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Then with your kiss you steal my final breath And
lead me to the timeless realm of death.

— W.H. Pugmire
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Prologue

 


 


I’m beautiful! came the rushing thought.

Katelyn ran across the moonlit field, swift
as a spirit in the flowing white cotton nightdress. Her glee
caressed her; it touched all her secret places in ways she’d never
known, like hands ranging her breasts, smoothing circles over her
abdomen, stroking her sex. Yes, she was beautiful now, and for the
first time in her thirty years she was able to love herself.
Katelyn had been…reborn somehow, transformed into a real woman of
real beauty.

Her beauty sang to her, along with the
beauty of so much else: the hot summer nights, the endless sounds
of crickets trilling, the lush grass under her bare feet, the
beauty of—

Everything! she realized. Everything in the
world!

She ran on across the field. Jubilant. Hot.
Joyous in her desire…

Yes, it was everything.

But it was especially the grotto.

 


««—»»

 


“Oh, blast, Kate! Get your fat arse off
me,” her husband had muttered that night several weeks before. He
pushed her away from him in bed. “I been in the quarry all day
working my bloody tail off to keep food on the table. You think I
got the spark left to be rolling about with your fat arse?”

The words hit her like blows. They hurt even
more than the real blows he often inflicted on her on Friday
evenings when he came home from the pub, reeking and drunk. Katelyn
knew she wasn’t pretty anymore, but her husband was no prize
either. Fat, unwashed more often than not, his teeth going bad. But
at least in the past they’d loved each other. What happened? she
wondered now, her cheeks damp. Real beauty came from the
inside—that’s what she’d always believed. When people loved each
other they were always beautiful. Katelyn knew he was spending a
good bit of his pay on the prostitutes who loitered at the pub; she
could smell other women on him. But she’d never mentioned it
because she knew what would happen. Another row. Another blackened
eye, bruised cheek, or broken lip…

He slapped her hand away when she tried to
touch him again. “Go to sleep, ya cow,” he muttered. “You got an
arse on ya bigger than the Mitchells’ kegs down at the pub, and
tits hangin’ down to yer knees…”

Katelyn stifled her sobs. The words hurt
more than his fist.

She got up in the dark, left the hot,
ale-smelling bedroom. Her husband snored loudly behind her. She
seemed to cry for hours once she got outside. She felt haloed by
pain. Aimless, crushed. Without forethought, then, she walked
through the wood, her grief following her like a slow shadow.

Before she knew it the moon lit up her face.
She crossed the dense wood, into the field…

What if someone saw her? A grown and married
woman wandering oblivious through the old soy field well past
midnight? They’d think I’m daft, Katelyn thought, but she really
didn’t care. Why should she? Her life was in ruins.

But suddenly she felt only partly solid. The
field seemed warped, boundless; the low moon lay an eerie,
throbbing white smear across her mind.

The night’s smothering heat sucked sweat
from her skin—her nightdress turned wet, sticking to her flesh. She
could not escape the sensation that the field, the tinseled
darkness, and the heat were leading her someplace in particular,
but she couldn’t imagine where. Beyond the next treeline, she knew,
was only the army camp, some outcroppings of rock, and then the
quarry.

Where am I going? Katelyn thought dizzily.
Her pulse rose for no reason, paced by the night’s throbbing chorus
of crickets and peepers. An owl hooted. She slowed, skirting the
next woodline.

Then she heard a quick crunching: footsteps.
Movement flicked at the edge of her vision. Two figures rounded a
small stand of trees…

The moon blurred in her eyes.

“Hey, Sarge,” came the voice of a man. It
seemed to issue from the moon, which blinded her. “Get a load of
this bird, wanderin’ ’round in her nightie.”

Another man seemed to appraise her. “Well,
well, and bless my soul. What have we got here?”
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Soldiers, Katelyn realized at once. From the
big camp down near the docks. Since the War had ended, King George
and his Tories had allowed trade to be reestablished with the
Colonies. Many of Cornwallis’s riflemen had been reassigned to the
engineering regiments stationed along the coast. Frequently, men in
the familiar red military tunics were seen coming off guard watch
in the wee hours, tracing the woodline back to their camp.

St. Bride‘s Bay had been turned into a quay
of shipping docks; the engineer regiments saw to the dockyard’s
security, and they also supervised the civilian excavation
operations in the nearby quarry. Many miners and stonecutters were
employed there, Katelyn’s husband among them, to cut ballaststones
and transport them to the docks for loading onto the Colony-bound
freighters and trade vessels.

And these two soldiers, it occurred to
Katelyn, were obviously a pair of sentinels coming off watch.
Little else occurred to her at all…

Katelyn felt so distracted, she never
realized the full weight of this scenario: here she was standing in
the woods, in a sweat-clinging nightgown, before a pair of young
soldiers in the middle of the night. Part of her consciousness
seemed to drift away from herself.

The two soldiers, blackened to slim
silhouettes by the moon, stepped forward and flanked her. The one
who appeared younger said, “Hey, birdie, you’re out past
curfew.”

“I didn’t know there was a curfew,”
Katelyn replied.

“Military order,” said the older one, a
master sergeant. “We’re at war with bloody France, in case you
didn’t know. All coastal towns are on curfew. There’s a penalty.
”

“I—I’m sorry,” Katelyn said. But still she
felt completely disconnected from herself. The men were leering at
her.

“’Specially for prossies,” added the
younger private.

“You know, I think you’re right there,
Colson. Bet this big bird here’s one ’o them town whores. What’sa
matter, sweet? You get drunk’n get lost on yer way back to the
whorehouse?”

Katelyn’s voice abraded, “I’m not a
whore.”

“Oh, really now? Then why mightya be
traipsin’about the wood with scarcely a stitch on?”

Katelyn just stared at him, or rather at the
blurred moon to his rear. She could voice no answer. The thought
pushed through her sentience: They’re going to rape me… But then
something pulled it back. She didn’t understand—

Something seemed to be pulling her.

In another moment the sergeant grabbed her.
His rough hands pawed at her buttocks, raising the nightdress, and
his stale tongue plowed into her mouth. Next, he was dragging her
down…

“Gotta big arse on her, this one, eh,
Colson?” The gritty hand slid up to Katelyn’s sex and squeezed.
“And a plot the likes of the seaweed clumps the scarvies are always
scrapin’ off the boats.”

Katelyn descended, stunned. What was being
done to her barely registered. The husky silhouette loomed, etched
crisply black by the bright moonlight. All the while, it felt as
though some arcane force deep in the wood was tugging on her
mind.

The younger private stood aside, obviously
dismayed. “Aw, come on, Sarge. She’s a civilian. We can’t be doing
this.”

And before the sergeant could even reply,
Katelyn grabbed his collar, and whispered, “Yes. You can.”
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An oil lantern was lit. Like a doll, Katelyn
was yanked back to her feet. “This one’s hot as the lid on a
potbellied stove, Colson. Let’s get her back to this grotto, eh?
We’ll all have ourselves a fine time…”

Katelyn felt inebriated as the two soldiers
half-led and half-dragged her into the dense wood. Their boots
crunched over the thicket. She noticed a dell among the trees,
surrounded by large and seemingly cut boulders whose gaps were
filled by weeds and other pale vegetation. A cave, she observed,
for this outcropping of rock had an entry. This was the grotto to
which the lusty sergeant had referred.

They dragged her into the grotto’s mouth.
Katelyn’s bare feet scuffed large, fiat stones and clumps of weeds;
the oil lantern cast manic shadows upon the cave’s stone walls.

And Katelyn’s consciousness at once reverted
to a feeling of…placation. Comfort. She was about to be raped, but
somehow she felt…at ease.

Deep in the grotto, she was pushed onto her
belly. Her white nightdress was yanked over her head; then the
soldiers leaned their infamous bayoneted Brown Bess muskets against
the crudely formed stone walls. “Would ya take a glance at this
arse on her, Colson ?” the sergeant said, having already lowered
his trousers. “And gander them titties, eh? Like a coupla of
flounders, they are!”

The private laughed. “Bet the whore ain’t
had a stiff one in a long while, like about a quarter of an hour!”
Then he, too, began to lower his tight white military trousers.

Katelyn felt caressed, but not by the hands
that next invaded every aspect of her body. Something seemed to
soothe her, comfort her. It was something out of her body.
Something in the darkness, or in the air…

The two soldiers commenced to use her. Not
as another human being, nor as an entity of passion. They used her
as a thing. They gave succor to their own groins in ways and
positions that seemed inconceivable to her, and they did so
repeatedly and for hours on end, and in manners that were better
left undescribed…
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Alice Sterling stopped at the traffic light.
To her right, Clay Street’s broken asphalt and run-down row houses
seemed to ascend, dark in the sunlight, as a byway into another,
darker world.

Alice’s bitter-chocolate-brown Audi idled at
the light. She was staring…

Two white prostitutes dawdled on the corner,
across from a bar; they were rack thin, in jeans and halters, their
chalky faces lined by the anguish of drug addiction. A thin black
man stopped to converse with them, a quick exchange was made; then
he walked on. The women disappeared. Up the narrow road, more
figures loitered, weighed down by despondency. Then two couples,
more than likely a sexual solicitation, walked out of the bar.

Alice’s brown eyes remained fixed.

Up around the bend of row houses, a black man
traversed the sidewalk, on crutches. His left leg was gone from the
hip.

Alice nearly yelped—a car
horn brayed behind her. The light had changed. All right, already! she
thought.

God, people could be so rude! She pressed her
right foot, and the Audi’s turbo jerked her away from the line.
Good riddance.

She’d been daydreaming so
much since the accident. How many times had she caught her thoughts
straying at traffic lights? How many times had she stopped in her
tracks on the street, or at malls, only to be bumped into or cursed
at under someone’s breath? I’m getting
flighty, she thought.

What’s wrong with me?

In moments such as this,
moments of delving thought, she forced herself to count her
blessings. At least I’ve got a nice
car, she reminded herself.
At least I was born in a free country. At least I
still have friends, and a place to live, and a career—

It was the image of the black man, she knew.
The black man teetering down the street on wooden crutches.

The man who had no left leg at all…

At least I don’t have to walk on
crutches.

She forced herself, as the therapists had
taught her, to turn the good into the bad. It wasn’t easy
sometimes.

The firm had given her a
six-month leave of absence; they’d really come through for
her. We’re going to bury that
motherfucker, she was told quite crudely
to her face by Karl North, one of the managing partners.
He’s got a big insurance carrier. Don’t worry;
you come back to work whenever you feel ready. Is six months okay?
A year? He had touched her shoulder
affectionately, which shocked Alice—this gesture from a man she’d
always thought of as devoid of feeling. When we’re through with him in county court that
motherfucker’s gonna think somebody dropped a floor safe on his
head from twenty stories. We’re gonna give that pissant little
drunk-driving fuck a headache he’ll never forget.

She turned left at West Street, then
proceeded to Church

Circle and took the next right. More of
Karl’s words echoed. He was so vulgar sometimes!

And that other motherfucker? What’s his
name? Steve? Well, unfortunately there’s nothing we can do about
him, since he didn’t violate any laws. But shit on him anyway, you
know? Forget that lying motherless cockhound fuck.

Alice had worked around
lawyers enough not to be offended by profane language, though she
never indulged in it herself. So, in her thoughts, she
agreed, Karl’s right. Forget that lying
motherf— Well, just… forget him.

Unconsciously she flinched as she passed the
hospital. She gritted away visions of herself turned pale with her
teeth. The street beyond, however, extended in subtle beauty. Plush
trees along the sidewalk, beautifully refurbished brick homes, no
litter, no bums. The Audi’s intricate suspension buffeted Federal
Street’s lane of cobblestones; the sun shone bright at the
intersection, and brighter still on the bay.

These narrow back streets once beat as the
city’s heart; many residences had remained in the same family for
over two hundred years. Grand town houses and “middle houses” lined
either side of Federal Street, most still showing their original
tabby brick, oculus windows, and Georgian-style doorways and sills.
But several years ago many of the state-funded historical societies
had been forced to put certain buildings up for sale, the less
spectacular and historically significant edifices such as the old
docker domiciles near the water, the council and watch houses, and
even some of the port city’s original inns and taverns—redundant
tourist sites of little interest compared to the eminent colonial
landmarks downtown. All of the buildings had sold quickly and for
astronomical sums—

Except the Taylor Watch House.

Alice didn’t even know what a watch house
was, and she didn’t care. The Society of Historical Dwellings had
stopped listing it as a tourist landmark years ago. “It’s ugly as
sin,” the realtor had told her. “The roof leaks, and there’s no
electricity. You’ll want to look at something else, I’m sure.” But
Alice had already seen it on several drive-bys. She didn’t think it
was ugly at all, but unique, even cozy. She’d bought it for a song;
in fact, the price of the house had been less than the contractor
fees, and she’d been able to pay cash for everything, since the
settlement had come in. She loved the detailed entablatures along
the eaves, the crawling ivy, and the stone-silled windows. It was a
squat little house, darkened by massive oaks and the larger
surrounding brick homes. Beautiful, lighter stones formed the
foundation, which made for a gorgeous contrast against the dark,
pastel red of the exterior’s original brick walls. The main
dwelling had been erected as a simple, deep square with a rather
drastically peaked roof; a small bull’s-eye window showed Church
Circle at the end of the street. But an addition jutted south,
facing the water. This was the “watch room,” Alice was told by the
realtor, its walls angled queerly forward, its roof flat. She’d
paid a small fortune to contractors in order to have the roof
completely retopped and sealed. Because when she’d first seen the
watch room, she had fallen so in love with it that she had decided
to relegate the proper bedroom to guest quarters and turn the watch
room into her bedroom. Double French doors opened to a small stone
veranda. The view of the bay’s southern estuary was spectacular;
she couldn’t imagine anything more wonderful than to wake each
morning to the dawn’s light reflecting off the water.

They should be done any day
now, she thought. She parked the Audi on
the street, behind the plumber’s van. The street’s incline, as well
as the position of the watch room, would make a driveway out front
inconceivable. One day perhaps she’d turn the old brick carriage
house in the backyard into a garage, but there was no rush on
that.

The interior had been
completely re-wired, re-walled, and re-piped. The plumber, too, had
demanded a small fortune, but now that Alice could afford the very
best work she saw no reason to skimp. Her life, she knew, would
never be perfect, but that was how she wanted the house.
Perfect, she thought
now. My perfect little house.

She got out of the Audi and gazed upward.

Yes, the Taylor Watch House was exactly
that.

Perfect.
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“Bet you’re gettin’ sick of my mug,” said
George, the husky bearded plumbing contractor.

Well… Alice thought. Actually he was very nice, in spite of the
scary, blurred tattoos on his forearms. She just wished he’d
finish! “Not at all,” she said. “I’m really happy with the work
you’ve done.”

“Everything’s rerouted now,
and tight as a drum,” George bragged. His long black hair had been
blow-dried and styled; he looked like a kempt biker. “You have any
problems at all, any leaks, any noises—anything—you call me day or night.”
He gave her his card. “I’ll be here faster than ice melts in
hell.”

“I appreciate that,
George.” Alice smiled, but strained not to teeter. George was an
attractive man, in a rough and earthy way. But did he think she was
attractive? Does he know?
she wondered. Can he
tell? Her smile threatened to
crumble. He probably feels sorry for me.
Over the hill. Fat. Dumpy. No suntan, no—

“You were asking about the basement earlier,”
George reminded. He walked down the hall. “We can do the job, but
it’s gonna be a killer of a bill. The basement’s all mortared rock.
To get a drainage line out we’d have to dig, and that’s big money,
’specially with the way the property slants down toward the bay.
You ask me, save yourself fifteen or twenty grand and keep the
washer and dryer in the room off the short hall across from the
basement door. It’s all hooked up right now, just as pretty as you
please…”

Pretty as you
please. Alice’s mind wandered.
Am I pretty, George? Will I ever be as pretty as
you please?

He kept walking toward the kitchen. Of
course, that’s where she’d put the checkbook. But Alice didn’t want
to follow. She didn’t want him to…

“This really is a nifty
joint now,” George appraised. “Whoever your interior decorators
are, they know their squat. You got every modern convenience
without messing up the original atmosphere; you know, the
look of its
history.”

This articulateness surprised her; George
didn’t strike her as someone who appreciated such things. Actually,
Alice had conceived of the house’s interior remodeling herself. The
ideas had just come to her: schemes, layouts, just the right
wallpaper, carpet, furniture. “I like it, too,” she eventually
said. “A lot.”

Only when he’d turned his back again, to head
for the kitchen, did Alice follow him. She refrained from wincing,
something she’d learned now to the point of instinct. She quickly
scribbled a check for the invoice amount, then gave George a
hundred-dollar bill as a tip.

“Not necessary, Ms. Sterling,” he asserted,
holding up his large, opened hand. “Really, I couldn’t—”

“I insist. Take your girlfriend out to dinner
or something.”

“Girlfriend? How do you know I’m not
married?”

You’re too handsome to be
married, came the foolish thought. “Wife,
girlfriend, whatever,” she said.

“Well, if you say so.” George, grinning,
pocketed the bill. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms. Sterling.”

“Please, call me Alice.”

“Right. Alice. And remember, any problems at
all—”

“And you’ll be here faster than ice melts in
hell.”

“You got it. Take care. I hope you enjoy your
new place.”

“Good-bye, George.”

When the burly contractor had gone and closed
the great, ingrained door behind him, Alice sighed and leaned in
relief against the kitchen entry. It was always a relief when she
was alone.

And a sad thought tarried.

I’ll be alone for the rest of my life.

Who should she blame? The universe? God? The
fates?

Should she blame Steve?

None of that mattered now. She knew if she
had to blame anyone, it would be herself.

At least I’m alive. That’s good, isn’t
it?

When she walked back down the hall to the
watch room she did so with a slight but undeniable limp.
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Last winter seemed like a decade ago, shards
of memory that didn’t even feel real anymore. Thinking back on it
now was more like remembering an old TV mystery…

“Ms. Sterling?”

Images like light suffused through fog. A
slow sensation of spinning. Nausea. Distant pain…

“Ms. Sterling? I’m Dr. Greene. Can you hear
me?”

“Yes,” Alice managed to whisper. In a moment
her vision cleared. A broad-shouldered doctor with short blond hair
was looking down at her. She felt his finger read her pulse.

“You’re at South County General Hospital, Ms.
Sterling, and you’ve been unconscious for about three days. You
were in an accident.”

The word jarred her.
Accident. That could
mean anything. She noticed the rails now, on the elevated hospital
bed. She noticed the high, inverted IV bag, whose line ran to a
needle sunk into her right arm. She noticed stray wires, medicinal
scents, and a LIFE-PAK heart monitor. Her face hurt.

“Accident,” was her only reply.

“But you’re all right,” Dr. Greene quickly
added. “You suffered a minor orbital concussion; nothing serious.
And a broken nose. You’re very fortunate to be alive.”

Alice blinked rapidly. It
was hard to swallow. Accident,
she thought again. More chips of memory began to
refit. The snowy road. Dual orbs of wavering, hectic bright light.
Like headlights. “Was it a car accident?” she whispered.

“Yes, Ms. Sterling, it was, and a very
serious one, judging from the wreckage. Evidently you were fixing a
flat tire. A drunk driver in the oncoming lane…”

He needn’t say more; at once she remembered.
She’d been coming back from Steve’s, terribly upset. It had been
snowing, and the back county roads were always the last to be
plowed and salted. She remembered tears in her eyes as the snow
reduced her progress to a snail’s pace. To make matters worse, her
left rear tire had gone flat.

Greene went on, though he suddenly seemed
reserved. “The way it appears, Ms. Sterling, is you were trying to
change the tire when you noticed the car in the oncoming lane. You
managed to jump back into your own vehicle just as it was impacted.
If you had waited another second to react, there’s no doubt you
would’ve been killed.”

For some reason this
information barely interested her. She was thinking about…Steve.
Why had she been so upset? What had happened? Steve, Steve, she thought.
What happened with Steve?

“Now, Ms. Sterling.” Greene’s tone grew
somber. He was looking down at her with very clear green eyes. “As
I’ve said, the accident was severe, and it’s very fortunate that
you suffered no life-threatening injuries. You’re going to be all
right.”

It sounded as though he was leading up to
something, skirting some as yet undisclosed point. “What’s—what are
you trying to tell me?” she asked, not fooled by his
elusiveness.

“Ms. Sterling. You didn’t quite get all the
way back into the car when the other vehicle hit you.” Greene
paused, looking down with a face blank as a stone carving. “Your
left leg was severed seven inches below the knee.”
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The firm had backed her up from the start;
her boss, Karl North, had taken the case and had done a very
efficient job of defaming the driver of the oncoming vehicle: one
Michael K. Crause, who owned the biggest marina on the City Dock.
Crause had fled the scene but was picked up shortly thereafter by
the county police. He blew a .3 on the Breathalyzer, more than
enough to qualify as legally drunk by state BAC standards, and he
still faced criminal charges for the DWI and fleeing the scene of
the accident. As for the civil charges, Crause’s insurance carrier
had settled out of court for low seven figures, and Alice’s firm
had only taken a 10 percent contingency instead of the typical 33⅓.
And since the award was punitive and compensative, Alice hadn’t had
to pay taxes on any of it.

She had bought the Audi, and the Taylor
Watch House; most of the rest of the money she had invested via the
renowned Luce & Associates brokerage firm downtown. Even with
fluctuating interest rates, Alice would never have to work again if
she didn’t want to. By most people’s standards, she was rich.

She was also an amputee.

Alice hadn’t taken the
initial news well. “Sew it back on!” She had screamed. Certainly,
in this day and age of medical miracles, such things could be done;
she’d read of it many times. That guy in Virginia, for God’s sake.
They’d sewn his penis back on! But Greene calmly informed her, “I’m afraid that’s
not possible, Ms. Sterling. The police and the EMTs searched all
night and all the next morning. The limb was officially determined
to be lost.”

“Lost!” she railed at him from the bed.
“You’re talking about my leg, for God’s sake! If it’s lost, find
it!”

“On impact, Ms. Sterling, the limb was more
than likely jettisoned deep into the woods and then covered by
snowfall. Either that, or—”

“Or what?”

“It’s also quite possible that it was…
carried away. By an animal.”

The image was awful: her
lower left leg, covered by the shorn black stocking, buried under
snow in the woods somewhere, or “carried off” by a dog or a possum.
She’d have dreams of such—animals making a feast of her leg, her
own flesh gnawed
off the bone and swallowed. She even gruesomely wondered if the
maroon LaCourte shoe had remained on her foot. One day a hunter or
hiker would no doubt find the bones and the shoe and nothing more.
It had taken weeks of psychotherapy to banish these grotesque
images.

The good Dr. Greene had warned her what to
initially expect. “You will have to walk with a crutch for a time,
but I think you’ll find that, because the limb was severed well
below the knee, after a short period of therapy you will be able to
ambulate unaided.”

Ambulate;
she considered the word. Unaided.

“With a slight but noticeable limp,” Greene
added. “You should also expect a three- to six-week period of
dissociated depression, quite like the syndrome known as post-natal
depression.”

This sounded quite odd. “Post-natal?” she
queried.

“The depression a woman
often feels upon losing part of herself. You needn’t worry; with
proper therapy and medication, it won’t persist. But there is one
thing that will persist for quite a while, perhaps even for the rest of your
life. We call it amputative allachaesthesia, or Ghost Limb
Syndrome.”

Alice’s face screwed up in confusion.

“You will continue, at times, to register
sensations in your lower left leg. You will feel pressure, you will
feel the contact of your clothing, you’ll even scratch at itches,
and you’ll absolutely swear you can feel your toes wriggling in
your left shoe.”

This made no sense at all. “But that’s
impossible, isn’t it?”

“The sensations, of course, are all
imagined—a tactile hallucinosis. Your mind has been used to feeling
your leg, over the course of your life up to now. No one’s quite
sure why this phenomenon persists, but it does. And you’ll simply
have to get used to it.”

Alice didn’t care for the
doctor’s tone of voice. It seemed almost snitty, smartass. “That’s
not what I would call good bedside manner, Dr. Greene. I just lost
my leg, and
you’re telling me to get used to it? How would you like it if a
doctor said that to you?”

Greene’s blank face was more effective than a
frown. “Don’t misunderstand me, Ms. Sterling. But on the same hand,
don’t misunderstand yourself. True, you lost your leg in an
unfortunate accident; yet in spite of that loss you’ll be able to
lead a normal, satisfying life. You should be grateful you weren’t
paralyzed or killed. If you think you’ve got it bad, come on down
to my quadriplegic ward. I suspect you would find your attitude
adjusted rather quickly.”

 


««—»»

 


Greene’s browbeating
comments hadn’t helped much. It didn’t
happen to you, Alice always thought when
the guilts marauded her. She tried very hard to count her
blessings, as Dr. Greene had advised, but it all fell apart
whenever she glanced down and viewed the stump on the end of her
left leg. Even before she signed out of the hospital, the sheer
weight of her emotions overwhelmed the realization that things
could’ve turned out a lot worse. And it made her feel very
guilty…

But rationalization worked
both ways, didn’t it? It was always easier for them to say. They weren’t the ones who’d lost a
leg. They weren’t
the ones who’d have to deal with it for the rest of their lives.
Every day the fears worsened: the things Alice wanted the most were
now the things she feared she’d never have. A husband who loved
her. Children. A dog in the yard, and a white picket fence, and a
two-car garage. PTA meetings and Boy’s Club and Girl Scouts and
Christmas trees and dressing the kids up for Halloween. These were
simple, conventional things, but Alice wanted them more than she’d
ever wanted anything in her life.

And now I’ll never have them, she felt
certain.

Her depression was immediately obvious.
Greene had prescribed an antidepressant called Tofranil. “It’ll
help you feel better,” he told her. When it didn’t, he prescribed
Elavil, then Prozac, then Lithium. Nothing worked. “Your depression
is non-catecholamic and strictly reactive,” he told her. “In other
words it is not relative to any genetic or biogenic-related
causations.” Alice didn’t know what the hell he was talking about.
All she knew was that she didn’t have a lower left leg. “When you
leave the hospital, after your fitting, you’re going to have to
pursue psychotherapy.”

The mere word
psychotherapy made her
feel maladjusted, ruined. Eventually the fitting technician had
brought in the box. GRIME, INC.,
the label read, PROTHESIS, ONE. LEG, LEFT
TRANSECTION. TONE: F. SHADE 012c. She noticed no strap or brace as
she’d previously imagined; no clamps, no snaps. Padding in the cap
of the “transection cover” could be added or subtracted in order to
affect “an exact heel-to-knee counter-margin,” she was told by the
fitting technician, a pleasant, elderly woman who had an artificial
leg herself. “There. A perfect fit.” The edge of the cap simply
rolled upward, quite snugly. “And you’re lucky,” the elderly woman
went on. “You’ve got plenty of stump left. Otherwise we’d have to
use a more severe attachment series.”

Attachment series. Plenty
of stump left. These terms only
invigorated Alice’s self-disgust. They sounded cold, ugly. However,
the prosthesis looked surprisingly real— so lifelike it unnerved
her. It deceived her. It looked like…a real
leg. Complete with separated toes whose
nails she could even polish. “Suntanning yourself will be an
obvious problem,” informed the technician. “And if you want to jog,
ski, or whatever, you’ll have to buy a special athletic braced
model.” Alice felt confounded. Skiing?
Jogging? And as for suntans: “Certainly
you don’t think I plan to wear a swimsuit,” she said. “Why not?”
countered the old woman. “The prosthesis is part of you now.
Don’t ever be
ashamed of it.”

Ashamed wasn’t the
word—haunted was more like it. The leg haunted her. In spite of its
realistic appearance, it further enforced her already dwindling
self-esteem. It’s fake,
she remembered thinking on her first day back
home. She was hot and close to tears. It
doesn’t matter how real it looks, it’s still fake. It’s still…an
artificial leg.

Such was Alice’s true haunting. It didn’t
matter that she hadn’t been injured more severely. It didn’t matter
that she’d lived. No effort of rationalization or positive thinking
would ever erase the trepidation.

The last thing she’d asked
the fitting technician was this: “Are you married?” “Well, no,” the
elderly woman had answered. Hence, Alice’s fear:
No man will ever want me.

 


««—»»

 


Nights proved the worst for her. She’d sleep
fitfully, soaked in sweat. She’d dream of herself fat and pale.

Old. Alone. A recluse.

Often she’d dream of Steve, and revisit all
she’d seen that evening. And on such nights she discovered that Dr.
Greene’s warning held all too true.

From her nightmares she’d waken, furiously
scratching at an itch on a leg that was no longer there.
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“I heard you’re dating
Colleen Grant,” Shauna said, daintily sipping her Windex shooter.
This infuriated Steve. You don’t sip
shooters, ya ditz, he wanted to
say. You throw them back.
Steve threw his back. Word gets around, he thought.
Can’t women keep their yaps shut?
“Yeah, we’re seeing each other,” he eventually
said, but then added, “Nothing serious.”

Shauna Appelgate turned on her bar stool, her
lips cynically turning up. She was a slim, attractive woman, in her
later twenties, with overdone bleached-blond hair. She wasn’t
particularly gullible, though. “That’s not what I heard,” she
insisted, and flagged the barkeep for an Amstel Light. “I heard you
two were nearly engaged.”

Christ. Pretty soon I’m not
even going to be able to get laid in this town. Sure, he’d been dating Colleen steady for several months, and
when she’d started to get antsy about a commitment, sure, he’d
implied marriage. That was the only way to keep them on the line;
Steve wasn’t ready to dump her yet. As
good as she is in bed? Are you kidding? Steve planned to string her along till the end of the
summer—by then he’d be sick of her. Besides, lately he’d been
getting more strange than he knew what to do with…

Of course, that didn’t mean
he wouldn’t mind a quick tumble tonight with Shauna. He’d heard
through the grapevine that her legs were like a 7-Eleven:
open all night.

“You believe every rumor you hear?” he said,
then maximized the lie. “Besides, Colleen’s the one who made the
condition.”

