. Louder and louder it rose, as the dogs strove to out-howl each other.

			Diane joined Larry at the kitchen window. “What is it, why are they howling?” she demanded.

			“I don’t know.” He shook his head quizzically. “I don’t know what it means. Maybe they’re just playing.” Or maybe beginning their attack, he thought.

			As she stood next to him, watching, her arm unconsciously searched for safety around his waist.

			Upstairs, Josh and Marcy stood on their tiptoes and tried to look out the window. By stretching, Josh could just barely see down into the yard. “The doggies are sitting there,” he proudly explained to his sister.

			Dopey Dog let out an abrupt yelp. “Shut up, dumbhead,” Josh said, and Dopey Dog, his tail between his legs, crept under the bed.

			In the front bedroom Corny silently looked upon the scene below. Strange feelings mingled inside her. Something was definitely wrong, something that Charlie would have to fix as soon as he got home. Behind her, Frieda sat up, awakened by the pack. She tried to wipe the sleep from her eyes, surprised to find herself waking in the middle of the morning.

			Kenny’s euphoric yell exploded into the air. Loud and long and happy. They had packed three rifles, two full boxes of shells, two holstered handguns, six signal flares, three sleeping bags and ample food supplies into the trunk of the Land Rover. But Kenny and his two companions, Bob Pledge and Len Hirschfeld, had been careful to keep their most important survival equipment, one entire case of cold Budweiser, in the front with them. “We’re gonna shoot us some dirty dogs,” Kenny boasted as he pulled the tab from the first can of Bud and maneuvered the big four-wheel drive out into the snow-clogged road.

			“Take Stewart’s Road,” Pledge suggested, “that’ll get us over to the highway quicker’n anything else.” He was not at all happy about this trip. Too many roads were impassable already, and the sky was threatening more snow again. He didn’t even dare guess what the weather on Long Island Sound would be like. But there just wasn’t any way he could have refused after Kenny told him his family was in real danger out on whatever the hell that island’s name was.

			“Pass me another one of those motherloving cans of brew, if you would be so very kind,” Len Hirschfeld boomed, having chugged his first can. He was determined to enjoy every moment of this entire silly trip, or at least whatever parts of it he would remember.

			They plowed through a snowdrift that blocked Joan Avenue and made their way onto Stewart Street.

			At a single sharp bark from the shepherd the pack fell silent.

			The dogs watched as the wolfhound carried the body of the squirrel across the small bridge and laid it in the snow before the shepherd, then returned to its place in line. The shepherd sniffed the dead rodent, turned the body over with his snout, then walked out in front of the pack. And howled. Slowly, the howl was a command, the dogs stood up.

			Larry shivered involuntarily. Diane’s arm tightened around his waist.

			“They’re standing up, Marcy,” Josh told his sister.

			“Would you like to play a game?” Corny asked Frieda as she sat next to her on the bed, oblivious to the drama occurring below their window. “We could play Hearts.”

			The shepherd marched to the side of the house, out of view of Larry and Diane at the kitchen window. One by one the other dogs set off to follow him, keeping a distance of roughly twelve feet between each animal.

			“Come on,” Larry exclaimed, grabbing Diane’s arm. They ran to a living room window to watch the shepherd.

			The strange procession wound its way past their window. As he moved by, only a few feet from Larry and Diane, so close they could see the burrs caught in its pelt, the shepherd continued to stare straight ahead, giving no indication he was aware of the watchers.

			By pressing his cheek against the window, Larry managed to keep the shepherd in sight until he rounded the corner of the house. With Diane close behind him, he crossed the room to the small diamond-shaped window next to the staircase.

			The shepherd came into view again just as the dachshund, who had been patiently waiting in the yard, began waddling after the line.

			“What’s going on, Larry?” Diane asked, her voice just touching the edge of hysteria. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know,” he whispered. He reached into his belt and pulled out the hammer. Gripping it tightly, he realized only then that his hands were shaking badly.

			The shepherd returned to the front yard as the dachshund disappeared around the first corner. Still not looking at the house, the leader kept walking his bizarre circle, passing through the yard again, trailed by the dogs of the pack.

			The house, Larry realized with a great sense of foreboding, was now surrounded.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			ONE

			The big forest buck sensed their presence early. He moved out into a small clearing and waited, lifting his head to the winter wind, listening for movements. The sounds he heard confused him, a steady motion through the woods, seemingly coming from all sides, surrounding him. Yet the buck stood still, pawing gently at the snow-encrusted earth.

			A dry branch snapped nearby to his right and he turned his body full to meet the approaching danger head-on, but in the shadowed forest he could not see his tracker. Instinctively, he shifted his weight onto his rear haunches, making ready to spring.

			The forest waited.

			The scent of danger became stronger and the sounds, simple stirrings a few seconds ago, became distinct noises. Danger was moving closer to him, moving in on him. Slowly, but with purpose, the buck began moving out of the clearing into the safety of the deeper woods. But the danger was in full motion now, behind him, in front of him, at his sides. It enclosed him, yet he still could see nothing. In one motion he was in full stride, bounding swiftly and surely toward the refuge of the forest.

			A dirty brown golden retriever blocked his way. The retriever lifted its snout to show a row of glistening teeth. A vicious, deep-throated growl spewed from its mouth. The buck crashed to a stop, then turned and retreated. A German shepherd came from the right. A tan Airedale moved in front of him. Quickly the pack closed in, making him cut his stride, forcing him to turn. Three more dogs, a Labrador retriever, an Irish setter, and a second, smaller shepherd emerged howling from the forest.

			The song of the pack, the cacophony of frightening noises, confused the buck and robbed him of his instinct. He panicked, ran to his left, found his way blocked by a snarling mongrel, turned, took two, three, four long strides, then abruptly pulled up short.

			A filthy, matted collie leaped at his right flank, causing him to turn again. Then the pack closed in for the kill. The chance of escape ceased to exist, the buck would have to stand and fight.

			The dogs behind him attacked first, snipping at his hind legs. He turned toward them, tried to spear them with his horns, but they moved too quickly. The turning tired him and he slowed. The Labrador finally managed to dig its teeth deep into the tendons of the left rear leg. The buck shook him off, then turned on him. But before he could set himself the Irish setter caught the same leg, biting deeply, this time holding. The buck could not shake the dog off, and the searing pain brought him to the ground.

			The remainder of the pack moved in and began ripping the still struggling buck open.

			Larry Hardman hated Bloomingdale’s. Detested it, loathed it. “Are you almost finished?” he prodded his wife.

			Diane Hardman ignored her husband, picked up a pair of flannel pajamas and examined them carefully.

			“I don’t know what you need in Bloomingdale’s for the island,” he said in an irritated voice.

			“Warm clothes, darling,” she told him, the “darling” being sarcastic. “Very warm clothes, for me, and for the children. You wouldn’t want your children to freeze to death on their vacation, would you?”

			He admitted she was absolutely right, he would not want his children to freeze to death on vacation. “But somehow my brother and I survived growing up on the island without twenty-six-dollar pajamas from Bloomingdale’s.” His sarcasm matched her own.

			She smiled at him. “I know. Because your mother was a pioneer.”

			He smiled back at her. “Which you certainly are not.”

			“That’s right, Larry, that’s exactly what I’m not. What I am is the conspicuous consumer.” Then she went back to her shopping, doing her best to pile up a bill that would make Bloomingdale’s proud of her.

			The following morning Larry and Diane, he the successful architect, she the former model turned successful hostess-clubwoman, their six-year-old son, Josh, four-year-old daughter, Marcy, and two-year-old basset hound, Dopey, would leave their East Seventy-eighth Street, $650 monthly maintenance cooperative apartment building, their maid, and almost every convenience General Electric and Westinghouse could supply, and catch the 7:48 A.M. Long Island Railroad train to Port Jefferson. At noon they would board the biweekly winter ferry for the trip across the Long Island Sound to Burrows Island, and sometime shortly after two in the afternoon would be settling into the island home of Thomas and Frieda Hardman for a two-week stay. A winter vacation.

			And much more. The problem lying between them was more than the trip to the island, it was Thomas and Frieda Hardman. Island settlers, people of good stock, but old. Larry wanted to bring his parents into the city to live. Diane Hardman did not want her in-laws cluttering up her apartment or her life.

			It became the prime subject for their nightly dinner argument. “They’re old,” he would argue. “The island’s practically deserted in the winter. There’s nobody there to help them if they should need it.”

			“Except the police department.”

			“There are no cops on the island. They depend on Suffolk County police, and they’re across the Sound.”

			“In Suffolk County.”

			“In Suffolk County,” he agreed.

			“One phone call away.”

			“And forty minutes in good weather. In bad weather the island’s practically isolated.”

			She argued, “They’ve lived on that dreary island just about their whole lives. They’d be totally lost in the city.”

			“Well, you can help them adjust.”

			“How am I supposed to do that, Larry? Take your father deer hunting in Abercrombie’s? I’m sorry, but I’ve already got two children, one dog, a big apartment and husband to take care of. And I’ve still got my own life to lead!”

			“Oh”—he raised his brows—“is that you taking care of us? And all this time I thought it was that maid I pay a hundred and thirty bucks a week to. I hadn’t noticed you’d started cooking and cleaning.”

			She gave him her best bitch smile, conceding the point.

			He kept talking. “You know, you just might learn something from my mother. She’s a good, tough old lady.”

			Diane lifted her carefully manicured fingers and ticked off each of the things she might learn. “Crocheting, knitting, canning, darning socks, mustn’t forget darning socks, let’s see, that’s four.”

			And responsibility, he thought, but did not add.

			Instead he said, “It’d be good for the kids to have their grandparents around.”

			“It would be better for them to have a place to visit on an island. You know, back to nature and all that. Pass the broccoli, please.”

			Larry passed the broccoli. “It wouldn’t hurt for us to spend some time on the island either. All we do here is pile up possessions.”

			“Oh, please, Larry, I thought we finished with that a long time ago. I told you, I’m sorry if you’re not happy being married to me. I’m sorry if—”

			“Why do you take everything I say and twist it around? I never said—”

			“Will you let me finish please?” She waited. “Please?” He said nothing. She put her fork down firmly on her plate, her method of indicating she was making a definitive statement. “I’m also sorry that you hate living in the city, but there’s nothing I can do about that. I can’t clean the air up. I can’t get rid of the muggers. Some people are city people, they learn to cope with the problems. Some people are country people, they need to hear bugs screeching at night. I am, Larry, a city person. I break out in poison ivy when I cross the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge. The city is where I belong. I’m one of the exact people for whom you design those tall, insulated, four-seasons air-conditioned palaces.

			“Now, if you want to live in a log cabin, if that’s what will make you happy, please go right ahead. Don’t let me stand in your way. I’m not going to fight you. You have to make yourself happy, Larry. But you’ll go without me, and you’ll go without the kids. Okay?” End of argument.

			Eventually they had reached a compromise. Diane agreed to spend two weeks on the island. During that time Larry would try to talk his parents into moving to Manhattan. If they agreed, they would stay in the guest bedroom for three months. After that, if they decided to stay permanently Larry would find an apartment for them.

			And if they refused to leave the island, Larry would never raise the subject again. Ever.

			All of which lay behind the afternoon shopping trip to Bloomingdale’s and the twenty-six-dollar pajamas. Three pairs only. Let him freeze his dumb ass off, she thought. Lovingly.

			Thomas Hardman had aged to resemble his island. Once both had been full with lush excesses, but the passage of hard years had turned them both spare and lean. There was no beauty left to them, the harsh winters had worn them both down to bedrock. The honest look, Burrows Islanders called it. When Thomas Hardman smiled a tight, deep grimace split his face, as the deep gorge split the center of the island, and his permanently windburned face was topped with flowing white hair, to match the snow that covered the island earth.

			They were survivors, and in a way the fact of their survival was what held them together.

			Thomas Hardman pushed back gently on his wooden chair until it came to rest against the rear wall of the Burrows Island General Store. The blazing fire in the old black Franklin stove played bright shadows across his face. He took an exceptionally long drag on his carved pipe and finally said to the five other men in the room, “Okay, let’s finish so we can get home before the storm hits.” The monthly meeting of the Burrows Island Permanent Residents Committee was now in session. “What do we got today?”

			Ned Stewart said that his wife, Margaret, was drawing up the island shopping list in preparation for her forth­coming trip to the mainland. “Tell your wives to call her with their orders. She said to remind you that meat prices are way up again.” The Burrows Island Shopping Cooperative had been in existence two years. Don Curtis had fought it at first, calling it “creeping socialism,” but eventually the high food prices brought him in too. Now all six island families belonged.

			“How about raising the summer resident tax?” Charlie Cornwall suggested. “It’d give us a little more working cash.”

			“What’s it at now?” George Fleming wanted to know.

			“Twenty-five each adult, fifteen for kids,” Thomas Hardman told him.

			“Thank you, Thomas.” George nodded. “Seems to me that’s high enough. We got to encourage people to come out here, we can’t tax ’em to death.”

			“Come on George,” Charlie Cornwall urged, “a few dollars more isn’t gonna hurt.”

			“Sure it is,” George argued, “ ’specially some of them big Catholic families we get. You got five, six kids, you’re talking about over a hundred dollars. This ain’t the old days, Charlie, people who got money are flyin’ all over the place. The rich ain’t scampering out here to play no more.”

			“But a few dollars. . . .”

			“It’s a few dollars here, a few dollars there. First thing you know people’ll be stayin’ home for the summer. Then we won’t get no tax at all. We can’t be greedy.”

			“But we haven’t raised it since . . . since.” He did not know since when.

			Thomas Hardman helped him, “Nineteen sixty-six.”

			“. . . since sixty-six.”

			“People are countin’ their dollars close now. . . .”

			“Another twenty bucks?”

			Thomas Hardman quieted them both down. Eventually it was agreed to place the matter under discussion, which meant that next month they would argue about it again. “What else?”

			Before anyone else could raise any new business he relit his pipe and sucked in deeply, savoring the sweet taste of his aged tobacco. The rest of the meeting concerned the routine business of running an isolated, almost deserted island. It was agreed to issue another vehicle permit, this to Ted Goodall, who had decided to buy a small tractor for transportation. That raised the number of motorized vehicles on the island to five, including Thomas Hardman’s battered black 1961 Chevrolet coupe. It was suggested that Myra Curtis write a letter to Congressman Biondo from eastern Long Island, asking if they might get some government money to help protect the eroding shoreline. Don Curtis disagreed with the idea, claiming “too much government already,” but agreed to let Myra write the letter. It was decided that repair of the wooden sidewalk would have to be put off pending an increase in the committee’s budget. And finally, the committee unanimously agreed to purchase two new fire extinguishers for the Burrows Island Winter Volunteer Fire Department. George Fleming by name.

			“That all the official business?” Thomas Hardman asked. “Anything else?”

			After a few seconds of silence he banged his palm on the top of the barrel-table, adjourning the meeting. With the official meeting over, the more important social meeting began. Ted Goodall went behind the counter and poured each of them a shot glass of his Johnnie Walker supply. Then he served them, leaving the almost half-full bottle on the middle table. “Health,” he toasted, lifting his glass high.

			“Health,” a chorus of voices returned.

			“And wealth,” Charlie Cornwall added, holding his glass a bit higher, and drawing a big laugh.

			“Look at this man, he wants everything,” George Fleming exclaimed.

			“As long as we’re ordering”—Don Curtis held up his glass—“a new Cadillac!”

			The monthly meeting gave the men a chance to get together without their women. It was an opportunity to talk about absolutely anything, make their secret men’s plans, and simply get out of their houses. They drank a little and gossiped a lot.

			“It’s gonna be lonely around here without you guys,” Charlie Cornwall said, referring to the mainland trip the Flemings, Curtises, and Goodalls had planned.

			“Charlie, you can’t wait to get rid of us,” Ted Goodall laughed.

			“Watch,” Don Curtis said, “we’ll come back and discover he’s crowned himself King of the Island.”

			“King? Charlie wouldn’t settle for king,” George Fleming finished. “Emperor, at least!”

			“You guys think you’re really funny, don’t you?” Charlie responded, brushing his hand over his rapidly disappearing short, curly gray hair. “Just wait’ll you see what happens when you try to come home after your vacations!”

			After the laughter had subsided, and they finished laying plans for a surprise sixty-fifth birthday party for Harriet Fleming, George Fleming casually mentioned that a two-yard-long portion of his wooden fence had been knocked over. “The damn thing was broken off,” he explained, “not knocked down the way the wind would do it. Really strange.”

			Thomas Hardman took a long drag on his pipe, trying to keep it lit.

			“Maybe it was Big Ben.” Don Curtis tried to joke about the legendary giant grizzly bear that supposedly still lived deep in the forest. He drew an uneasy laugh.

			“I’ll tell you what it was,” Charlie Cornwall said soberly, “it was them dogs. They’re edgin’ in on us. I found paw prints all over my front yard last week. Right in the yard! First time that’s ever happened.”

			“Come on, Charlie,” Thomas Hardman chided. “Dogs don’t knock down fences.”

			Charlie shook his head slightly in friendly disagreement. “Don’t know about that, Tom. Animals been known to do some strange things when they get hungry enough. This has been a real stormy winter, and you know well as I do there ain’t enough food left in those woods to feed everything living there.”

			“So the weak animals’ll . . .” die, Tom almost finished, but Ned Stewart interrupted him.

			“I’ll tell you somethin’ else,” Ned started, and the fact that this unusually private man said anything at all immediately brought him everyone’s attention. “Three of them dogs, a small one and two big shepherds, I think they were, they come out of the woods four days ago and just sat on the other side of the gorge staring at my house.” Ned Stewart kept his eyes bolted on a chipped board in the wooden floor as he spoke. “It was like they was threatenin’ me. They just sat there on their haunches. Not movin’, not making a sound, not doin’ nothing. It give me the shivers.”

			Tom tried to turn the story into a joke. “Maybe they just smelled one of Maggie’s pies and came to visit.” Maggie Stewart was acknowledged as the worst cook on the island. But no one laughed.

			“I think we should do something about ’em,” Charlie Cornwall said nervously.

			“Me too,” George Fleming agreed.

			Thomas Hardman could see the meeting was beginning to take a dangerous turn. “Now what would you all like to do about a pack of what, ten, maybe fifteen starving dogs?”

			“Call the dog catcher,” Ted Goodall suggested half-­seriously as he poured a second round. “That’s his job, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah, sure.” George Fleming chuckled. “He’s just about ready to come across the Sound in November and trek through the snow trying to net a pack of strays.”

			Charlie Cornwall raised his glass and carefully examined the twinkling fire through the Johnnie Walker. “They can’t even keep their own streets clean. You expect anybody to care about a few dogs on an almost deserted island. Them dogs are our problem.”

			“Shoot ’em,” Ned Stewart said with uncharacteristic firmness.

			“What?” Tom asked, unbelieving.

			“I said shoot ’em, Tom.” Ned looked up from the floor and stared at Hardman. “If that was your house they was lookin’ at, you’d know ’xactly what I’m talking about. Those weren’t no regular dogs. There was somethin’ strange about those. They had a purpose. We gotta—”

			Tom put his glass down. “A purpose! These are dogs!”

			Ned Stewart’s stare never wavered. “We gotta get them before they get us.”

			“What are you talking about, ‘get’? Ned, you’re talking about a bunch of abandoned dogs. Harmless little pets. They’re not gonna get anybody. They’re a lot more afraid of us than we are of them.”

			“The dogs are hungry, Tom,” Ned Stewart concluded quietly.

			“I think he’s right,” George Fleming agreed. “Why take chances? Let’s just get out our guns and go hunt ’em down.”

			Tom examined his cold pipe as he stood up. Very softly he told them, “I want you men to hear yourselves. A bunch of dogs knock down part of a fence, maybe, and then three of them stare at a house, and you’re all ready to call out the army. That doesn’t make any sense at all. I always gave you men credit for being smarter than that. You’re turning into a pack yourselves.” He stopped, using the silence to emphasize his point. “There have been dogs in those woods for a long time. They’re abandoned there every fall to either get killed or starved. I’m telling you, we don’t have to worry about them, these are domesticated dogs, family pets, they’re not wolves. Nature has a way of taking care of animals that can’t take care of themselves!”

			Thomas Hardman had begun to lose his temper. He was a man still in love with the world God had given him after sixty-seven tough years. He had killed God’s creatures only when absolutely necessary, usually for food, once in self-defense. Recently he had laid the first trap of his life, and he had done that because rising food prices forced him to. He had never knowingly pained a harmless animal, and it was not his intention to begin now. “This is really foolish talk,” he scolded his neighbors. “That’s all we need around here, a bunch of armed old men tramping through the woods in this weather. Look, leave those dogs alone this winter and they’ll be gone by summer. Like always. And no one’ll get hurt.”

			“Maybe Tom is right,” George Fleming said, not being a man to hold his own opinion too firmly.

			Ted Goodall, self-styled rustic philosopher of the island, finally offered his opinion. “Can’t hurt to wait a little while,” he told them in his most aristocratic tone. “If they do start trouble then we can get together and kill ’em.”

			“Ted’s right,” Tom Hardman followed up quickly. “All we have to do from now on is make sure no more summer people leave their animals when they go home. We’ll make them register pets, or we can set some tax, but that’s all we have to do.”

			Charlie Cornwall laughed out loud, a knowing, forced laugh. His family had arrived on the island about the same time the Hardmans had permanently moved in, and Thomas Hardman had been his best friend since the day they met. So Charlie Cornwall could say out loud what everybody else was thinking. “Tom, I believe you could sweet-talk a jackrabbit out of its coat if you wanted.” He rose dramatically to his feet next to Hardman. Charlie Cornwall stood almost six feet and two inches, and towered five inches over Tom Hardman. He looked down upon Tom as he spoke, and in itself that created as much of an effect as his words. “I’m of two minds. I don’t think it’d take too much for a few of us to go out there with rifles and shoot up those dogs. Maybe it’d be good for some of us to get out there, and the island wouldn’t be losing anything.”

			Thomas Hardman casually filled his pipe.

			“But on the other hand, maybe you’re right. We’re not young men anymore. Ted”—he turned to Ted Goodall— “you’re the youngest here and you’re what, fifty-five?”

			“Fifty-six.”

			“Fifty-six.” Charlie nodded him a thank you. “Gettin’ up there. So now maybe trying to track these dogs ain’t such a good idea. I think we’re all agreed to waitin’. But, Tom, I want to tell you one thing. You’re the fella that talked us into waitin’, and if anything should happen, you’re gonna be the man we look to.”

			Thomas Hardman held his friend’s glare. He was not a man easily threatened. “You don’t have to tell me my responsibility, Charlie. I can figure that out fine, thank you.”

			It was agreed to raise the problem of the packs officially, if the problem still existed, at the next monthly meeting of the Burrows Island Permanent Residents Committee.

			Walking home that afternoon, Thomas Hardman found fresh animal tracks just beyond the gorge that bordered his home.

			“Those old fools are gonna hurt somebody,” he muttered to his wife that night as she served him dinner.

			Frieda Hardman read her husband’s moods very well, and understood he was still deeply bothered by the afternoon meeting. “Yes, dear.”

			“I don’t know what’s gotten into them, Ned Stewart worst of all. I’ve never seen any of them act like this before.”

			She served him an extra portion of home-fried potatoes. Age was what had gotten into them, Frieda knew, the fear of growing old and useless. The need to prove themselves still capable. “Maybe it’s just the winter,” she suggested. “This year’s been as bad as any I remember.”

			“So?”

			“Well, you know. The weather’s kept everybody inside, and they’re edgy from being cooped up. This gives them something to do.” Frieda Hardman was the natural extension of her husband. A quiet, thoughtful woman, she had stood with Thomas through forty-one years of marriage, and never had there been a day when she wondered about the love between them. She decided this would be a good night to open a jar of his favorite summer fruit preserves.

			His head paused thoughtfully over his plate. “But dogs? I don’t know.”

			“It could be anything. That pack just happens to be here.”

			It snowed hard again that night, laying down a new white cover almost four inches deep. In the forest the pack huddled close together for warmth under a giant evergreen that gave them partial protection from the storm. The bones of the buck they had killed and eaten days before lay scattered and mostly hidden under the falling snow. A big German shepherd, the pack leader, managed to trap a rabbit, crushing its skull with the neat force of his strong canines. He permitted the other shepherd in the pack, and the sick terrier mongrel, to share his kill.

			But it was not enough, the pack was starving. The rabbit was the last food they would find for two days.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			ELEVEN

			“I called the police again,” Diane explained. “They said tomorrow.”

			Larry peeled off his wet shirt and dropped it onto the floor.

			“When do you think Kenny’ll get here?”

			He stripped off his wet pants and underpants, dropping them in a pile next to the shirt. “I’m not sure he’ll get here at all, Diane,” he said finally, without looking at her. “I think Kenny is irresponsible, and we can’t depend on him, that’s what I think.”

			“And so what do. . . .”

			“What we do,” he interrupted her brusquely, “is wait. We wait for the police, or the Coast Guard, or Superman or whoever the hell gets over here first!” Although he was dry, and warm in the dry clothes, he still could not stop shaking.

			Diane did not seem to notice. “Larry,” she began in her now-I’m-going-to-tell-you-something-New York-best-bitch tone, “that dog bit your son. And I don’t . . . I don’t. . . .” Her voice broke completely. “Larry, do something,” she pleaded in a high, shrill voice. “I just don’t know what to do. Don’t you understand? I don’t know what to do? His wrist is turning all colors and, Larry, I’m so afraid.”