“What condition?”

“That we see other people.”

Shauna’s brow rose.
That got her, Steve
thought. The first hook.
Steve was proud of his ability to bait women, to
manipulate them into sexual situations. Shauna would be easy to
crack. Just a few more hooks,
he thought, and slugged his beer.

Lately, though, he had been feeling more and
more like a loner. This bar scene wasn’t as interesting as it used
to be. Maybe it just meant that he was growing up. Being more
professional about his life, his…career. But it was good to drop by
every so often, to see if he still had the old skills.

Two girls yakked at a table
behind him. “Did you read the Capital today, Joyce?”

“The Capital? What’s that?”

“It’s the city newspaper! Don’t you even read
the newspaper?”

“Well, sometimes. What about it?”

“There was another rape last weekend. Some
guy’s going around breaking into houses and raping women. This is
like the tenth one this year. What a sick world.”

“You’re right. A sick world full of sick
people.”

Steve’s mouth turned up into the slightest,
most momentary grin.

On weeknights the crowd generally dwindled.
Steve preferred it that way; more space meant he could get closer.
The Undercroft offered a diversity that couldn’t be found at the
City Dock bars: no dancing; no loud music; an older, more mature
set than the city’s typical post-yuppies, midshipmen, and girls
who’d turned twenty-one last week. The tavern sported an old
heritage, two-hundred-year-old brick-and-mortar walls, equally old
rafters, a stone floor, and pre-Revolutionary architecture, like so
many buildings in the city. To Steve it proved the ultimate sexual
hunting-ground: women in their thirties and forties, who now felt
ancient in the dance clubs. Women who feared they were getting too
old to get married. Steve had gotten laid thanks to the Undercroft
so many times, he’d stopped counting years ago. A little finesse, a
little bullshit, and a little of the old
poor-hand-some-boy-looking-for-a-relationship routine. It worked
every time.

It fact, he’d met Alice here…

“I mean, it’s none of my
business,” Shauna went on. Christ, she was already half done with
her third Amstel—another hour and she’d be in the bag.
And in my pants, Steve
finished silently. She went on, very subtly slurring her words.
“What happened with Alice? Weren’t you two engaged?”

“Jesus, Shauna,” Steve
muttered. Perfect, he thought. Perfect!
“That’s old news. You never heard what
happened?”

“No.”

“Well…” Steve knew the bullshit would really
serve him now. He went into his sullen, boy-gets-dumped-by-girl
mode. “It was last winter. We were engaged, all ready to get
married.” He faltered a moment. “It was really wonderful. I mean, I
really loved her, really thought she was the one,” he lied through
his teeth. “We’d made all the plans, you know, the nice little
house, a bunch of kids, and all that—all the things I’ve always
wanted, and the things she said she wanted too. It was
perfect.”

Shauna’s drunken concern became more and more
apparent. She put her hand on his knee. “What…happened?”

Steve faked a hard gulp, faltered a bit more.
“She came over one night last December. She was drunk. And she just
laid it all right out. Said she didn’t love me anymore, didn’t want
to get married. ‘I don’t know what I want,’ she said. In the same
breath, though, she said she’d met another guy, said he was
everything to her, much more than I ever was. Then…she left. Just
like that.”

“Oh, Steve!” Shauna exclaimed. “I—I’m so
sorry!”

“Then—” Steve gulped again,
his bipolarity and lies brilliantly synchronized. Shauna leaned
closer to him, faintly redolent of perfume. Her breasts compressed
to highlight the cleavage in her tight, low-cut blouse. At once
Steve tuned out the tavern and its patrons. The entire world, just
then, was this woman’s buoyant breasts, the tiny waistline, the
sleek crossed legs that hid the target of his predations.
I am the man your mama warned you about,
his thoughts whispered, snickering.

“Then she drove home. It was snowing real bad
that night, and you know how things are in this state. The
snowplows spend more time parked at convenience stores than they do
on the road. Anyway, Alice is really drunk, and it’s snowing like
mad, and she…crashed.”

Shauna’s beer-glazed eyes went wide.

“Evidently she weaved into the other lane and
hit an oncoming car.” Steve stared stolidly into the mirrored rows
of liquor bottles. His words rasped from his throat. “She lost—” He
stopped, gulped, began again. “She lost a leg. Her left leg…gone
from the knee down.”

Drunken grief bloomed on
Shauna’s face. She stroked his back, as if to console him, and
half-slurred, “Oh, Steve, that’s terrible! I’m—I’m so
sorry.”

Steve nodded stolidly and
sipped his beer. “When I went to visit her in the hospital she
wouldn’t see me, told me to get out. Told me it was
my fault.”

“What an awful
bitch,” Shauna said.
Then her eyes fluttered. “You mean…you still wanted her? Even
though she, you know, lost her…”

“Of course I still wanted her. I loved her,”
Steve affirmed. “I would’ve done anything for her, anything.”

“You’re so sweet.” Shauna
wobbled a bit on her stool, her hand rubbing his leg.
This is gonna be easier than I thought,
Steve reflected, without affecting his aggrieved
visage. When a single tear rolled down his cheek he thought,
I should be an actor!

“She’s just such an awful person,” Shauna
blabbered. “Don’t be sad about it—she doesn’t deserve you.”

Steve shrugged. Then he winced and shook his
head. “Look, I’m really sorry. It’s not fair for me to sit here
moping to you about my problems.”

“That’s all right—”

“But I…I’m sorry, I’ve got to get out of
here.”

“Why?”

“This place,” Steve said, glancing around.
“Too many memories.”

“What do you mean?” Shauna asked, more
confused than usual.

Steve did his best now to appear sensitive
and misunderstood–women were suckers for that. “It’s hard, you
know, to describe without sounding really sappy. But…Alice and I
met here.” He shrugged again. “I just can’t handle being here right
now.”

“Let’s go someplace else, okay?”

“Yeah, good idea.” Steve paid their tab, then
ushered her to the brick-framed front door. With no obvious effort
at all he was holding her hand by the time they reached West
Street.

A warm breeze
stirred. I’m gonna knock the bottom out of
this bimbo, and hard, Steve thought. “You
want to go down to the City Dock; maybe check out McGuffy’s or the
Map Room?”

Shauna’s inebriated grin stretched thin. “Why
don’t we check out my bedroom instead?”
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In the morning he grimaced
at neonlike lines of sunlight that framed the shades.
Christ. She’d been
decent, but not good enough to bother further with. If she came
from money…well, that might be different. He’d got what he wanted:
another notch on his gun. Time to blow
this fuckstand, he thought.
Don’t wake the bitch up.

He dressed quickly and
quietly—another aspect of his well-honed social skills. How many
times had they done it? Three?
Four? He couldn’t remember. That last
tumble had been a doozy. You kinky thing,
you. He’d tied her up…

But then, that was something he’d grown
accustomed to of late.

Just as he zipped up his slacks, she roused
in bed. “You’re not going yet, are you?”

Shit!

“I have to,” he lied. “I have to go to
work.”

“Weren’t you even going to say good-bye?”

“I didn’t want to wake you.” He fastened his
shirt buttons. “You’re beautiful when you’re asleep.”

Shauna smiled groggily. “Oh, yeah? What about
when I’m awake?”

“Even more beautiful.”

“Well—” She fidgeted beneath the covers. “You
can stay a few more minutes, can’t you?”

“No, really. I’ll be late.”

“Just a few?”

Steve saw how accurately the sheets clung to
her body. Like pure white skin. Her nipples were so dark, he could
see them through the material. Then the material slipped off when
she leaned forward.

Even in the morning dark,
her body called to him in its nakedness. She wasn’t bad-looking at
all. But she wasn’t interesting anymore; she wasn’t
new.

Today was a new day.

“I’d like to,” he said. “But I’ve really got
to go.” She pouted until he leaned over and kissed her.

“Will you call me?” she asked almost
desperately.

“Sure,” he promised.

Steve hid his smile as he
left her apartment. Yeah, I’ll call you,
all right. Next century maybe.

The job at Harris’ Boat
Supplies was no big deal; he didn’t even have to be in until noon
today. And the thing about Steve was, he didn’t even need the
job—he didn’t need any job, for that matter.

It just made things a lot easier to have a
W-2, to prove to the IRS that you had income.

Alice had never even asked about it, had
she?

What a dumb bunny,
he thought.

Before he cruised home he stopped by Paceway
and picked up a danish and a cup of coffee. He also picked up the
local newspaper.

The headlines read:

CITY REMAINS IN SHOCK AFTER LATEST
BURGLARY/RAPE

Steve took a bite out of his danish and
smiled.
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“You’re depressed.”

Alice sighed to
herself. Am I? she wondered. I haven’t even had a
chance to sit down and she’s already psychoanalyzing me.

Dr. Holly Ryan waited behind an expansive
cherry wood desk covered with odd knickknacks. Thinly framed oil
paintings, depicting abstractionist themes, hung about the stark
paneling. Heavy drapes blocked out the sun. Alice didn’t know if
the sessions were doing her much good, but she did like coming
here. The office’s sedate darkness seemed to tranquilize her. It
didn’t seem like a therapist’s office at all, but rather some cozy
art-deco parlor.

“I don’t feel depressed, Dr. Ryan,” Alice
countered and took a seat in an armchair of riveted dark-maroon
leather. “In fact, I feel pretty good today.”

“You’re prevaricating,” the doctor remarked.
“You’re bound up in your own rigidity and you refuse to acknowledge
it.”

Rigidity?
This sounded absurd. “I won’t even ask about that
one,” Alice said. Suddenly her left leg began to itch, but by now
she’d accustomed herself to resisting the urge to
scratch.

Dr. Holly Ryan was an attractive, articulate
woman, probably in her mid-forties. Her clipped, very businesslike
demeanor and dress complemented her unsophisticated good looks.
Modest bosomed, she had heather-gray eyes and shiny sable-dark hair
that hung straight to her shoulders. Her bangs had been cut sharp
and even as a bezel. Pretty, manicured hands remained folded atop
the desk blotter.

“I use the term rigidity in a technical
sense,” the older woman stated. “What I mean is a refusal on your
part to concentrate on your own self-image.”

“Because of the accident, I suppose,” Alice
replied sarcastically.

“Actually, no. You
only think it’s
because of the accident, when actually it goes back much further,
probably to preformative childhood.”

Already Alice felt
vexed. I’m paying $125-per-hour to not
understand a single word she says. “I see.
I’m rigid because of my childhood? I had a good childhood, Dr.
Ryan.”

“But what is the
nomenclature of a good childhood? Your conscious, persona-oriented rigidity is
an obvious refusal to feel close to others. Your persistence, for example, in
calling me Dr. Ryan, when I’ve continually asked you to call me Holly.
You’ve been coming here twice a week for two months now yet you
refuse to sever your own personal strictures. Due to the manner in
which you see yourself.”

Alice felt a hot yet distant infuriation
gaining on her. “And how is that? How do I see myself?”

“You see yourself as bland
and maladjusted. You see yourself as unattractive in a world of
beautiful people. You see yourself as an amputee.”

“I am an amputee.” Alice’s reply
rasped.

“You’re an insightful,
creative, and very successful woman. That’s what you
are, Alice. Look at what
you’re wearing, for instance. Jeans. Always jeans. Instead of
wearing dresses, you insist on camouflaging your body, your
femininity.”

“I’m camouflaging an
artificial leg,”
Alice was hard-pressed not to shout.

“Your total lack of a real self-image has
nothing to do with your artificial leg, and you know it,” Holly
replied. Her lips pursed, as if she was quietly exasperated.

Alice let it slide. Arguing
with a feminist psychiatrist, she’d quickly learned, was pointless.
What bothered her most, though, about Holly, was the nagging
possibility that the therapist was correct about everything, and
that Alice herself was too inept to realize it, to
see it. She looked into
the narrow gap between the drapes, to distract herself. Cars swept
through Church Circle. Pedestrians strode happily in the
sun. Yeah, maybe she’s right,
Alice thought. There’s a
whole world out there that I don’t feel part of. I don’t even know
if I want to be
part of it.

“Come on,” Holly said, standing up behind her
desk. She picked up a tiny ostrich-skin purse and removed a silver
compact from it.

“Where are we going?”

“Let’s get out of this stuffy office—”

“But I like your office.”

Holly quickly ran a brush
through her shiny, dark hair, then freshened her lipstick. “This
office—dark, remote, closed-off—makes you feel safe from the
outside world. That’s why we’re leaving. We need to get you out in
the sun, out into life.”

Alice experienced a stab of
fear. She didn’t want to go out. If she went outside, people would
notice her limp. But…Do it,
she suddenly insisted to herself.
Show her. Prove her wrong. “All right,” she said. “That’s fine by me.”

Holly gave a tiny grin. “No, it’s not. You
just want me to think it is. Come on.”

Alice frowned and followed the woman out.

“It’s such a beautiful day, isn’t it?” Holly
suggested, smiling into the sun. “We should have our sessions
outside more often.”

Alice barely heard her,
adjusting to her limp. She imagined people looking at her,
noticing. Holly Ryan walked just ahead of her in a nice white-silk
blouse and a light, pleated floral skirt. Her high heels tapped
casually across the sidewalk, her hair shining. Across the Circle
loomed the Old Post Office Pavilion; behind it, the vast,
bone-white dome of the State House rose bare to the sky. This nexus
of the city reminded Alice of older, simpler times. Narrow
cobblestone streets, each lined with the familiar colonial row
houses, branched away from the Circle, descending. Antique shops,
old book and gimcrack stores, and even a pharmacy whose wooden
swing sign read chemist,
offered their wares through doors propped open by
ovenbricks and brass irons. Alice and Holly wended their way around
the light crowd, down Main Street and toward the City Dock. “You’re
still taking your Imipramine?” Holly asked.

“Yes.”

“Any contraindications?”

“What?”

“Are you experiencing any negative
side-effects?”

“None at all.”

“Well, it’s a low dose. You probably don’t
even need meds, but I want to play it safe for the time being. Your
depression, after all, is merely reactive.”

Alice grimaced. “Why do you keep insisting
that I’m depressed?”

“Because you are,” Holly said flatly as they
passed the famous Haunted Bookshop and Pendragon Gallery. Gargoyles
and trolls stared after them. A tongue-lolling demon seemed to
smile.

“You’re remote,
existential, socially terrorized, and depressed.”

This confounded Alice. Yes, she knew she was
depressed, but the fact that it seemed to show so obviously…

That bothered her. It made her feel
misguided, undisciplined, out of control of herself.

It made her feel—

Pathetic,
she thought.

“Oh, I know where we can
go,” Holly interrupted the thought. Walking a bit too briskly, she
crossed the street with Alice in tow. Just past the Market House,
the bay gleamed, as myriad boats bobbed gently in their slips.
Sailboats flecked the horizon, while power boats and cabin cruisers
shot this way and that, leaving foamy white plumes in their wake.
All her life Alice had lived in this port city, yet never once had
she been on a boat. Maybe I’ll buy one
now, she thought, considering her
settlement. She could take it way out to some distant cove, drop
anchor, and just lie on deck in the luscious sun,
thinking…

Holly held open the door at
McGuffy’s, one of the City Dock’s many nautical bars.
I don’t want to go to a
bar, Alice thought. In fact, she hadn’t
been to one since…

Since the accident.

Bars reminded her of too much. She’d met
Steve in a bar…

“Let’s not be prissy and take a table,” Holly
suggested. “Let’s sit right up at the bar.”

Alice contained her smirk.
They pulled up stools. McGuffy’s sported typical watermen decor:
lots of dark, veneered wood, lots of brass, anchors, compasses, and
sextants. It was dark and uncrowded now. A few patrons lingered at
the bar. A thin blond man, whose black T-shirt read
the holy terror, scribbled frantically in a notebook. At the bar’s furthest
end, a couple argued discreetly.

“What can I get ya, ladies?” inquired a
suspendered barkeep whose upper lip was obscured by a great
salt-and-pepper mustache.

“I’ll have a gin and t—” Alice attempted, but
Holly cut her off.

“Two club sodas, with lime.”

“Why are we in a bar if we’re not going to
drink?” Alice asked the logical question.

“I’d prefer that you not consume alcohol,”
Holly replied.

“Why not?”

“Not while you’re on meds.
We’re here for lunch. Besides, alcohol is for suckers. It suborns the feminine
spirit, taints our lifeforce.”

Jesus, Alice thought. It didn’t really matter, though; Alice was a
very light drinker. She ordered a fried crab sandwich, while Holly
decided on a dozen oysters on the half shell.

“How is your romantic life?” the psychiatrist
asked, rather abruptly.

Alice made to scratch her left leg, then
caught herself. “What does that have to do w—”

“Romance is a mode of socialization. Everyone
has attractions. Everyone wants to be loved, and to love someone
else. Are you seeing anyone?”

Seeing. God, what a tepid term. “No,” Alice answered.

“Because you’re depressed, no doubt—in spite
of your repeated denials. You feel unwanted, unattractive, because
of your leg.”

“I do not,” Alice lied.

“You just lied. You always lie when I ask you
something directly relating to the way you feel about
yourself.”

Alice’s brow furrowed. She
didn’t like to be called a liar, even when she was lying. But what infuriated her
more was Holly’s seemingly effortless ability to detect her
fibs.

“Because,” Holly continued, frowning at the
wait for her oysters, “you’re afraid of appearing weak to me.
You’re afraid that I will think less of you in the disclosure of
your emotions.”

“That’s a bunch of crap.”

“No it isn’t; it’s true.
You know it’s
true. But my point is this: You don’t ever need to lie to me.
You’re paying me to help
you. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me how
you really feel.”

“I—” Alice faltered. She didn’t even know
what she wanted to say, and before she could say anything, their
meals arrived.

“Enjoy your lunch, ladies,” the barkeep said.
Then, with a twinkle in his eye, he remarked to Holly, “That’s a
pretty blouse.”

Holly ignored the compliment. When the
barkeep was out of earshot, she muttered, “Lecherous, sexist
slob.”

Alice looked astonished. “Holly, I realize
you’re a feminist, but don’t you think that’s taking things a bit
far? All the guy did was compliment you on your blouse.”

Holly squirted lemon on her
oysters, then applied horseradish. “Don’t be a simpleton. He wasn’t
complimenting my blouse.
He was informing me that he approves of my not
wearing a bra.”

Alice squinted, and quickly saw that this was
true. Holly’s nipples were plain beneath the sheer silky
blouse.

“I’ve always taken exception to bras,” Holly
went on, spearing an oyster with a tiny fork, “on the basis of
their subjugative societal symbology.”

Alice salted her fried crab. “Subjugative
societal symbology, huh? Are you talking about Kafka? I thought we
were talking about bras.”

“Oh, these are so good,”
Holly interjected, swallowing an oyster. Then, back to her remark.
“What are breasts in the utmost genderized and exclusive sense?
They are a wholly physical and exclusive feature of
womanhood. And what is a
bra? A societal stricture.
A genderized constraint. I know it may sound a
bit weird. It’s the symbol,
you see? It’s the symbol that bothers me. I will
not apply constraints to any aspect of my womanhood.” She daintily
forked and consumed another raw oyster. “And it is for the very
same reason that I rarely wear panties.”

“Holly! Why don’t you say it a little louder?
Let everyone hear!”

“Why should I care what other people think?
Why should you? Inhibition—in other words, the willful reservation
to disclose what we think, how we feel, and, hence, who we
are—that’s a constraint, too, isn’t it?”

Alice slyly gazed down the bar rail to see if
anyone had overheard the psychiatrist’s comment. “Yeah, well, just
be sure to cross your legs whenever you sit down. Or is that a
constraint too?”

“No, it’s not. Self-disclosure is one thing;
exhibitionism is quite another… Mmmmm. Would you like an
oyster?”

“No thank you,” Alice said,
eyeing the raw gray puddles of meat. “I only eat scavenging,
sediment-dwelling crustaceans when they’re cooked.”

“Oysters aren’t crustaceans, they’re
bivalves,” Holly replied. “And they’re very aphrodisic.”

“Isn’t that an old wives’ tale?”

“Oh, no. Oysters contain an optimum,
synergistic combination of zinc gluconate, omega-3 fatty acids, as
well as certain amino acids, which, when metabolized
simultaneously, affect an influx of the specific dopaminergic
amines that stimulate the libidinal receptors in the brain.”

“Holly, you talk like
the New England Journal of
Medicine.”

“In other words, they make you horny,” Holly
went on, not quite so technically. “You should always eat oysters
when you anticipate a passionate encounter.”

Libidinal receptors
notwithstanding, Alice decided she’d stick to fried crabs. “Well,
what about you, since we’re on the subject of passionate
encounters. How’s your romantic life?”

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” Holly said rather
blandly. “I see lots of men. I always have.”

The nonchalance of this
revelation nearly depressed Alice. Never in her life had she
herself seen lots of men. She could not even envision herself in such a social
panorama. And, hearing the admission from this articulate— and
older—woman, Alice suddenly felt that she’d scarcely lived at
all…

As they proceeded with their meals, Alice
noticed that the arguing couple had made amends and were kissing.
Another couple came through from the back room, holding hands and
whispering to each other.

“Your greatest romantic obstruction,” Holly
picked up, now that she’d devoured the last of her bivalves, “is
not relative to your accident. That’s simply a reinforcement.

What you need to deal with
ultimately is your deflated self-concept via the romantic
rejection you’ve
experienced. There’s a simple technique I’d like you to
try.”

”A technique?”

“It’s called rejection-conclusion
substitution. Steve, your ex-boyfriend, rejected you quite suddenly
and catastrophically, correct?”

Alice glanced away. “Yes,” she said.

“Do you hate him?”

Alice struggled with the
query. She didn’t know what to say, so she said what she’d been
raised to believe. “I don’t hate
anyone.”

“Bullshit,” Holly came back, quite out of
character. “Rule Number One: It’s okay to hate people who’ve hurt
you. It’s okay to admit that you’re angered by people who’ve lied
to you, deceived you, taken you for granted—used you. There are
times, in the realm of the human dynamic, when negative
emotions—when hatred—is a healthy and positive thing.”

Alice idly poked her
uneaten lettuce with her fork. Hatred? she pondered.
Positive? Healthy?

“This technique—call it an
exercise. It involves your reinvention of the ordeal that led to
your most significant sense of rejection. You will be,
essentially, rewriting the script of what happened. I’m not referring to the
accident—that is irrevocable; I’m referring to what you witnessed
that night, before the accident.”

It was one thing she hated to think about,
one thing she never wanted to think about again…

Like seeing a film, she remembered glimpses,
little edits of what she’d seen—

“Tonight,” Holly went on, “before you go to
sleep, I want you to lie down on your bed and close your eyes and
think back to that night. I want you to force yourself to replay
everything you witnessed.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“You must. You must be strong. You must
acknowledge what you experienced. It’s the only way to get rid of
it.”

Alice frowned. “How can ‘replaying’ something
like that help me get rid of it?”

“Simple. In your mind, you
change the ending. You create a
fantasy ending. And, then, in your mind,
you kill Steve.”

Alice gaped at Holly.

“You heard me. You
will kill him. It
doesn’t matter how. You can fantasize about killing him with a gun,
a knife, your bare hands, whatever. You can kill him with a toilet
tank cover, for that matter.”

Alice still couldn’t quite
grasp this. “You’re telling me to fantasize about
murdering Steve?”

“That’s right. It won’t be easy at first, as
I’ve said. But if you practice the technique every night, after a
period of time, it will work.”

“How?”

“By killing Steve in the fantasy, you’ll also
be killing the major exponent of the rejection element in your
subconscious mind. Give it a chance.”

“I’m afraid to,” she whispered, and
immediately regretted it. She could imagine nothing that could
sound more insecure, more weak. But then she remembered what Holly
had said about weakness.

“I know you’re afraid,” Holly replied, her
voice now dropping some of its cool edge. “It’s normal to be
afraid. But you have to do it, Alice; it’s a crucial first
step.”

Alice’s leg began to itch.
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It’s beautiful, you’re thinking as you
drive.

The snow.

You have to drive carefully, of course: These
back roads get tricky. But the snow is just so beautiful, the
gentle white swarm ahead of you, the way each flake turns to liquid
on the windshield’s warm glass.

You’re so in love—that’s beautiful, too. He
wants to marry you. No, he hasn’t gotten the ring yet, but that
doesn’t matter. You know he’s sincere. You know he loves you.
That’s all that matters.

That’s all you’ve ever wanted—to be
loved…

The road swarms on in the headlights. The
heater drones. Your mind floats away in all the wonderful things
you foresee, your life with him, your future together. Your success
as a lawyer never really impressed you—for so long, that was all
you had. But his love for you has changed all that; it’s put a
beautiful meaning in your life far beyond litigation,
interrogatives, and jury instructions. It doesn’t matter that he
doesn’t make much money. (Frankly, you’re surprised that he gets by
at all.) But money’s no problem; you make plenty of that. In your
mind’s eye you can see it all now: a nice house with its own little
yard, the swing set out back, children…

Everything—

Not much farther now. Soon
you’re pulling into the small apartment complex, where the high,
white parking lot lights diffuse the snowfall: a surreal storm of
astral ashes, a dreamstorm.

You’ve brought him a gift.
A gold tie bar with eight diamonds in it, for tonight is the
eight-month anniversary of your first date with him. You’re
so happy your heart is
racing. When you get out you feel warm in the bitter air;
innumerable snowflakes melt on your cheeks and fleck your blond
hair. You take the steps up two at a time.

You haven’t told him you’d be coming. Earlier
you said you’d have to work late at the office, preparing for a big
aviation case. You want the gift, and the moment, to be a complete
surprise. So you take extreme care in unlocking the door with the
key he’s given you. He mustn’t hear you. That would spoil the
surprise, wouldn’t it?

It seems to take forever to open the door.
When you’re inside you have to catch your breath. Your excitement
leaves you winded, all the power and intensity of your love, and
the fact—the plain, joyous, untainted truth— that he loves you,
too. You even notice that your hands are shaking when you take the
boxed and wrapped tie bar out of your purse. That’s how happy you
are. That’s how in love you are: to the point of trembling.

Very quietly you step into
the little foyer. The apartment is silent. Perhaps he isn’t home.
Only one light on in the living room. You peer down the hall,
though, and notice the bedroom door slightly open, and light
glowing in the crack. He must be reading, or taking a nap, for the
silence is so complete.
You can hear your eyes blink, you can hear your
own pulse.

You glide down the hall on
your own footfalls. The door seems to move toward you. But…suddenly
something’s wrong, or at least it feels that way. What is it?
Something about the silence, the feel of the apartment, and your
happiness. I’m just being paranoid,
you quickly assure yourself. I’m just being insecure. Because no
logic can define this odd, dislocated suspicion…

Yes, insecurity. You’d always felt insecure
about yourself, for as long as you could remember. But that’s all
behind you now, now that you’re in love. Steve’s love cured it all,
forever.

And then the odd silence breaks.

You hear: “Yeah.”

Steve’s voice. He must be on the phone.

Again: “Yeah. There.”

And: “Like that.”

You push open the door. You peek in…

At first you deny what you
see. You feel fused in space, in time, in infinity. Your eyelids
feel peeled off—

He’s naked. He’s kneeling
behind her. Her, yes—he’s kneeling behind another woman, a lean,
large-breasted woman with short, ratty blond hair. She, too, is
naked, save for a pair of red high-heeled shoes. Their backs are
facing you—or, in the woman’s case, her backside. The room reeks of
marijuana.

“Yeah, baby. Just like that.”

You’re disgusted, horrified. But you can’t
move. It’s as though spirit hands are holding you, forcing you to
look on. You see the blonde’s hand reaching up from behind,
caressing his testicles as he slowly, meticulously, moves in and
out of her. Just as slowly, the blonde’s heavy breasts sway back
and forth, back and forth…

The memory unreels as a smeared dream, yet
gritty in diced glimpses of flesh. You notice pinpoint details,
clinically explicit: muscles and tendons flexing beneath skin,
beads of sweat, like ingots of molten metal, crawling down Steve’s
back, the faintest blue vein on the side of the blonde’s right
breast.

Their voices sound grainy, like old radio
dialogue.

“Harder, harder…”

“Oh, baby, I’m about to—”

“Don’t you dare! Not yet!”

A tinny chuckle. “What would your girlfriend
think if she could see this?”

Another chuckle, darker. “She probably
wouldn’t even know what was going on!”

“If she’s such a dull fuck, why don’t you
dump her?”

“You kidding? She makes two hundred grand a
year!”

More glimpses, more smears.

That’s when he notices you standing there,
looking at them. “Oh, shit,” he murmurs, peering over his shoulder.
The blonde, going suddenly lax, looks over, too. “Oh, my God. Is
that—”

Steve steps back, withdraws from her. You
even notice now that he’s not wearing a condom. Like coming to
after fainting, your paralysis begins to break. Your whole body is
shaking. Tears are pouring down your face.

His anniversary gift falls from your fingers
to the floor. You’re turning, walking away very quickly back down
the hall. For some reason you expect him to follow you, offer some
petty excuse, anything but it never happens. After all, what can he
say?

The shock wears off when you get back
outside, shock that is replaced by the most awesome pain you’ve
ever felt, pain like a garden trowel digging out your heart.

But then you’re struggling
to remember, and eventually you do. This isn’t happening. It’s a
memory that you’ve forced yourself to recall. You’re standing next
to your car, the snow stinging your face, the bitter cold crushing
you, and you realize why you’re doing this. Holly
told you to do this, to
remember everything and to—

Change the ending.

That’s what Holly told you to do. To change
the ending of the memory. To—

Kill him.

You must go back up into
the apartment and you must kill him, and in doing so you will kill
the symbol of what he is to your subconscious mind. That’s what
Holly told you to do, and that’s what you will do.

This is just a fantasy;
it’s like a dream you can control, so there’s nothing to be afraid
of. You’re walking back up the stairs; you’re re-entering the
apartment and going back down the hall toward the bedroom. The
fantasy has put a gun in your hand. I’m
going to go back in there, and I’m going to kill him with this
gun, you’ve ordered yourself.
Do it! Do it! Kill him!