			He moved to her and folded her into his arms. She needed him. Finally. She needed him. Her words were almost incoherent as she tried to verbalize her jumbled thoughts. The possibility of rabies terrified her. Long needles jabbing into Josh. Weeks of pain. And then only if they got him to the hospital in time. How much time was enough time? A day? A week? Could it possibly be too late already? “They’re never coming,” she mumbled, “we’ll never get out of here. Never ever. Do something, Larry, do something, please, please, please!”

			The dogs had won. He was no longer ashamed to admit that. The pack of dogs was too much for him to defeat alone. But the dogs had had great luck. The storm bypassing the island. The neighbors leaving. Even the goddamn Greek freighter going aground at just the wrong time. Luck and fate. Temporarily, they had won, but he was not yet ready to surrender.

			This lull was not a surrender. He was merely exercising extreme caution. It was the only way to live; caution ensured life itself. He would live to fight them again, and wasn’t that what life was all about: survival! Even his buildings, tall and strong; his houses, plain but sturdy, reflected this. That had been at the heart of his success. Durability.

			Diane was having trouble catching her breath. “. . . frightened, so frightened, help. . . .”

			That had been a close call on the roof, and he was lucky the gutter held as long as it did. Luck! Luck, again? That’s the one element you can’t rely on. You must have a plan, complete to every movement. And in the end the dogs would have to lose because their success depended on continued luck. It was just a matter of time. All they had to do was wait. Just wait.

			God, how could he go out there again? It was just not possible. It was too much to ask of him. Diane snuggled close to him, holding him fiercely. He couldn’t go out there again.

			But as he held her, breathing the perfume of her hair, he knew he could do nothing else. The pack had finally pulled him from the house.

			Taking her forearms and pushing her from him, he kissed her hard on the mouth. “It’s okay,” he whispered, “I’m going for the car now. Do you understand?”

			Diane looked at him quizzically for a moment, then nodded affirmatively.

			“Get everybody dressed warmly and downstairs. Keep the kitchen door locked until I pull the car up right next to the house. I’ll pull close enough so the dogs won’t be able to get between the car and the house. Do you hear me?”

			Again she nodded blankly.

			“Good. Remember to bring the paper bag from the refrigerator. We need that to show the doctors. Do you understand?”

			“Yes,” she said weakly.

			He dressed as warmly as he could, pulling a thick wool sweater over the Calvin Klein cashmere Diane had given him last Christmas. He took a second belt from his suitcase and fastened it loosely around his waist. He would succeed, there was no question of that, but it would be dangerous and there was really no reason for him to go at all. Help would arrive. Tomorrow, the day after, whenever. But eventually it would arrive. Then why?

			For Diane, he told himself. And, after pausing, admitted silently, for myself.

			Diane followed him downstairs. There was very little of the chic New York City model still recognizable. Her eyes were red and puffy, large brown circles half closed them. Her hair was disheveled, her clothes badly wrinkled. And Larry loved her more at that moment than he had for years.

			In the hall closet he found his mother’s red cloth coat, and in the right pocket, the keys to the Chevy. He took the fireplace poker from the living room and in the kitchen, after giving his mother a reassuring touch, collected a sharp carving knife and two long pieces of rope, all of which were added to his hammer. With that peculiar store of equipment dangling from his body he stood at the top of the stairs and announced, “I’m ready.’’

			Diane inspected him as he stood before her in his bare feet. The knife was stuck through his belt on his right side, the hammer on his left. The second belt was loosely fastened around his waist. The two lengths of rope hung over his left shoulder, and he held the fireplace poker in his right hand.

			“Not exactly standard mountain-climbing gear,” he commented.

			Diane smiled for the first time in days. “Larry,” she began, but he did not let her finish.

			“I’ll be okay,” he said reassuringly. “Just get ready downstairs, and don’t forget the bag.”

			She hugged him. “No, I won’t.”

			With the knife handle digging into his thigh, he climbed to the attic for the final time. He was leaving this house. Getting his family out. By himself!

			He crawled onto the windowsill and looked out at the pack lazing in the yard. The sky was still overcast and threatening, but it hadn’t snowed and the temperature had risen somewhat. Briefly, just before taking the first step onto the snow, he closed his eyes and saw them again, racing across the snow, charging, then dragging the old man down. Once again, he heard the dreadful sound of human flesh being ripped from the bone.

			Hatred surged through his body. He was ready. His passage was easier this time, the snow having been cleared and the shingles loosened on the previous trip, although the additional equipment made it painful to lie flush against the roof. He worked his way carefully toward the wire. It was almost over.

			Water from the snow melted by the warmth of his body soaked through his clothing, but he did not feel it. His mind focused on the wire and the dogs and nothing else.

			He reached the connection and lay on the edge of the roof. There was no time to consider his accomplishment. There was only hard work to be done and he set to it, working quickly, each movement carried out with great care.

			He stretched out his right leg for balance, drove the knife into the roof for support, and pulled the wire to him. Removing the second belt from around his waist, he looped it around the wire. Then he attached the buckle of that belt, a brown Ted Lapidus, a gift from Diane on his last birthday, to the leather end of the black belt in his pants, locking them together by pushing the thin metal tongue of the brown belt through the first punched hole of the black belt. Then he repeated the process, locking the holed end of the brown belt to the buckle of the black belt. When he was finished he had a makeshift safety line, with the wire trapped inside.

			Next, he took one length of rope and tied it to his ankles, carefully leaving eighteen inches of slack between them. He then spread his legs apart until the eighteen-inch length was taut, and rested it on top of the telephone wire. Cautiously, he lowered his legs until he ran out of rope. They hung suspended, one on either side, nine inches below the wire. The rope lay across the wire and supported his weight.

			Still working from the corner of the roof, he looped the second piece of rope around his upper back, bringing it just under his armpits, then over the top of the wire before knotting it tightly, and creating a third makeshift sling to hold him to the wire. With that rope around his chest, the two belts holding him at the waist, and the second length of rope supporting his feet, he had constructed a cradle that would allow him to slide down the wire while keeping his hands free and his weight evenly distributed.

			He looked once more at his goal, the car. The pack was moving about the yard, but did not seem greatly interested in the action on the roof. Taking the fireplace poker in his right hand, and holding tightly to the knife punched into the roof with his left hand, he stretched his legs out along the telephone wire for the first time. As he suspected it would, the rope slid along the wire easily. There seemed to be almost no friction. The wire jumped up and down and a few small ice particles fell off and dropped into the snow.

			After the wire had ceased bouncing, Larry released his grip on the knife and caterpillared his body forward until his legs hung free on the wire, and his rump balanced just on the edge of the roof. Leaning far forward, and gripping the wire firmly in both his hands, he pulled himself off the roof. His body fell free for an instant, until all slack from the ropes and belt was gone, then bounced to a halt. The wire sagged, and danced crazily and he squeezed it between his hands. But it held him. For a moment he dared not move, waiting until all was still, just hanging precariously in midair, far above the pack.

			Bob Pledge, chewing diligently on a ragged toothpick, took one look at the boat and announced he would not make the trip. “Not in that, Ken,” he said, gesturing with his hands in disgust, “it just won’t cut it in rough water.”

			Twenty-one-year-old Rick Berkow, owner, captain and complete crew of the aging craft, spoke up in its defense. “I’m telling you, it’ll make it.” No up-country coward was going to cheat him out of the $250 he’d quoted for a one-day rental. No way.

			Taking the pick from his mouth and carefully examining it, Pledge asked, “And how old are you, son?”

			“Twenty-one,” Berkow answered defensively, “almost twenty-two.”

			Pledge looked at Kenny. “And he’s been running these waters his whole life.” Pledge threw the pick to the ground and said derisively, “Sheeeet!”

			The Rita Baby was a small, wooden-hull cruiser powered by two Evinrude inboards. Although a large crack across the plastic windshield and badly peeling baby-blue paint appeared to be her only obvious defects, the Rita Baby reeked of years of overuse and undercare.

			“Com’on, Bob,” Kenny pleaded, “you don’t think I’m gonna take any chance with my life, do you? I know boats, I been around boats all my life, this baby’s in great shape. You think I’d pay two hundred bucks for a boat that wasn’t safe?”

			“Two-fifty,” Berkow corrected him.

			Kenny nodded agreement. “Two-fifty.” It was only money after all, and Larry would pay him back. That was only fair, he recognized, because in his own way, he was using this trip to pay Larry back. For everything.

			Berkow had been working the counter in the coffee shop and, after the fishermen departed, came to the table and introduced himself, explaining he knew of a boat that might serve their needs. “The only reason it’s still in the water this late,” he told them, “is that this guy is building a house over on Shelter Island, and we’ve been using it to run supplies out there. It’ll take all of you, no problem.”

			“You skipper?” Kenny had asked.

			With a shrug of his shoulder toward the bald-headed short-order cook behind the counter, Berkow said, “Can’t. Gotta stay here with him. But I’ll rent it to you for a couple of days.”

			They had made the deal on the spot, and Pledge had raised no objections until he saw Rita Baby bouncing in the rough water. “I’m just not going,” he repeated. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe this thing is fit.”

			“For Christ sakes, Bobby, don’t be such a pussy,” Hirschfeld said scornfully. “It just needs a paint job. Then it would look fine and you wouldn’t be opening your yap.”

			“Don’t talk to me that way, Len,” Pledge said measuredly. “And don’t tell me what I see with my own damn eyes. This boat isn’t safe and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna risk my life in it.”

			Len took a step toward him, the beer rumbling in his gut giving him courage. Kenny cut between them. “Okay, Bob, you stay here. We’re only going to be gone a few hours anyway. We’ll be back this afternoon. Len and I can handle it easy, all we got to do is shoot us a few dogs. Right, Len?”

			Len agreed as to how that was “absolutely correct. We don’t need him anyway!”

			They took the rifles, handguns and ammunition from the rear of the Rover, carried them aboard the Rita Baby, packed them under a flotation cushion where they would hopefully stay dry, donned the oily-smelling yellow slickers Berkow supplied, and slowly pushed out into the bay waters.

			The first four-foot wave hit them less than seventy feet from the dock and sent the Rita Baby’s bow high into the air. The boat banged hard back into the water, soaking them with a heavy spray. “We’re gonna get wet,” Kenny shouted gleefully, over the roar of the twin engines.

			“So I noticed,” Hirschfeld shouted back, the beer in his belly rolling around like unleashed cargo.

			Diane tried to do exactly as her husband had ordered. She dressed the children warmly and brought them downstairs to wait in the living room. Marcy was cranky and hungry, and close to tears. Josh then made things worse by hitting her for being a crybaby.

			Frieda put on her red cloth coat and waited silently in the living room with Diane. Corny was quite willing to move downstairs after Diane carried all her magazine cutouts down for her.

			Diane was beginning to feel better after her outburst. It had released much of the emotion that had been pent up inside her, but as she and her mother-in-law stared out the window, watching the bouncing telephone cable, she wondered if it had really been worth it. “I made him go out there,” she said matter-of-factly.

			“No, I’m sure you didn’t,” Frieda answered benevolently.

			“I did. I shamed him into it. I didn’t leave him any choice.” The dawning recognition of that truth was painful.

			Larry’s feet moved into view, hanging from the wire as in some strange circus. Diane was surprised how clearly his unshod feet and dark pants stood out against the dreary sky.

			Momentarily a vision of her son floated across Frieda’s mind. Larry, standing at the base of a big tree, screaming dire imprecations up at Kenny, perched precariously on a branch. Larry never managed to get up that tree, Kenny never really came down. Two brothers, so different.

			Larry seemed awkward and out of place dangling from that telephone wire, and Frieda suddenly knew that he would not make it. Knowing that, she could no longer watch, and turned back into the kitchen.

			Diane could just see the top of the car above the slats of the wooden fence that guarded the gorge. Just as Larry had explained, the telephone wire stretched directly over it. Gradually, pulling, pushing, Larry moved steadily closer. He looked incredibly foolish hanging in midair, the wire sagging under his weight. Small puffs of white mist came from his mouth at regular intervals. Her attention was so riveted on him that she failed to notice the dogs beginning to move toward the wire.

			The cold had reached the shepherd. The hours of waiting in the snow, maintaining control over the pack and the loneliness had benumbed him. But now, as he again saw movement on the roof, he understood that the waiting had ended.

			The Labrador sat up as the first snow particles fluttered from the roof, then took three hesitant steps toward the house. The shepherd noticed the Labrador’s advance and growled threateningly. Then the shepherd acted. He trotted toward the black dog, baring his teeth in a snarl, leaving no doubt he would go for the Labrador if it continued its challenge to his leadership. The Labrador took a tentative step toward the shepherd, then turned away, resuming his place.

			The shepherd concentrated once more on the roof. He would meet this challenge alone.

			He moved across the yard to a position near the wire. He did not know what the enemy intended to do, but he knew instinctively the ultimate confrontation was close at hand.