The pain in your heart is still there,
though. No matter how hard you try to block it out, it’s still
there, gnawing at you: the knowledge of how completely he deceived
you, how he lied to you and used you. It hurts so much. Nor can you
escape the metaphor—that his deceit has torn your heart out and
left a raw, empty hole…

Kill him. Complete the exercise, and do what
Holly told you. Kill him. Kill the pain. Kill him.

You raise the gun.

You push open the bedroom door—

God Almighty…

—and go right back into shock.

There’s
blood…everywhere. The bed is sodden with it, the carpet drenched. The blonde
has been eviscerated, her entrails flung this way and that. Her
eyes have ruptured in their sockets. Her skin has peeled off in
sheets.

But where’s…

Your eyes track across the scarlet room. You
see him lying in the darkened corner. He seems to be shaking, like
a large piece of meat in a small dog’s maw. His blood is
flying…

And there’s something else. Leaning intently
over him.

Not so much a person as a shape, something
vague and half-formed, chunks of congealed shadow, oddments of
darkness pieced roughly together. The thing could not be of flesh,
not of any substance you can conceive, yet it is tearing Steve
apart as effectively as a machine.

Something has gone terribly
wrong. This is not part of the exercise. This is supposed to be a
fantasy, and a person can control
a fantasy.

So why can’t you
control this?

Maybe it’s not a
fantasy, you consider in the midst of this
madness you’re witnessing. Maybe it’s
real…

But it can’t be, it can’t
be real. You initiated this yourself because Holly told you to.
Holly told you it would help make the pain go away.
This simply can’t be real! you bellow at yourself.

But Steve is bellowing, too, as the thing in
the corner continues to take him apart. What exactly is it doing,
to generate such flaying screams? Blood is flying everywhere,
spraying the walls. And there’s a sound that turns your stomach and
makes you think of someone taking the insides out of a pumpkin…

Then the screams subside. Silence drenches
the room, save for the sound of blood dripping off the ceiling and
walls.

The figure in the corner rises and turns. The
gun drops from your hand. You can only discern the shape of the
thing, for that’s all it really is, a shape—an apparition of dust
and flecks of darkness. It’s moving toward you now.

Its shadow-boned hands are reaching out…

Your fear is quite logical: The thing
mutilated the blond girl and Steve, and now it’s coming for you.
Paralyzed, you look back. Its black outstretched hands don’t seem
threatening at all. Instead, it seems forlorn; it seems almost to
be beseeching you.

In fact, it seems to
be…offering something.

Then you look harder, and
you see. Yes, you see exactly what it is that this spectral figure is offering
you.

Steve’s heart…

“Lady? You all right?”

Blurred stars and midnight smudged her
vision; when Alice regained her senses she found herself lying flat
on her back in the middle of Federal Street. A young bearded man
with a ponytail leaned over her, the lines in his face drawn up in
concern.

Alice’s mind spun.
What the—
What hap— Then it all
connected back to her consciousness.

Jesus God Almighty…

She was still dizzy, remembering the fantasy,
or whatever it really was. The moon seemed to slide around in the
sky. “What happened?” she asked. “How did I get here?’

“You were running down the street,” the
pony-tailed man notified her. “You were screaming—”

Screaming,
she thought.

“—then you just, like, collapsed in the
street. Was someone chasing you?”

“No, no,” Alice wavered in reply. She was
dressed in her navy-blue nightgown, whose thin material clung to
her from perspiration. At once she felt asinine, embarrassed.

“You better, uh, you know,” the man murmured,
“you better fix your leg first, I mean before you try to stand
up…”

Alice could’ve shrieked when she realized
what he meant. Her prosthetic limb had come partially unattached at
the transection cap, bent off to one side. She leaned over, frantic
to reset it.

“Let me—let me help you,” the man
offered.

“No!” she objected, close
to tears. What’s wrong with me?
Her thoughts darted. What am I doing in the middle of the street?
When she’d reaffixed the prosthetic to the nub of
her left leg she was able to rise to her feet quite
quickly.

“Do you— I mean, are you sure you’re all
right?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I mean, maybe you should go to the hospital.
It’s just two blocks down. I’ll walk you there if you want.”

But Alice was already moving away. “No,
really, I’m fine.” Barefoot, still dazed, Alice limped as hastily
as she could back down the darkened street, back toward home.
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ST. BRIDE’S BAY, ENGLAND, 1793

 


The figure stands stock-still, hands
together as if in prayer.

Candles at either end of the altar flicker
dimly, and upon the altar the man lay, stripped naked, shivering in
spite of the heat, his wrists and ankles tightly bound.

In his terror, his eyes are wide as bright
silver coins.

The still figure looks down, appraising the
man, smiling slightly.

(Katelyn? Katelyn?)

In both hands then, the figure grips the
knife. Its blade glints in the candlelight—

—then rises ever so slightly—

The man screams…

—and the knife plunges downward and sinks
haft-deep into his beating heart…

 


««—»»

 


The angel whispered to her at night. Katelyn
knew it must be an angel. Angels cast blessings, didn’t they? Only
angels could do that, and one thing Katelyn felt sure of was that
she had been blessed…

Blessed with beauty. Blessed with love. What
greater blessings could there be than these?

At the edge of the tarn, as the crickets
tremoloed, she held her eyes wide open on the water. The water lay
still as a pane of new glass, bright with moonlight. Her reflection
on the tarn’s surface seemed just as bright, and so sharp with
clarity it appeared honed. This midnight image of herself grew when
she dropped her straps and let her night dress slide to her
feet.

White, aura’d moonlight sculpted her naked
body to scrupulousness such that Katelyn could see every detail:
high, firm breasts, dark nipples, long, lean legs, and every lovely
feminine curve. For the first time in her life she felt whole and
real and—

Beautiful, she mused upon the reflection.
I’m beautiful now.

Her new beauty, she knew, was the angel’s
gift to her. The angel had given it to Katelyn, and had asked
nothing in return. That’s how Katelyn knew it was a blessing. For
years she’d been cursed by her husband’s infidelities, not to
mention the sheer physical brutality of his drunken ranting.
Katelyn’s pain and travail, over all that time, had proved her
simple goodness at heart.

So God has sent me this angel to bless me!
she thought in warm, skin-tingling joy.

Her new beauty reflected back up to her in
the moonlit water. I’m blessed now! I’m free!

The angel’s whisperings had begun just after
that first night with the soldiers. She remembered how good she’d
felt that night, and now, all the nights afterward. She felt
reborn, re-created in the angel’s gift of new beauty and love. She
didn’t mind that the soldiers were often rough with her. What
mattered was their obvious desire for her. She knew it wasn’t
love—in fact, thus far she’d never coupled with the same soldier
twice. The angel’s love-gift was quite different…

(It’s not someone else’s love, Katelyn, and
it’s not your love for someone else.)

(It’s your own love—for yourself!)

The angel whispered her blessed secrets
every night. The words came like caresses to her, assurances and
consolation in the face of Katelyn’s despair. Now she no longer
cared about her wretched husband’s beatings and infidelities. She
no longer cared that he didn’t love her. Nor did she care about the
way the soldiers regarded her—

(Do for yourself now, Katelyn. From now on
everything you do is for yourself. You deserve to love
yourself…)

(love yourself…)

(love yourself…)

(love yourself…)

The angel had taught her. The angel showed
her and helped her and blessed her. Sex was no longer an act of her
own submission, no longer an instance of letting herself be an
object for someone else’s pleasure. It was Katelyn’s own pleasure
now, whether with the soldiers coming off their night watch on the
docks or with her husband.

The angel taught her how to turn all that
primitive male lust into the vehicle of her own ecstasy. And why
shouldn’t she? All these years she‘d denied herself. She‘d
suffered. She’d wept long into the night. Now the angel had changed
that, had shown her how to turn it all into a means through which
she could finally love herself

And Katelyn loved herself a lot now…

It was the same every night. After finishing
his shift in the great quarry her husband would drink and carouse
at the tavern. Most nights, thank God, he’d been slaked by the
prostitutes and would merely stagger home and fall asleep. It was
then that the angel would begin to whisper to Katelyn—

(Katelyn, Katelyn? Come outside now. Come
out and see me now.)

(Katelyn? Katelyn?)
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“Alice! Alice!”
Snap-snap-snap! “Alice!
Are you there?” The voice, combined with the irritating
metal snap! of
the brass knocker, stirred Alice awake. Her neck and back ached
dully; she realized she’d been sleeping not in her bed but on the
scroll couch in the paneled living room. Snap-snap-snap! Alice grit her teeth
at the sound. I don’t like that
knocker, she quickly concluded,
and who on earth would be knocking on my
door? Groaning, she reconnected her
Grimes, Inc. prosthetic leg, then straggled to the great inlaid
front door and put her eye to the peephole.

It was Holly.

Snap-snap-snap!

At first Alice felt
disinclined to answer, and she knew why at once.
The leg, she thought.
That man last night seeing it had been uncomfortable enough. The
leg protruding past the hem of her nightgown made her feel naked.
She simply didn’t want it to be seen. But—

Snap-snap-snap!

Aggravation implored her to answer the door.
“Well,

I see you’re quite a sleepyhead,” Holly said
when Alice opened the door. “Are you all right?”

“Well, yes. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I’ve been calling all morning.”

Alice tried to rub some of the grogginess out
of her eyes. “My next session isn’t until tomorrow. What were
you—”

“You could invite me in, you know. Or is it
the housekeeper’s day off?”

Oh, Jesus,
Alice fretted. This was exactly what she didn’t
want. She could either be rude, or—

“Come in,” she said, trying not to sound
inhospitable.

She let Holly into the foyer, closed the door
quickly. “What time is it?”

“Past two.”

Did I sleep that
long? This confused Alice, but then she
remembered how upset she had been last night, the “fantasy” of
killing Steve running wild, and her terrified flight down the
street well past midnight. In one of the door’s varnished panels
she saw her reflection. “I’m a mess,” she excused. Her nightgown
still felt sticky with sweat. “Let me get cleaned up—”

Holly turned in the foyer. “Alice, it’s not
the queen coming to visit; it’s me.”

Her artificial leg seemed to hum. “No,
really, I hate being seen in this ratty nightgown, and my hair’s a
mess, and my—”

“Alice, if there’s one person in the world
you don’t have to lie to, it’s your therapist.”

This irked her. “What are you talking about?
Why do you always—”

“Didn’t you agree not to lie to me, yesterday
during our session?”

“I’m not lying!”

“Yes, you are,” Holly replied calmly, giving
the foyer a cursory glance-over. “You are fabricating an alibi to
scurry away and change into long pants so that I won’t see your
prosthesis.”

Alice felt half enraged, half dejected.

Holly, now more carefully
examining the framed paintings just past the foyer, said, “I hope
you consider us friends first and therapist/patient second. Please
don’t be inhibited around me… Let me put it this way: I
know you. I know
a lot about you. I’m
well aware of the fact that you have an artificial leg.
And…I don’t care. I understand your social inhibitions, your reservations, your
uneasiness. But please know that there’s no reason for them to
apply to me. Do you understand what I’m saying? I suspect you do.
To me, you are not Alice, my twice-weekly patient with the
artificial leg. To me, you are only one thing: You are a woman
named Alice.”

Alice felt a thickness gather in her throat.
This seemed more sincere, however cold, than anything anyone had
related to her in a long while. She found it impossible to object
to, or to nullify.

“And, believe me,” Holly added in one of her
rare departures from form, “you look as shitty as I do when I wake
up. You should see me—I look like Medusa in the morning.”

Thank you, Holly,
Alice thought, still a bit flustered. Suddenly,
it didn’t matter; none of it did, at least not as far as Holly was
concerned. She showed her into the paneled living room, expecting
to sit down and chat about whatever Holly’d come to chat about, but
the therapist interjected, caught off guard: “This is absolutely
beautiful, Alice.” She moved around the room in awe, wide gray eyes
finding fascination in every detail. “I love what you’ve done here.
It’s so real, so authentic.”

“I wanted it to look original without looking
like a museum,” Alice related. She limped very slightly behind
Holly, whose perfectly straight sable-hued hair shined like silk
when she passed the sunlit bay window. Beyond the panes, trees
glittered green. “It took so long,” Alice continued. “It’s hard to
believe that the renovation is finally complete.”

“Yeah, well you really did
an amazing j—” Holly’s high heels ticked to a halt at the open
doors. The woman looked stunned. “My God, what is
this? The
bedroom?”

“It’s the watch room, according to the
realtor,” Alice said. “I fell in love with it right off, so I
decided to use it for my bedroom. I turned the real bedroom into a
guest room.”

“Watch room.” The word slithered from Holly’s
lips. Her gaze roved over the newly papered walls, which, ceiling
included, inclined forward toward the French doors and the veranda.
Sunlight blazed languidly on the inner bay.

“From here they’d watch for ships coming into
the dock,” Alice said. “At least I think that’s what they did. The
pier at the end of the street used to be the city’s main port back
in the 1700s.”

Holly slowly stepped in. “Watch room,” she
whispered again. “Can you imagine…”

“Imagine what?”

“You know.” The shapely
outline of the therapist’s body could be seen against the sun
through a pretty chartreuse dress and a top of loose voile.
I should be so lucky, Alice kept to herself. This brief glimpse gave her a pang of
envy. She’s so pretty, and I’m
so…droopy. She didn’t really consider
herself fat, and certainly not obese, but something about Holly’s
lean, curvy frame made Alice feel out of shape, lazy, over the
hill. And she’s even older than I
am, she continued the observation.
Well, at least my breasts are bigger…

“This room… I mean, it’s
just so sexy, isn’t it?” Holly finally revealed her impressions. “Can you
imagine having…a lover here, making love all night, then waking up
to this beautiful view?”

No, I can’t,
Alice thought.

Holly’s quick frown came as no surprise. She
seemed to decode Alice’s bitter reflection as always. “Not this
again. When are you going to snap out of it, Alice? You behave as
if just because you had an accident, you’ll never be in love again.
That’s ludicrous.”

Is it? Alice thought. Is it?
When she failed to reply Holly went on, “Lots of
women have accidents. Lots of women lose limbs. But they don’t let
it ruin their lives. Eventually they fall in love, they get
married—”

Don’t you understand
anything? Alice thought. Her despondency
tainted her features now. She felt like a wad of sagging
dough…

“Holly, I really don’t feel like getting into
this topic again,” Alice commented quietly. God knew it was a
popular subject with Holly.

The therapist was still looking around,
nearly enraptured by Alice’s renovations of the Taylor Watch House.
Her eyes never found her patient’s as she said, “You’ve got a lot
going for yourself.”

“Sure, I know, I’m a
successful attorney. You’ve told me a million times.” But she felt
inclined to say, You’re not the one
missing a leg; it’s easy for you to say.

“You’re a sophisticated and very capable
woman. You’re alive, aren’t you? You could’ve been killed. You
could’ve been paralyzed from the neck down. You could’ve sustained
a cranial trauma that would’ve left you comatose.”

The stolid Dr. Greene at
the hospital had told her the same thing, and Alice knew they were
both right. But that rationalization only held water for so long.
Sometimes it made her…sick.

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Holly
added, still not looking at Alice. “It’s an excuse—I’m really
getting tired of hearing it.”

Alice felt accosted.
Well, pardon me! She
didn’t know if she should be angry or what. Maybe I should be, she
contemplated. Maybe I should give her a
piece of my mind for a change. “Why don’t
we turn the tables a moment? Falling in love? Getting married? How
come you don’t have any of that?”

Holly’s reaction was
anything but what Alice expected. The therapist simply
grinned. “The reason I’m
not married is simple: I’m not going to sell myself short. You
should consider my point, Alice. I haven’t yet met anyone who is
good enough for me.”

Alice’s face fell.

“Does that sound pompous to
you?” Holly asked, amused. “Does that sound selfish and
egotistical? Well, it is. Don’t settle for what’s not worthy of
you. Women have been doing that for the last fifty centuries. It’s
brutal and sexist and wrong.
Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Alice supposed she did, in
an ideological sense. But ideologies didn’t add up to much in the
grand scheme of things. Especially when
you’ve got a chunk of plastic for a left leg, she added.

Only now did Holly turn and
look her straight in the eye. The way she did so, while maintaining
that mocking grin, ruffled Alice. Holly went on, “You are going to
overcome your introversion, Alice, and your pathetic lack of
self-esteem, whether you like it or not. I’ll make you.”

Alice’s frown darkened. “You woke me up just
to tell me that?”

“Well, first of all you
shouldn’t be sleeping this late. Far too often unipolar depression
patients use sleep as a way of eluding certain self-conceptions.
When you’re asleep you can’t realize. You’ll wind up sleeping
your life away, and I won’t have it. For as long as you have me as
your therapist, that’s just the way it’s going to be. But aside
from all that, I didn’t come here to shake you up, or to irritate
you. I came here simply because I wanted to know how it went last
night.”

“What do you mean?” Alice asked.

“The substitution technique I asked you to
try. Did you do it?”

“Yes,” Alice answered. It gave her a mild
thrill, however unpleasant the actual experience had been, to tell
Holly that this technique of hers had backfired. “Oh, I did it. And
it didn’t work out very well.” She related the entire
experience.

Holly sat down on the edge of the high,
wood-posted bed. “Hmmm,” she said. “Well, I’m sorry. I guess that’s
my fault for not considering the worst-case scenario.”

Alice, still standing at the watch room’s
door, didn’t quite get her meaning. “I did everything you told me
to do, and it turned into—”

“A nightmare,” Holly completed. “Right?”

“Well, yes.”

“Because that’s exactly what happened. It’s
rare, but it does occur. The reason I asked you to dredge up those
memories shortly before bedtime is because that’s when you’re
closest to a theta brain-wave state, and that’s when you’re the
most vulnerable to consciously induced suggestions.”

“But I still don’t understand,” Alice said.
“I tried really hard to attach a fantasy ending to what actually
happened, and it all turned crazy. After a point I lost all control
over what was happening.”

Holly, strangely, nodded. “That’s because you
fell asleep.”

“Fell asleep? I…don’t think I did.”

“You must have. That’s the
only explanation. In the middle of the memory you fell asleep. You
began to dream, and then the dream took over and invented
its own ending. It’s
called hypnopompic imagery; hypnopompia is the mind state that
immediately proceeds the first stage of sleep. As the dream took
over your attempt to create a fantasy ending, it progressed into
what we call a waking night-terror. As I said, it’s rare, but it
happens. And it probably isn’t a good idea for you to try the
technique again. There are a number of other, safer techniques we
can try.”

“Like what?” Alice asked.

“There’s no rush; give me some time to decide
which is best for you. In the meantime, though, I’ve got an
idea.”

Holly’s vague grin looked vulpine in the
sunlight.

“This I can’t wait to hear,” Alice said with
more than a smidgen of sarcasm.

“Though your next official
session isn’t until tomorrow,” Holly said, “I think it’s time we
had a special session. Call it—well, let me think…Call it a socialization
interface.”

Alice rolled her eyes. “Holly, you really
have a way of using language to the point of being absolutely
irritating.”

Holly laughed. “Let me make
a preludial, then. Your sense of self-esteem has been devastated by
your willingness to remain in a constrained mode of socialization. Sooner or
later you’re going to have to confront this, and I will
make you confront this
if need be. You’re going to have to apply that same willingness
to break the
constraints that you’re letting yourself be smothered by. Do you
understand?”

“No!” Alice, now thoroughly
aggravated, came close to yelling. “I have no idea what you’re talking
about!”

Holly seemed to enjoy these games. She leaned
back on the bed, widening that vulpine grin of hers. “Let me put it
in simpler terms, then. Socialization interface? That means you and
I are going out on the town tonight.”

Alice tapped her foot, her arms folded under
her bosom. “What on earth for?”

“To meet men,” Holly said.

 


— | — | —

 




7

 


 


Stygian, and in its bed of rot, the thing
nearly sighed.

Ether and the sweetbread of lies wrung its
malformed head.

You will be mine, it thought to itself.

Memory revived it, ancient shadows intense as
orgasm…

Ours will be a love scribed in steaming
blood.

Unloose me! From this pale and icy place,
take me out!

Revere me, my love. Stroke
my aching breasts in ardor. Caress my shale-skin and
come with me.
Come with me.

Come…

Your heart will be my food. Your pain my
wine, your despair a rich ambrosia that I lick off your lips.

I will show you sights you have never
imagined, offer you sensations you could never conceive. I will
take you past the lackluster bedrock into earthworks of the
blackest bliss…

Take my hand. Let me drink of thee.

Let me have your sadness for my
bathwater.

Let me daub my hair with the perfume of your
broken love.

Yes. Take my hand. And let me…show you…

…everything—

 


««—»»

 


Alice turned in front of the oval,
full-length mirror. Had she heard something? A voice?

Someone outside,
she thought.

She’d been thinking, as she
dressed, about Steve. How could someone be
like that? How could someone lie so completely to someone else?
Why? Why, Steve? What did you get out of it?

She couldn’t imagine, as she carefully
applied her eyeliner. She guessed most of it had to do with her
salary—a very pretty penny compared to what he made. Was that all
she was to him?

Money? A meal ticket?

She supposed, now, that she
should’ve known all along. Love could be so deluding, couldn’t it?
“When you’re in love you’re wearing blinders; you don’t see what’s
right in front of your face,” Holly had told her during one of
their first sessions. Alice couldn’t help but agree. Thinking back,
after the fact, there’d been so much wrong with him, just lots of
little things that never quite added up. He worked in a store that
sold boat supplies, for little more than minimum wage, yet he drove
a new car and lived in one of the more expensive apartment
complexes. Alice had not questioned this at the time, and she’d
been all too eager to help him out financially when he was short of
money; she’d insisted upon it, in fact. Sucker, she thought now. He kept odd
hours, too, and someone named Charlie seemed to leave a lot of
messages on his answering machine. “Just a friend,” Steve had said.
But if this Charlie was a friend, why hadn’t Steve ever introduced
him to her? Come to think of it, Steve had never introduced Alice
to any of his
friends. Another thing that irked her—though she dismissed it as
her imagination at the time—was that he seemed to have a secret
racist streak. Sometimes he’d mutter slurs under his breath in
traffic. Once she came over while he was watching football and
heard him yell, “Goddamn nigger! Go back to the cotton field!” just
as she was about to knock on the door.

Yeah, she thought now. Holly was right.
Love is like wearing blinders. You never see the things you really
should until it’s too late.

And the rest, of course. The total lie he had
so keenly projected on her. The total, premeditated deceit.

How could anyone be that evil?

A chill traipsed up her spine at the thought,
but it was a weirdly pleasant chill. It was nearly…sexual.

The observation bid another question: When
was the last time I made love?

Last winter, wasn’t it? When she was still
with Steve?

Yes, the night before the accident.

The night before she’d lost her—

Hurry up!
She put a blade to the thought. Holly would be
here soon, and she wanted to be ready. Don‘t dillydally!

But still, the awful memories persisted. How
many times had he said, “I want us to be together forever, Alice,”
as his pelvis stroked between her thighs?

He’d never used
condoms. I want to make love to you; I
want to come in you every night, darling. I want to make you
pregnant. Wouldn’t that be wonderful, Alice? To have children? To
have our own family someday? Please, please let me come in you. I
want you to be the mother of our children. Wouldn’t that be…so
wonderful?

That was about all it had
taken. He’d said everything she’d wanted to hear, had promised her
all the things she wanted most in her life. How could I have been so stupid, so naive?
she asked herself now, fussing with her
white-blond hair. No, she’d never asked him to use a condom. He’d
sworn to her that he’d never been promiscuous, and that he had no
diseases. Alice, you stupid, gullible
fool. She’d let him manipulate her for his
own pleasure. I let him use me,
she realized. When she’d been in the hospital
they had tested her for all the sexually transmitted diseases;
fortunately she’d come up negative. You
believed all his bullshit, Alice. You were putty in his
hands…

Outside, a car horn
honked. Shit! Alice gave herself a last quick glance in the mirror, and
thought, This is as good as it’s going to
get. She’d almost had to lie on the floor
to squirm into the skintight Guess jeans, but once she got them on
she thought they looked pretty good. The same, too, for her scarlet
kidskin heels and the beige Picone blouse that made no secret of
her ample breasts but didn’t trumpet them either.

She barely limped at all when she left the
watch house and strode down to the street, where Holly waited.

“I knew it, I knew you’d wear jeans,” Holly
cried. “You’re so afraid; I can’t believe it. You should’ve worn a
nice dress, nice nylons…Your prosthesis is part of you now, Alice.
You shouldn’t hide it.”

Oh, Holly, fuck you,
Alice thought, getting into the car. The old lady
Dr. Greene had sent, her “fitting” technician, had said identical
things. But her weariness shone plain on her face. “Look, just
once, just tonight, can’t we just be like two friends going out to
a bar?”

“Sure,” Holly said. “That’s a step in the
right direction, at least. You’re making clear conative assertions.
I like that very much.”

Clear conative
assertions, Alice thought, just as
wearily. Oh, well. But almost at once she enthused, “What a great
car!”

Holly drove a midnight blue Maserati Biturbo
convertible.

“I guess psychiatrists do pretty well,” Alice
observed.

“Well, even we shrinks have our societal
veneers,” Holly replied as she pulled down Federal Street. “I’m the
first to admit, driving a nice car is pretty silly, but what the
hey?”

“So why don’t you drive an Escort?”

Holly shrugged. “This has much better
suspension when I’m driving over all the cobblestones in this
town.”

Alice withheld her
smirk. But it is a nice car,
she concluded at once. The plush leather seats
seemed to caress her, and the engine revved without sounding
boisterous. The vehicle seemed to glide down Federal Street to the
light as if on a gust of air.

Something unconscious itched at Alice’s
psyche. “Where are we going?” she asked suspiciously.

“Oh, I thought we’d go to the Underc—”

“Not the Undercroft, Holly!” Alice insisted.
“You know I don’t like that place! You’re doing this on
purpose!”

“Of course I am,” Holly
replied so matter-of-factly, it sounded rude. Then she parked the
Maserati in the tavern’s gravel lot. “And don’t whine. I realize
that this is the place where you met Steve, and that’s why you
don’t want to go in. You’re afraid of being reminded of him because
being reminded of him reminds you of your accident. But what I’m
trying to do is get you to confront
your fears. And this is where we’re going to
start.”

Alice sat glowering.
What does she know?

“Come on, Alice,” Holly insisted. She got
out; the car door chunked closed. She tapped her foot, waiting.
“You can’t sit in the car all night.”

I wish I could,
Alice thought. Then, with every reservation she
could imagine, she got out of the car and proceeded toward the
tavern with Holly. Her limp felt more noticeable than
ever.

Once inside, she felt
ancient. The crowded tavern seemed to revel in youth, in
vitality. I must be ten years older than
these people, she thought dourly. Yet
Holly, who was ten years older than she, didn’t seem to flinch at
the obviously younger set. Some techno song beat from speakers in
the corner. A Tom Cruise look-alike behind the bar tended three
beer taps at once while simultaneously pouring trays of exotic
shooters. Alice tried to wend her way toward a distant table, but
Holly, as always, insisted that they sit right up at the
bar. To increase my sense of
socialization, no doubt, Alice thought and
frowned. To help me confront my societal
fears. It all sounded like so much crap to
her, so much rhetoric.

“This place is a real dichotomy,” Holly
observed after ordering two soda waters from the preposterously
handsome barkeep.

“What do you mean?” Alice asked.

“The place itself is so
old, yet it’s filled with young people.”

The Undercroft was indeed old—over two
hundred years old, probably the oldest bar in the city. Alice
easily noted the structural similarities between the tavern and the
Taylor Watch House. The wall’s old tabby bricks and original mortar
looked identical, the design of the doorway and transom, the
fashion in which the windows were set. She’d read that most of the
buildings here in the city’s heart had been built in the same
period. She thought back to Holly’s comment. “Yeah, it’s filled
with young people, all right. Except for us.”

“No,” Holly came back.
“Including us.
You have a really self-defeating perception of age, Alice.” Holly
sipped her drink, looking around as she added, “I’m not talking
about the birthdates on our drivers’ licenses, for God’s sake.
Youth is spiritual.”

“Yeah, I know. You’re only as young as you
feel.”

“Exactly.”

And if that’s the case, Alice thought, right
now I feel about as old as this building.

Flirty girls fussed with
the handsome bartender. Laughter and loud talk threatened to drown
out Alice’s thoughts—or was it something else, yet another thing
that she, as Holly liked to insist, was refusing to confront? More
and more, of late, Alice could easily recognize her raging envy
toward the people around her, people whose happiness was obvious.
Like right now, for instance. The Undercroft seemed
jammed with
couples. Some singles bar,
she thought, trying to hide her dejection.
Anywhere she might glance, she saw them—the happy couples, the
lovers: holding hands, kissing, laughing, coming and going arm in
arm. Every gesture seemed a celebration of love.
Someone else’s love; the
thought weighed her down. Not mine. Never
mine…

She simply didn’t want to see this. She
didn’t want to be here.

And there was yet one more fear…

Her frequent, furtive glances must’ve been
obvious.

“What are you looking for?” Holly asked.

“Well…”

“Steve, right?”

“Well, yes. He comes here sometimes,” Alice
said, and glanced around again. “Christ, I hope he doesn’t—”

“You hope he doesn’t come here tonight? Why?
What would you do, Alice? What would you do if he walked in here
right now, right this minute?”

“I’d… leave,” Alice whispered back.

Holly glared in a way that left Alice
grateful that looks couldn’t kill. “That really is sad,” the
therapist sniped. “You have just as much right to be here as he
does, yet you’d let him run you out. How could you let anyone— even
a former lover—have that kind of power over you?”

Was that what it was?
Power? No, she realized. I’m just…afraid.
I’m afraid of the memories.

“Not that it would really
matter,” Holly added. “I wouldn’t let you leave. That would be
counterproductive.”

Rather than sit and bicker,
Alice excused herself to go to the ladies’ room, which,
unfortunately, required that she walk up a short flight of stairs.
By now the Undercroft was so crowded that several patrons stood
conversing in the hall. This made her feel even less at ease, more
aware of her limp. She was certain she was being stared at from
behind, whispered about. Holly would say
I’m being paranoid, she grumbled to
herself. The limp, however slight, felt like a mallet striking the
floor, and regardless of how completely she tried to deny it, she
could’ve sworn that her left leg itched.

Coming back down, she had
to squeeze through clusters of people. Between backs and shoulders,
she saw Holly engaged in animated conversation with the bartender,
which soured her at first. Who am I going
to talk to? she asked herself.
Or am I supposed to just stand here on my peg leg
and look at the ceiling? A moment later,
someone tapped her on the shoulder.

“Alice? Alice Sterling?”

A pleasant enough looking
man faced her when she turned. Mid-thirties, she guessed; nice
slacks and shirt, dark shortish wavy hair. He obviously knew her,
and… He does look familiar,
she realized, but couldn’t place him.

“I’m Bob Gibson. I guess you don’t remember
me,” he said, offering his hand. “I was an associate at your firm a
while back. We worked on the Jax Avionics trial together.”

“Oh, yes, of course I remember you, Bob,”
Alice said, fibbing only partly. She did remember him, but it
remained a vague recollection. “So where are you now?”

“State attorney’s office, which always was
more my specialty. Airline lit never was my bag… Say, I think I see
an open table. You want to sit down and have a drink?”

Alice’s pause was only
momentary, yet it seemed to last long minutes. Excuses came
instantly to mind: Oh, I can’t; I’m with a
friend, or I’m
just on my way out, or Maybe some other time. But then
another voice rose in her head, a seemingly sensible one, that
said, Have a drink with the guy, for God’s
sake. What’s the big deal?

“Sure,” Alice said.

They shouldered through to
a table in back, beside a great, old colonial brick mantel. Every
so often she’d glance past Bob’s shoulder and see Holly continuing
to converse with the barkeep, and once or twice Holly glanced back
and winked at her. I sort of thought she’d approve, Alice
thought, then joked to herself in Holly’s terms.
I’m addressing my need for
socialization!

When Bob nagged the waitress Alice decided to
order a gin and tonic, despite Holly’s censure; her med dose was
very low now, and certainly a drink or two wouldn’t hurt. Besides,
other doctors had said she could drink lightly even on this
particular prescription. And once her drink arrived she quickly
noticed that it took the edge off her nervousness, and soon the
nervousness was gone altogether. More and more, too, she reclaimed
her memory of Bob Gibson. For the short time they’d worked together
at the firm she remembered his being a very effective attorney. She
also remembered his being very married. This made her wonder what a
married man was doing in a singles bar, until he got around to
mentioning that his wife had divorced him several years ago. He
remained upbeat, talking about it even though the story itself was
quite sad.

“Well, as you know,” he said, “the money’s
pretty good in most if the big private firms. But like I said, I
wasn’t really happy there. I never felt I was cut out for that sort
of practice. I wanted to be where I could do the kind of litigation
I was best at—criminal litigation. So I moved to the state
attorney’s office. All of a sudden I was really happy, but of
course, I had to take about a sixty percent pay cut. That was no
big deal to me, but my wife had a big problem with it. My new
salary wasn’t enough to suit her tastes, so that was that. She’s
married to a stockbroker now.”

Alice didn’t know what to say. She felt sorry
for him; it seemed disgraceful that his only reward for diligence
had been divorce. Eventually she offered, “Well, I guess that’s
proof that she wasn’t a very genuine person, and you’re probably
better off without her.”

“That’s about the size of it,” he said, and
shrugged. “You live and learn. But what about you? You never
married?”

The question caught her off guard, and at
once she was fighting the temptation to scratch the phantom itch at
her leg. “No,” she said rather feebly. “I almost did, but—”

But what?
a nasty voice inside her head asked.
But it turned out that my fiancé only wanted me
for my money. He was cheating on me the whole time…

“—but things just didn’t work out.”

Bob nodded understandingly,
then ordered more drinks and—to Alice’s relief—used the break to
change the subject. Alice sensed that he realized her own romantic
status was something she didn’t want to talk about, and this struck
her as distinctly thoughtful on his part. They spent the next hour,
instead, discussing their most important trials and the differences
in the kinds of law they practiced, during which she was able to
focus on him with a far greater ease and much more clarity. Though
the bar was loud and crowded, her interest in the things he had to
say became so pinpointed that they seemed to be by themselves. The
tavern’s din receded, the crowd drifted far away. She was also
quite pleased with herself in that her participation in the
conversation never lagged, never faltered, as was usually the case.
She took more time, too, to subtly take closer note of him. She
enjoyed the easy demeanor of his discourse, his mannerisms as he
spoke, the gestures of his hands. He’s…cute, she finally admitted to
herself. It was as though some aspect of her, some inhibition
perhaps, had prevented her from seeing this previously.

And another thing: not once, since the
conversation had taken off, did she think of Steve.

Eventually, Holly came over; Alice introduced
her to Bob, who cordially rose and shook her hand.

“Well, I’ve got to go now,” Holly dropped her
bomb. “You don’t mind taking a cab, do you, Alice?”

Why you premeditating
bitch! Alice thought, but she didn’t let
her composure fray. “Oh, no,” she said. “That’s no
problem.”

“I’d be happy to give you a ride,” came Bob’s
offer, which Holly, no doubt, had planned all along.

“Oh, thanks, Bob,” Holly said quickly, “and
it was nice meeting you. See you tomorrow, Alice.”

With that, Holly
disappeared out the back door through the crowd while Alice, to
herself, fumed. She set me up for this!
She pushed me on this guy! The move was so
overt, she hoped Bob didn’t feel obligated. “Really, I can take a
cab—actually I could even walk. My house isn’t even a mile
away.”

“Won’t hear of it,” Bob replied. “It’s no
trouble at all.”

No point stewing about
it, Alice concluded. What could she do now
anyway? And it’s not like Bob’s a
scrounge, she reminded herself. By now she
found herself attracted to him in multiple ways.

I can deal with
this, she decided.

Over the next hour she indulged herself with
one more drink, then switched to diet Coke—she didn’t want him to
think she was a lush—and it made her feel even more secure when he
did the same. More easy talk ensued: recent cases of national note,
allegations regarding a

Supreme Court nominee, the good and bad
points of award-limitations. Next thing she knew, a brass bell was
ringing, and the barkeeps were announcing last call.

“I think they’re trying to tell us
something,” Bob observed.

Alice, astonished, glanced at her watch. “I
can’t believe how fast the night went.”

“It must be my invigorating aptitude for
conversation,” Bob jested.

“Without a doubt,” Alice laughed back.

“Not to mention my world-famous good
looks.”

“Oh, well that goes without saying.”

Bob laughed. When he attempted to settle the
tab Alice snatched the check away. “I won’t even make you twist my
arm,” he said. “But at least let me leave the tip.”

“Deal,” she said.

“Well, if we don’t get out of here soon, I
guess they’ll throw us out. Are you about ready?”

Sudden anguish shot through
her. Ready, she
thought. Time to go. Time for him to drive
me—

But when she thought of home, of her new
house, all the pain dissipated at once.

“Yes,” she said more confidently than she’d
probably said anything in a year. “I’m ready.”
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Entombed, it howled.

The stone bowels of its cloister shuddered
with its rage.

So distant its release seemed, yet so near,
like the gossamer membrane lining the shiny white of an
eggshell.

How vapid it seemed, how utterly stale…

The smell of the world.

Cast off my bonds, it pleaded feebly.

Yes, the world smelled so stale from here.
From its netherscape, it breathed deep, inhaling the bland
fetor.

Nothing.

I will scratch through this place like a
scab, it vowed.

I will dig in to rich, warm lust that
tortures my senses with its scent.

So delectable…

And so much else in wait!

The world and all its myriad flavors, its
robust carnality, its succulent aromas and spices of the flesh.

The delicious cringing beneath its betrayal
and the plump meat of its slickened lies like a mongrel licking at
the rump of a fecund bitch…

I will taste of it all.

I will have it…all—

 


««—»»

 


“Good God, I was going to say something
really original, like ‘Nice place you got here,’” Bob remarked.
“But…”

Alice had felt it only proper to invite him
in for the proverbial nightcap. She led him through the slate foyer
to the living room, happy that her limp didn’t seem too terribly in
evidence.

“What a…gorgeous house,” Bob remarked. His
eyes were everywhere at once: the plush carpet, the heavy mantel,
the paintings and the paneling and the old wood rafters. He seemed
genuinely impressed.

“Thank you,” Alice replied. “All I’ve got,
I’m afraid, is Diet Coke, soda water, and iced tea.”

“Tea would be great,” he said, now
investigating the framed, original oils on the walls.

Just then the
gold-and-crystal carriage clock chimed from the mantel, in exact
unison with the great grandfather clock in the foyer. Two
a.m.

Alice prepared the drinks
in the colonial kitchen. Common enough a task, but she couldn’t
ignore a swift and unexpected giddiness, a fresh excitement she
seemed to brim with. Christ, Alice,
she tried to calm herself. You’re acting like a high-school majorette on her first date
with the quarterback.

But…what was she really thinking?

You had a couple drinks
with the guy, that’s all, she very quickly
reminded herself. You had a nice chat, and
he drove you home.

But, still…

At once she felt warm with other
considerations.

He’s a nice guy, yes, and he’s thoughtful
and considerate and he has a lot in common with you and, yes, yes,
Alice—he’s very nice-looking! But what on earth are you
thinking?

What?

That she was going
to sleep with
him?

Was that what she’d been
thinking?

Impossible. The notion, at the very least,
seemed too distant, too unformed. Then more precise considerations
came home to her.

You had a few drinks with
him, she repeated to herself.
You talked to him for a little while…

And that was all.

Ice cubes clinked in the sink. She wasn’t
paying attention to what she was doing.

Yeah, right, Alice. What? You’re going to
seduce him? Lure him to your bed. What kind of opinion would he
have of you then?

It was just a fantasy. There was nothing
wrong with that, at least according to Holly. And what would Holly
say?

But before she could even attempt to answer
herself, fantasy aside, a deeper consideration—her worst fear—
landed hard.

My leg. He probably doesn’t even know about
it, he probably hasn’t noticed. What, Alice? Oh, by the way, Bob,
before we get into the sack, I thought you might want to know that
I have an artificial leg. That’s right, a piece of plastic that I
stick onto the end of my stump.

Her head shook at the thought, like a subtle
migraine. In an instant, then, the night and all its pleasantries
fell apart, ruined. A fine saucer of Depression glass dropped from
clumsy hands to shatter on the floor.

“Everything all right?” he inquired.

“Yes, yes,” she called back. “Just
clumsy.”

She nearly did the same
with the two glasses of iced tea when she walked back out to the
living room. “Thanks,” he offered and took his, but then his eyes
went back to examining the carved moldings, and the needlepoint
draperies over the front window. “This place is perfect down to the
last detail,” he complimented. “It’s like a genuine colonial home.”

“You should’ve seen it when
I bought it; it was really
genuine then. It was falling apart. It took me
months to get it fully refurbished. It’s a watch house,” she
explained too quickly. “Sentinels would live here and watch for
freighters coming from England with goods.” She took his arm,
goaded him over. “Let me show you the best room in the
house.”

Alice, then, and without much thought as to
what she was doing, urged Bob through the French doors to her
bedroom.

She neglected to turn on any lights…

“Isn’t it a wonderful view?”

“Uh, yeah,” Bob commented a bit uncertainly.
“It is. It’s spectacular.”

Through the great veranda panes, the bay
shined. The moon hovered. A few dark boats sat anchored in the
water, their tiny green helm lights blinking.

It was all much more clear with the lights
off. Bob must have noticed this easily enough. No doubt he also
noticed the mahogany nightstand and dressing chest, and the
pinecone poster bed.

Only then did Alice realize what she’d
done.

I just hauled him into—into my—my
bedroom!

Alice went rigid. She raced to say something,
to offer an excuse, an explanation—anything. What must he think of
her?

But, then, next—

At once, she felt bathed in a prickly heat.
She felt dizzy, hot, disoriented. Her hand raised to turn on the
lamp atop the nightstand halted, then fell away. She was looking
straight at Bob.

And Bob was looking straight at her.

Their eyes widened. Nothing was
verbalized—nothing had to be. The twilit darkness in the room grew
palpable as a pair of hands. It nudged them, urged them
simultaneously, drew them together in a warm, flustered slowness
like the anticipatory fetters being tied to an impassioned lover’s
ankles and wrists. And then—

They embraced. Their arms slithered around
each other’s backs, and their opened mouths joined. Alice could’ve
fainted at the feel of his body so tightly pressed against hers.
She tightened her embrace, and he tightened his. This rough and
intimate pressure, incredibly, made her feel that she might come
right there.

Their kisses turned more fervid, then…more
brazen. Their tongues collided, Bob’s embrace squeezing Alice’s
breasts against his firm chest. Unconsciously, they turned as they
stood…

Oh…

The moon in the window blazed in Alice’s
eyes. She began to suck Bob’s tongue as her hand drifted down.

The darkness seemed grainy,
the air around her gusting like hot breath. It chased her
inhibitions away, her fears and insecurities. She felt like someone
else entirely, not a phobic but a plush, unbridled woman charged
with desire. In another moment her bra-cupped breasts were exposed
and eventually she realized, with Bob’s hands still coursing up and
down her back, that she
had been the one who’d unfastened her
blouse.

Was it the alcohol that had toppled her
insecurities? No, she didn’t think so—she’d barely drunk at all.
The medication then?

No, she thought. The latest prescription was a very low dose. In
fact, Holly had said that she probably didn’t need it
anyway.

So what was it?

It’s…me,
she realized vaguely, and this realization made
her happy. And what was so wrong with that? This wasn’t wrong, was
it? How could her natural desires be wrong? For the first time in a year,
and perhaps much more, she felt like a real woman.

She tugged off Bob’s shirt as he slipped off
her blouse, and in even less time she released the center snap of
her bra.

His hands found her breasts
as quickly. The darkness seemed to guide him, but…wasn’t that a
queer thought? The first touch of his hands on her bared breasts
sent a sudden course of heat from her chest to her groin. But Alice
felt guided herself, driven
now, desperate in her own prickling heat to move
on. With his tongue still deep in her mouth, she unbuckled his
belt, unfastened his slacks, and let her hand find its way
in.

“I—” Bob murmured. “I have a—”

“What?” she breathed into the crook of his
neck.

“I have a condom…”

“Give it to me,” she said immediately.

The gumption of this, the forwardness and the
audacity—what she once would have considered unthinkable…

Never registered.

He remained standing before her when she sat
down on the edge of the bed. Pulled down his slacks. Slid down his
undershorts. Leaned forward and—

Opened her mouth.

The lewdest terms, then,
scuttled in her mind. I’m sucking his
penis, she thought. I’m blowing him…

He moaned, his hands roving her hair.

Alice’s senses felt remote as she continued.
She could feel the moon on the side of her face. His pubic hair
tickled her nose and his testicles, cupped in her left hand, seemed
to ooze heat. Then she held out her other hand, paused, and
repeated in a parched whisper, “Give it to me.”

As he fumbled in his lowered slacks, Alice
gingerly removed her jeans, leaned back up, teased him some more
with her mouth. He gave her the packet, which she immediately
snapped open. She grew short of breath slipping out the condom,
casting the empty packet to the floor, then rolling the oily sheath
down over his shaft.

Then she lay back, parting her legs. Drenched
desperation squeezed the words from her mouth.

“Now…please…”

Bob obliged, breathing heavily himself. He
lay down atop her, his penis slipping right in without the aid of
his hands or hers, like something instinctive. Alice moaned— at
once she felt weighed down by the hot pressure, pressed into the
bed. His strokes commenced in a maddening slowness, his upper body
propped up above her by his arms.

“God, you feel good,” he said. Sweat dripped
off his face onto her bare breasts. The bed began to rock, and in
its rocking her pleasure mounted, each stroke burrowing deeper into
her flesh. He hadn’t even noticed her prosthesis, or perhaps he had
but he didn’t care. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Someone caring. For
a change, someone real.

Alice whined now. She wanted it harder,
faster. Her fingers dug into his clenched buttocks. She raised her
legs to a high, wide-open V.

Then—

Slap!

“What the—?” Bob said, looking over his
shoulder.

Alice nearly shrieked when
he withdrew himself from her, her legs still in the air, her hands
sliding off his sides. What had happened?

Distracted, he stood up at the edge of the
bed and looked down.

But Alice was looking up, wondering what was
wrong.

Then she saw…

As he stood his condomed penis pointed at
her. But then, there was something pointing at him, too, wasn’t
there?

Her stump.

Her prosthesis had…fallen off, had hit him in
the back. And when he fully realized this, staring at the stump
still hovering—

Oh, my…

His erection went slack at once.

“Look, I didn’t know,” he babbled, stepping
away. “I just can’t—I just can’t—I’m…sorry…”

Alice’s face spread like a disbelieving, hot
mass. Silent tears welled in her eyes.

Her legs lowered to the bed.

Bob hauled his clothes back on in short
order. “I’m really sorry,” he said as he was walking away, leaving
the room, closing the door behind him.
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“Well?” was all Holly said when Alice walked
into her office the next morning.

“Well, what?”

“Well, how did it go? With that guy—what was
his name? Bob?”

“It went—” Alice sat down,
but before she could even say terrible, she broke into
tears.

“What happened?” Holly asked.

Alice, in teary bursts of words, recounted
the entire story.

And at the end of it all, Holly
merely…shrugged.

Even in her obvious
distraction Alice wanted to go on a rage. She shrugged! That’s all she did! She SHRUGGED!

“You’re going to have to start being a lot
more real than you’re being now, Alice,” said the cool
psychiatrist. “Look at you. You’re falling apart.”

“What do you expect me to do!” Alice
shrieked.

“You’re falling apart, and why is that?
Because of one bad experience with some guy—”

“It’s more than that!” Alice loudly
objected.

“No, it’s not. One guy, one instance, and
that’s all it was. It’s no big deal, Alice.”

“No big deal? He was
repulsed by
me!”

“So what?” Holly replied,
her fingers steepled primly on her desk blotter. She was the calm
in the middle of Alice’s storm: composed, rock-solid. “Okay, the
guy freaked out. Your leg caught him off-guard; he didn’t know how
to react, so he did what men frequently do—he bolted. Rather than
confronting the situation, he exited the situation. These things
happen all the time, Alice—not just to you, not just to people with
artificial legs— to everyone.
It’s part of life, and an equally important part
of life is understanding the simple fact that sometimes we get our
feelings hurt.”

Feelings hurt?
Alice thought, outraged. She acts like I’m a little kid who just got her doll taken
away! “So that’s all you think this is? Me
getting my feelings hurt?”

“Yes, Alice, nothing more. You’re going to
have to develop a more adult sense of perception to situations that
don’t suit you.”

“Oh, so now I’m being immature!”

“Yes, Alice. You are.”

Alice felt her temples
thumping; it was as if she was sitting on nails. Holly’s
insensitivity fueled her anger. “Last night, for the first time in
over a year, I was with a man who showed a definite interest in me;
then he took one look at my stump and almost threw up. And all you
do is sit there and tell me I’m being immature and overreactive.
Jesus Christ, Holly, I’ve got a stump where my left leg should be.
It’s always going
to be that way! No man is ever going to be attracted to me
again.”

“There you go, blaming all your problems on
your leg again,” Holly responded tersely. “Passing the buck. You’re
worse than that guy last night. Rather than acknowledging the state
of your life and making something good for yourself, you choose to
run away.”

Alice’s gaze seemed to smolder across the
desk.

“And another thing,” Holly went on with her
chastisement, “what about him? Don’t you think you’re being a
little unfair to him?”

“Unfair to
him!”

“Of course, Alice. You spring something like
that on a guy, what did you expect? Didn’t it ever occur to you
that telling him about your leg first was the most sensible thing
to do?”

“Well…” Alice stalled. That much she couldn’t
argue with. “I was going to, but…there wasn’t time.” And then, for
a moment, she thought about what she had just said. Once she’d
gotten into the watch room nothing had occurred to her at all,
other than making love. “It was like we were both on fire. All of a
sudden things started happening really fast.”

“I should say so. You let the poor guy get
hit in the back with a prosthetic limb.”

Alice stood up, her tolerance cracking like a
dry twig; it was very nearly an audible sound in her head. She
turned, making to exit. “I’m leaving,” she announced.

“Alice!”

Hand on the shiny brass knob, pulling open
the office door. “I don’t have to take this kind of crap from
you.”

“I’m not going to pamper you, Alice. I’m not
going to treat you like a baby.”

“Fine.”

“Alice, come back here—”

The door slammed behind her. The heavy carpet
in the hallway deadened all sound. Through the glass on the street
door she could see cars moving around Church Circle, pedestrians
briskly traversing the sidewalks on their way back to their offices
from lunch. Alice blinked away a tear, steeled herself, and
left.

She half expected Holly to
come after her, but recognized that that wasn’t the psychiatrist’s
style. I’m not going to treat you like a
baby; the words replayed in her mind now
that Alice had stepped out onto the sidewalk. She didn’t want
sympathy—she’d never wanted that, not from anyone—just some kind of
understanding, perhaps. Holly came from the hardline school of
therapy: human behavioralism, glacier cold. She’s probably sitting there assuming I want her to come after me. Well,
that simply wasn’t the case. Alice, alone on the busy corner, felt
relieved.

She didn’t want to have to relate to anyone
right now. Not anyone in the world.

Especially herself.

 


««—»»

 


Generally she walked to
Holly’s sessions; it wasn’t far. The city’s scenery, drenched in
its unblemished age, pristine colonial and federal homes, the
shaded residential back streets lined by sprawling century-old
oaks—walking in the midst of all this made her less aware of a
chaotic world. Today, though, after the skirmish with Holly and
last night’s calamity in her bedroom, walking drained her, each
left step clinking an unpleasant image. Her leg felt like dead
cement. Pining inside, she could imagine herself
clumping along…

Yet she didn’t go home.
Maybe she was being petty, but the notion of going back to the watch house
drained her already flattened spirits. It was funny. She loved her
house, but she rarely thought of it as that: her house, her home. It was always
the watch house to her,
as though it was actually someone else’s home, a neighbor’s
perhaps, or a friend’s, where she was taking a room or
house-sitting. Returning now would leave her skittish. What would
she do? Watch sitcoms? she wondered in heavy sarcasm. Talk
shows? Soaps?

Jesus, Alice, for a rich woman you sure
don’t have much of a life…

Strolling around State Circle occurred to
her, past its gushing, crystal fountains and sculpted hedgerows,
but then a sudden reminder set a flame to the idea. State Circle
housed the State House, and the State House contained the state
attorney’s office, where Bob worked. She couldn’t imagine anything
more dreadful than passing him on his way back from lunch.

She limped down Main Street instead, past
quaint shops and cafes, squeezing between passersby. The sun made
the narrow lane’s cobblestones look glazed, shimmering like white
neon off the bay. She felt inert in downtown’s bristling life, a
human doldrum, invisible. Well-groomed businessmen strode on either
side of the street, their ties off, their shirts unbuttoned to
their sternums. Women, bare-armed in tank tops, bare-legged in
shorts, strode just as vibrantly, just as resonant with life. Alice
stopped, leaning against a gimcrack shop. Outcast. Virtually
cooking in her long denim jeans and dark-cherry blouse. Yes, she
felt invisible, an unwitting spectator from some lackluster
world.

A fat amputee,
she silently tore at herself. A headcase. She’d hoped that walking
would round off the corners of her anger at Holly. Well, it had,
but instead of helping her feel better it made her feel more
boring, more useless. Part of her knew that Holly was right: Last
night had been but one instance—not all men were like Bob—but
another, larger part of her remained unconvinced. She felt encased
in uninteresting flesh with a repulsive plastic shaft for a
leg.

It was the final glimpse that chased her
away:

Three girls, teenagers, all smiles and long,
flowing streams of hair as they sat together in cutoffs and halters
on the end pier—

Alice gazed at them.

—chattering in avid innocence, in their
precious and undefìled youth.

Her gaze blurred.

—their slim, bare, and very whole legs
hanging over the edge as they languidly wagged their feet in the
cool water…

It was as though she was fleeing the world
just then, seeking a desperate exit. Time shunned her, as did
distance. She was simply walking—or half trotting, as best her leg
would allow—back up Main, the sun burning her face.

Thoughtless. Directionless. Aware of nothing
but the need to flee.

Then, like the approach of a sudden storm,
the radiant day turned dark and cool behind her back.

She caught herself, looked around
dumbfounded.

What am I doing…here?

Winded, she was standing in
a covered entry, before two high closed doors of luxurious veneered
oak. alms read a
wooden box with a slot in it.

She was standing in the outer vestibule of a
church.

St. Anne’s, the great, steepled Catholic
church on the Circle.

Why did I come here?
she wondered to herself. Did I come here to pray? To confess? Alice couldn’t imagine. She hadn’t been to church, literally,
in decades. She hadn’t prayed, nor had she confessed. She supposed
she’d never really believed in God. But clearly her desperation had
brought her here for a reason.

I guess I just need to talk
to someone, she understood at once. Not
Holly, not a psychiatrist.

A priest,
she realized.

Someone enlightened. Someone with faith.

COME IN,
read a sign posted on one of the doors,
HERE, IN THIS HUMBLE
HOUSE OF GOD, ALL ARE WELCOME.

Alice wiped the tears off her face, then
reached forward and placed her hands on the pair of polished brass
knobs. She gently turned them and pulled.

The doors were locked.
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“Damn it all,” Holly
muttered. For perhaps the tenth time since noon she hung up the
phone. After the first message there was little point in leaving
more; Alice either wasn’t home or wasn’t answering.
Probably just not answering, Holly decided. Probably thinks I’m
an indifferent, pitiless bitch…

She tapped a fingernail.

…which I guess I am.

Not that she meant to be,
least of all with Alice. Habit always took its due. Not
You Are What You Eat, but You Are What You Are
Trained. On occasion, Holly Ryan’s soul
felt smudged, like hands after changing a tire. To her there
existed only two schools of human psychology: the kiss-ass, school
and the kick-ass school. She had no use for the former.

Most neurotics experienced positive response
to conative reinforcement, and that’s what all her patients were:
off the right track, misguided, fearful.

Neurotic.

And Alice Sterling was no exception. A little
flustered. A little neurotic.

And a little
oblivious, Holly added.

Her ornate office seemed
buried in silence—then the chime clock stuck 6 p.m. The last of her patients was
done, a slow day. Curt, the erotopathic federal agent; Eugene, who
anonymously sent attractive women boxes of macadamia nuts; Erica,
the exhibitionist; Roderic, the hapless S & M addict. “Women
like me to slap them in the face,” was the first thing Roderic had
said at his first session. “Tie them up, bite them, stuff like
that…”

A unique introduction.

In fact, nearly all of
Holly’s patients came to her for sexual problems. One woman, named
Ivy, referred to herself as a fellatrice. “I…I have to suck men’s
penises. I can’t stop; I can’t help it.” Ivy, it turned out, had
performed the act of fellatio on over two thousand men in her
thirty-six years. Her parents, Holly eventually ascertained via
hypnotherapy, had deprived Ivy of the need to suck her thumb as an
infant. Jervis, a phony name, was addicted to prostitutes. “Four or
five a week, I guess. Just quick handjobs in the car mostly.” Holly
instantly recognized him as the majority leader of the state
senate. “There’s no greater thrill than having a woman you’ve never
met jack you off in your car, in some dark alley.” Then there was
Linda, a fifty-year-old voyeur; she’d go for long late-night walks
through her upscale community, peering in windows—a Peeping
Tomette. Holly actually had several patients with the same
problem.

But it was all fodder to Holly. Lost people
with lost ideals. It wasn’t difficult to set them back on a truer
mark; most of her patients, in fact, were “cured” after a year.

Reconstruct the personal priorities. Make
them reevaluate their systems of belief. Impel a transitive
fixative action.

And kick their psyches in the ass.

It worked every time.

But what about
Alice? she dared to ask
herself.

She had a big problem…with Alice.

Not that her problems were all that
intricate. Holly found that neuroses frequently harbored similar
roots.

But Alice…

Christ, she thought.

Holly’d had her own share of problems, too.
Her mother’s suicide. Her father’s sudden stroke. And her first
year out of school, she’d fallen quickly into alcoholism. It hadn’t
lasted long when she saw what it was doing to her; she had resolved
to quit, simple as that. And she hadn’t had a drop since.

No, to Holly, human problems were minor
obstacles. You isolated them, identified them, analyzed them…

Then you cured them.

But—but this…

She’d only lied a little bit the other day,
when they’d gone downtown. McGuffy’s. Alice had, in rebellion,
asked her about her own romantic life.

The quagmire came when Alice had inquired as
to why Holly herself wasn’t yet married.

And Holly had responded to
the effect that she hadn’t yet met the right person.

Person! Jesus, Holly. You certainly pick
your words carefully, don’t you?

Holly had never lived in denial, as did most
of her ilk; she was far too self-aware for that. Her bisexuality
was something she’d acknowledged to herself since her first year of
high school. She’d had her flings with women; she’d even had a few
affairs. And as for men? She’d had her flings there, too, early on.
But she soon learned that men, to her, were good only for a quick
fix. A physical and hormonal curiosity. Other than that, they
seemed primitive and depthless, thin as water. They scratched a
certain itch, and nothing more.

Then she discarded them.

Which eventually enlightened her to the fact
that she was not bisexual at all. She was a lesbian.

She’d discovered that through trial and
error, as most did, and she was happy with the discovery.

Yes, she’d had affairs with women, many of
them. She’d had “relationships.” But—

She knew that her feelings contradicted
everything she’d ever been taught at Skinner Hall and then, more
precisely, at Johns Hopkins. Professor Saul—he was dead now, and
ancient even when she’d known him. A friendly, bent old man
creviced by age who’d taught Holly’s first course in the domestic
management of psychiatry.