			He’s waiting, Larry thought, as he maneuvered down the wire. The knowledge of the approaching struggle actually made him feel good.

			The other dogs stirred and set up a yelping which seemed to have no real purpose save to make noise. The hours in the yard had been long, cold and boring. But the shepherd had provided for them, and they trusted him.

			Larry was out over the yard now. There was nothing beneath him to break his fall if he slipped, he realized, and his only path back to the safety of the house on the ground was through the dogs. The prospect no longer frightened him as once it had.

			He moved down the wire another few feet, slowly inching his way, stretching his legs out as far as possible, reaching forward with his hands, pulling his body forward to meet his legs, then pushing out again down the wire with his legs. The ropes and interlocked belts held, sliding easily along the wire.

			At the window Diane locked her hands together until her knuckles whitened. She realized suddenly that she was breathing in unison with the small white puffs coming from her husband’s mouth. The wire bounced crazily, strangely reminding her of a runaway guitar string. And then she saw the gray shepherd. The dog stood directly under Larry, nervously wagging its tail, staring up at the wire. Its mouth was open, tongue lolling, saliva dripping onto the stained snow. She could not distinguish its voice from those of the rest of the barking pack, but if she had, she would have noticed its howl had become a pleading whine.

			The enemy was coming closer to the ground with every movement along the black wire. The man scent was overwhelming, and the shepherd could hear the sound of his harsh, rapid breathing. But the man was too high to be reached. The dog could not leap to that height. And so he would have to be patient a little longer.

			Larry was moving steadily along the wire, the primitive procedure, the makeshift method, working very well. Slowly, carefully, painfully. His neck was throbbing with pain, and occasionally he would allow his head to droop. But too much blood rushed into his brain, temporarily making him dizzy, so he relaxed for only brief periods. Larry-look-before-you-leap Kenny had once called him. No more. Not after this. Now it was Kenny who had proven to be the failure.

			Gradually, as he reached the midpoint of the yard, the pack grew quiet, and the only sound in the yard was the gray shepherd’s low, pleading whine. Larry shifted the poker from his right hand to his left, taking time to twist his head to look down. For the first time he saw the shepherd waiting impatiently directly below him.

			Their eyes met. Larry stared into the shepherd’s alert black eyes and felt his stomach muscles tighten. The shepherd opened its mouth and whined. Come down, Larry heard him saying, come down.

			Larry laughed to himself, knowing this to be a deadly game. The dog could not lure him from the wire. Soon he would reach the car. And then he would kill the dog. He despised the dog, but killing it was a matter of survival.

			Larry hung suspended in his makeshift cradle watching the dog. It was difficult to believe that so beautiful an animal could be so deadly. That man’s first, and best animal friend, could also be his murderer. As the wire stopped shaking, Larry reached out and seized it, and moved a few inches closer to safety.

			On the ground, directly below him, the dog followed his progress.

			Larry brushed his head against his shoulder, wiping away some of the sweat that had collected on his forehead. His hands were sore from gripping the rubber wire. His neck ached. His bandaged thigh was throbbing. His scratched eye itched constantly. And he was exhausted.

			The shepherd barked, sending a shiver through Larry’s body.

			Not yet, you bastard, he thought, I’m not finished yet. He moved another six inches closer to the car. Looking down, he screamed, “Don’t smile, you bastard! Don’t you dare!”

			His fatigue was overwhelming, and he began to cheat, not quite finishing each pull. It cost him a few inches from each thrust, but he was still moving forward.

			Larry was only nine feet from the wooden fence when the shepherd leaped into the air for the first time. It was not as if the dog expected to reach the enemy but rather was releasing pent-up energy. The dog jumped a second time, just barely pushing off his hind legs and rising only a few inches off the snow-covered ground.

			Behind him, the pack began to react to its leader’s actions. The Labrador moved closer to the wolfhound. The boxer pushed next to the shivering dalmatian and the bored setter. But only the feisty dachshund dared approach the shepherd, to be completely ignored, and eventually forced to retreat. The dogs sensed the end of their wait.

			Diane’s breath clouded the window and she had to wipe the moisture away continually in order to see out. Larry was still making slow progress, but now the shepherd seemed greatly agitated. Its leaps, although somehow tentative, were strong but thus far fell short of the wire.

			Frieda closed her eyes and listened. The howling animals would tell her when something happened, she did not have to see it. Desperately she tried to concentrate on happy memories but to no avail. The thought of Larry risking his life on the wire was impossible to overcome. Is life worth this suffering? she wondered. She did not try to answer her own question.

			Larry refused to look down again but doing so really wasn’t necessary. The dog was there. There was no doubt about that. For the rest of his life, the dog would always be there.

			The shepherd realized his enemy was slowing since his own progress toward the wooden fence had slowed. He was often forced to sit and wait while the enemy rested motionless above him. So close. So unreachable. The shepherd’s whines became more urgent as it sensed that confrontation was near. Saliva dribbled from his tongue, lathering like foam against his fur. He could taste this enemy.

			The car was close now. Larry could see bits of black paint on the side panels where the snow had melted. When he reached the coupe he would have to move quickly to untie the two ropes and the belt and get inside before the dogs realized they could get at him over the bridge. As soon as he touched down on the roof of the car, or maybe the hood would be better, he would have to leap off, into the snow. Onto the ground with them. There was no alternative.

			Once inside the car he would have a weapon to use against them. A weapon? Literally, a tank. Let them try to keep him isolated here. That would be fine. He would use his weapon to drive them into the ground. Especially the shepherd. That gray monster had to die. It could not be allowed to live after the crimes it had committed. If it did not die today, Larry knew he would have to return to the island and hunt it down. He could never, ever, live at peace knowing the shepherd was alive.

			Thrusting out with his legs again, he gained a few more precious inches.

			The dog watched as his enemy approached the protection of the wooden fence and understood it would have to attack soon. The longer he waited, though, the lower the enemy would be on the wire. So he watched Larry inch slowly along the cable, poised for his spring.

			But there was nothing the dog could do. Larry was going to make it to the car. And once in the car, he could bring his family to the safety of the brick buildings in the small town. At the first break in the storm he would launch the powerboat the islanders kept in a watershed year round for emergencies, and island-hop to safety. From Burrows to Gardiners to Orient Point. He could easily handle the boat by himself, that part of his island upbringing could never be forgotten.

			Two yards from the top of the fence Larry realized he was going to make it.

			The dog made his first real jump when Larry was only five feet from the fence. Suddenly pushing off with all the power in his hind legs, he shot four or five feet into the air, paws flailing at Larry’s back.

			Larry did not even realize the dog had jumped until he heard it fall back into the snow.

			As soon as the shepherd’s legs hit the ground, he struggled to regain his balance and launched himself into the air again. This time he came closer, but still almost a foot short. The shepherd fell back, only to rise and leap again. And again.

			Larry twisted his head and looked down at the shepherd.

			The dog hurtled closer, snapping its jaws. Larry took a moment to calm the pounding of his heart, then returned to his work.

			The dog leaped again, howling savagely. It seemed to know it would not be able to reach him, and so it jumped again, desperately, but its legs were rapidly losing their strength, and its leaps fell shorter, even as the enemy sagged lower.

			The setter and the boxer came loping across the yard to aid the leader. But halfway across, the Labrador trotted in front of the other dogs and halted them, understanding that the shepherd had to have this enemy alone, or lose the pack.

			The image of Thomas Hardman buried under the pack flashed through Larry’s mind.

			The dog twisted his great body as he projected himself high into the air. Now it was the shepherd who had lost control, making one mad leap after another, clawing desperately at the empty air.

			Larry’s legs were just over the fence. With a couple of more pulls he would be over the gorge. Free. Safe.

			He could ignore the shepherd no longer.

			Smiling, he took the poker in his right hand and tightened his grip. As the shepherd leaped once again into the air Larry turned his body and swung it at the dog’s head.

			The poker whizzed by the dog’s skull, missing by inches.

			The dog lay on the ground, its tail between its rear legs, ears down. Defeated. Larry pulled himself forward another few inches as the dog gathered himself for one final leap. Larry gripped the poker firmly, trying to time the dog’s jump.

			The dog pushed off and catapulted toward him.

			Larry started swinging as the dog left the ground, and the poker sliced through empty air. At the top of its leap, the shepherd snapped, and this time his jaws caught Larry’s right wrist. The poker fell harmlessly to the ground as the shepherd buried its teeth into the wrist. And hung on.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			EPILOGUE

			The Bountiful Islander was crammed with television sets, suitcases, hammocks, linens, food, men, women, cats, canaries, and summer dogs as it pulled to the dock this first sunny Saturday in May.

			“Bring the dog,” the father ordered, “and make sure you keep him on his leash.”

			“Can you carry everything, dear?” the mother asked, picking up her shoulder bag and magazines. “Need any help?”

			He hoisted the two suitcases. “No, I can do it.”

			Their red wagon was waiting chained to the railing at the dock where it had been left to rust the previous September, and they filled it with the first of their summer possessions. Each weekend there would be additional bundles, until the house was finally filled. The parties would start at the end of the month, and by June the mother would be settled in for the summer. The father would make the trip on weekends until his vacation in late July, when he would join them for three weeks.

			The summer would pass quickly and there would be laughs, and sunburns, and happy times, and by summer’s end they would pride themselves on their tanned and healthy bodies. Sometime in August a whale would surface off the beach, attracting wide attention. Later that same month a summer visitor’s wedding would be held in the carefully decorated town hall.

			In the woods, barely aware of the activity on the dock, was a small terrier who had once been named Dopey, but who now lived in the woods and ran with the pack.

			 

			 

		


		
			FOUR

			Something vile had happened at this pretty little house. Something.

			The front yard was covered with animal tracks. The snow in front of the house had been churned up, down to the brown earth in places, and there was a large stained area. In the dim, refracted light coming from inside it was impossible to determine precisely what color the stain was, and neither man would permit his mind to admit what he guessed. A single set of wide, human footprints, coming from the right, from the dirt road, led into the patch of stained snow. A smoother path, as if a heavy weight had been pulled over the snow, moved from the patch out toward the fields behind the Cornwall house. There were stains on the path, as well, and numerous tracks beside it.

			Tom and Larry approached the house cautiously, avoiding the dirtied snow, never taking their eyes from the slowly swinging door. They said nothing to each other, but their minds worked together. Tom went directly to the door, while Larry turned his back to the house and began carefully surveying the surrounding area.

			Thomas Hardman would not let himself imagine what horror might be waiting for him inside. Taking a deep breath, he shifted his grip on the rifle and shoved the kitchen door open with his foot.

			There was no movement inside. He stood nervously in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the light, then silently entered the house.

			“Charlie?” He knew there would be no answer. “Charlie, you here?” But he had to try. The house seemed untouched, everything in its proper place. He moved warily through the kitchen and into the living room.

			He yelled again. “Charlie?” The wind answered him by blowing a newspaper off the low coffee table onto the worn area rug. There was no other sound. He paused after each step, and listened. Slowly, cautiously, Tom moved across the lower floor of the house toward the staircase.

			The first step creaked badly when he put his weight on it, causing him to pause even longer than usual before trying the second step. The light upstairs seemed to be coming from the rear of the house.

			He was on the seventh step when he heard the kitchen door slam behind him.

			He froze, as beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. Without breathing, he turned his head toward the door. It suddenly burst open.

			Larry moved instinctively when the door slammed. In one swift motion he reached the door and kicked it open, holding the poker high above his head, ready to sweep down with it. But the house was silent. “Dad?” he called.

			Thomas Hardman breathed again. “Here,” he answered.

			Larry walked into the living room. “It was the wind, that’s all.” Looking around the cold, empty room, he asked, “You find anything?”

			Tom had trouble catching his breath. “No. Not really. I was just going to look upstairs.”

			“Want me to do it?”

			He did not. Charlie Cornwall was his closest friend. Whatever had happened to him, he knew, he had been responsible for. He had talked them out of hunting down the dogs; he had persuaded them to wait. Whatever was upstairs was private, between him and Charlie.

			“I’ll stay here,” Larry said.

			The stairs creaked all the way to the top. There were two bedrooms and one bathroom on the second floor. The bathroom door and one bedroom door were closed. Trying to move silently, but unable to prevent the aged boards from moaning under his weight, Tom eased down the hallway, pausing at the first bedroom, which was open and lighted. Charlie’s pajamas were laid out neatly on the bed.

			He crossed the hallway to the bathroom. Silently, he gripped the doorknob and leaned against the door, listening. To silence. Then he twisted the knob and threw the door open. The room was black, but something light hunched in the corner, backed against the bathtub. Somehow Tom managed to find the light switch as he nimbly lifted the rifle and aimed. A baby blue towel lay piled on the floor. Outside the second bedroom, Tom hesitated briefly then flung open the door. As he knew it would be, the room was empty. The tension drained from him, the rifle barrel dipped, and he returned downstairs. When he saw his son he shook his head sadly.

			“He’s still outside then,” Larry said matter-of-factly.