And, without doubt, the most paramount dictum
of all was the very first thing he’d said on the very first day of
her very first class:

Never get involved with a patient.

And she hadn’t.

Holly’s “involvement” with Alice Sterling had
never been anything more than doctor-to-patient.

And that was the problem.

She broke then, the steely spine of her
feelings snapping like a dry piece of pasta.

Her face lowered to her desk blotter, and
then she did something she couldn’t recall ever doing before.

She cried.

What am I going to do?

Her tears flowed, a wellspring to her heart.
Her eyeliner began to run.

She was a psychiatrist. She
was a therapist and an objectivist. She was a professional.

And I’m in love with one of
my patients, she finally and fully
admitted to herself.

I’m in love with Alice Sterling.

 


««—»»

 


(Alice? Alice?)

Then:

Pin-drop silence.

The moon glowed cotton-soft in her eyes. The
warm night caressed her as the water shimmered—

And the razor poised.

But…

Had she heard a voice?

No, it must be her imagination. At a time
like this, considering such a terrible development? Of course her
mind would fabricate things. Perhaps some tiny kernel of her
subconscious was attempting to distract her, trick her, make her
think someone had called her name.

But who would? Out here, no one in the world
could see her, except God perhaps.

But He’d locked His doors on her earlier,
hadn’t He?

God, she wondered. The thought dwindled.

The finely crafted French doors to the watch
room hung open behind her. She was standing out on the veranda,
overlooking the bay. It was just past midnight now— she’d counted
the strikes of the grandfather clock just moments ago, sounding its
knell from the front foyer.

Midnight,
she thought.

It seemed an appropriate time to die.

And what a night for such a deed! Lushly
warm, starry. A low moon hovered just over the mirror-still bay.
Holly had said it was a beautiful view, hadn’t she, just the other
day? The bay extended like a scape of endless, perfect glass.

And the sounds, too, so
beautiful. The gentle lapping of the water to the shoreline, just
below the deck. Herons, crickets, and peepers. The night was
teeming with
sound.

Thank You, God,
she thought with some strange consolation.
Perhaps she was already hoping to be forgiven for a sin she hadn’t
yet committed, and by a deity she didn’t believe in.

Thank You at least for this beautiful
night…

And the night bid a question.

Was she really going to do this?

The razor, between her
fingertips, felt so insignificant, too small to harness such a
devastating power. But where was the real power? Not in the razor blade, she
realized. Suddenly she felt very powerful herself, for it required
a great deal of power, didn’t it? To take one’s own
life?

She’d thought about it
often, and not just since the accident. The feeling was
incalculable. Feelings heaped upon still more feelings, all bad.
She felt lost in a gruelling maze, she felt…black. It didn’t matter
that life had been good to her. Sometimes she just didn’t want to
go on— too many things hurt too much. Lost fondness, lost love. She
guessed that was what it was really all about. Love. She wanted to
be in love, and she never had been. She wanted those feelings, she
wanted that special resplendent fulfillment that she’d always heard
about but never experienced. Even before she’d lost her leg, each
day awaited her like the ugliest morass. She felt useless,
purposeless, a cog in a dull machine. Loneliness—it sounded so
trite in a day and age such as this. Alone, she thought to herself.
That’s how she’d always felt, even in a busy office or a crowded
court, at company picnics and firm victory parties and power
lunches downtown with a half dozen associates. Each day coming home
to the same thing.

Alone…

The world revolved without her, a smug
passerby. Yes, the world. For all of her adult life she’d never
really felt that she was part of it.

I don’t fit in,
she realized. I’ll…never
be part of it. Never.

Her resolve, at just that instant, arrived
with a surprising placidity.

I’m going to do it.

And with the realization she felt something
she hadn’t genuinely felt in years.

She felt happy.

An absurd thought struck
her then. The kitchen sink,
she thought. Earlier she’d discovered a small
leak, and had left a message on the plumber’s answering machine,
all the while knowing that she was going to kill herself. God, it was almost
funny.

And it was very surprising, too—the moon in
her eyes, the gentle night sounds in her ears, the beautiful
waterscape before her and the final peace in her heart—how painless
it all turned out to be, when the brand-new edge-point of the blade
sliced into her flesh and she dragged the razor across her
wrist—

—and plummeted.
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—plummeted—

—plummeted…

Not a sensation of physically falling, but
something else. Her spirit, perhaps.

Expectations rose, tabloid tips. But there
was no light at the end of this tunnel, no queues of dead relatives
in wait, no dramatic instance of leaving her own body and looking
down at herself. And there was no refulgent figure in white.

Just the opposite.

Just…black.

I’m dying,
it occurred to her. I’m…dead.

The sense of peace she felt was
extraordinary. But as her spirit continued to sail, she eventually
noticed something else, a sensation that she was walking.

Walking? I just committed suicide. How can I
be walking?

She didn’t deliberate; she didn’t have time.
Darkness pooled like dusk settling over a hollow; she found that
she was indeed walking, her physical body intact, in the flesh, her
senses very much alive.

Was it a dream?

It must be,
Alice concluded. I’m
dying, and this is my last dream.

The place in which she walked now was like
nowhere else she’d ever seen in her life.

A warm warren of stone—stone, yes, the color
of grave markers. A warm stone floor. The air hung stagnant with
humid heat…

(Alice? Alice?)

The voice again. The voice she’d heard before
while standing on the veranda, just moments before she’d cut her
wrists.

Who was it? And—

Where am I?

The slate stone walls of the warren darkened
as she drifted onward. Her limp unchecked, she walked ahead in this
unknown place, yet somehow she seemed to know her direction. With
each step the bottom of her prosthetic foot scuffed unfeeling
against the rough stone floor.

Yes, of course it was a dream. She felt
sleepy; she felt adrift. She remained dressed in the long blue
satin nightgown she’d put on before she’d extricated the razor
blade from its dispenser. As the heat of this dream warren
steepened, the gown began to adhere to her skin from her
perspiration.

Tiny lamps pitoned into the stone flickered
as the warren’s only light. Oil lamps. And, yes, the rough-hewn
walls did, indeed, seem to darken as she limped on, their pocked
slate gray going over to a hue that was greenly black. She reached
out as she walked to touch the blackened surface, and her hand
found it…soft.

Moss, or lichens, had grown into the surface,
damp with hot condensation. Moisture glittered amid the black
spongy patches like diminutive teardrop jewels.

Where am I?
she thought again, and once more she was
answered:

(Alice? Alice?)

The voice came as a whisper—an etching,
really, like a nail scratched against the rock. One thing she knew,
though, and beyond all certainty:

It was a woman’s voice.

What would a woman be doing
down in this dark place? What would anyone? But—I’m here, she reminded
herself.

The voice lured her, enticed her on.

(Alice—)

Louder this time. More precise.

The warren opened to a malformed room of
sorts. In flickering lamplight she could see that, here, the lichen
growth was so abundant that the walls were a total, porous black,
so that she couldn’t really even discern the chamber’s
dimensions.

Her eyes held wide, waiting to adjust. Then
shapes, however indeterminate, began to surface from the shifting
ebon around her. Shapes that seemed to be stretched across other
shapes. Alice stepped forward; then something solid brushed her
leg.

More shapes.

Boxes? she wondered. Long black
boxes? No, they seemed to be solid as
rock, and to extend from the center of the chamber. Two rows of
them, with an aisle down the middle.

She leaned over, reached
down to touch one. Rock,
she thought. Her fingers came away wet. A
squared, stone slab, lichen-covered and black as everything else
here. Though not perfectly symmetrical, each slab appeared to be of
similar dimensions, about two feet high, six feet long, two feet
deep.

What the hell are they?

The slabs confused her as much as everything
else in this barely lit place, and the heat was wringing her out,
exhausting her. The heartfelt peace she’d experienced as she’d
worked the razor over her wrist had vanished, replaced by a curious
if not frustrating mystification—

Surely this was not what
she’d expected upon her own suicide. She’d expected solitude. She’d
expected nothingness. She’d expected heaven or even hell.
But…this? Wandering around, sweating in her nightgown, in some bizarre
room of moss-ridden stone?

No, this was not what she’d expected at
all.

She sat down on the first slab, sighing and
wiping sweat off her brow. This place was so hot, much more so than
the stone warren, and maddeningly humid. She could hear the
condensation trickling profusely all around her, running in
rivulets down the mossy black walls, dripping steadily off the
ceiling. The hot droplets plopped on her bare shoulders and into
her lap. The wet, black cavern moss she sat upon soaked through her
nightgown. Then her gaze fixed ahead of her.

At the other shapes.

Another stone slab, larger, and laid across
two stone plinths of some kind, all just as lichen-infested. At
either side of the slab stood candles set in stands that seemed
crudely fashioned from bronze. The bronze had long gone green with
tarnish.

And the more intently Alice stared, the less
she seemed to see of this place and the more of herself. Blobs of
memory, as blackened as the walls, began to throb around her.

A hapless moan escaped her throat.

Her own anguish betrayed her. Holly had
always emphasized the need for her to put the past behind her, to
move on. But it only took a moment, sitting here in this grotesque
dream chamber of glittering gloom, for her to be cloaked in
despair. It seemed to hug her now. Yes, despair, despondency. She
breathed it into her lungs with the humid air.

Memories. Catching Steve with that other
woman on that snowy night last winter. The sudden, shuddering
headlights sliding like twin comets. Awakening in the hospital to
find that her left leg was gone…

But it wasn’t just the accident, was it?

She felt ruined,
unwanted—she always had—despite everything Holly had tried to
reinforce in her. Shrink-babble,
she dismissed. Just
talk, just words.

Words wouldn’t help her. Positive thinking
wouldn’t change her life. The incident with Bob was proof, wasn’t
it? How could Holly tell her otherwise? The man Alice had taken to
her bed had fled in disgust the instant he’d seen her stump…

But at once she felt cheated. Here she was,
not minutes after a suicide attempt, dreaming as she no doubt lay
dying back on her veranda. And what was she thinking about? The
same thoughts she’d cut herself to be free of.

Not fair,
she thought in the weird, glitter-pocked
darkness. So maybe that’s what this was, maybe—

Maybe this is hell, she thought.

Maybe this was payment for the sin of
suicide, to sit here forever contemplating the same despair that
had driven her to the act in the first place.

More of the chamber’s warm drool dripped onto
her shoulders, onto her face. The tiny droplets hid her tears well,
like the snowflakes melting on her face the night of the
accident.

(Alice?)

The voice again.

Alice looked up from where she sat.

Her breath spurred in her chest.

A figure stood behind the forward slab,
barely lit by the candles at either end.

Like a priest at a church. Standing behind
the altar…

But this was no church, and the parallel
stone slab certainly no altar.

The figure appeared more as an apophysis than
a figure, obvolutions in the darkness that were somehow made flesh.
It wore black raiments, a mantle and drooping hood of flyblown
sackcloth. The figure faced her, perfectly still. Alice could make
out nothing of a face beyond the yawning hood. All she could do
instead was sit there and blink at the immobile presence.

Then the figure raised its hands, again as a
priest might, perhaps at the finish of a eulogy.

And then its eyes turned into the tiniest
specks of green light, like diminutive chippings of an emerald.

Alice dissolved, then, into the effusive
darkness—
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—and next found herself in a different
darkness. The darkness of her own bedroom, it seemed, though still
damp with sweat, her lungs still full of the black church’s humid
air, its strange taste lingering on her tongue.

The dream had transported
Alice out and away. Am I dead yet?
she wondered. No, she was no longer in the black
church, nor in its oil-lit stone warrens. She lay
instead—

I’m—I’m in my own bed, she thought.

And she was, indeed, lying as still as a body
in repose. Now the darkness felt cool. The bed sheets under her
felt cool. Cool twilight blinked in her eyes from the clean glass
panes in the French doors.

Yes, she reasserted. I’m in my bedroom,
in my house. I’m in the watch room.

But so was someone else…

Alice noticed the figure the instant she
turned her head, which took all the energy she could muster. She’d
smelled something like faint perfume, hadn’t she? Yes, and then
she’d willed herself to turn her head at the pleasing scent.

The figure stood at the bedside. But—

What? Alice thought.

She expected the same figure, the cloaked
figure from the black church. After all, this was a death dream.
But it was no sack-clothed shadow that stood before her now.

It was a beautiful nude woman.

(Alice?)

“Who are you?” Alice managed, an awful
dryness and acridity shriveling her throat. It made speaking feel
like spitting up bits of gravel.

Then the woman replied, in a fine, gentle
voice that was nearly a whisper:

(My name is Dessamona.)

Alice had never heard the name, and she was
certain she’d never met this woman before. Nevertheless, she felt
compelled to ask, “Do I know you?”

(No, not really. But in another way, you
know me well. We know each other very well.)

This made no sense to
Alice, but then— It’s not supposed to make
sense. I’m dying, and this is my last dream.

“Am I dying?” she asked.

The woman seemed forlorn in
the impasse. (Yes), she said.

Dessamona,
Alice thought then. She didn’t know why she
summoned up the strange name— Perhaps just to feel the sound of it,
or to touch it in her mind. Dessamona, she thought.
I’m dying, yes, I know I am.

But she already knew that,
didn’t she? She wanted to die; otherwise why would she have slid a razor across her
wrist?

Somehow, death felt welcome; perhaps it had
for a long time now, and she’d just failed to realize it. She
turned her head again, with a nearly excruciating effort.

And she looked then, looked hard at the nude
woman standing beside her bed…

Yes, she was beautiful; she was stunning. Her
nudity offered an attestation to the rest of her being. Firm,
robust breasts, long legs, flawless skin, fine and white as rice
paper. The moonlight from the glass reduced the sleek body to
perfect, curvaceous etchings in the tinged darkness. The abundant
triangle of pubic hair was a glistening shadow, and the hair upon
the woman’s head flowed like a gentle gush of black ink to a level
well past her shoulders. The tiniest tufts of fine black down
strayed from her underarms.

(I know what you’re feeling…)

Did she? Did she really? This woman, who was
everything Alice was not—beautiful, vibrant, empowered. How could
she know? How could anyone really know how she felt?

“Take me away,” Alice asked, still looking up
limply. And that’s what Dessamona was here for, wasn’t it? An
acolyte of her death dream. Here to take her away, to guide her to
whatever awaited in the realm that followed living.

Now the woman was holding something. Her
strong yet elegant hand gently gripped some dark, tapered object
that was roughly a foot and a half long.

(Do you see this?) Dessamona asked.

Alice squinted tranquilly.

(Do you know what this is?)

“I can’t see,” Alice murmured. “It’s
dark.”

Dessamona stepped forward in the dead
silence, leaning over, holding the object out into the
moonlight.

And Alice could see it now. It looked pallid,
cold, paraffin-like but gritty with details.

Alice let out a parched scream.

What the woman held out for her to see was
Alice’s lower left leg…

A cusp of white bone could be seen at the
severed edge. Cleanly cut. The leg was so white. The toenails had
grown on the stiff foot.

(I can give this back to
you) the beautiful nude woman
said.

Then she vanished.
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“Goddamn you, Alice. I could wring your
goddamn neck.”

Alice gulped, her eyes squeezed shut. There
was an awful taste in her mouth that reminded her of the few
hangovers in her life. But she was mortified at what she’d just
heard.

A woman’s voice, but not Dessamona’s. Was
this the first thing she would hear in the afterlife? Some coarse
angel telling her she could wring her goddamn neck?

White light vibrated and
smirched her vision when she opened her eyes. Heaven? she wondered.
Or hell? Heaven was
supposed to be full of white light, wasn’t it?

But then, maybe hell was, too. Who could know
for sure?

“Goddamn you, Alice. I am so pissed off at
you, I could slap you right in the face.”

Holly. That’s who the voice belonged to;
Alice recognized it now, and upon this realization—that she was
alive—she felt no real relief. At first, instead, she
felt…disappointment.

Then anger.

Eventually Holly Ryan’s stern face, framed by
her sable hair and bangs, materialized before Alice’s vision.

“Holly,” Alice groaned.

“You asshole,” her psychiatrist remarked
kindly. “Why didn’t you call me? You promised to call me if you
ever felt this way.”

Alice didn’t answer. She felt foolish and
cranky. She wished someone would turn off the bright overhead
lights so she could go to sleep.

“You’re in South County General,” Holly
informed her. “The psychiatric wing.”

“Great,” Alice groaned back. Then she groaned
again, lifting her arm to see the tight white bandage around her
wrist. “Who found me?”

“I did. I was driving
through your neighborhood so I stopped by. Your door was wide open.
Only ninnies leave their doors open. Have you ever heard of
burglars? Are you aware that there have been a rash of
burglary-related rapes in town recently? Are you the least bit
aware that there is a thing called crime in most cities?”

“Well, I’m sorry, Holly. I was trying to kill
myself. I wasn’t really worried about burglars at the time.”

Then Holly grabbed Alice’s taped wrist. “And
look at what you’ve done to yourself. God, you’re such an asshole.
Now you’re going to have a stupid-looking scar on your wrist for
the rest of your life. People will see it, Alice, everywhere you
go. They’ll think you’re a headcase.”

“Well, I am, aren’t I?”

“You’re a
dickbrain, is
what you are.”

Alice’s lips pursed into a seamed frown. She
hated profanity, even when she was cussing herself.

“You didn’t even do it
right,” Holly said next, almost as if she was being critical. “You
slashed your wrist laterally,
Alice. Any airhead knows that if you slash your
wrist laterally, the blood will clot long before
expiration.”

Expiration,
Alice thought. What a term. “You have a lot of
gall, you know that? You’re criticizing me because I didn’t kill
myself properly.”

“I have a mind to kill you
myself,” Holly said. “I could strangle you. Do you have any idea
how embarrassing this is for me?”

Alice sat up in bed and
gaped. “What?”

Holly pointed absently
behind her. “These people here? These doctors and nurses?
They know me,
Alice. And since I’m the one who had to register you, they know
that you’re my patient. It makes me look like the worst
psychiatrist in the world, bringing in a patient with a slashed
wrist.”

Alice was outraged.
“Well, pardon me! I do hope I haven’t ruined your reputation!”

“Shut up,” Holly said. “You’re mad because
I’m not pitying you. I’m not patting you on the head and saying
‘Poor little Alice felt bad today and tried to kill herself.
Boo-hoo, poor little Alice.’”

“Why don’t you just get out of here?”

“I ought to,” Holly replied, “you
lame-brained little asshole.”

“And stop cussing! God, I hate that!”

Holly spared her a slight chuckle. “You know
what you are now, Alice? You’re what we call a transitive suicidal.
And do you want to know what that means? That means that you are in
the legal custody of the state for a period of observation of at
least seventy-two hours.”

“You’re…kidding!”

“No, I’m not. That means they take you out of
here and drive your dumb ass straight to the state hospital in
Crownsville. State doctors will evaluate you while you sit in a
precaution ward.”

“No!” Alice exclaimed. “They can’t take me to
a mental hospital!”

Now Holly chuckled outright. “Oh, yes, they
can, and they will…unless—”

“Unless what, Holly?”

“Unless a licensed psychiatrist with whom
you’ve undergone therapy for a period of no less than thirty days
sees fit to have you released under his or her own professional
recognizance.”

“Well, then,” Alice stammered. “That’s you!
So do it! Get me out of here! You can’t let them take me to a
mental ward!”

“Sure I can, and I ought to,” Holly came
back, leaning forward tauntingly. “I ought to let you sit in the
nutshack for a few days, so you can think about what you’ve
done.”

“But you won’t!”

Holly’s brows raised sharply. Then she turned
around and began to march out of the hospital room.

“Holly, please!” Alice nearly screamed. “I’m
sorry! I’ll never do it again! Don’t let them take me!”

Without turning to face Alice, Holly said,
“Say please.”

“I did say please!”

“Say it again.”

Alice was fuming. She was
so angry and terrified, she thought she could feel her eyes
crossing. “All right, please!”

“That’s better,” Holly said, and turned back
at the door. “Now get your clothes on so we can get out of here.
I’ve already signed you out.”

Humiliated, Alice slid out of the high
hospital bed, stood up, and falteringly removed the white gown.
Thank God whoever had undressed her had been decent enough to leave
her bra and panties on, and thank God, too, that Holly had brought
her jeans and a blouse so at least she wouldn’t have to leave the
hospital in the nightgown in which she’d tried to kill herself. Her
right bare foot felt cold against the tile floor. Her left
foot…itched.

Damn her,
she thought. Holly and
her mumbo jumbo. Phantom limbs, transitive suicidal, state custody.
What a little smartass…

Holly stood with her arms crossed under her
bosom. “Hurry up. I haven’t got all day,” she said.

“You mean all night,” Alice replied, sitting
down to pull her jeans over her prosthesis.

“No, Alice, it’s just past noon.”

Jesus, Alice thought. Noon.
But she felt so tired, as though she hadn’t slept
for days. She buttoned up her blouse, the faintest faded pink. Then
slipped on her shoes.

“I’m ready,” she peeped.

“All right then, come on,” Holly replied, but
before she made for the door she pointed her finger at Alice, like
a gun.

“And let me tell you
something. If you ever, and I mean ever, pull another stunt like this,
so help me, I’ll kick your ass…”
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They rode in total silence, back up Cathedral
Street, away from the hospital. The blue Maserati’s engine purred,
nearly as silent. Holly hated being the heavy, but that was just
the way it had to be. She didn’t believe in pampering patients.

Patients,
she thought, her hands tight on the steering
wheel. Patient. But Alice was more than that; she’d always been. She was also
a friend.

Maybe the only real friend
I have, Holly considered. Professionally,
there was no one. And socially? What a
joke. She hadn’t had a social life in
ages, not since school. No time. But it was more than that, wasn’t
it? She could always make time if she wanted to. But—

She didn’t. She
didn’t want
to.

She had no desire…

No desire for what?
she wondered then, taking a left onto Conduit
Street. That could mean any number of
things.

No desire for friendship? For love, for
sex?

She shrugged to herself.

“What are you shrugging for?” Alice finally
spoke.

“Some people talk to
themselves,” Holly answered, checking street signs. “Well…I guess
I shrug to
myself.”

“Oh.”

“I still have two patients to see today,”
Holly said. “So I’d like you to—”

Alice lurched in the padded leather seat.
“Holly, you’re driving right by my street!”

”—so I’d like you to stay in my back office,”
Holly continued. “You won’t be disturbed. You can rest on the couch
back there.”

“That’s really not necessary, I’d really much
rather go back to my—”

“It’s not a good idea for you to be alone at
your house just yet, not right after coming out of the hospital.
You’ll stay in my back office. I don’t want you in a situation
where you’re by yourself, having to reconfront the locale of your—”
Holly paused, dismissively eyeing the Taylor Watch House on the
corner as she drove past Alice’s street. “I don’t want you in the
same place,” she rephrased, “where you tried to hurt yourself.”

“You mean
kill myself,” Alice said
with a smirk.

“Was that what you were really trying to
do?”

Alice’s smirk only deepened. “No, Holly,
actually all I wanted was attention.”

“You don’t have to be so cynical. I was only
asking you an objective question. No matter. We’ll have plenty of
time to talk about how you feel.”

“Gee, I can hardly wait.”

“Stop being a smartass.”

“Oh, right, you cuss me out at the hospital,
make me feel like a little baby—”

Holly shrugged. “Then stop acting like
one.”

“Goddamn you.”

“Hey, you’re the one who hates to hear people
cuss.” Holly suppressed the urge to laugh. That probably wouldn’t
come off too well, not while Alice was in such a hostile state. Her
hostility, she knew, was reversional. Alice’s only genuine
hostility was focused on herself.

“The reason I cussed you out at the hospital
was because I care about you,” Holly said. “I know you don’t
particularly care for some of my therapeutic methods, but that’s
hardly the point. Believe it or not, in spite of what you did to
yourself last night, you’re making a lot of progress. It’s best if
we don’t talk at all right now. Your thoughts aren’t collected;
you’re wound up, off track, and you’ll only react defensively in
any mode of conversation. So just sit back and relax. Enjoy the
ride. Enjoy this beautiful day.”

Alice looked on the verge of another
spattering of vocal ejaculation. But instead she scowled once, then
relaxed against the seat.

It was like Mutt and Jeff.
Holly could play the bad guy only for so long before she had to
become the good guy. But there was plenty of time for that. She
felt bad about talking to Alice the way she had at the hospital;
she hated making Alice challenge herself. But, then, that was the
chief purpose in antagonistic therapy. Take some of your own advice, Holly, she told herself then. Just relax.
Enjoy the beautiful day.

And it was beautiful. The world, all around
her, seemed bursting with color, with sedate splendor. Holly took
the long way around the area, which was called the Federal
District. All that gorgeous old architecture, meticulous hedgerows,
sprawling trees planted as seedlings two and even three hundred
years ago, making a canopy over this tiny world of its own. Though
she loved the scenery, the area didn’t suit Holly herself. She
lived in a luxury town house on the water, guarded, sterile. It
seemed more like herself.

A few minutes later she pulled the Maserati
into the tiny brick-walled court behind her office. Birds chirped
from trees as they got out. Alice lethargically followed Holly up
the short flight of encased stairs. They went in through the back
way. Holly’s office had three rooms: a waiting area, her own
office, and a smaller office in the back, which she used mainly to
store books and medical and psychiatric journals. An old black
patent-leather couch rested against the paneled sidewall, beneath a
Mondrian print of spikes and dots. “Lie down there,” Holly said.
“Go to sleep. I’ll only be a few hours.”

The couch upholstery squeaked as Alice lay
down. Her exhaustion seemed to effuse into the sedate room.

Her eyelids fluttered. “Holly. I’m
sorry.”

“I know,” Holly said at the door. “I am
too.”

“I just—”

“Shh! Go to sleep.”

With that, Holly left and quietly clicked the
door shut behind her. Her first patient, Robert, was a
thirty-six-year-old white male, a magazine writer. Robert came to
Holly for hypnotherapy, to control his weight, and was rare in that
he was one of the few patients Holly had signed on who didn’t
harbor some sexually related disorder. He’d lost thirty pounds over
the last year, and always came back for a few sessions when he
started to gain weight again. With drug-assisted hypnotherapy—a
mild 2-mg. dose of Scopolamine—she’d regressed him back to early
childhood. Robert’s mother, it seemed, had well-indoctrinated her
son to food, claiming that it was a sin not to eat everything on
one’s plate, since so many people in the world were starving.
Hypnotic age-regression was easier than most people believed. With
a proverbial “Deep Blue Lake” image as the precursor, Holly had
merely regressed Robert back to his earliest childhood memory of
food, planted a counteractive hypnotic block, and that was all it
took. Whenever Robert felt the desire to eat excessively, that same
desire now functioned as the block. Hence, the desire died.
Subsequent visits involved a simple refurbishment of the hypnotic
command. Simple. Holly had learned the technique at Johns
Hopkins.

Her second patient was far
more unique: a battered husband. Gary was married to a woman whose
carnal longings revolved around a dominant sexual role. “I married
a goddamn top,” Gary had first complained. “She beats the shit out
of me almost every night.” “Why don’t you leave her then?” Holly
had asked. But her patient had looked back at her absurdly. “I
can’t leave her, I could never
leave her,” he attested. “I love her.” His wife’s
therapist had her on Depo-Prevera, which not only functioned as
adequate birth-control but lowered LH and FSH levels in the brain,
reducing sex drive. Gary came to Holly only once a month now, for
recovery psychotherapy. He still had terrifying memories to deal
with: his wife’s S & M forays, which included bondage, sexual
asphyxia, skin-cutting, sleep deprivation, and burning with
cigarettes. It’s a strange world,
Holly thought. She herself had only toyed with
light bondage once—a bossy girl she’d had a brief affair with
during her post-graduate work—and she hadn’t liked it at all. The
oddity of the scenario, and all its handcuff and leather trimmings,
had been too distracting, had reduced her orgasms to feeble pelvic
hiccups. At times, the image even seemed laughable.

The pair of sessions passed quickly. Twice
Holly stuck her head into the back office only to find Alice
sleeping quite soundly, so she didn’t wake her. Sleep was what she
needed most right now. Suicidal tendencies could be as devitalizing
as a marathon run, the long-term exhaustion taking a monumental
toll once the crisis was over and done with.

Thank God she didn’t
die, Holly thought only now. Alone in her
office, the professional veneer eroded to expose the true earth of
her soul. Suddenly she was crying.

I should’ve been more
alert, more observant, she blamed
herself. I should’ve anticipated this,
seen it coming, nipped it in the bud. How could I have been so
stupid?

The longer she maintained
this professional shell, she knew, the harder it would be to reveal
her true feelings— her love—for Alice. And what might
Alice’s reaction be?

Holly shuddered.

She’s straight, and I’m a
closet lesbian. It would probably drive
Alice away, infuriate her. It might even disgust her. To get
Alice’s psyche, and hence her life, back on track, Holly knew she
had to see to Alice’s resocialization. Urging her to reacquaint
herself with men, to start dating, seemed the most likely route to
success. If Alice found that men were interested in her, her
self-esteem would slowly rebuild, as would her ability to view
herself as a whole woman rather than an amputee. But here was the
biggest contradiction: men,
Holly thought. The entire situation was a cyclic
trick bag. Holly was in love with Alice and wanted nothing more
than for Alice to love her, but the only therapeutic method to
break Alice’s depression was to get her dating again…

Dating men,
Holly thought with a helpless grimness. What
could she do? Urge Alice to date women? That would be absurd, of
course. She probably has no gay longings
at all, and never has, never will. But in
truth it wasn’t men that Holly wanted Alice to reconnect herself
with, it was her sexuality, and men would provide the surest
avenue. Holly could only hope that one day Alice’s sexuality would
broaden.

But would that ever really happen?

Holly slumped at her desk,
her cheeks damp. She almost died last
night and here I am trying to think of a way to make her love
me. At once she felt disgusted with
herself; she felt like a charlatan. As a doctor of psychiatry her
only legitimate concern could be Alice’s mental well-being. Holly
was being torn by opposing poles, her love and her professional
obligations, and she knew that the latter was all she could ever
ethically project to Alice. Anything beyond that could get her
license pulled, have a restraining order slapped on her, get her
kicked out of the state. Things like that happened to psychiatrists
every day, the stupid ones who dared to break the cardinal rule:
Never get involved with a patient.

Holly felt lost, aimless, a
disgrace to her profession. I
love her. I can’t help it!

She dabbed a Kleenex at the tears in her
eyes.

How could I have let this happen?
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He’d quit his dumbass job a few days ago. A
going-nowhere job tending the cash register at a local boat
shop—big deal. Selling yacht supplies all day for $5.50 an hour.
But that was part of the plan; every so often Steve was wise to
pick up some flunky job; he needed the W-2 as proof of income, to
keep the IRS off his ass. He jumped from one to the other: cashier,
pump jockey, salesman, security guard; he’d even worked in a video
rental place once. These jobs were just cover.

Steve’s actual career goals were quite
different.

He was a burglar.

Small-time, sure, but he did all right. One
or two jobs per month; he worked solo. He went mainly for jewelry,
silver, gold, computer busses and laptops—small stuff he could
carry out that pulled a good penny; he had a quality fence in
Eastport who dealt strictly out of town. Steve rarely hit the rich
joints—too many alarm systems—but the better middle-class
neighborhoods were perfect. He’d stake them out a few days first,
get the routine, check the backyard for dogshit, get a look at
hubby and all that.

And, sometimes at least, there was a fringe
benefit.

When practical, he’d hit a joint where hubby
was out of town and wifey was all alone…

Burgling’s hard
work, he’d reason. A hard-workin’ boy like me deserves to cop a nut every now
and then. Hell, I probably give it to ’em better than their hubbies
do anyway.

Tonight he’d marked a
colonial in Hillsmere. There’d been a small cabin cruiser on a
trailer sitting in the side yard last week, and it wasn’t there
now. Vacation, he
deduced. Should be a piece of cake.

At one-thirty
a.m., Steve paid his tab
at the Undercroft and split. This was the perfect time to hit a
house. For the next hour the city cops on midnight shift would be
cruising the downtown bars and nightspots, watching for drunk
drivers, and the same for the county pigs. Not once had Steve ever
seen police in the residential areas during this prime hour. He
pulled out of the City Dock parking lot, passing one of the Naval
Academy gates. He remembered a couple of years ago, they’d shot
some Harrison Ford movie in town, and one scene right on this
corner by the gate. Pretty cool. He drove immediately onto Bay
Ridge Road, which took him straight out of the downtown hub. A
minute later he was crossing the bridge, then passing the Rocks, a
big singles joint east of downtown. The parking lot was emptying,
he noted. Lots of girls getting into their cars and going
home.

Alone, he thought. Too bad, girls.
He would’ve liked to cop a piece of ass tonight.
Lay a few lines on some bar floozie, then give her a hammering. The
alkies were always easy to spot: over the hill, sitting alone. Easy
marks. His fence in Eastport had sold him a big bottle of downers.
Steve would ply a girl with drinks for a few hours and, toward last
call, when she got up to go to the ladies’ room, he’d pop one in
his mouth, let it dissolve to paste, then bring her glass to his
lips. It would look like he was just taking a sip of her drink, but
what he was actually doing was spitting the downer into it. Then
the bimbo would come back and finish it and—Lights out, he thought in
recollection. By the time they were out of the bar and heading for
their cars, she’d be losing consciousness. Then Steve would stuff
her into his wheels and take her someplace nice and romantic, like
a dark alley or one of the parking lots behind the industrial
complex. Put the seat down, put the blocks to her, then dump her.
Once he’d even dumped a girl off at the Millersville Dump, which
only seemed appropriate. Technically, sure, it was rape, but what
did he care? A nut’s a nut,
he reasoned. If it
wasn’t me raping these floozies, it’d be someone else. They’re all
asking for it anyway…

But— No time for love tonight, he
thought. Tonight was a work night. With any luck he’d be able to
pinch a grand or two worth of stuff. It was amazing, back when he
was dating Alice, that she’d never had a clue as to what he
actually did for money. What? Did she
think I could afford this new Honda working checkout at Radio
Shack? But he’d always played the Poor Boy
pretty well. Trying to save up enough to go back to college, he’d
told her. “Honey, I’m a little short on rent this month. Could you
loan me fifty?” Then she’d write him a check for five hundred and
forget about it. What’s it to her,
anyway? he thought. She was pulling a couple hundred grand per year from her law
firm. Yes, Alice Sterling was one gravy
train he sorely missed. So what if she was lousy in bed? Steve
copped all the pussy he wanted behind her back, and the occasional
rape on a job. Too bad she’d caught him butt-boinking that bimbo
last winter.

Yeah, and too bad about her leg.

Hey, you win some, you lose
some. Poor little Alice lost in spades that night. But now she
was really rich;
he’d read somewhere—the Capital
or the City
Paper—that she’d won a settlement for over
a mil. Steve shrugged. Oh, well, I was
getting tired of her fat ass anyway.

A long median of rowed
trees divided Hillsmere Drive. A nice, quiet little community and
dark; not many streetlights. Steve cruised by his mark once, just
to eyeball the place a final time, make sure everything was still
square. All the lights were out save for the family room.
A timer, he realized. A
telltale sign that they were on vacation, and the trailered power
boat was still gone. Steve parked on the corner, on the next
street.

Then he put on his navy-blue ski mask.

He had a good burgling getup: blue jeans,
black jersey gloves, and the mask. It made him invisible. He also
had a dark-blue windbreaker that was reversible, white on the other
side. If somebody got a line on him and called the cops with his
description, he could run and reverse the jacket. The cops wouldn’t
be looking for someone wearing white.

He also carried a knife, a pretty little Al
Mar, and a Beretta .25, in case something went wrong.

Time to get to work.

He disembarked, then quietly traipsed up
between the houses. He approached his mark from the rear. There
were French doors on the back, a cinch. He’d gandered the family a
few times during his stakeouts, a man and a woman, early forties
they looked like, and a teenage daughter. He knew they’d be going
on vacation soon when he saw the old man readying the boat in the
yard a few evenings in a row. He drove one of the cheaper BMWs;
wifey had a station wagon. And there were no signs of pets.

Steve had several strips of duct tape all
ready, stuck to the inside of his jacket. He crossed the back
fieldstone patio. The moon was perfect, slanting over the trees
that surrounded the backyard. He knelt, quickly affixed the duct
tape to one pane of the French doors, then popped at the window
with his gloved fist. The tape kept the glass from shattering, and
there was barely any sound at all. Within two minutes of leaving
his car, he was reaching in, unlocking the door, and entering the
house.

So far, so good…

A quick peek into the brightly lit family
room verified what he already knew. The timer could be seen behind
the lamp on an end table. There was a nice big 35” Sony Trinitron
in an oak entertainment center, but Steve left it. Too big to get
out. Instead, his black two-C-cell flashlight with a red lens
showed him into the dark dining room. A crystal carriage clock and
a lot of good silver went right into his black sack, probably a
good five-hundred-dollars’ worth, and he’d only been in the house
for about a minute.

Upstairs next. Good carpet,
wall art, some custom carpentry. Nice
joint, Steve thought behind his mask. He
found the master bedroom as if by some burglar’s precognition.
Moments later his dark-red flash found the jackpot: wifey’s jewelry
box. A lot of good 18-karat gold chains, some bracelets, and a
couple of diamond pendants, plus what looked like a twenty-inch
pearl necklace. Rack up another grand or
two for old Steve, he thought.
Hubby buys his wife some nice gear.
It all went into the bag.

Then—

A squeak. A steady rumble. And a faint light
roved across the bedroom’s back wall.

Holy motherfucking shit!

Steve peeked out the window. A car had just
pulled into the driveway, its headlights glaring. And—

Thunk!

—someone was getting out of the car!

He heard shrill voices.
“’Bye! See you tomorrow!” something like that. Another quick peek,
and he realized what had happened. It was the daughter, he
saw. Wifey and Dad must’ve gone on their
boat trip without her, left the kid to look after the house.
Probably her friends who just dropped her off.

The car pulled out, drove away. Steve
swallowed hard as he heard the front door open.

Don’t panic; it’s no big
deal. But then he calmed and
thought, Well, maybe it’s all for the
better.

Sure enough, footsteps
could be heard coming up the stairs. Then the hall light snapped
on. Steve stayed glued to the bedroom wall like a shadow. The
faintest scents reached the nose hole of his mask: perfume,
alcohol. Out drinking with her
friends. Good. Maybe she was
shitfaced.

That would make it easier.

Seconds ticked by like full
minutes. Steve was sweating. Click,
he heard. The door to the next bedroom was pulled
open; the girl’s footsteps padded in. But Steve didn’t hear the
door close. Probably getting ready for
bed.

He pocketed his flashlight and opened the
knife. Then he crept out into the hall.

Careful, careful.

Keeping his back to the wall, he silently
sidestepped to the next room. The girl was humming. When Steve
leaned forward he could see that the door remained ajar, four,
maybe five inches. He pressed his face to the wall, slowly sliding
to the right, until one eyehole met the gap.

The girl’s back to the door. Long honey-blond
hair hanging almost to her ass. She was already stripped down to
bra and panties: frilly, blushing-pink stuff. Slim and trim, all
long legs and fresh skin, looked about eighteen or nineteen, but,
Christ, these days who could tell? Had a little gold chain around
one of her ankles, pretty, painted toes. Then she reached back and
unsnapped the bra, shrugged it off. Steve caught a hot side shot of
her perky little breasts.

Yeah, she’s on summer break
from school, he figured.
Daddy’s probably paying her way to the
university, or maybe that art-fag college downtown. Left in charge
of the house, but since Mommy and Daddy are away, she decides
she’ll go out at night and be a bad girl, probably drinking like a
fish with a phony I.D., smoking pot, maybe even out trolling for
some cock. Well…

More sweat began to accumulate beneath the
mask, but not the sweat of panic. Steve’s groin began to swell with
his thoughts. What the hell? He knew it wasn’t wise; he’d only done
it a few times. But—

A nice haul
and a quick piece of
ass, he realized. The silver knife turned
in his hand.

Now she was bending over,
slipping out of those frilly panties. And Steve got a
dead-solid-perfect shot of her ass. Yeah, he decided beyond a doubt
now. I’m gonna have to do this girl a big
favor…

Suddenly she turned, then strode nude for the
bathroom. Closed the door. Turned on the shower.

Steve walked brazenly into
the girl’s bedroom. That’s a good
girl, he thought. Get nice and clean for Mr. Mask, your friendly neighborhood
burglar. Shit, she probably hasn’t had a good fuck in her life,
just a bunch of art-fag college punks with earrings and clove
cigarettes. The guys probably come in two seconds. Probably fucks
spooks, too, and rednecks.

The scent of her perfume lingered in the room
as the shower hissed; Steve’s erection struggled in his jeans.
She’d be in there at least a couple of minutes. Smiling behind the
mask then, he began to go through her dresser drawers. He needed a
couple of stockings, so he could gag her and tie her up.

 


««—»»

 


Alice never remembered being this tired. The
day, and then the night, seemed to pass in blurred snippets. She’d
wound up sleeping for hours on Holly’s couch. Then her psychiatrist
had taken her home, with a new antidepressant prescription and
carry-out Chinese food. Alice hadn’t been able to eat anything but
the won-ton soup. “I’m just so tired,” she complained at the table.
“I’ve slept all day long, but all I want to do right now is go back
to sleep.”

“It’s normal,” Holly told her, unwrapping
Crispy Spring Rolls and crab rangoon. “Fatigue is a major symptom
of clinical depression.”

Clinical depression,
Alice thought. She didn’t like the sound of it.
But, actually, she didn’t feel depressed at all, and this seemed
strange, considering. Considering
what? she asked herself snidely.
Considering I tried to kill myself last night. A
person ought to be depressed after something like that.
But all she really felt now was tired.

And all through their light carry-out dinner,
something kept nagging at her. She didn’t even know how to begin,
so she started, instead, with complete absurdity.

“Do you believe in guardian angels?” she
asked.

Holly looked up oddly from her General Tso’s
chicken, her chopsticks poised. “What?”

“I mean, you know, the concept—that there’s
something watching over some of us? Something spiritual
or…ethereal?”

“Damn these chopsticks,” Holly muttered, then
picked up a fork. “No, Alice,” she eventually answered. “I don’t
believe in any such thing. I don’t believe in God, either, or Santa
Claus. Our only guardian angels are ourselves.”

Alice should’ve expected as much; Holly was a
psychiatrist, an objectivist. Everything in life was the solid
world, and the solid world was all there was. But Alice wasn’t even
sure herself, nor was she sure what she meant to say.

The dream,
she remembered. The
death dream. It had been so strange of
itself. Once she’d poised the razor, cut her wrist, and passed
out…

That black, churchlike chamber. The stone
altar and stone pews. And the figure in the black hood and cassock,
calling her name. A woman, Alice felt sure. A woman’s voice.

And the same voice yet again, when the dream
had taken her back to her own bedroom, her own bed. The beautiful
nude woman, sweet-voiced, haloed with concern for her.

Dessamona,
Alice remembered. That’s
what the dream woman had said her name was: Dessamona.

And though the end of the dream had brought a
nightmare image—that of her severed leg—Alice couldn’t recall being
horrified or even repelled.

And what was it Dessamona had said? She had
promised Alice something, hadn’t she?

Yes. Holding the severed
leg, she’d said, I can give this back to
you.

But, of course, there were no guardian
angels. The scenario had been an abstraction, her mind dreaming in
wishful symbols. Dessamona offering to give Alice’s leg back was
just a symbol of Alice’s desire to be attractive to men.

It was all just a screwy
dream, she knew, made screwier by the stress of trying to commit
suicide.

That’s exactly what Holly would contend,
cognitive-behavioralist that she was.

“But why on earth would you even ask such a
thing?” Holly finally inquired, pecking at a fried scallion
cake.

Alice decided it was best
not to mention any more. She’ll think I’m
crazy…if she doesn’t already. “Oh, it’s
nothing,” she said instead. “Just some stray thoughts.”

Holly had left later in the
evening. She had seemed to be hanging around, looking for excuses.
Alice knew why. She wants to make sure I’m
all right before she goes home. She’s right, I’m an embarrassment
as a patient, a “suicidal.” It’s like being a mechanic and having a
customer’s engine blow up the day after an oil change.

“Look, I could stay if that would make you
feel more comfortable,” Holly suggested at the door. “I could sleep
in your guest room.”

“No, really, Holly, thanks. It’s not
necessary. I’m all right.”

“I’m just not too keen on you being here
alone this soon after—”

She didn’t need to finish. “I’m fine,
really.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“Well,” Holly stalled, glancing down at the
polished gray slate in the foyer. “If you need anything, or if you
get upset or anxious or something, call me immediately. Okay?”

“Sure.”

“Promise.”

Alice nearly laughed. “I promise, Holly.
You’d better go home now. I’ve used up almost your entire day.”
Then Alice kissed her on the cheek, and Holly was going out the
door.

“And lock your door, right now,” Holly added,
turning on the short slate walk to the street. Her Maserati waited
at the curb like a dumb mascot. “There’s been a rash of burglaries;
rapes too.”

“I will. Good night.” Alice
closed and locked the door after Holly got in her car and drove
off. Honestly, that woman worries more
than a room full of grandmothers.

It was peculiar, though, wasn’t it? The way
Holly looked at her sometimes. Something seemed to peek through
that cold psychiatrist’s veneer of hers. But what was it? It was
almost a doleful look, something pining behind her eyes. Alice
couldn’t quite figure it.

But she was too tired now
to figure anything. “I’m going to bed,” she told herself aloud. She turned out
the lights along the way. Burglars,
schmurglars, she thought. She had good
locks on all the doors, and an ABC Systems alarm.
If somebody breaks in, I’ll probably sleep right
through it. In sluggish, sleepy movements, she changed into her
nightgown, unconsciously frowning at her prosthesis, and turned out
the watch room’s last light.

She lay back in bed, drifting off at once.
The beautiful moonlight shimmered in the windows; the moon’s
reflection off the bay lulled her like foxfire in a nighted
forest.

Alice was asleep in less than a minute.

Asleep, yes, and dreaming—

(Alice? Alice?)

—when the gentle, white hand touched her
shoulder.
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Holly was dreaming as well, later, in her own
bed. And a hand touched her shoulder, too. A symbol of her desires,
yes, but it was no “guardian angel.”

It was Alice.

Holly squirmed, moaning. The cool sheet was
pulled away. Warm hands slipped over her breasts.

“Do you want me to stop?” Alice asked. “I’ll
stop if you want me to.”

“N-no,” Holly exhaled.

“I mean, I’m not really sure how you feel
about this. You’re my psychiatrist, and I’m your patient, and here
we are in bed together. Are you sure this is okay? Is this cool
with you?”

God, what a question! Of
course it’s not okay, Holly thought. Of
course it’s not cool. It’s a breach of every professional ethic
I’ve ever been taught. Shrinks lose their licenses for things like
this, they get sued, sometimes they get put in jail.
But—

But…what?

It’s only a dream, so—

“Make love to me,” Holly breathed.

Their eyes locked. Alice,
nude, was kneeling on the bed. Holly felt damp and shivery in the
warm room. Yes, this was a dream, all right—her ultimate
dream—and this is the closest I’ll ever
get to being with Alice, she
realized. In a dream…

Alice’s hands smoothed up
and down Holly’s body, gliding through sweat. Slowly. Meticulously.
Up and down the fine, damp skin. Then the love touches grew more
ardent; they were nearly feral. Was Alice as desperate for this as
Holly? Were her longings just as strong? They must be, Holly thought. Alice’s
hands smoothed her out as something to be finely inspected, to be
reveled in. The room’s darkness held Holly down as surely as
fetters. Her breasts were squeezed, her legs stroked, her nipples
plucked until they were hard and deliciously sore. Suddenly her
blood seemed to distill down to a fine, hot oil coursing through
her veins, fit to ignite.

Two fingers filled her up, while the thumb
rubbed wide circles about her clitoris, working into the moist cup
of the hood. Then the circles tightened, the pressure increased.
Holly felt warm juices first seeping, then flowing from her. Every
muscle in her body was as taut as steel wires. It didn’t take long,
and why should it? This was a dream of her greatest fantasy. Her
first orgasm seemed to break out of her, a bull in a china shop,
followed by a series of smaller climaxes.

Only now, in the sedate aftermath, did Alice
kiss her. They embraced, belly to belly, their bare bosoms
pressing. Suddenly they were witches exchanging all the human
secrets of history; they were arcane shadows suffusing, they were
animals in the most delirious heat. Holly rejoiced in this
celebration of flesh; her skin felt like damp static, her sex a
drenched well full of sexual honey, aching for succor. They went
wild in each other’s taste and touchings and eventually were turned
around in a sprawl of flesh, limbs askew. Holly was oblivious to
the fact that one of Alice’s limbs was in part artificial—she
didn’t care. The intimacy of this precious passion was her only
focal point, her only care. Her mouth pressed into the blond spread
of her lover’s private hair, her tongue parting the tender lips.
When Alice did the same Holly began to come again. The spasms did
not abate; they only quickened to a state that was nearly
perpetual. They were one quivering body now, Siamese sisters,
joined in lust and love via mouth to sex…

Afterward they lay exhausted amid the damp
sheets, Alice cuddling her from behind, her arm draped and her hand
idly playing with her breast. This was what Holly wanted, this
bliss every night, this love.

It was real love, she knew. Something she’d
never had, something she’d waited for her entire life.

“I love you, Alice,” she whispered to the
warm room and the dark, secret hour.

“I know,” Alice whispered back.

Holly, now, truly had what she wanted—if only
for a moment in a dream—

And then the dream turned…hideous.

Holly shrieked. What was wrong? Suddenly the
hand so lovingly caressing her breast was clawed, arthritic. Fat
blue veins moved beneath the hand’s wrinkled skin. Holly seized up
in a rigor of terror.

The voice behind her no longer belonged to
Alice. Instead it fluttered as a decayed rumble, phlegm rattling in
an infirm chest when it said, “And all this time I thought you were
a good student. What was the very first thing I taught you,
Holly?”

The most noxious stench rose. When Holly
turned the old skin on the draping arm peeled away, revealing bone.
Holly stared down; a mottled, fungus-ridden erection pointed at
her.

Then she looked up at the face of the person
who lay behind her. Not Alice’s face; no, but the face of her
long-dead psych professor.

The eyeless corpse grinned, showing black
teeth through split lips, its nostrils clotted with fly larvae.

“Don’t you remember, Holly?” the corpse
inquired. “You must remember what I taught you. Never get involved
with a patient.”

Holly awoke with a shriek on her lips. She
lurched out of her bed, madly switched on the lights, then leaned
back against the wall in a crashing relief.

Only a dream. Only a nightmare.

But,
God—what a
nightmare! She felt so uneasy that she quickly shed her panties and
rushed to shower.

She closed her eyes under the cool spray. She
didn’t even have to wonder; finally she had the opportunity to
redirect her therapeutic skills to herself.

The nightmare was a guilt
dream, of course, her professional ethics at odds with her personal
feelings. Psychiatrists have feelings,
too, she thought tritely. It would make a
good bumper sticker. She could run ads in the American Psychiatric Journal, make a
mint! But it was no laughing matter. Her untold love for Alice was
in complete violation of all professional medical ethics. Just as
the corpse of Professor Saul had said, never get involved with a patient…

It was the ultimate form of
disgrace in her field, the ultimate taboo. She’d be shunned,
ostracized, flensed of all credibility if it ever got out, and
she knew it.
Never get involved with a patient…

But I already am
involved, she realized. Secretly. To
herself. Just because Alice doesn’t know
it, that doesn’t mean I’m not involved. She quelled her guilty thoughts, let the water cool her down.
It wasn’t fair, though. I
love her, she
thought. I can’t
help it. And for that, for truly loving
someone, she was what?

Professionally damned.

What could she do?

Could she admit her love to Alice? Confess?
But if she did that, she could risk losing her career. Alice might
be mortified. She might sue her. Holly’s only alternative was—like
everything:

Keep her feelings to herself. Admit nothing.
Confess nothing.

And live in torment.

No, it wasn’t fair. Nothing was…

Later, she went back to sleep. It took some
time, though, to drift off again. There was always the fear.

The fear of her dreams.

The fear that the good Professor Saul would
visit her again.
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Steve awoke at almost four
in the afternoon. It had, after all, been a long night. He sat at
his kitchen table over a steaming cup of coffee. The late
newspaper, the Evening Capital,
lay unfolded before him.

A small box at the top of
the front page read: teen murdered in
city [see Arundel Section, p.
C4].

He turned quickly, then stalled. There,
staring up at him, was the girl from Hillsmere.

The girl he’d murdered last night.

He hadn’t meant to kill
her. The bitch had left him no choice. He’d tied her up with the
stockings, had tagged her twice, and was going to leave. No big
deal, she’d get over it. But he’d just been so boned up.
The bitch, he
thought. The stupid
bitch…

She’d somehow managed to get a wrist out of
one of the stockings. She’d tried to free herself. He’d tried to
stop her, figured he’d beat her unconscious and scoot, but she’d
swiped her hand upward, grabbed the top of his mask, and—

Stupid, stupid bitch…

—pulled off the mask.

She’d seen his face. And that just didn’t cut
it, not in Steve’s book.

Not by a long shot.

He’d strangled her rather crudely there on
the bed, with his jersey-gloved hands. Thank God for the gloves—he
needn’t worry about fingerprints. Sure, he’d left enough of his
semen in her to fertilize a couple of planets, but that wasn’t
anything to worry about, either. The police would do a
genetic-profile workup on it, but that could only link him to any
future rapes.

And Steve didn’t plan on getting caught in
the future.

Chalk it up to
experience, he told himself, sipping his
coffee. He had a strawberry Danish too, fresh-hot from the
microwave, with little squiggles of sugar-syrup on top. The article
reported the robbery/murder. Aside from snuffing the broad, he’d
had a good night. He’d made a hell of a haul. His fence is
Eastport, dude named Charlie, had laid a clean two grand on him for
the jewelry and silver he’d snagged from the joint. Cash. The
necklace alone, 10mm pearls, would’ve made the night worth it.
Wifey’s jewelry turned out to be tough stuff; primo, in fact. And
two grand was good scratch for about an hour’s worth of work. Shit,
even lawyers didn’t make that much
per hour.

Next time be more
careful, he thought.

Who are you kidding, fella?

His endeavors of the night before had shown
him something, hadn’t they?

It had enlightened him.

His mind drifted back to the point-sharp
images of the memory. The girl had been one hot number: young,
gorgeous. And seeing her tied to that bed by her pretty wrists and
ankles, and her pretty face gagged—shit, he’d nearly come in his
pants just looking at her like that. And the fucking he’d given her
had been—

Had been—

What?

It had been the best fucking he’d ever had.
Twice, too. Her tensing, jerking body. Her pouring sweat. The
beautiful, undiluted terror in her bulging eyes.

But the best part…

The best part…

Steve was getting hard again just thinking
about it. He was breaking out into a sweat.

He couldn’t help it. He jerked off right then
and there, his mind inundated with the images. Drenched with them.
Smothered by them.

Because…

The best part had been killing her.

His own little slice of
heaven. The feeling defied description, actually. The closest he
could come would be to say that power—power over a helpless
consciousness—proved the most unique and gratifying feeling in the
world. And then, to take that consciousness—that
life—in his own two
hands, and to snuff it out…

There was…nothing like it.

And this proved to him one very important
thing.

From now on he’d rape a woman every time he
pulled a job.

And, he thought with absolute certainty, I’ll kill her, too.

 


««—»»

 


Alice felt as if she’d been run down by a
truck the next morning. Actually, it wasn’t even morning; it was
early afternoon. She’d slept long and hard. And fitfully.

She’d had the dream again, the dream of the
black church, the figure in Stygian raiments and hood, and then
Dessamona—sleek, beautiful, nude—coming to her bedroom and
promising to make her beautiful.

Alice knew she’d have to
tell Holly about the dream eventually. It would be stupid not to.
Dreams revealed the underpinnings of the subconscious. They could
be examined, taken apart, analyzed. That’s
what I’m paying her for, isn’t it? she
thought. I’m paying her to analyze me, to
find out what’s wrong and to fix it. She
knew it wasn’t quite that simple, but it was at least a basis. To
conceal her dreams from Holly would be not only a big mistake but
foolhardy, too, counterproductive, illogical.

I’ll have to tell her.

Alice dawdled around the
house for the next few hours, puttering, fixing up. She dressed in
old clothes, went out to work in the small garden she had by the
old carriage house, but gave up twenty minutes later. The day was
stifling, a high sun blazing down through the hazy sky.
Either the garden burns up or I burn up,
she thought. Sorry
garden. She watered down the soil briefly,
then fled the heat back into the house.

Inside, she hit the message
button on her answering machine, suspecting that Holly might have
called when she’d been sleeping the day away. But the only message,
thankfully, was from George, the plumber. She’d called him a few
days earlier, reporting a minute leak in her kitchen faucet.
I’ll be by around five, he said on the tape. Then she roused herself in alarm. That
didn’t give her much time.

I look like shit,
she thought crudely, sitting in her work clothes
with her blond hair poofed from her quick jaunt in the garden. She
hurried to prepare herself, showering quickly, drying her hair,
dressing. It was funny how life worked sometimes.
A day and a half ago I tried to kill myself, and
here I am now hurrying to get ready for the plumber.
She repressed her frown as she pulled up her
jeans over the prosthetic leg. Then she picked up a bit more,
straightening the den, the living room, making sure the kitchen was
in order. Christ, Alice, it’s the plumber
coming, not the president. George doesn’t care if the curtains on
the kitchen window are perfectly straight.

She turned up the air-conditioning; it was
probably close to a hundred outside, and horrendously humid. She’d
been to Phoenix once, on a case back when she was still working for
the firm. Litigation against an avionics manufacturer that
sublicensed work out here. It had been late-August, as she
recalled, and a hundred and twenty degrees. But even that was more
tolerable than this. There was no humidity in Phoenix. Here, the
summers were drenching, even this early.

Hot air blasted her when she opened the front
door at the sound of the bell. “Hello, George,” she greeted him.
“It’s nice to see you again.”

George smiled within his beard, embarrassed
that he was back for repairs so soon. “Leaky faucet, huh? I’ll have
it taken care of faster than—”

“Faster than it takes ice to melt in hell,”
Alice remembered. “It’s nothing catastrophic, just a small
leak.”

“Probably a washer,” George speculated. “You
wouldn’t believe the crummy washers some of these manufacturers put
in their gear. They contract out for them to China.” With that bit
of useful information, George toted his toolbox, and himself, into
the kitchen. He turned the faucet on and off several times,
frowning at the small ooze of water emerging from the faucet’s
base. Then he said, “Well, how do you like that? It’s not the
washer after all. It’s the blammed joint connector.”

“I guess you owe the Chinese an apology,”
Alice tried to joke, standing aside, behind him.

“Problem is, see, this’ll probably take me a
while. I’m gonna have to lift the whole sink out of its mount to
get to the joint. But don’t worry; you won’t be billed. Like I said
when you hired me, my work is guaranteed.”

This was extraordinary: an honest plumber.
She wondered how long “a while” meant, and suddenly realized how
odd she felt. She knew why, too.

I feel odd because there’s a man in my
house…

Not odd, though, as in
nervous. George was a successful plumber with a good reputation. He
was harmless. Just a big, friendly, burly
redneck plumber. No, she didn’t feel odd
simply because there was a man in her house.

It was because there was
an attractive man
in her house.

And that proved a big difference.

Alice couldn’t deny the thought. George, of
course, wasn’t her type in any real way. He was strictly
blue-collar, working class, and Alice was an attorney with a
Harvard law degree. But…

What did that matter? What
did compatibility have to do with attraction? And that’s what
spurred this course of thought. Suddenly Alice found him to be,
well, very attractive. Earthy. Rugged. Macho.