			“I guess,” Tom answered hollowly. “Let’s follow the path.” It seemed to be the only choice, but one which made no sense to Larry. He was sure they wouldn’t be able to find anything in the night, and there didn’t seem to be any compelling reason to risk stumbling around. Whatever had happened to Charlie Cornwall was over with. Finished. And they still did not know what was out there. Waiting.

			He opened his mouth to explain these obvious facts to his father, then stopped. Tom had picked up a pair of silver-framed reading glasses from the table next to an overstuffed easy chair and was examining them closely. He let his fingers run around the frame, feeling the presence of their owner in the thin metal. Then he laid them down carefully, exactly as he found them. And Larry understood there was every reason to follow the path.

			On the way out Tom picked up the telephone and dialed Ned Curtis’ number. After letting it ring ten times he hung up, and moved to the door.

			As they left the house, Larry checked the neck button on his parka to make sure it was clasped. “Who’d you call?” he asked. The cold was beginning to seep inside.

			“Ned Stewart,” Tom replied sullenly. Then he gave the house a final look, switched off the kitchen light and slammed the door. “I’ll lead,” he said.

			They walked beside the path in the snow, searching for clues to the fate of Charlie Cornwall. They had gone about two hundred yards when they found a small rectangular piece of cloth half-buried in the snow. Tom held it up for inspection. It was a square of stained flannel material, and this time there could be no mistaking the stain. The fabric was covered with blood.

			“Maybe we should go back now,” Larry suggested softly.

			Tom folded the wet cloth into fours and stuck it into his jacket pocket. Without answering his son, he walked on. Larry stood watching him, letting him take the lead, then checked the area behind them and started trailing.

			The house disappeared behind a small rise. Larry’s legs were beginning to feel the strain from pushing through the snow. The cold was part of him now, gnawing at him. The little toe on his left foot began throbbing. But still he crunched forward, fifteen yards behind his father, glancing left and right, then turning to check the rear. Step, he thought, step, step, step. He fell into cadence; one: one, two, three. He was so engrossed in counting, walking, trying to ignore the cold, living to conserve his dwindling reservoir of energy that he almost crashed into his father.

			Tom had stopped along the edge of the path and was staring into the snow.

			“What is it?” Larry asked.

			Tom answered by pointing down with the Winchester barrel. Larry followed the barrel into the snow and, at first, could not determine exactly what he was looking at. It was a twisted strip about seven inches long and an inch wide, dark against the light snow. Only after a few seconds did the edges take form in his mind and he realized he was staring at a slice of human scalp. Most of it was covered with curly gray and white hair, but the bald portions of skin had already turned black.

			At first he found it impossible to avert his eyes. Then he felt his insides swelling and he threw up.

			Tom did not move. He stood riveted, his eyes locked to that flesh and all the horrors it represented.

			Reaching down, Larry picked up a handful of fresh snow and thrust it into his mouth, trying to wash away the putrid taste of vomit. The taste gradually disappeared, but the searing pain in his stomach remained. He managed to catch his breath, but he simply could not bring himself to look at the slice of scalp again. Instinct crowded out reality, and he knew they had to get out of the field, had to get back to the safety of home. “Let’s go now, Dad,” he urged desperately.

			Tom did not seem to hear him, so Larry took hold of his father’s jacket, tugged slightly, and repeated the words. The old man turned toward him then and said in a distant voice, “Leave me alone, son.”

			Larry spoke again, more forcefully this time. “Dad, we’ve got to get home.”

			Thomas Hardman looked at his son, who he knew could never understand the feelings that were tearing at him. “Don’t you see, son,” he continued, half choking, “this is all my fault. I did this.” His voice rose as he shut his eyes and confessed, “I did this!”

			And then he was calm.

			He opened his eyes to look helplessly at Larry. His lower lip quivered as a tear wound its way down his face. “I did this,” he said in a broken voice, “I’m so sorry.”

			And then the old man cried.

			Larry took the Winchester from him and watched the fields as the old man released his grief. He waited until his father tried to hold back the tears, then said forcefully, “We have to get home now. Understand?”

			Tom wiped his eyes. “I’m okay.”

			He was not, Larry knew, he was on the verge of shock, but they had to start moving. The dogs were out there. Somewhere. At first they walked together, then Larry took a ten-foot lead, turning every few steps to make sure his father was keeping up. The old man was buried in a flurry of thoughts, barely maintaining the pace.

			Larry cut across the field, moving diagonally through the path, homing in on the ridge above the Cornwall house. When they reached it, he briefly considered stopping to telephone for help, but rejected that in favor of getting him home. Besides, he doubted his father could take the strain of sitting in Charlie Cornwall’s house. Not after that.

			Larry counted steps, trying to keep his mind clear. He constantly checked his father, slowing down when he dropped back, waiting for him to catch up.

			Tom felt nothing of the night. His mind held only Charlie Cornwall’s voice. “If anything should happen, you’re gonna be the man we look to.” Now it had happened. Who would be next? He had been wrong, and so his best friend was dead. The dogs would have to die now, he would have to hunt them down and kill them. He understood that. But that would not relieve the massive guilt he carried. The cold did not bother him at all.

			Larry hummed bits and pieces of popular songs he remembered. He refused to think about the cold, or the fate of Charlie Cornwall. Getting home was all that mattered now, getting home to safety. Larry figured they were almost exactly halfway between the Cornwall house and home when they first heard the chilling chorus of howls.

			Diane had done exactly as her husband ordered. The children were asleep in their upstairs bedroom. With Frieda’s help she’d managed to get Cornelia upstairs and into the second bedroom. All the windows and doors were locked, and there seemed nothing left to do. So she took the small bottle of Ultra Lucent Caramel Frost from her cosmetic case and, as she listened to Frieda try to console Corny, carefully did her nails.

			Cornelia’s incoherent ramblings made no sense at all to her. Nothing seemed to connect. Charlie at the store. Charlie in his car. Dogs. An anniversary of some event. No grandchildren. Dogs at the front door. Charlie in his car. Once, in the middle of a memory, Corny’s mind relived the terror. She sat up on the bed and screamed.

			Diane left the room then. She checked on Josh and Marcy, who stirred but did not wake, and then stood at the window at the end of the upstairs hall, watching for her husband. The yard was beautiful in its white cover. The trees on the edge of the forest were topped with snowcapped branches. A reflection from the kitchen light swept over the area, casting long shadows. Diane stood looking at the winter scene, casually waving her wet nails in the air to dry, but this time its beauty eluded her. She wanted her husband back.

			She had calmed considerably, and although her stomach churned with anxiety, outwardly she seemed at ease. He’s always been able to take care of himself, she thought. But that was in a city world. The world he knew. On the isle of Manhattan he was a huntsman. Here, almost a stranger. How much could he know about wild dogs? Or surviving outdoors? Until this afternoon she hadn’t even known he could handle a gun. She leaned against the windowsill and waited, thinking about the ragged, ugly dogs that had come out of the forest. Savage, filthy vicious beasts. But killers? Was it possible?

			Diane had been standing there only a few minutes when she felt the touch of animal fur on her leg. She was barely able to stifle a scream as Dopey thrust against her leg. She leaned down to pat him, more nervous now than moments before.

			The dogs were still a good distance away, but they were rapidly drawing closer. It was impossible to tell exactly how far away they were. But they certainly were moving toward them. Larry quickened the pace.

			Larry couldn’t be sure the pack sensed their presence. Dogs’ eyesight, he knew, was not that good and surely they were too far away to use their excellent sense of smell. His logical mind told him it would be difficult, maybe impossible, for the dogs to find them at that distance. Yet, somehow, he knew. The dogs were coming for them. He broke into an easy lope, lifting his legs high in and out of the snow. His father struggled to keep up as best he could.

			The gray shepherd led his pack across the fields. A few moments earlier the dogs had been resting peacefully, satiated. They had killed and fed. Then the oversized olfactory receptor area in the German shepherd’s brain had been activated, and his nose, perhaps a million times more sensitive than that of man, had picked a familiar scent off the wind. It had been examined briefly, found acceptable, and transmitted to that part of his brain that translated scent to message. The message it carried was simple: The enemy was at large. The shepherd was incapable of remembering the man shooting its mate, but instead felt the deep pain caused by this scent. His mind could not make all the jumps that would lead to revenge, but the dog knew absolutely that this was the enemy and this enemy must die. So, honing on this unmistakable, constantly moving scent, the dogs closed in on Thomas and Larry Hardman.

			Diane returned to the bedroom to sit with the two older women. Corny was quiet now, half asleep. Somewhere, in the distance, Diane thought she heard the baying of dogs. An overactive imagination, she decided, but an involuntary shiver ran through her body.

			Despite the cold, Larry was beginning to sweat as he ran through the snow. Tom was unable to maintain the pace and fell gradually farther and farther behind. The dogs were nearer now, their sound a clatter of yelps. Larry no longer doubted their target, but somehow he did not feel afraid. Instead, inexplicably, he felt the exhilaration of cutting through the clear, crisp night, confident, in control, a perfectly operating machine, immune from danger.

			The dogs’ cries first pierced Tom’s consciousness when he was about a quarter of a mile from the house. Initially the howls terrified him, and he attempted to run faster. But then complicated thoughts took control of his body, and he slowed to a jog, then stopped completely. It was time to meet and kill these animals. He turned toward the baying pack and waited. Glancing down into the snow, he imagined he saw Charlie’s torn body at his feet. Now he would meet this pack of wild dogs, these barbarous animals that maimed and killed. And he would destroy them. It was that simple.

			Larry, at the top of the rise, spotted the brightly lit house. They had made it. They were safe. The dogs would not catch them, and tomorrow, in the daylight, they would hunt down the pack and destroy it. He looked over his shoulder, expecting to see his father. Instead he saw him standing defiantly in the snow, watching the approach of the dogs. A flicker of fear ran through him. “Dad,” he shouted into the wind, “Dad!”

			Tom looked up at his son and gave a brief wave. Don’t worry, the gesture said, I’ll kill them for you.

			The dogs emerged from a slight depression in the field and swept toward them, a furious juggernaut gliding on a white sea.

			As soon as he realized his father’s intention Larry started scrambling back toward him, calling, pleading, kicking up clouds of snow in his haste. Thomas Hardman did not hear him. His hatred for the dogs shut everything else from his mind.

			The pack moved evenly, gracefully. Several of the dogs seemed to disappear in the snow with each bound, suddenly reappearing as they leaped forward. The last dog was the dachshund, who had great trouble running in the snow. The shepherd led. Mouth open, ivory teeth gleaming, ears laid back, the gray leader maneuvered his swarm directly toward his victims.

			Thomas Hardman lifted his poker high into the air and waited. Without bothering to aim, Larry fired the Winchester. The bullet buried itself harmlessly in the snow sending up a spray of snowflakes. Undeterred, the dogs kept coming, straight at Thomas Hardman.

			Three of them leaped at him as one. Whipping the poker through the air, he smashed it into the head of a large greyhound and felt the dog’s skull crush beneath his blow. For his friend. And even when the combined weight of the two other dogs sent him sprawling into the snow he was content, still trying to swing his metal club.

			Larry stumbled, tripped, fell face forward into the snow, then recovered, pushing himself toward his father. Thomas Hardman had disappeared under a flurry of snow kicked up by the struggling dogs, and all Larry could see were yelping, growling dogs fighting each other for position. He could not even hear his father’s screams.

			But before he could reach the swirl of bodies, the shepherd came at him.

			Lifting the rifle to his hip, Larry aimed at the closing dog and pulled the trigger. The gun clicked, but failed to fire. He pulled the trigger again. Then the shepherd was on him, a seventy-four-pound missile. Grabbing the barrel of the Winchester, Larry tried to swing the gun as a club. The closeness of the dog prevented him from putting any real strength behind his blow, but the gun caught the dog in its side, smashing into its ribs, and sending it careening to one side.

			Pain tore through the shepherd, howling giving way to yelps as it smashed into the ground, momentarily stunned. Larry ran to his father, now completely buried under the pack.

			He swung the rifle again and again, smashing at the dogs. Blood spattered to mix with the snow. The dogs seemed to hesitate for a moment, then several broke away. Larry saw his father. One side of Thomas Hardman’s face had been sliced open and blood poured from a gaping wound. Larry reached down, and as he did a scraggly collie hit him full force from the side, knocking him to one knee. The gold and white dog tried to dig its sharp teeth into the skin above Larry’s left eye, but somehow he managed to push the steel barrel of the Winchester against the dog’s throat. Abruptly he thrust a leg out, kicking the dog hard in the stomach, then smashed the rifle across the dog’s back with such force that the gun snapped in half, its barrel flying off to one side.

			The barrel was useless as a weapon. Desperately, he looked around, but there were no weapons in the snow. His father was still down, the dogs swarming over him. Larry heard the terrible sound of flesh being torn from bone, heard his father scream. Tom continued to struggle for a few seconds, but then his body went limp.