She was gazing absently at his back, his
longish dark hair, his strong shoulders. Wrenches clinked as he
tended to his tasks, oblivious to her gaze.

Jesus, she thought to herself. She began to feel tingly, even a
trifle light-headed. It was inexplicable…

“Hot one out today, isn’t it?” George said
without looking at her. He was on his knees now, reaching up under
the sink. Just making small talk.

“Oh, yes, it is, very hot,” Alice replied
stiffly. “Beastly. It wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t for the
humidity. I went to Phoenix once, and…”

Her attention dissolved.
She felt awash in lusty imaginings; she felt drunk with them. What
she imagined was this: George suddenly grabbing her by the hair,
pulling her lips to his. Primal. Spontaneous. She imagined
being taken by
him. Brutally, lustfully. Not rape, not against her will, because
this was her
will, wasn’t it? Alice wanted to be ravaged by him, a damsel by a
pirate. She wanted to feel his big, rough hands haul her to the
floor, shuck her out of her clothes, knead her breasts, ply her
sex. She wanted to feel his weight on top of her, his hair-covered
chest squeezing her bosom, his breath gusting into her as he
penetrated her right there on the floor—

She wanted to be plundered by his desire for
her.

“What, uh, what was that?”

Alice blinked. “What?”

“You were saying something about Phoenix,”
George reminded her, exchanging a small box-end wrench for a larger
one.

“Oh, yes,” Alice caught herself. “What I
meant was, even though it’s a lot hotter there, it doesn’t feel
like it because there’s no humidity.”

“Yeah. Lotta places like that out west.”

Christ Almighty,
Alice thought. I must be
out of my mind. The poor guy‘s fixing the sink and I’m having
sexual fantasies about him right here in my kitchen.

George went on tinkering. Now he lay on his
back, with his head half into the open cabinet beneath the sink.
Alice eyed his splayed form. A big man, yes, stocky, large-framed,
but not fat. After a moment Alice caught herself—she’d been eyeing
his crotch.

She couldn’t deny it; she
wanted to be plundered by his desire for her. But then she
thought: pretty futile.
How could she ever be plundered by his desire for
her?

He has no desire for me;
she felt certain. She thought back to the
dreadful night with her former associate, and how repelled he’d
been by the sight of her stump.

George would take one look at my leg and
that would be it. He’d be out of here faster…than it takes ice to
melt in hell…

When the phone rang she jumped. She picked it
up quickly, nervously. “Hello?”

“Just checking to see how you’re feeling,”
Holly said on the other end. “Weren’t you supposed to call me this
morning?”

“Oh, I’m sorry; I overslept,” Alice admitted.
Her eyes kept darting down to George, who still lay on his back as
he fiddled under the sink.

Her eyes kept darting down to his crotch.

It looked like a tight satchel of denim.
Alice blinked, then imagined him naked, his big workman’s hand
grasping her by the hair, urging her face to his groin—

“Alice?”

—her mouth opening voluntarily—

“Alice!”

“Oh, y-yes, I’m here,” she
said, her mind finally finding its way back to reality.
Snap out of it! she
demanded of herself. You’re on the phone
with your psychiatrist, for God’s sake! “The plumber’s here—”

“Who?”

“The plumber. My sink sprang a leak, and he
came around to fix it.”

A suspicious pause came over the line. “Are
you all right, Alice?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? You sound…funny—”

Funny, Alice thought, holding the receiver to her ear. Well, that
seemed fitting, because she felt
funny, too. Ever since the plumber had arrived.
The odd feeling had intensified, that dizzy, tingling sensation
given over to hot flashes as well as other sensations that were
proof-positive of arousal. Her breath going thin, her nipples
hardening, her sex turning damp.

“Are you having any bad effects from your
medication?” Holly asked.

“No, no,” Alice replied, and then nearly
laughed. Actually, she hadn’t even taken the new meds yet; she’d
forgotten.

“Can I get you anything?” Holly asked. “Would
you like me to come over?”

“Oh, no, really, that’s not necessary. I’m
fine.”

Another pause, one that somehow rang of
disappointment. “Well, don’t forget your appointment tomorrow.”

“I won’t,” Alice assured her. “See you
tomorrow.” Then she hung up quickly. She was acting weird and she
knew it. It was almost as if some part of her had wanted to hang up
on the doctor.

George was standing up, putting away his
tools. “Got it,” he said. “Didn’t take me as long as I
thought.”

Alice was staring at him.

“Works fine now.” He turned the faucet off
and on several times to demonstrate. “No more leaks.”

But Alice couldn’t break her stare.

George cocked a brow. “You okay?”

She couldn’t answer. The dizzy flashes
sharpened. George was staring back at her now, his dark eyes fixed
point-blank on her bosom, and it was only then that Alice
remembered that she hadn’t put on a bra when she’d been getting
ready earlier. Now that fact was obvious to George. Her swollen
nipples tingled, their tender points sticking out against the
material of her blouse.

George scratched his beard. “Look, I, uh, I
guess I better get going—”

“No,” Alice heard herself saying, and then
she seemed to hear waves of the faintest whisperings in her head,
words she could not understand, and then it was almost as if she
were watching herself from some impossible nook as she slowly
stepped forward, unbuttoning her blouse…
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BRIDE’S BAY, ENGLAND, 1793

 


(Katelyn? Katelyn? Come outside now. Come
outside and see me.)

 


Her husband lay asleep in bed, on his belly.
His snoring filled the room, and so did his malodor of sweat,
fornication, and ale. He’d had his way with her earlier, upon
returning from the pub, but it was Katelyn’s custom now to enjoy
it, to take from it anything she could. The beatings had stopped.
Her contentedness, as well as her new-found willingness in bed, had
put a quick end to the brutality—

—just as the angel had promised.

Katelyn knew he’d been with other women just
hours before—prostitutes at the pub—but even that didn’t matter to
her anymore. The angel had taught her to view her life from a new
and different angle. Katelyn had learned to take the abuses of
others and turn them into pleasures she could use for herself. Why
live in futility when she didn’t have to? Why live in fear and
further heartbreak?

Her husband safely asleep now, Katelyn
slipped out of the house. The hot night and all its clamor of life
seemed to welcome her, and the moon—its furtive face—smiled. She
felt beautiful traipsing across the grassy field; she felt as she
did every night now: reborn.

(Katelyn? Katelyn?)

I’m coming! I’ll be there soon! she thought
with new joy in her heart.

Thus far there’d been many. All the handsome
soldiers, so young, so virile. And such pleasures she knew now. The
young men made her feel ravishing, shining with desire. They always
told her they’d return, come back to her for more, but they never
did. This did not sadden her, however; new pleasures came with new
men, another new ecstasy each night. Men hadn’t changed; they would
always be the same. But that didn’t matter either. It was Katelyn
who had changed…

As was her habit now, before answering the
angel’s call, she shed her nightdress and stepped into the tarn.
The tepid water felt luxurious on her naked skin, and soon she was
clean of her husband. She caressed herself in the water, cupping
her breasts, tracing a finger up the charged groove of her sex,
honoring, by touch, the flesh of her womanhood. In her mind came a
cavalcade of new desires, new bliss.

(You’re so beautiful, so beautiful now.)

Katelyn rose from the water, dripping. The
moonlight shone on her skin. The soldiers would be coming off watch
soon from the quarry, and her heart surged in the expectancy. She
would wait for the next one, her nudity a siren song in the hot
night, her smile a beacon.

Then she would take him to the grotto.

The grotto, Katelyn thought.

The place where the angel lives.

 


««—»»

 


“You
did…what?”

Alice judged by the sound of Holly’s voice
that this hadn’t been a good idea. Concealing things from her
psychiatrist was not a good idea either, she knew, but…

I can’t believe what I
did, Alice thought.

Holly’s otherwise pretty face looked flat
with subtle shock as she looked at Alice from the other side of her
desk. “Am I hearing you right, Alice, or are you just joking?
Please. Tell me that you’re joking.”

“It’s no joke,” Alice confessed, her eyes
glued to the carpeted floor.

“You had sex? With the plumber?”

Alice nodded.

She wasn’t proud of the
fact. That’s right, Holly,
she imagined herself saying. I had sex with the plumber, right on the kitchen floor. And
that was just for starters.

What had gotten into her?
Everyone was spontaneous at times, but this pushed spontaneity to a
new limit. It was probably just some subconscious backlash, a
monkey wrench thrown into her psyche from the suicide attempt. But
Holly’s frown only aggravated her, like salt in a small cut.
All right, so I did something stupid! So what! I
didn’t rob a bank, Holly! I had sex with a guy!

Holly rested her forehead in one hand,
muttering, “I can’t believe it. You fucked the plumber.”

Alice snapped, “Listen, you’re the one who
dragged me to the bar the other night! Remember? To pick up
men?”

Holly’s face rose back up,
her expression focused to a glare. “I took you there to
meet men, Alice, not to
pick them up and take them home. I took you there to reacquaint you
with a commonplace mode of socialization, to give you a chance to
interact and to be personable and to respond to people. I didn’t
tell you to take that lawyer home, and I sure as hell didn’t tell
you to fuck the plumber!
Who’s next, Alice? The mailman? The Pizza Hut
boy?”

“You’re being judgmental,”
Alice replied, her face dark. She wanted to get up and
leave. Why should I sit and listen to
this? But she knew if she left, it would
just give Holly one more thing to pick at her about.

“Maybe I am being judgmental, Alice, but it’s
only because I care about you. I’m concerned about you, and you’re
my responsibility. When are you going to get that through your
thick head?”

This was worse than the hospital. It was
embarrassing. And—

I didn’t really even do anything wrong, she
thought. I made love to a man I was attracted to…

Made love. Well, maybe that was a light way
of putting it. She’d seduced him, enticed him and exposed herself
to him. She’d left him with little choice. But why shouldn’t she
acknowledge her attractions, and pursue them? It was honest
desire…

“Well, at least you made him use a condom,
right?” Holly asked after a tense silence. “At least tell me you
had sense enough for that.”

Alice chewed the inside of her cheek.

“Goddamn it, Alice!” Holly railed as she
deciphered her patient’s gesture. “I can’t believe you!”

“What, you expect the guy to carry condoms in
his toolbox? It was pretty spontaneous, Holly. Things like this
usually are. I wasn’t exactly thinking about condoms at the time,
and I wasn’t about to send him out to the 7-Eleven in his plumber’s
truck to buy a pack.”

“Smart women keep condoms themselves, Alice,”
Holly snapped back. “We have to protect ourselves; if we left it up
to men, we’d all be dead!”

“He’s a plumber, Holly, not a gay
IV-drug-user from Haiti!”

“That’s beside the point and you know it,”
Holly grumbled.

Actually, Alice did know
it; it was nothing to scoff at. But it was the situation more than
anything else. The idea of buying condoms herself was inhibiting
enough—she couldn’t picture herself walking into the Dart Drug and
asking for a box of Trojan Ribbed—and she’d been very lucky, too,
with Steve, who’d convinced her he was safe. Boy, am I a sucker, she thought. But
with George, things had happened so fast; she’d had a hard time
remembering even what had happened. Condoms had been as far away from her mind as
the clouds.

Because there’d only
been one thing on
her mind at the time…

Silence settled in the office; Alice calmed
down while Holly recomposed herself. Then, much more calmly, the
psychiatrist asked, “What happened? Tell me everything, from start
to finish.”

Alice closed her eyes, tried to let her
recollections come unraveled. It wasn’t easy. It seemed dreamlike,
distant, while segments of the actual sex blazed in her memory. “I
just felt sort of…weird,” she said.

“Weird in what way?”

“I-I’m not sure.”

“Weird as in aroused, as in excited?
Sexually?”

Alice nodded.

“Before or after the plumber arrived?”

“After,” Alice said. “Definitely after.
Before that I felt fine. I felt bored, actually. But after he came
over I remember thinking how attractive he was, and then I was
talking to you on the phone, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him.
It was so distracting…” Alice took a breath, trying to think more
clearly. “It was almost like I was watching myself.”

Holly only looked at her.

“I was fantasizing about him,” Alice
confessed.

“Fantasizing. And what was he doing while you
were fantasizing?”

“He was working on the sink.”

Holly stifled a sigh. “Do you fantasize about
people often? Or even periodically?”

“No. Never, really. I’ve never really felt
that sexual, even before…”

“Before the accident, you mean.”

“Right,” Alice said. “All I remember is he
came in and suddenly I was very…excited.”

Holly nodded dully. “Go on.”

Alice went on, as best she could. She’d
seduced him, yes, had baited him by removing her blouse. And
neither of them had said a word past that, had they? No, not a
single word. They’d embraced, rolling around together right there
on the kitchen floor. Her hands had worked frantically to open his
pants, to feel him, and George hadn’t been the least bit reluctant
in allowing this, sliding his pants down and off, and then the
shorts. Alice’s own lack of inhibition was so unusual, so unlike
her. Ordinarily her leg would’ve been her first and foremost
concern, her fear of what his reaction would be once he saw it, her
fear that he would be repulsed and leave. Instead, though, she’d
peeled her own jeans off without a second thought, and lay back,
spreading her legs for him. Her prosthesis never even occurred to
her.

As though it didn’t exist in the first place.
As though her leg had been real all along, real flesh instead of
cold, rubberized plastic…

I want you in me
was all she could think, and then she was pushing
down at his hips, the gesture more than sufficient to communicate
her desire. It was more, in fact, than something she merely
wanted—it was something she needed.

And the faintest whisperings seemed to
continue in her ears.

Afterward he lay atop her, spent, as her
sweat cooled. It didn’t matter that he’d come quickly—she’d wanted
him to—because she knew that the first time, there on the kitchen
floor, would be the first of many times before the day, and the
night, was over.

“Jesus,” Holly remarked, now more astonished
than shocked or displeased once Alice had finished telling her
story. “Just how many— How many times did you do it with him?”

Alice’s blush deepened; it made her face feel
hot. “I don’t know. Six or eight.”

“Six or eight! When did he leave?”

“Late, or I should say early, early in the
morning.”

“He was there all night, in
other words? The guy came over at five p.m. to fix your leaky faucet and he
didn’t leave until the next morning?”

Alice could only nod.

“What—” Holly paused. Now her face was a maze
of bewilderment. “What kind of things did you do for all that
time?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what exact acts, what
positions—”

“Holly!” Alice exclaimed. “I’m not going to
answer that.”

And, besides, she couldn’t. It would be too
embarrassing. Oral or copulatory, Alice and the plumber had had a
sexual jubilee that might’ve made Caligula feel naive. The rest of
the day, and then all through the night, Alice had pursued a
desperate thirst for sensation, and any sexual position she could
imagine, they’d coupled in. By midnight she’d felt wrung out by her
own orgasms, but she couldn’t desist—her constant arousal wouldn’t
let her. Poor George scarcely had time to refract before Alice was
on him again, coaxing, by any means available or imaginable, one
erection after the next. It wasn’t until the mantel clock had
struck four that they’d stopped, neither able to move. Alice fell
asleep with her head on his chest, her sex sore to the point of
numbness.

“I’m not asking to be nosy, Alice,” Holly
went on. “I’m asking for the purpose of analysis. The things you
do, or are compelled to do, are all based on a reason pertinent to
your state of mind. That’s why I want to know everything you—”

“We did a lot, all right?”
Alice snapped back. “A lot; things I’ve never done before, things
I’ve never even thought
of doing before. Jesus, Holly.”

The psychiatrist seemed to simper for a
moment; then she asked a question that, in a way, was even more
personal.

“Was it good?”

Alice gaped.

“Did this experience satisfy you sexually,
Alice?”

The contemplation lulled her; it seemed to
carry her away. As confused as she was, and as shaken and
mystified, Alice could make only one honest answer.

“Yes,” she said.

Alice, in fact, had never known such pleasure
in her life.

 


««—»»

 


The rest of their session went as
uncomfortably as Alice would expect, yet at the end of it she had
no more of an understanding of the experience than she had when
she’d first arrived. Eventually Holly reverted to her usual
trenchant, clinical double-talk.

“You had an erotomanic
break, Alice. Episodic hypersexualism is what we call it. It’s
actually more common than people think. What’s uncommon, though, is, it generally
doesn’t happen to people like you.”

“People like me?” Alice challenged. For some
reason the comment seemed insolent. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“There’s no need to be defensive all the
time, Alice—you’re awfully touchy lately. I’m merely quoting
clinical statistics. This type of hypersexual activity is generally
only exhibited by divorced or unhappily married women ten to twenty
years older than you.”

“Oh,” Alice said.

“I’m trying to think—” Holly touched her
chin, let her eyes stray absently to the ceiling. “Suicide attempts
and episodic hypersexualism aren’t known to be synonymous. Your
only recent anomaly, at least that I can think of, is the change in
your medication. But Protriptyline is just a mild antidepressant,
and its only notable side effect is a deflation of the sex drive,
not the opposite. I just can’t imagine the etiology of any of
this.”

“The what?”

“The origin. The cause,
Alice. You claim that this is the first time you’ve ever
experienced an episode like this. There’s got to be a reason why it
happened and, more important, there’s got to be a reason why it
happened now.”

“Holly,” Alice objected, “maybe there isn’t
any fancy textbook reason. Maybe I was just blowing off steam. I
mean, it’s been a while, you know.”

“No, Alice, it’s much more than that. This is
something completely contrary to your normal pattern of personality
and behavior. It’s not like catching a cold. It comes from
something rooted deep in your psyche.”

Alice sat back in her chair, a bit bored now.
Frequently she felt interrogated in Holly’s office, a prisoner
before the unflappable commandant; sometimes it felt as though
Holly was the chargé d’affaires of her life. “Well, our time’s up,”
Holly said.

Not a second too
soon, Alice thought.

“Why don’t we go get a bite to eat?” Holly
suggested.

The proposition caught Alice off guard. She
liked Holly, certainly—at least most of the time—but right now the
psychiatrist seemed like the last person she’d choose to spend time
with. Why go out to eat only to feel browbeaten? Nor was she very
hungry, either, in spite of last night’s physical marathon.

“Thanks, but I’ve got some other things to do
right now,” she said, even though she really didn’t.

“Oh. Okay.” Holly, if only for a sliver of
times, appeared dejected. “Well, I’ll see you at our next session
then. And if you—”

“I know,” Alice finished as she got up. She
couldn’t help but smile. “If I have any problems, I’ll call you.
’Bye.”

She turned to leave then, but at the door
Holly added one more question.

“Alice, are you, uh—”

Alice turned. “Hmm?”

“This guy, this plumber.” Holly stalled. “Are
you going to see him again?”

What a question! “I doubt it. When I woke up
this morning he was gone. He left a note saying he’d call me, but
you know how that goes. He’s really not my type at all.”

“Oh. Well, I just thought I’d ask. ’Bye.”

Alice left, amused now. Picturing herself in
a romantic situation with George seemed preposterous. And why would
Holly care, anyway?

Once she got back outside, Alice shriveled in
the heat. Each day seemed hotter, more humid. Her electric bill
would be sky high, she knew, for the rest of the summer. Heat
shimmered off the asphalt, and even off the shiny old cobblestones
of Main Street, as she drove the car back through town, toward
home. The lush trees, too, seemed flat in the blistering heat,
birds perched high and motionless, squirrels plodding sluggishly
over parched branches.

Alice couldn’t have gotten home faster. The
sun burned behind her; she rushed into the house and slammed the
door, the brass knocker tapping several times from inertia. She
stood a moment simply to cool off; then her shoulders drooped
despairingly when she realized she had nothing to do the rest of
the day. Perhaps she should’ve gone out to eat with Holly, but who
could eat in this heat?

Then she remembered something.

My meds.

She hadn’t even opened them
yet, the new antidepressant Holly had prescribed after the suicide
attempt. Antidepressant,
she thought—the word itself sounded depressing,
but she supposed she’d better take them; Holly, as infuriating as
she could be, was also clearly a good shrink who knew what she was
doing.

And it couldn’t hurt, could it?

Alice went to the bathroom
and tore open the drugstore bag containing the bottle of
pills. Protriptyline. One pill once a day
between meals, read the instructions.
Alice shook one into her hand. It was a beautiful pill, a
blushing-pink color with a lime-green stripe. It was tiny. She
turned on the faucet, let the water run cool, and filled a glass.
Then—

(Alice? Alice?)
she thought she heard.

It must be the heat. She was hearing voices
from her dreams.

Alice stared at the pretty pill in her
palm.

(Don’t take it.)

Alice continued to stare.

(It’s bad for you, Alice.)

Bad?

(It will take away from what you are. It
will take away from all the wonderful things you can be.)

Alice stared harder. She didn’t understand.
She was hearing something that she couldn’t be hearing…

(Don’t take it. It will hurt you. Haven’t
you been hurt enough?)

Alice’s eyes glazed over.

Then she turned.

Then—

(I know what’s best for you.)

—she dumped all the pills into the
toilet.
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I see.

Seeing is such a wonder…

I see all that you see…through your pretty
eyes.

I see you—

I see you coming up.

Your pretty hands, your sleek arms—

Ah…

Your sleek arms slick to the elbows with
blood.

 


««—»»

 


But first,
he thought, a little
head.

After all, it was only midnight. Steve had a
little time to kill, so he might as well spend it wisely.

The city possessed a three- or four-block
besmirchment from the Loew’s Hotel to the Citco. Junkies, dealers,
whores. The town cops didn’t even bother trying to keep a lid on it
anymore—all cities had their tenderloin drags, regardless of law
enforcement or municipal legislation. He’d see them all the time on
his runs back from a job: the street urchins. Not call girls or
streetwalkers; these girls were a strata lower—desperate to cop a
twenty for their next nail of skag or toke of crack. They never
even mentioned rubbers; they weren’t health-conscious. Steve would
never fuck any of this trash—are you kidding?— but he figured head
was pretty safe. And it was quick, too. Steve wasn’t the kind of
guy who had a lot of time to fool around.

Main Street stretched on in a haze of
midnight sodium light. Anything off Clay was considered the hunting
ground.

He needed to get, well…charged up first.

Was that so bad?

After all, Steve was an amorous man.

Yeah, I wanna get that
first nut off now, he thought,
popping a Mountain Dew out of the machine at
Citco. That way I’ll last longer when I’m shagging the next
mark.

And killing her…

The papers were a veritable
bulletin board for easy marks. Christ, didn’t people know anything?
He’d read it in the Capital
just today:

 


ACADEMY BRASS TO INSPECT ANNAPOLIS

 


Ranking security officer for the U.S. Naval
Academy, Commodore Fenton Laurel, has been invited by the Navy
Security and Inspection Group Activity to survey the newly built,
$1 billion Los Angeles-Class attack submarine, the U.S.S.
Annapolis, in Groton, Connecticut. The Annapolis, armed with 24
nuclear-tipped torpedoes, is the fastest, most maneuverable, and
least detectible submarine in the world, and can travel under water
for a full year without surfacing. Commodore Laurel, recipient of
the Congressional Medal of Honor and the Navy Cross, will inspect
the state-of-the-art sub this weekend with an inspection team from
the Defense Department—

 


blah-blah-blah…

So hubby’s not going to be
home this weekend, huh? Steve
thought. What a useful piece of
information!

The article had a photo of the esteemed
Commodore Laurel and his wife.

And his wife had looked pretty hot.

Pretty damn hot indeed…

Steve had merely looked up the name in the
city phone book, and there it was–the Commodore’s address.

Easy pickings, Steve thought.

But first he felt like a quick preliminary
pipe cleaning. Hence, the drag.

The drag,
he thought.

A unique place. An eyesore.
He pulled out of Citco and turned right. There was one right now,
sitting on the bench advertising american
pest service; Steve chuckled at the
analogy. But this girl was black, and Steve didn’t like them black.
Up at the corner of Lafayette, a blonde stood by a graffiti-marred
wall, smoking a cigarette. Okay, she was white, but she was also so
obese she barely looked human. No
thanks. Steve passed, then shouted, “Eat
much?” out his window. Several more black girls loitered past the
hotel, jabbering at him. Niggers,
Steve thought. They’re
fuckin’ takin’ over. But then he pulled
over at the big Plexi-covered bus stop. A thin white girl
discreetly flagged him down. Cutoffs, halter, flip-flops, really
dressing up tonight. “You a cop?” she asked after getting into the
car. That was always the first thing out of their mouths, to beat
an entrapment rap. “No, I ain’t a cop,” Steve said and nearly
laughed, thinking, I’m a burglar, a
rapist, and a murderer. Not a cop. “How
much for some quick head?”

“You want the blow-and-go,
huh? Twenty bucks,” she answered. She had long, wheat-colored hair
and was tiny, rack-skinny. Probably a
crackhead, Steve deduced. He gave her a
twenty, which disappeared like magic into her pocket.

“Pull down to the end of the street,” she
said. “The condo lot. Cops never go down that far.”

Steve did as instructed, while her small hand
found its way to his crotch, perking him up. He pulled into the
parking lot, found a spot, then doused his lights and had his pants
down to his knees a few seconds later. The scenario appealed to
him. A dark parking lot, past midnight, a whore with her desperate
face in his lap. He liked the ambience. She got to work right away,
and it didn’t take long for her deft mouth to relieve him of his
orgasm. He pawed at her small breasts through the halter. His knees
shuddered.

Boy, that was quick,
he thought, and that was another thing he liked:
transposing her desperation, using her mouth for a seminal
receptacle. Yeah, he liked that a lot. She was a useless human
being, and Steve had just helped her feel a little
more useless. He liked
the idea of contributing to the hell that must be this skinny
addict’s life. She spat his semen out the window; then her thin
face went wan when she turned back to Steve.

He was pointing his small .25 automatic right
between her eyes.

“Change of plans, sister,” he said. “Give me
back my twenty, and everything else you got.”

She was shivering, trying not to show it.
“Come on, man,” she said. “I need that cash.”

“I know, and that’s why I’m taking it. So
give it up unless you want your last stop of the night to be the
city morgue.”

The whore actually continued to hesitate.
“Gimme a break, man,” she appealed again. “I worked all night for
this money. If you rip me off, I’ll go into—”

You’ll go into
withdrawal, Steve finished for her. He
loved it! This was the extent of her desperation. Here he was with
a gun in her face, threatening her life, and she was still making a
fuss. She’s got balls, he thought; he could almost admire
her.

Eventually she handed over
the money. Looked like about two hundred, maybe a little more. Not
a bad shake for a few hours’ work. Instead, she’d go back to her
pimp empty-handed, get her ass kicked, get her face
bloodied. No rock for you tonight,
baby. Steve was proud of his
accomplishments.

But when she made to get out of the car, he
stopped her

“Hey, whore. You’re not leaving just yet. I’m
feeling a bit randy tonight. You’re gonna give me another
suck.”

She sputtered under her breath. There was
even a tear in her eye.

He grabbed her head with one hand and pushed
it down to his crotch. “You know what to do, so do it.” With his
other hand he kept the gun pressed against her forehead; the
implication was clear. “And no funny business down there. You even
think about biting it, I’ll pop your junkie brains right out the
window onto the street.”

Steve relaxed back in the seat, enjoying her
endeavors.

What a great way to start
the night, he thought.

 


««—»»

 


The dream again.

The black church, the chamber of
lichen-covered rock, the consoling whispers, and the figure in
black.

And then—

(Alice? Alice?)

—the angel.

“Dessamona,” Alice
whispered to herself when she awoke. The luminous-green hands on
the mantel clock read 3:15 a.m.,
and she could hear the sedate pulsings of
crickets from outside. Stupid,
she thought, remembering Holly’s mention of
burglars. She’d left the French doors open. She wasn’t paranoid,
but this was just plain dumb. A warm breeze off the bay eddied into
the room when she got out of the four-poster bed and walked,
nightgown flowing, to the balcony.

She stepped out, the
veranda’s new weather-guarded wood warm on her bare feet. Often,
lately, she forgot that she even had a prosthesis, and for a moment
she thought she could feel the warm wood on the bottoms of
both feet. What had
Holly called the phenomenon? Ghost-Limb Syndrome? Something along
those lines. But the itching had subsided now that Alice gave it
some thought. It was strange. She’d just been jerked awake in the
middle of the night by her recurring morbid dream. She should be
exhausted, but the only thing that had occurred to her just then
was how good she felt.

I haven’t felt this good in years…

Alice stood at the rail. The moon was
egg-shaped tonight, not quite full. It seemed to sit on the water,
an eldritch, dark-orange color. This was the same place from which
the lookouts watched for trade frigates from England over two
centuries ago. What did they see? What did these arrivals look
like? And how often did the ships come? The questions seemed
foolish; what did it matter? She turned, went back into the watch
room, and closed and locked the French doors behind her.

Something on the scroll-foot antique dresser
caught her eye. Alice went to it, picked it up.

The note George had left, in a primitive
scrawl.

 


Alice,

Sorry to leave. I didn’t want to wake you. Have a
job at six in the morning. I’ll give you a call soon.

George

 


Well, that was nice, at
least. Lots of men just ducked out, didn’t bother leaving a note.
It’s the thought that counts, she figured. However, to be honest
with herself, she sort of hoped George didn’t call. What she’d told
Holly earlier was true. The sex was great,
but he’s just not my type. Where could she
go with him if they dated? Rudy’s Tavern
on wet T-shirt night? The pool hall? And
where would she take him? The four-star dining room at Loew’s? The
dinner theater? He’d wonder why there weren’t French fries on the
menu. No, there was no point, it would be useless.

Alice, instead, viewed it
as an instance of sheer extemporaneousness, of primal
improvisation. So what? So she’d had sex with a man she was
physically attracted to. The ideology infuriated her.
It’s okay for a man to sleep around. That’s
macho, that’s cool. But when a woman does it she’s a slut.
Since the occurrence she’d been regretting it,
but finally she realized that she was regretting it only because
that’s what society had taught her to do. Her feelings had changed
now, though. Why should I regret something
that felt good? she asked
herself.

I don’t regret it at all.