			Larry could not tell exactly when he died.

			Terror-stricken, he fled, turning and running for the house. He reached the bridge. Behind him he heard two or three dogs closing in on him. He had seen the dogs, he had witnessed their terrible ability to destroy and he knew he was running for his life.

			The single shot Larry managed to get off reverberated through the house. But even before the women could comprehend its meaning, the cry of the pack broke the silence. The barrage of howls and barks caused Corny to remember, and once again she became hysterical. Frieda did her best to comfort her, as Diane rushed to the window to see what was happening.

			At first there was nothing visible in the blackness. Then she saw movement in the distance, although it was too dark to determine exactly what it was. She counted the seconds, listening to the sounds, her vigil paying off as she saw a figure race across the bridge. Even before she could turn to go downstairs, three dogs streaked into sight. She ran to the kitchen.

			Larry smashed against the locked front door, the dogs right behind him. Knowing instinctively it was his only chance, he ran to the kitchen window, balled his hand into a fist and smashed it through the glass. Quickly he reached inside the broken window to open the hook lock. With a grunt he lifted the window, starting to climb inside even as he did.

			His head was bent low as he fell over the sink and onto the kitchen floor. It wasn’t until he had regained his feet that he saw Diane standing helplessly on the other side of the room.

			Four steps away from the locked door.

			Four steps away from helping him.

			Blood flowed from his hand, spattering onto the tile in neat globules, and he became aware he had cut himself on window glass. But there seemed to be nothing for him to say.

			Diane tried to speak, but couldn’t. She stood frozen in the entrance to the kitchen as the first dog leaped through the open window.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			TWELVE

			Nervously Kenny watched the rising swells sweep toward them from deep water but was totally unprepared when the Rita Baby capsized. The boat plowed into a submerged object, lurched into the air and plunged prow-first into the trough of a wave. There had been no warning. One second Kenny had been standing at the wheel, legs spread wide apart for balance on the slippery deck. Then he was flipped into the air, out and over the left side, finally crashing head first into the freezing waters of Long Island Sound.

			He went under, taking a mouthful of salty water, and desperately fought his way to the surface. He began frantically searching for the boat. But a larger wave smashed into his face, choking off his breath and dragging him down. His hunting boots filled with water, anchoring him. Without panicking, he ripped them off and clawed upward again, holding his breath until he burst above the surface to feel the freezing air wash over his face.

			The boat! Keep calm and find the boat. At first he couldn’t see it, and he became terrified by the thought that it had sunk. Without the boat, without something to cling to, he was dead. But when a wave lifted him, he spotted the boat thirty yards away, the overturned hull drifting sluggishly through the heavy water away from him. A gush of hissing steam poured from its stern, the last gasp of dying engines. Kenny began swimming for his life. The boat floated lazily away from him, the thirty yards becoming forty. He pushed his body through the water, hands knifing through the surface, legs pumping furiously. The waves held him back, then shoved him forward and gradually the gap closed. He did not think, he worked. Stroke after stroke through the angry water.

			He finally managed to grab hold of one of the narrow curved planks that formed the hull. The overlapping slats provided thin steps and Kenny scrambled up onto the hull. He had swallowed a lot of murky water, but had survived.

			His weight forced the boat lower in the water, and frequently it swooped down into a hollow between waves and salt water washed over him. But he had solid footing, and by leaning forward he managed to keep a low center of gravity. He had no idea how long the hull would float. A few hours at best, he guessed. Unless the storm worsened. Then it would not last minutes.

			Something brushed the stern of the boat with a soft thud. He turned, but there was nothing. The boat soared atop another wave, then slid down easily. As it did, Kenny saw a bright yellow rain slicker floating open on the surface like a leaf, hiding a substantial weight underneath. He began crawling back on the hull, but as he got close to the stern the boat dipped precariously, and he decided against moving further. There was nothing he could do but watch with fascination as the slicker and its hidden weight floated alongside the boat. Then, abruptly, it disappeared.

			Len?

			Beer-bellied Len? Ole laugh-a-minute Len? Floating like a goddamn cork? Dead? Impossible. How much time had passed since the boat went over? Five minutes? Ten at most. He couldn’t be sure. He desperately searched the horizon, twisting, trying to watch all sides as the boat lifted, then dropped. He had forgotten about Len. Saved himself and forgotten Len. Maybe Len could have been saved. Maybe that wasn’t even Len.

			“Len!” It was stupid to shout, the water smothered his loudest shouts. “Lenny!” What the hell else was there to do?

			The boat slid off another wave crest, but as it fell Kenny thought for an instant that he saw a second spot of yellow buried behind another wave. When the hull rose again he scanned the area. Nothing.

			Then it was there again. The second bright yellow raincoat drifting in the water. This time he could see hands protruding from the yellow arms, and a dark head flat in the water. Lenny! But the boat was drifting in the wrong direction, away from the body.

			He thought he saw a hand reach out.

			But it was so far away. Straddling the hull, Kenny stood up. Now he could see a little better. The body was face up.

			The hand moved again. There could be no mistaking it. Goddamn Lenny was still alive.

			Kenny looked around the hull for something, anything, to propel it toward the floating figure. But there was nothing. Len floated farther away. He couldn’t just let him go, not that way, watch your buddy’s ass, that’s what they taught him in Nam, watch your goddamn buddy’s ass. Stripping off his pants and shirt, Kenny took a mouthful of air, then dived into the swirling waters.

			Diane watched the grotesque tableau unfold in silent horror. The shepherd held Larry’s right wrist in its teeth and hung, dangling slowly in the air. The wire sagged slowly stretching, dropping the dog’s hind legs closer to the ground. Larry held onto the wire as best he could with his left hand and frantically tried to yank his right hand free. But the dog held his wrist in a viselike grip.

			The rope and belts did not give. They held Larry to the wire as firmly as the weight of the dog pulled him from it. With a small pop a sharp stinging pain exploded in his right shoulder as muscles tore.

			Larry screamed.

			Diane closed her eyes as her husband’s scream ripped through her.

			He let go of the wire with his left hand and tried to reach across his body to strike at the dog. His blow just barely grazed the dog’s black muzzle.

			The shepherd’s eyes bulged and it uttered a peculiar gurgling sound. Gradually, steadily, the rubber-encased wire stretched under the additional weight and the dog and the man sank nearer the ground. The shepherd’s legs were only nine inches away from the ground when the wire finally snapped.

			Diane covered her mouth to hold her scream as the broken cable cracked like a whip.

			The shepherd hit the ground first, attempting to scramble to its feet as Larry’s legs crashed heavily onto the top slat of the wooden fence and he tumbled backward into the snow. As he did his legs slammed into the dog, stunning it. The shepherd recovered almost immediately and pounced. Larry crossed his right arm in front of his body, punching with his free hand, but the injured muscles made his right arm useless.

			The gray shepherd tore at him savagely, catching his right biceps in its teeth and tearing a piece of flesh from the bone. Blood spurted from the open wound, splashing the dog, but it pressed the attack.

			Larry managed to regain his footing, but the rope tied around his ankles sent him sprawling again. The dog would give him no chance, pursuing its maniacal attack, growling, jumping, biting, tearing.

			Diane grabbed the first knife she found and yanked open the kitchen door. But she managed only two steps into the yard.

			The Labrador and Irish setter stood ten feet from her and, though they made no attempt to move toward the house, their presence forced her to retreat. Their message was clear; they would not interfere with the battle, they would permit no one else to. The sound of the one-sided fight flooded the air as she backed slowly into the kitchen.

			Sensing the kill, the shepherd had pounced on Larry’s chest, snapping viciously at his face. In its frenzy, the dog planted its front leg on Larry’s windpipe, digging its claws into his neck and cutting off his breathing. Desperately, Larry grabbed at the offending paw with his good hand.

			He held the tip of the shepherd’s forepaw in his left hand and squeezed as hard as his strength allowed. As he did, the dog began to whine. Its teeth tightly clenched together, the dog shoved its muzzle against Larry’s hand, trying to gnaw himself free. The harder Larry squeezed, mashing the tender bones in the foreleg, the more the dog suffered.

			Larry had accidentally discovered a point of great vulnerability. Because of the intense pain in the forepaw, the shepherd could no longer bite.

			Gingerly, without easing the pressure, Larry lifted the leg from his throat and rose to his knees, and then, pulling the dog upright with him, onto his feet. Slowly, the strange pair began backing toward the house.

			Diane stood at the kitchen door, holding it open. The other dogs remained still. Only the dachshund rushed at Larry, snapping at his ankles.

			They were fifteen yards from the door when the shepherd finally tore free of Larry’s grip and made one final attack, relentlessly hurling its blood-covered body at him. Larry was almost at the door when the shepherd found an opening. The dog gripped Larry’s forearm and the yard echoed to the snap of bone. Instinctively Larry kicked out, and caught the dog low in the groin. The shepherd collapsed into the snow, writhing in pain.

			Diane half pulled, half dragged her husband inside the kitchen. “Okay,” he managed to say, then lost consciousness.

			She slammed and bolted the door before turning to her husband. The shreds of his wool sweater dripped blood. His right arm was torn open and she could see the white of exposed bone. An involuntary shiver ran the length of his body and she realized he was in shock.

			Frieda stood helplessly watching her son, while Diane acted quickly to save his life. She pulled the red-and-white-checked cloth from the kitchen table, sending a flowered sugar jar smashing onto the floor, and wrapped it tightly around his arm to stem the flow of blood. “Get me a shirt!” she screamed at Frieda. “Hurry.”

			The tiny white squares of the table cloth were turning pink, then red, and the red squares were deepening. Diane pulled the cloth tighter, but it was too bulky to be really useful. “It’ll be all right,” she whispered, “Larry, it’ll be all right.”

			He opened his eyes and she could read the pain there. “It hurts,” he said weakly. “It hurts.”

			Frieda came back with two brightly colored sports shirts. Diane slit the sleeve from one of them. Gently lifting Larry’s right arm, she slipped the sleeve under his biceps, pulled it around, then tied it as tightly as she could. Then she cut off the other sleeve and tied that just above his elbow. Working quickly, she cut the shirt into two pieces. The first she wrapped just below his elbow, and with the other bound the gaping wound in his wrist.

			“Will Daddy be all right?” Josh asked. She had forgotten the children, unaware that they had entered the kitchen.

			“Yes,” she said, “but go upstairs.”

			“But, Mama,” Josh started to protest.

			“Go!” It was an order and the child left the kitchen.

			The four tourniquets seemed to stop the flow of blood, but his arm was so bloody that it was all but impossible to see how bad his wounds really were. Wetting a clean cloth, she wiped away as much blood as she could and inspected the arm closely. Small, round teeth punctures covered almost its entire length. Bone showed in two different spots. A long slice of skin had been torn free and now lay loosely on the arm, barely covering the two sections of the snapped ulna. The arm, she realized, was very bad, but most of the bleeding had been stopped.

			Once she had cleansed and bandaged his right arm, Diane methodically searched the rest of Larry’s body for additional wounds. There were many. She ripped the second shirt apart and began bandaging those which still bled. A nasty tear on his left wrist flowed steadily. The cloth that had covered his right thigh was gone and another piece of flesh had been torn from the first wound. A shallow cut on one side of his buttock bled copiously. Teeth marks dotted both his legs. She cut the lengths of rope from his ankles and chest, and cleaned and bound his wounds.

			In the time it required for Diane to work over the rest of his body, Larry’s right arm had turned a pinkish-white. The undamaged tissues, she realized, were not getting enough blood. Cautiously, she loosened the tourniquets, one after another, watching closely to see if blood poured from his wounds. The bleeding had ceased completely in some places, although blood still seeped thinly in others. But with the tourniquets loosened a bit, the arm began to regain a little natural color.

			Larry seemed to be unconscious. His eyes were clamped shut, but his breathing remained steady. Diane knew she had to keep working. If she stopped even momentarily, if she allowed herself time to worry, she might lose control. The work kept her mind free of the worst fears, so as long as he kept breathing she would continue working.

			There was so much that had to be done. It was vital to keep him out of shock and she thought she knew the simple rules for that. Raise the head and lower the legs. Or was it raise the legs and lower the head? No longer sure, she made up her own rules. She placed two thick pillows from the living room couch under his right arm, reasoning that the higher it was, the less blood he would lose. Then she placed two additional pillows under his legs and propped a final one under his head, hopefully making it as easy as possible for blood to flow to his heart. Then she covered him with two blankets. Keeping him warm was important, of that much she was certain.

			But the harder Diane worked, the more obvious the truth became; if Larry did not get professional medical help soon he would die. He had lost a lot of blood and even if he did get help quickly, she feared he might lose his right arm. It looked so badly mangled it didn’t seem possible any amount of repair could make it work again. Yet the realization did not shock her, or send her into hysterics. She was past that, there was simply no time for it. He would have help or he would die. And until one or the other happened, she would sit at his side on the hard kitchen floor and keep him as warm and comfortable as possible.

			Frieda had done the fetching for Diane. Gotten blankets. Brought pillows. Collected bandages. Searched for antiseptic. Occasionally she glanced outside to check on the pack. The dogs seemed to be stirring, but their movements appeared aimless and they came no nearer to the house.

			Her son and daughter-in-law had come to the island for a vacation. They had brought her grandchildren. It should have been a joyous time, a time for love. Tom had so looked forward to their coming, even knowing that he would argue with his son about. . . . Her mind blanked out. Tom? Out there? And they had done this to Larry. Her rage was fueled by the helplessness she felt. They had no right!

			The gray shepherd was exhausted rather than hurt. The enemy’s kick had stunned him and left him with a throbbing pain in his gut, but otherwise he was not injured. He sat near the house, apart from the pack, waiting to see if the enemy would return.

			He was hungry. It had not occurred to him to eat while he had been standing guard, but the action of the last few minutes had left him ravenous. He dug his muzzle into the trampled snow and recovered a piece of the heretofore forbidden, now frozen meat. Holding it between his front paws, he tore away at it, gulping down the shreds he managed to tear off.

			The Irish setter joined him and began sniffing. If the leader was hurt, if he could no longer lead, that must be known quickly. The pack could not survive without a strong, capable leader.

			The shepherd allowed the setter to approach him, lick the blood glued to his back and inspect the food he was eating. Only when the shepherd had finished the chunk of meat did he emit a low, threatening growl.

			The setter did not react. The sound itself contained no meaning. The pack must be shown the shepherd was still capable of fighting.

			The shepherd was ready. He sprang forward, set his front paws wide apart in the burrowed snow, and bared his teeth in a savage snarl. Before the setter could move back the shepherd snapped at it, barely missing its front leg. He would fight for the right to lead his pack.

			The setter returned to its place and began burrowing into the snow for meat. The other dogs followed suit. The pack would wait, but inevitably the shepherd’s leadership would be tested again.

			Kenny swam boldly through the white-capped water, aiming for the spot where he’d last seen the floating body, changing direction each time he managed a quick glimpse of the yellow slicker. The current carried Len to Kenny’s right, and it took more minutes of hard swimming to catch up with him. Every few strokes Kenny would stop, tread water, and recheck the distance back to the hull.

			Len Hirschfeld was barely alive when Kenny reached him. A pocket of air had been trapped under the yellow slicker, and it was this that had kept him afloat. But his eyes closed and he drifted aimlessly on the angry water, seemingly having surrendered to the whims of the Sound. Kenny threw an arm lock around Hirschfeld’s neck, hoping to prevent him from fighting back in panic. Len made a weak effort to resist, then gave up, probably even before he understood this hold on the slicker collar. “Can you swim?” Kenny shouted.

			“My leg,” Hirschfeld screamed back, “my leg.”

			He would not swim, but Kenny could not tell whether he was able to do so or not. Clutching the slicker, Kenny began to struggle toward the overturned hull. Len had been in the cold water much too long already.

			They barely made it and, when they did, Kenny had no strength left to hoist the overweight Hirschfeld up onto the capsized craft. “Climb up!” he yelled.

			“Help me,” Hirschfeld blubbered, “help me, Kenny.”

			Laboriously Kenny turned him around and pushed him face first against the hull, so that his body and his outstretched arms rested against the boat’s side. Then he let go for an instant and tried to climb up onto the twisting, bouncing hull. He managed to get a foothold on the staves when Hirschfeld slipped back, dropping down into the sea.

			Without hesitation Kenny abandoned his precarious footing to dive in after him. The dull greenish water shut off all visibility as he flailed around underwater, trying to grab Hirschfeld. His lungs seemed ready to burst, but still he stayed underwater, kicking his legs, groping with his arms in an effort to find his friend. Just as he was ready to make for the surface his right leg hit something solid. Reaching down with his hand, he felt the slippery surface of the slicker. Seizing hold, he dragged Hirschfeld to the surface.

			Water poured from Len’s mouth and nose. Kenny knew he could not save Hirschfeld alone. He slammed his open palm across Hirschfeld’s face. Len opened dull eyes. “Goddamn you! Fight for your damn life!” Kenny screamed at him.

			Hirschfeld’s eyes closed. “I can’t,” he whimpered.

			Kenny hit him again, and as he did a wave slammed them against the boat. Hirschfeld wheezed as air was forced from his lungs and greenish vomit poured from his mouth as he threw up the remains of his night of drinking. Kenny dunked Hirschfeld’s head into the water, then pulled him up by his hair. Once again he maneuvered him against the side of the boat, then slapped him hard.

			“Don’t hit me no more, Kenny. No more,” Len Hirsch­feld begged.

			“Climb up there, you mother. Climb up on that thing.”

			“Jus’ lemme go, lemme go.”

			Kenny smacked him across the mouth again, hating him. “You friggin’ quitter,” he screamed. “You don’t quit on me! You don’t quit!”

			“Leave me alone.”

			Kenny hit him again.

			Resignedly, eyes closed, Hirschfeld swung his body around and felt for the rungs of the boat.

			Another wave smashed them against the boat. “Try,” Kenny screeched. “Try!” Hirschfeld began another halfhearted effort as Kenny shoved him from behind. Kenny’s final surge of energy pushed Hirschfeld onto the hull.

			Kenny dug his fingers into the wooden sides of the boat and clamored aboard, finally out of the numbing Sound. Temporarily, at least, they were safe. And once again, as in Nam, he was a genuine hero. That thought kept the biting cold at bay.

			Shadows ran insanely around the inside of Larry’s mind, disappearing before he could determine what they were. He shivered. And yet it was warm and comfortable inside. Then a single thought filled his mind: the gray shepherd.

			He opened his eyes and saw a dog. A dog, leaping to kill him. No, no, no. But a dog was there.

			“Dopey! Get away!” He closed his eyes and cried.

			There was no dial tone. Diane punched at the buttons again, trying to provoke the telephone into life. It was dead. She banged the receiver against the wall in her frustration. At first she did not understand, it had been working well, but as she held the silent receiver to her ear she glanced out the living room window and saw the broken telephone wire lying twisted in the snow.

			It was almost funny.

			There was nothing to do but wait. She sat near her husband, checking his breathing, waiting for Kenny or the police or the Coast Guard to come bursting out of the woods in the nick of time as would happen on any television show. She considered praying, muttered a few quickly chosen words, but quit in the middle because it somehow made her feel ridiculous.

			“How is he?” Frieda’s voice startled her. She had almost forgotten there were other people in the house.

			“He needs help soon,” she said.

			“But he’ll be all right?” It was not so much a question as a prayer.

			The rage within Frieda swelled. The pack had trapped her inside her own home. Her home! It had killed her husband. And now it had done this to her son. They would not have him! She would make sure of that. Dogs would not be allowed to make her a prisoner and force her to watch her son die.

			Still wearing her red cloth coat, Frieda Hardman walked past her daughter-in-law, opened the door and stepped out into the yard.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			THIRTEEN

			Frieda had taken four steps into the yard before Diane realized what was happening. By the time she reached the door there was nothing for her to do but stand and watch in mute horror.

			The dogs saw Frieda immediately. The dachshund yapped a metallic threat at her. The dalmatian growled menacingly. But none of the dogs moved toward her. They had first to understand her purpose, to scent her fear.

			There was no fear. She was no longer afraid of them. They could do nothing more to frighten her. Driven only by her anger, she walked slowly, almost casually, across the yard.

			The shepherd rapidly examined her scents. This was not the enemy, this one was different, the scent was different. And so it held back, thus holding back the pack.

			Frieda walked past the burial mound of the Airedale, directly toward the gray dog. She wanted to strike out at it, hurt it, yet she realized that was not her intent. She was going to get the car. The car would save her son’s life. She would drive to the front of the house and carry them from the dogs to safety. Later they could deal with the pack.

			She passed within five feet of the shepherd, and looked closely at him. The other dogs waited. A short breeze flipped up the collar of her red cloth coat as she moved defiantly through the yard.

			The gray dog was bigger than she thought, its pelt still stained with Larry’s blood, the gray hair tangled and matted. The dog’s mouth hung open and she observed how even its teeth were, gently angled, and sharp. He was a frightening animal, but she was not afraid.

			Diane watched in awe as her mother-in-law walked past the pack. For an instant there was no Larry, no pack, only this magnificent old woman.

			“Mommy, Mommy, do you know what Corny—” Josh came running into the kitchen.

			Diane whirled in alarm. “Shut up!” she whispered.

			The boy burst into tears, and Diane went to him, hugging him, than leading him upstairs, afraid his crying would upset the delicate balance in the yard. She got the sobbing child upstairs and returned to the window.

			The shepherd moved now, and, for an instant, Diane thought it was going to attack. She stifled a shout of warning. But the dog stopped shifting and stood, its tail held low and stiff, its lips drawn back, trembling ever so slightly, watching the strange figure move toward the bridge.

			My son will be saved, Frieda thought. That and nothing else.

			The other dogs looked nervously to the shepherd for  instructions, but the gray dog stood immobile, watching.

			The Chevy coupe stood only a few feet from Frieda, a black lump buried in almost three feet of snowdrifts. Triumphantly she moved closer, still concentrating her thoughts on her son. Six feet. Four feet. The shepherd rose slowly to its feet as Frieda reached the car.

			Diane released a long-held breath. Frieda had made it. They would be able to flee to town. Away from the dogs. To telephones. To help. Larry would live. She would get immediate help to the island. If Kenny wasn’t there, she would try the police once more. If they wouldn’t come when they heard of his injuries she would find somebody who would. For enough money, she knew, she could get help.

			She wanted to cry, but tears wouldn’t come.

			Frieda reached into the pocket of her red cloth coat, groping up for the car keys. At first she did not find them. But they were there. They were always there, tangled in the junk that collected in her pockets. She fingered the various assorted items. A safety pin. Some loose change. She felt the first twinge of apprehension and thrust more deeply into the pocket, searching anxiously. They were not there.

			The shepherd began sauntering toward the bridge, his ears perked high with curiosity. The scent in the air was changing.

			Get in the car, Diane screamed silently, get in the car!

			The keys were not there. They had to be there. Now her search was becoming desperate.

			Walking at a steady, almost leisurely pace, the shepherd reached the bridge. Frieda pulled the lining of the pocket inside out, spilling its contents into the snow. A few scraps of paper drifted away even before they hit the ground, but a number of heavier items dropped to the ground. Frieda fell to her knees and scrambled in the snow with her bare hands, searching frantically.

			The keys were not there. She knew it with certainty at the same moment Diane realized it. Larry had taken them with him. They were probably still in his bloodstained pocket. Rising, Frieda tried the car door. It would not open. She brushed the snow and caked ice away from the window and looked within. The door did not appear to be locked, but it would not open.

			Desperately Frieda yanked at it with all her strength. It did not not move. Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead. Quickly she shuffled around to the other side of the car and tried that door. It was locked.

			The shepherd crossed the bridge, lifting its nose, searching out a scent.

			Frieda looked around for something to throw at the dog, but she found nothing. She pounded at the car door again, trying to force it open. “No,” she screeched at the dog. “No!”

			The pack had picked up the scent of her fear. Slowly they moved toward the bridge, a formless mass, bumping and pushing as they crossed it.

			Diane tried to think of something to do to distract them, but all she could find in the kitchen were two aluminum pans. Throwing the kitchen door open she ran out into the yard, banging the pans together as hard as she could. “Here! Here!” she cried. The noise temporarily stopped the pack. The shepherd looked back to the house, waiting to see if the sound portended danger.

			Frieda struck at the car window with her fists. But the safety glass was much too strong for her. She was still beating at the window when the shepherd decided the clanging was not a threat and moved toward her again.

			Twenty yards from the car the dog broke into a trot, smoothly gliding in and out of the snow along the path she’d made. Frieda began backing away from the protection the Chevy gave her, searching for help that was not coming. The shepherd increased its pace, more confident now. Behind the shepherd the pack was closing in.

			Frieda turned and began to run, her fear pervading the air, the dogs directly behind her.

			The shepherd closed rapidly, his legs churning as he bounded toward her. He hunched down to begin his leap, but before he could catapult himself, he stopped abruptly. The enemy had disappeared.

			With a piercing scream, Frieda Hardman tumbled forward into the gorge, dying instantly as her skull smashed against the rocks.

			Diane closed and locked the door, then burst into tears. For Frieda and Tom and Larry, but mostly for herself. She was alone, utterly helpless. Frieda was dead, Tom was dead and Larry was dying, and there was nothing she could do about it. Nothing. She needed somebody to tell her what to do, to tell her how to save her own and her children’s lives. Where were the police? Where was Kenny? Anybody.

			“Diane,” Larry whispered painfully.

			She wiped hastily at her tears. “Yes, darling?”

			His voice was weak. “Need help.”

			“I know.” She raised his head and held it in her lap, gently stroking his hot forehead. “I’ll get help.”

			He swallowed painfully, closing his eyes. “It hurts.”

			“Try to go to sleep now. I’ll get help. I promise, Larry, I’ll get help.”

			Diane was sure he would not be able to sleep. But unless she found a weapon, unless she found a way of getting to the car, he would not live. Be calm, she told herself, look carefully through the house. And think! Use your brains. There’s got to be something to fight them with.

			Her search began in the kitchen. Methodically Diane went through each cabinet and closet, searched the shelves, peered under the sink. She was not sure what she was looking for but, if it was there, she would find it. There was nothing in the kitchen that might serve as a weapon.

			Nor the living room.

			Nor the front bedroom. Please let there be another gun hidden away somewhere, she prayed, knowing even as she prayed that no such weapon existed. The back bedroom turned up nothing and she was forced to spend precious minutes there calming Josh and Marcy.

			Corny looked up as Diane entered the third bedroom. “Where’s Frieda, what have you done with her?” she demanded.

			Biting her lip to hold back the tears, Diane lied, “She went away.” What she really needed, she thought drastically, was a bomb. Oh, God, where was Kenny?

			“But she didn’t say good-bye,” Corny was protesting sadly.

			“She’ll be back.” There was nothing in that bedroom either.

			The patio had been closed off for the winter, so it took some time to get the door open. She found nothing useful there among the wicker summer furniture, a hammock and a small wrought-iron table.

			The bathrooms were her last hope. Diane rummaged through the medicine cabinet, dropping everything that was of no use to her on the floor. Soon the shelves were empty. A pile of patent medicine, pills, aspirin, and assorted bottles lay discarded at her feet.

			There was nothing in the house that she could use to drive off the dogs. Larry would die.

			Abruptly her eyes focused on the single can on the bathroom washbasin. Larry’s aerosol shaving cream, sitting right where he left it. She picked it up and held it to her breast, imagining she could still feel the warmth from his hands. This silly can was something he had used. The curve of the can seemed to fit her hand. I’ll make something out of this, she promised herself, at least I’ll fight them with something.

			As she held the can at eye level, she stared at it. One word, in capital letters stood out from the instructions neatly printed on the side. caution.

			She read the instructions carefully, realizing this would be her weapon.

			The gray shepherd stood on the edge of the gorge looking down at the body spread-eagled on the snow-covered rocks. It did not move, therefore it presented no further threat to the pack. The scent of fear had dissolved on the wind.

			A gust of wind swept through the gorge, lifting the collar of the red cloth coat, but as the wind died the collar fell limp and the dogs lost interest. One by one they followed the shepherd back across the bridge. The dachshund was the last to leave, barking a final wild taunt at the lifeless body on the rocks before it turned to go.

			At the far end of the bridge the shepherd halted. Was the enemy still alive inside the house? Was it more important to scour the woods for food? Or the house? The pack clustered obediently behind its leader.

			There was still time to hunt food, and they must make sure the enemy, the man who killed, was gone. The shepherd turned into the yard.

			Kenny watched the stone gray storm clouds rolling overhead. Hirschfeld lay stretched out beside him on the hull, breathing raggedly, his teeth chattering loudly from the cold. Kenny realized his friend was in bad shape. Every few minutes he shook Hirschfeld s arm until he opened his eyes. He could not be allowed to fall asleep. If he slipped into the water again Kenny doubted he had the strength to get him back up on the hull.

			Actually, he admitted, he didn’t care very much about Leonard Hirschfeld. He was too fat, too slovenly, he’d let himself go to seed. If Hirschfeld didn’t care about himself, why should Kenny? Pledge, that was his type of man, strong, quiet, but really smart. When Pledge said something, it made sense. His mind, like his body, tolerated no waste.

			Then why the hell had he jumped into the goddamn freezing water and risked his own life to save fat Hirschfeld? He considered that question. Well, he decided, it was what he had to do. That’s what the Army taught him, save your buddy’s ass. Black or white, fat or thin, everybody had to work together. He didn’t mind the thought of being a hero again. That wasn’t such a bad thing. There aren’t enough real heroes in the world, that’s one of the really big problems. Too many pussyfooters. Too many fags. Too many businessmen. Too many Larrys.

			Larry was a goddamn wimp! Always playing it safe. Not at all like the old man. The old man was a tough buck. Strong back, solid muscles, close to the land. I’m glad I’m like him, Kenny decided, only then remembering the old man was dead.

			That fact really struck him for the first time. It was no longer an intangible thought; it was fact. Dogs had killed the old man. Dogs! It seemed impossible, the old man could handle dogs like Evel Knievel could handle a bike. The old man, dead! Murdered by dogs? Not goddamn likely. He’d seen a lot of people get it in Nam, in all sorts of gruesome ways, but those had all been faceless beings in dirty khaki fatigues. And always the other guy. This was different. This was family. His own flesh. This reminder of his own mortality struck him hard, and frightened him.

			Yards away from the boat the first yellow slicker seemed to reappear magically. Kenny watched it as a gentle ripple picked it up, partially revealing the gasoline can floating underneath. So that was what first bumped the boat, Kenny thought.

			He shook Len’s arm. That gas can saved your life, Hirschfeld, he thought, that stupid tin can kept you alive.

			Kenny could not tear his mind away from thoughts of his own death.

			Now that she had a plan, a plan to destroy the pack, Diane raced through the house gathering the necessary components for her weapon. In the second bathroom she found a bottle of rubbing alcohol, a can of spray deodorant and a can of foot powder, all of which she put with the green shaving can. In one of the bedrooms she discovered a pink aerosol can of hairspray. The kitchen yielded two cans of lighter fluid, two cans of spot remover and an aero­sol spray cleaner. And on the porch she struck a bonanza: two pints of blue paint, a can containing paint thinner and another turpentine.

			The thought of the weapon possessed her; she pictured it in her mind as she worked briskly. It was amazing, she thought, what you could do with simple everyday household supplies. She took several jars of Frieda Hardman’s home-preserved fruits, opened them, and emptied the contents into the sink. The jars were vital pieces of equipment.

			Finished with her collecting, Diane took one of Larry’s best dress shirts, she had no idea why he’d packed such an expensive shirt for this trip to this island, and ripped it into shreads. Then she set all her materials on the kitchen table and began constructing her weapon. A regular Park Avenue radical, she thought, and the thought made her smile shakily. But if the various warnings on the labels were accurate, these junkyard bombs would save their lives.

			She placed a spray can and a mixture of her various fuels into each canning jar, then attached a strip of shirt cloth to each jar as a fuse. She added a smattering of nails and screws and bolts she’d discovered in a cabinet to each jar. Finally she tried to screw the tops back onto the jars.

			She couldn’t quite get the tops screwed on, the cloth fuses preventing the lids from catching the proper grooves. After puzzling over the problem briefly, she took a can opener and punched a single hole in the top of each lid. The hole proved just large enough to allow her to pull the makeshift fuse through. It might not be the right way to do it, she decided, but it made the most sense.

			Besides, the odds against the jars actually exploding, and hurting the dogs if they did, were fantastically high. There was nothing to lose.

			She placed the bombs on the kitchen table in a neat line. They looked almost pretty. Like a picture in the housewares section of a Bloomingdale’s catalogue. “Bombs for the home,” she said aloud, “for the family that has everything.” Including a pack of murderous dogs in the front yard.

			The best way to deliver them would be to throw them as far as she could, into the middle of the pack. Then, what? Wait, of course. If they did explode there would be plenty of time to bring the children and Corny downstairs again. And if they did not. . . . She cut off the thought.

			One by one, she transferred the bombs to the floor next to the kitchen door, then carefully wet their cloth fuses with lighter fluid. She opened the door slightly and looked outside. The boxer was lying on its side in the snow no more than thirty feet from the door. The lean Irish setter sat beside him, busily cleaning itself. Behind them the dachshund circled nervously. A few yards further on the Labrador and a painfully thin dalmatian sat side by side in the snow. A wolfhound lay apparently asleep a few yards from the bridge, and near him the collie determinedly scratched behind its ear. The other dogs were scattered about the yard. Overseeing them all, far off to the right, almost hidden under the wooden fence that protected the gorge, lay the shepherd.

			The shepherd watched with rising interest as the kitchen door opened, slightly at first, then halfway. Was it the enemy again? Perking up his ears, he rose to his haunches, facing the house, straining to pick up warning sounds.

			Diane struck a wooden match and lit the first makeshift fuse. It caught immediately, burning even more quickly than she had supposed it would. In one easy motion she flipped the jar out into the yard. It clumped to earth near the setter and rolled a few feet before stopping. Nervously the boxer got to its feet and moved away.

			The shepherd watched as the brief flame lit up the kitchen shadows. A scent of burning sulphur drifted to him. Emitting a single sharp bark of warning, he started moving farther away from the house. Slowly, almost lazily, as the tranquilizers in the food finally began to affect them, the other dogs began moving.

			Diane lit each of the remaining jars as rapidly as she could. As soon as each fuse caught she threw the jar into the yard, aiming them in different areas, trying to throw them high enough so they would carry well away from the house but low enough so they would not smash on impact. Two of the jars ended up within inches of each other, and another fell into a hole in the snow and disappeared, but the rest ended up well distributed throughout the yard.

			The fuse burned well in the first canning jar. But then it sizzled, popped, and died. The jar filled with smoke but did not even crack.

			That’s only one, Diane thought optimistically, just one. Then she draped her body over Larry, keeping her weight on her hands and knees, and waited for an explosion.

			Outside, the dachshund, ignoring the shepherd’s warning, trotted over to inspect one of the jars. He sniffed at the jar containing the aerosol hairspray and a heavy mixture of lighter fluid and blue paint.

			Sniffing it, the dog cocked his head as a hissing sound came from within. He turned as if to signal the pack that these things were harmless, but before he could bark, the bomb blew him apart.

			Only four of the jars actually exploded, but they were enough. The force of the explosions splintered the jars into hundreds of tiny fragments, and blasted these razor-sharp fragments into the air with deadly effect. Larger pieces of glass together with the nails, screws and bolts shot through the air like misshapen bullets, ripping into anything they struck. The dachshund died in the initial explosion. The boxer took four or five pieces of glass and metal in his body, but managed to scramble to the protection of the woods. A single nail caught the Irish setter in the back of the skull and it thrashed around awkwardly before dying. A razor-sharp metal fragment of tin from the foot spray can ripped into the wolfhound, tearing a bloody hole in its gut. Life, death or injury depended completely on luck. The dalmatian had half its skull sliced off by a flying chunk of glass. The Labrador, next to him, was untouched. The surviving dogs turned and fled into the forest.

			As the homemade bombs detonated, the sound of the explosions, pieces of metal and shattered glass ricocheting against the house, told Diane they had been destructive. Rising to her feet, she ran to the kitchen window in time to see the frightened survivors fleeing over the bridge. From inside, though, it was difficult to see exactly how much damage had been done. The kitchen window itself was cobwebbed by connecting cracks, although it had not broken.

			Satisfied there were no living dogs still near the house, Diane cautiously opened the kitchen door to look out upon the carnage. There were splotches of blood in several portions of the yard. Bits of blue paint spotted the snow, the fence, and the side of the house. The carcass of the Irish setter lay in the middle of the yard, not far from the twisted remains of the dalmatian. The dying wolfhound, baying its pain, limped across the bridge, leaving a trail of blood behind. But she could not locate the shepherd.

			And then it was there.

			The big gray dog sat in the far corner of the yard by the fence, staring at her. From where she was Diane could not see if it was hurt, although there seemed to be blood on its coat. There was no way of knowing if the blood was its own, another dog’s or Larry’s. She stood, watching the leader of the pack, waiting for it to move.

			The shepherd had almost reached the bridge when the first jar exploded and he stood transfixed, bewildered, watching helplessly as his pack was blown apart. A thin scrap of tin had scored his back, and although it burned him badly, it was largely a superficial wound.

			The shepherd made no attempt to halt the escape of the surviving dogs across the bridge. Instead he waited, alone, in the yard. All that was left was the enemy.

			He saw the figure standing in the doorway as a mixture of dull grays and blacks. The dog could not focus well, the daylight was too bright and the tranquilizers had affected his already poor vision, but what was left of his other senses told him that this was a new enemy.

			Tiredly, the shepherd rose and began moving slowly around the yard, inspecting the remains of his pack. He sniffed at the body of the setter, then pushed at it with a paw. Standing over the dalmatian, he pawed at its headless body, then kicked at the bloodied snow.

			Diane closed and bolted the door, then jammed a kitchen chair underneath the knob. The shepherd could not get into the house.

			Then she watched from the shattered window as the  solitary figure moved about the yard, sniffing, searching. It did not seem possible that the dog would remain, but it did. And as long as it stayed in the yard there was no safe way to get to the car. Somehow, she realized, she would have to meet this dog alone and destroy it.
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