Her memory lightly
backtracked. She remembered it all now. George’s stout, muscled
physique squashing her own body down time and time again in its
desire for her. For some reason that meant more than anything. His
desire. He hadn’t fled. He hadn’t retreated in disgust at the sight
of her artificial leg. In fact, for their entire time together
Alice hadn’t been the least bit self-conscious about it. She hadn’t
even been aware of the prosthesis. Maybe she really was finally coming out of
her shell of apprehension and low self-esteem.

The prospect made her feel even better.

Her recollections, however momentary,
dampened her sex where she stood, such that she felt tempted to
make use of the occasion and lie down in the bed to masturbate. But
that was something she hadn’t done in ages, and doing so now would
make her feel alien, a self-abusing shut-in. Instead, she put the
plumber’s note back on the dresser under a bronze paperweight, a
tiny bust of Lord Baltimore. She didn’t really know why, but she
wanted to save the note. A memento, a fond reminiscence. It was
something she could look at in years to come and be happy
about.

She walked around the dark
house, past beautiful antique furniture and heavy drapes. She was
just moseying around, which most people would deem a peculiar thing
to do at this hour, but she didn’t care. Why should she? For the
first time in her life she was deciding that what
other people thought was
immaterial. Maybe that’s part of my
problem, she considered. She should only
care about herself, and about what she thought, not others. Who knew
what Holly would say to that. Probably
more shrink mumbo jumbo. Sometimes it
seemed that Holly honed a special edge to make Alice feel bad. Of
course, the psychiatrist claimed it was only because she was
concerned about her, but what good did that do Alice?

None at all.

Next, she found herself, without any real
volition, walking down the steps to the basement. At the bottom of
the steps she reached out for the string, found it, and turned on
the light. The contractors had done a fabulous job erecting
interior walls to divide the basement into two separate rooms, the
largest of which, way in the back, she used for extra
storage—winter supplies, rock salt, and the like. There were two
forward rooms: the entry in which she stood now and a second room,
where she kept a work bench and tools, for any fixing up she might
want to do herself, her garden supplies, and most of the stuff from
her old condo that she hadn’t, and probably wouldn’t ever unpack.
The original walls, which formed the actual foundation of the
house, made for a striking contrast. These walls were made of the
original crudely cut stones, fixed by mortar that was no doubt as
old as the house. The stones, she could see, were stained by age,
and the mortar had long turned yellow. And there were several
places where old slats of wood had been used to fill in gaps.
Though primitive, it made the basement look that much more
authentic, that much more like the post-Revolutionary watch house
it really was.

Now the bare cement floor felt cold on her
bare foot. It was cool down here, and open despite its mustiness.
She walked around then, absently running her hand along the rough
rock-and-mortar walls, touching the occasional wood slats. She
would’ve thought that wood, after two centuries, would have rotted.
Or perhaps it had, and the slats had been replaced years ago when
the originals had deteriorated. But that wasn’t likely, judging by
their look. All a uniform dark-brown color, all a uniform texture
and grade. It was obviously the same source of wood planks that had
provided these fillings.

Alice continued to walk idly around and run
her hand over the rough bumps of the wall.

Then—

Her finger lodged against one of the slats,
and—

How do you like
that? she thought.

The slat came loose.

It had slid out of its encasement of old
mortar: dark and crumbly wood. At least there were no termites in
it. She let her finger remain, then pulled a little. The slat
nudged out an inch.

Well, I hope the whole wall
doesn’t collapse, she thought, and pulled
some more. Ordinarily, she wouldn’t have done this, but when the
slat had first edged out, she had noticed something on its
surface.

Something that almost looked like
letters.

Here goes. What the
hell? she thought. Then she pulled against
the slat more forcefully and extracted it from its place in the
wall.

The wall, happily, didn’t collapse. The
slat’s removal left a black gap between the hand-cut stones.

Then she held the slat beneath the light, to
better see the letters or markings or whatever they were.

Yes, they were letters, finely engraved into
the old wood plank:

scrimm, the letters read.
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It wasn’t that Micah was
a bad person…

He was actually a great
guy: personable, generous, honest, benevolent. He worked hard, paid
his taxes, loved his mother, never took anything in his life that
he didn’t earn. Micah was the kind of guy, in fact, who would pull
over in a rainstorm to help a stranger change a flat, whereas most
wouldn’t pull over at all, except to rob said stranger. Micah, in
other words, was a quality
human being.

But…

Well, Micah had propensities that a certain
type of person would most certainly find objectionable from a
standpoint of even the most modern morality.

He pursued, with a subtle vengeance, the
physical company of the opposite sex. Some would call him a
romantic. Others might refer to him as a ladies’ man. And still
others would unheedingly label him a male slut.

He did not, however, view this himself as a
gesture of human lust, or even human weakness. He loved women, that
was all—all women, all shapes and sizes, all colors and creeds. And
what he pursued more in life than anything else was the
demonstration of this love via the act of sexual intercourse.
Wholly, completely, and ultimately. And, not so ultimately, he
pursued any sensorial adventure in between.

Micah was a budding cartoonist—actually, more
than budding, because his cartoon strips had been published in a
number of places. He worked as shift captain waiter at the
T.G.I.F.’s, at the brand-new Harbour Gates Shopping Centre on Route
2, and he worked a hard fifty to sixty hours a week. Much of his
spare time was relegated to his artistic endeavors.

And any spare time left after that was
zealously devoted to the physical proximity of women.

Women loved Micah. They were enamored of him.
To put it another way, they followed him down the street like he
was some Pied Piper of sexual bliss. Most guys found it difficult
to pick up women in bars on a regular, or even an irregular, basis.
The only difficulty Micah was accustomed to was deciding which
beautiful girl to take home at any given time. Micah was the
Baskin-Robbins of sex: You had to take a number to get served.

And it was no real wonder. Micah’s soft,
southern accent was a great seducer in itself. Women loved southern
accents. His wit, spirit, charm, sense of humor, and good luck only
piled more icing on the cake.

And it was a big cake…

I should stay home
tonight, he reckoned as he sat at his
inclined professional drawing board. Micah was on the verge of
becoming a hot property in the field of cartooning. Right now he
was working on a picture book for children, and he’d already
secured a top agent in the field. But time was everything, he knew.
It was a professional dictum to anyone who wanted to succeed in any
aspect of the creative arts: You either screwed around or you
worked, and too much of the former only reduced the likelihood of
success. Micah knew his time should be used more wisely, and he
fought hard to incorporate this knowledge into his daily life.
Every hour of his spare time that he used toward his art was
another step to the professional success he so desired. Every hour
he spent targeting women was another step in the reverse
direction.

It made life very difficult for him
sometimes.

More often than not,
very difficult.

Sometimes he just couldn’t help himself.

Well, I got some work done
tonight, he reasoned. All work and no play makes Micah a dull boy.
The decision had already been made, actually. It
was his day off; he didn’t have to be to work until five
p.m. tomorrow, and it
was a beautiful night.

He switched off his overhead fluorescent,
then got up and walked to his window. He looked out. They were out
there, he knew. All the beautiful, wonderful women.

They were waiting for him…

Thirty minutes later, Micah was showered,
shaved, and dressed for town. And in only a few more moments he was
pulling out of the Crofton apartment complex, in his new red Miata
convertible, the top down, the jet-lacquered paint job glimmering
like wet oil in the parkway lights.

The summer breeze sifted through his short,
dark-blond hair. The stereo kicked out some twangy country tune
(Micah was from Lexington, Kentucky), and just then the entire
world seemed to open up to him, as it had so often in the past.
Yes, the world. The world of passion, the world of love.

The world of beautiful women.

Micah smiled as the sports car sucked down
onto the road through the turn onto the city exit. He knew how to
play the game. He knew women and he knew exactly what buttons to
push. He knew how to get what he wanted.

Will I get lucky
tonight? he asked himself.

No answer was necessary.

 


««—»»

 


Bored, Alice thought. The house felt dead with silence; she felt
like a museum piece in the midst of the restoration and all the
beautiful antique furniture. George the plumber, of course, hadn’t
called back as he’d said he would, but she’d already been through
that. She didn’t really want him to call. But—

What do I want then?

It was a frustrating query.
What did she
want? She knew she wanted something; there was no doubt.
I’m bored silly, she
reminded herself, sitting on the plushly upholstered scroll couch
in the living room. It was a sad thing to acknowledge.
There’s a whole world out there and I’m not part
of it.

But she’d realized this all
along; she knew it. She’d always known it, as surely as she knew the sun
would rise the next morning. And it had never bothered her, had it?
Since the accident, and even before, she’d remained quite content
with her reclusiveness.

Now, though…

She felt different. She felt changed.

It was an
antsiness that seemed to
infest her today, something in her heart beseeching her to get up,
get out, talk to people, interact—do something. She supposed that
Holly would be delighted to know this, proof that her therapies
were beginning to strike rents into the social and personal shell
that Alice had been encased in for so long. But she’d been feeling
a little funny about Holly lately—funny in what way she couldn’t
quite define. Perhaps it was that the psychiatrist’s attentions
made Alice feel weak, an emotional cripple who needed to be led by
the hand through life. Or maybe it was something else; she had no
real way of knowing. One thing she did know, though, was that she’d
been dormant too long, sheltered by her own fears and
apprehensions. How long had it been since she’d actually felt
alive?

Too long…

Holly, in all likelihood,
would dismiss these feelings as a mere backlash of the George
incident. But Alice didn’t think so; in fact, she felt certain it
was something else altogether. And discussing it with Holly would
only serve up more doubts about herself. If it ain’t broken, Alice quipped to
herself, then don’t fix it.
Right now she didn’t feel broken at all. She
felt, instead, aching to do something, to go somewhere, to,
to—

To meet someone, she realized.

Alice got up from the soft couch. The muffled
silence of the living room followed her idly through the house.
She’d tried to do more gardening earlier, but it had been even
hotter today. Instead, she had puttered around inside, napped, and
puttered some more. A vicious cycle. Yes, she wanted to meet
someone, she knew that now, to allay her boredom, to quench this
new-found desire to break out of her once-commonplace solitude.

As she pondered these
things, she found herself down in the anteroom of the basement. She
looked at the piece of old plankwood she’d slipped out of the
mortared wall. scrimm, it read in carven letters. She felt the splintery wood, ran
her fingers over it, looked at it. Then she set it down and
realized what she was doing again.

I’m making excuses,
she thought.

She’d always done that. She’d always taken
the smallest distraction and used it as an excuse to keep her down,
to keep her the way she’d always been: afraid and alone. The
engraved plank was just a useless shaft of wood. Who cared what it
was? Who cared what the word meant? She was letting it divert her
from her own true feelings.

She wanted to get out. She wanted to go
someplace and do something.

She wanted to meet someone.

And, by God, she would.

Without further pretense then, she nearly
raced back upstairs, showered, changed—she was ready in no time.
She was bristling, enthused—she was happy with herself for
following her own impulses, shirking her former inhibitions, and
making a solid effort of her own to leave the pretty prison of her
house and venture outside.

The night’s warm air made
her feel free. The car’s tinted sunroof opened noiselessly at the
touch of a console button and the night seemed to flirt with her as
she pulled out onto Church Circle and headed down Main Street. She
passed the Undercroft without so much as a glance— why go there?
Why walk into the same place she’d met Steve—and had listened to
all his conniving bullshit? Alice felt like a new person tonight.
Why go to places and do things that would only remind her of
the old person?
The person who had never been happy at all? Maybe she’d thought
she’d been happy with Steve, but that was all a lie—

Alice didn’t want lies anymore.

She wanted truth. She wanted something real
and honest.

Is that so much to
ask? she wondered as the Undercroft’s
brick face disappeared in the rearview mirror. She decided then to
go someplace she’d never been—it didn’t matter where.

Just go someplace
new, she determined.

Yes. Go someplace new. And meet someone.

 


««—»»

 


What a wonderful
guy, Alice thought. She couldn’t help it;
she kept looking across the table at him, smiling, her eyes full of
wonder.

Even his name—Micah—was nice. And he’d been
perfectly honest about it. “Micah,” she’d said. “That’s a biblical
name, right?”

“Actually, no,” he’d chuckled. “I used to
tell people that, but if you want to know the truth, it’s from
‘Gunsmoke.’”

“From… what?”

“That old TV show,
Gunsmoke. One of the
characters was named Micah, so that’s who my parents named me
after. They claimed to have been watching the show the night I was
conceived!”

What a cute story! And just more to back up
her original conception of this man.

Then—

“What’s the big smile for?” he asked.

How embarrassing! “I don’t
know,” she said, only because she could think of nothing
else. Don’t gawk at him, Alice!
she ordered herself. Maybe it was the wrong way
to think of another person, but this young man sitting across from
her seemed to fill her with a brimming delight, as though she were
an antique collector who’d just happened upon a display of rare
gimcracks.

She’d pulled into Griffin’s
West Street Grill, something of a yuppified public house. Fairly
crowded, but not jammed. At first her fears had swooped down on her
the instant she’d stepped through the revolving-door entrance. All
these people, most significantly younger than she. Most with
friends or lovers. And here I am,
she thought, walking
into a bar by myself.

Her first impulse was to
appear normal—she didn’t want to look like a lonely woman here on a
lark—but before she could even get to the bar and order a drink,
this effervescent young man named Micah had walked right up to her
and started talking. It seemed so casual, so easy—she couldn’t be
suspicious. And, besides, what could she be suspicious of?
What? she
thought. That he’s like Steve, a bullshit
artist? Some guy just saying the right things because he wants to
get laid? Alice couldn’t imagine that; not
here, not with this guy. And why?

Because the evidence was plain. If this guy
Micah was just looking to smooth-talk some woman into bed, why had
he walked right up to Alice? The tavern was abundant with younger
and more attractive women. Alice couldn’t help but be at once taken
by him, by his carefree sincerity, by the pleasant verity in his
eyes. This was no bar predator; Micah was a real person, a genuine
person, not just another social fakir. Alice found this all easy to
see.

And the rest was even easier. Just
interacting with him, just talking. No games. They were two people
attracted to one another, sitting in a bar and getting to know each
other. What could be more honest than that? What was there to be
suspicious of? His subtle southern accent left her absolutely
engrossed, as well as the animation with which he spoke, the
liveliness of it, the way his face seemed to light up and his hands
move as he glided through the conversation. He was a waiter, he’d
told her right off the bat, but he was also a professional
cartoonist, working on a children’s picture book. He even had an
agent, the Tal Agency, he’d said. Here was a man whose zest for
life, and for living, couldn’t help but rub off. It was contagious.
It was captivating.

And what encouraged Alice
even more was his interest in her. Too many men these days rambled
on about themselves, as though they were the axis of the universe.
They wanted to sound important—which they rarely actually
were. They want you to think you’re
getting a prize package, she reflected,
sipping her beer. Their phoniness was all too evident—like Steve,
to make a good example. But honesty rang true, didn’t it? Some
things you could just see.

And Alice was seeing a lot tonight.

Micah didn’t focus solely on himself. After
his own introduction he had expressed an obvious and immediate
curiosity about her. Where was she from? What did she do? What
things did she like, dislike, etc. It was so refreshing to meet
someone like this.

And there was one other thing, too.

Micah wasn’t just handsome.
He was incredibly handsome.

Not that Alice’s motives
were sexual. I didn’t come here with motives, she
thought, and she really hadn’t. She just came here to meet someone,
to talk to someone. And here he was.

But she couldn’t deny her attraction. He was
young and vibrant. He was slim and trim, in good shape. He smoked,
which Alice didn’t take to, but she sensed that he realized this,
so he went out of his way to smoke very little, and when he did
light up he kept the cigarette under the table, so the smoke
wouldn’t go in her eyes.

“Another one?” Micah asked, pointing to her
tall, empty glass.

“Well, I shouldn’t,” she responded. “I’m not
much of a drinker.”

“Well, how about a Coke or something?” he
inquired.

Still more proof of his
verity. The average guy would be trying to ply her with drinks, to loosen her
up, to get her drunk. But not this man, not Micah. It seemed to be
part of him, his persona, his honesty. If
he wanted to get me drunk, Alice
realized, he’d be goading me to have
another beer. Whatever it was they were
drinking—some tap beer called Stoudt’s Fest—was very
good.

“Oh, what the hell. I guess I’ll have another
one of those,” she said.

Micah got up and went to the bar to order
another round. Alice caught her eyes following him.

Yes, he was very attractive.

And his obvious interest in
her only made her feel better. With all the younger, prettier women
he could be talking to, he was talking to her. And another thing she’d
noticed: not once had his eyes strayed elsewhere. Not once had
there been a doubt or a second thought or a regret…

They’d talked easily and without uncertainty
for several hours. Time slipped away for Alice, and next thing she
knew, the bartenders were announcing last call. “We can get one
more if you’d like,” Micah suggested.

Alice thought about it, and the only reason
she didn’t agree was because she didn’t want him to think she was a
lush. “I’d better not,” she said instead. “It’s later than I
thought; I’ve got to be getting home.”

And here was the real test. What would his
reaction be? Would he push her? Blow her off as a loss?

But none of that happened. Instead, he’d
smiled, genuinely, honestly, and said, “It was great talking to
you. I really had a good time.”

“Me, too,” Alice returned.
She wasn’t drunk, or even buzzed. She simply felt nice. She
felt good. And
what made her feel even better was Micah’s unfeigned
whole-heartedness. If he was just some
typical barhound trying to get into my pants, he’d be all over me
by now, she realized.

And that said a lot to her. An awful lot.

But the night was at an end. Did she really
want it to be? Micah had proved his genuine worth…

“If you’d like to go out sometime,” he
offered next, “give me your number. I’ll give you a call.”

Alice weighed this, but she
already knew. He wasn’t pushing her to go home with him
now. He’d had a good
time with her and he wanted to see her again.

“Why don’t we have a nightcap?” Alice
said.

“Oh, okay,” Micah replied. “I’ll order one
more round.”

But Alice held up her hand, stopping him.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “I meant
let’s have a nightcap at my place.”

 


««—»»

 


“What a great house,” he remarked. “This
place is beautiful.”

“Thanks,” Alice said. “I really like it. It
took a long time to get everything just right.”

She gave him a quick tour of the Taylor Watch
House, explaining what it had been in post-Revolutionary times. “It
was like a sentinel post,” she said, remembering what the real
estate agent had told her. “Before they built the City Dock, the
little estuary out back was where the ships would come in to pick
up shipments destined to Britain. My street, in fact, was the major
marketing hub for all the colonies up until the very late 1700s,
when the trade embargoes ended.”

“That’s pretty cool,” Micah remarked. “You’re
living right on a little spot of history.”

Alice smiled; this seemed an appreciative
comment, and still more proof of Micah’s sincerity. He was no
predator at all; if he were that, it would’ve been plain by
now—actually, it would’ve been plain hours ago.

“But why do they call it a watch house?” he
asked.

“Because there were watchmen who lived here.
It was their job to be on the lookout for British freighters. Then
they’d light a fire pot at the shore and guide the ships in.”

“Kind of like a lighthouse.”

“Yes, exactly. Evidently, the watchmen lived
here in shifts, and they’d have transport records from previous
dockings that would tell them roughly when to expect the next
ships. There was a big trade surplus back then. Most of the ships
from England came here empty and paid gold or cash for the goods
they took back.”

Then Alice took him back through the den, the
living room, the kitchen.

“And this room here,” she said, “was where
the watchmen sat on their post. They called it the watch room.”

Micah was dumbstruck when they entered the
darkened bedroom and gazed out the French doors, onto the bay. The
open night sky seemed luminous, reflecting a haze of starlight over
the water. The low moon hovered.

Alice stared.

“It such a beautiful night, isn’t it?” she
whispered.

“Yes,” Micah whispered back and took her
hand. “It’s beautiful, like you.”

It was the only natural thing that remained;
by then, in fact, Alice wasn’t even wondering anymore. All she felt
was the capricious reeling of her expectancy, the sudden heat in
her heart, and a ravenousness that seemed to be consuming her like
fire. She felt eminent in her desire, goddesslike.

She felt like what he’d just said she
was:

Beautiful.

Gentle kisses turned ardent in moments,
enticingly savage. Micah squeezed her body against his where they
stood, one hand playing with her buttocks, the other sliding up and
down her back. Alice’s hands did likewise. Her nipples stiffened at
once against his chest, and as her thigh pressed into his groin
something of his own grew, too, just as suddenly. A finger of the
hand cupping her buttocks delved deeper and up, and when it touched
the bottom apex of her sex through her jeans, a well of fluid
desire discharged.

The night inspired her, and the moon, the
stars, the hardness that she could feel against her thigh. All
these things commingled to transform her into a new and very
different woman. They encroached, became in league, to parole a
shunted lifetime’s worth of passion, to emancipate them with the
heat that felt as though it were burning off her. As their kisses
delved, she unbuttoned his shirt while he unbuttoned her blouse,
until their bare chests rubbed and pressed. His mouth sucked all
the air out of her lungs; she went dizzy each time, her eyes
rolling up beneath closed lids.

Alice was delirious now; she was smoldering,
every square centimeter of her flesh inflamed and blushing, like a
prickly rash of lust that could only be soothed by hand and tongue.
Next she was pulling on him, still dizzied, panting into his ear as
her hand boldly rubbed the front of his slacks.

“Out here, out here. Please…”

A momentary hesitancy caught in his throat.
“What? You mean—”

“Yes! Out here! On the balcony!”

“But—but the neighbors might s—”

Her voice grated. “Fuck the
neighbors—”

And out they went, through the French doors
and out onto the elevated back deck. They fumbled with each other
during the quick journey, hands prodding, tweaking, touching,
fingers working belt buckles, buttons, and snaps. The sudden night
sounds caressed them, and the night itself bloomed. No, the
neighbors wouldn’t see, and if they did, she didn’t care.

Their shoes were kicked off as they continued
to haphazardly strip each other. Micah’s black shirt was tossed
aside and caught like a hanging shadow on the potted morning
glories. Alice’s white blouse was flung over the back deck’s
railing, where it floated ghost-like to the weedy, lapping shore.
She leaned against the rail, her head inclined and her eyes opened
wide on the glittering sky, as her lover knelt to slowly peel her
jeans down her legs. He barely noticed her prosthesis; in fact, he
didn’t seem to notice it at all as suddenly her legs opened to his
leveled gaze, her total nudity now divulged for him in the
light-flecked darkness. A split-second cognizance alarmed her; she
realized then that she’d worn no panties, something she’d never
done in her life, but all for the better now.

Her sex felt like a separate living thing
when, still on his knees, this handsome, charismatic young man from
the south let a finger trace down over the tender folds.

“Please, please,” came her searing whisper.
She gently grabbed his hair and coaxed his face to her spread
loins.

Micah’s expertise was evident after only the
first moment. She sat up precariously on the railing, her ankles
locked around his shoulders. Her ecstasy was cresting so fast it
seemed impossible, it seemed otherworldly, as though they were two
enfleshed phantoms in some hot nether place where desire and
sensation were perpetual. She sucked her stomach in, sighed in
gasps, her hips tremoring outward from the sizzling bud of her sex,
and in only a few more moments she was but a hair away from having
her orgasm right there in his face. Indeed, this prelude to the
crisis made her feel strangely manlike in a way, that the mounting
sensations were building up to some great gust of fluids, that she
would come like a man, ejaculating right into his mouth…

And this she nearly did in the following
moment, her spasms of pleasure so rapid and overwhelming that her
tightened throat released a series of repressed shrieks that
scurried off into the night like the tiniest swifts or sparrows.
One hand remained behind her, propping her up on the rail, while
the other was clenched in his hair, her lust so greedy now that she
was essentially fucking his face with her sex…

Her climax eventually dissipated. The night
air revived her, whereas before it seemed to smother her in her
need, and she slithered down off the rail into his arms, where they
both fell back against the flat planks of the deck. She kissed him
immediately, tasting the clean, salty tang of herself on his lips.
His hands reached up almost as if startled by this new furor so
soon after her orgasm. She could feel his heart thudding in his
chest, and his hips squirmed in assistance as she pulled his slacks
the rest of the way down, then the briefs, which she flailed
aside.

He lay spread out on his back, Alice kneeling
over him as a priestess over an altar. Her heavy breasts swayed in
the moonlight, her grin slatternly. Micah, she saw, was a man as
physically endowed as he was endowed of character. She gripped his
penis, and what protruded was more than most men possessed plainly.
He throbbed with dense, meaty heat, and when Alice squeezed, an
ingot of anticipatory drool appeared at once at the tiny slit of
the gorged dome. She squeezed it again, fascinated, coaxing out
more jewel-like drops of fluid. Then she stroked it, at first very
gently, then much more firmly. Then—

Alice sighed.

—she took it, in wet increments, into her
mouth.

When Micah recaptured his
breath after ejaculating he looked nearly shamed and, as if in
excuse, rambled, “I—gee, I don’t know what happened. I mean, I
never come that fast.”

Alice just smiled, her hand gently cupping
his spent testicles. He was acting as though it were all over now,
but this was only the beginning.
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(Alice?)

Alice turned in bed, sleepily opened her eyes
on the mantel clock.

The dim, aquamarine numerals read 3:15.

(Alice…)

Dreaming,
she thought. Her leg slid idly under the sheet,
touched another leg. Micah’s. The man she’d met tonight at
Griffin’s. The man she’d taken home and—

He lay sound asleep beside her. Starlight
blazed through the French door’s panes, strangely bright at first,
as her eyes acclimated, a wild impressionistic canvas, then
dimming. Darkness drenched the rest of the room, and with it a caul
of pleasant silence.

She wasn’t even startled to see the sleek,
pretty figure standing nude at the bedside; in fact, somehow, she
had almost expected it.

Dessamona,
she thought.

The soft hand touched her upper arm, stroked
her bare shoulder. Alice couldn’t see Dessamona’s face, but in the
smeary starlight the woman’s body seemed grainy with detail, like
glitter: the flat, trim abdomen, the curved hips and long, slim
legs, the firm, protruding breasts and large, distended nipples.
The phantom leaned over, her nightshade hair fragrantly brushing
Alice’s cheeks and shoulder.

(Don’t you feel better
now?) the soft voice said.
(Don’t you feel good?)

Alice smiled, her eyelids growing heavy.

Dreaming,
she thought again, then fell lushly and happily
back to sleep.
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Seeing you. Ah, yes. So much for me to
see.

Everything…

You do it all for me, my fair one.

Ministering to me in your passion and your
zeal.

Ours is a bond locked now in infinity.

Under all the weight of the ages.

Rapture onto one another, hand in hand. You
are my sister, my lover, my twin. Take me through the shadows now,
take me through the lovely seams and darkness of your world. I see
what you see, feel what you touch. Such a joy to be alive
again.

Your flesh is my flesh. Through your nose I
breathe deep and inhale the delicious fetors of this filthy,
despairing abode of yours. Yes, the loveliest scents: hatred and
contradiction, fear and deceit, treachery and betrayal, and the
rich, rich rot of death.

My perfume…

I see the new pig stretched out long and
tight…

The sweat on your beautiful skin glimmers in
the holy candlelight, and it drips down onto the pig’s heaving
chest like plips of sesame oil. In your eyes burns the fire of
primeval eons, and in your dutiful smile shines all the splendor of
hell. Your naked body is a feast of vision, your spun-silk hair,
your pearlescent skin, your bosom so large and so full of beating
blood. Even the tiny cleft, shadowed by soft downy fur, at the cup
of your sex— all so wondrous. A queen you are, a queen of the
abyss. Your tiny hands, like fragile birds, so steadfast as they
grip the knife and raise it high for all the minions to see in this
precious chasm of death-black stone. The knife’s crude metal, too,
glimmers in the candlelight like your flawless damp skin, like the
hell shine of your smile, and down it comes then, a silver bolt of
truth. My succor. Gliding through primitive bone, the knife sinks
hilt deep in the pig’s squirming heart. Hot blood geysers, spraying
your white belly, your breasts. You coo in sheer reverence,
cradling the shriveled cock and balls as the blood spews out in
body spasms, a dying bald chick in your soothing hand. But before
the man-pig expires, you are taking up the knife again, listening
to the precious sound as it comes unprized from the hot meat of the
still-beating heart, and next his belly parts in a gaping divide.
He is opened at last, and lying there agape, offering to your eyes
the wares of his gut. Oh, so lovely, these wares, these pretty
gifts! And next your hands descend into the warm, slippery mass of
meat. Your fingers rove, playing with each strange shape. There is
no other feeling like it, is there, my love?
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Tick

That was all the sound it
made when Steve popped the taped circle of glass out of the
backslider. The suction cup and compassed glasscutter had worked
perfectly, as always. Just before, he’d cut a quick tear through
the screen door and unlocked it—a
cinch—and now he was carefully removing
the round of glass with his jersey-gloved hands. The night hid him
well, and the small town-house lot had a seven-foot weave fence
around the patio. Sometimes it seemed as though people went out of
their way to accommodate burglars. He could do jumping-jacks back
here and no one would be the wiser. He could cook weenies on the
brick barbecue, tap a keg of Heineken, and have a fucking
party.

In another ten seconds, if that, he’d reached
into the newly cut hole and unlocked the slider’s latch.

Soundless footfalls took
him inside. This sensation of trespass, of sheer and heedless
violation, exhilarated him. The dark red lens of his flashlight
quickly scoured the downstairs. Nice
joint, Commodore, he thought.
The Navy must lay some serious bread on you,
huh? A Pentium computer bus in the
den—that alone would bring in a grand from Charlie, maybe more.
Lots of framed and autographed pictures on the wall, Commodore
Laurel standing with admirals and generals and shit, and Casper
Weinberger and Colin Powell. Important
dude, Steve figured. But he didn’t give a
shit about the pictures. The gold nautical clock on the desk,
though—now that was something to care about, and the Monte Blanc
pen set— shit, those fucking writing sticks ran $250 apiece in the
stores. Plenty of nice carriable silver in the dining room,
too.

But he’d get all that later.

On his way out.

He had Mrs. Laurel to tend to first.

 


— | — | —

 




19

 


 


Maybe she was worrying for nothing.

She had no business, after all, keeping tabs
on a patient—at least in a sense. The psychiatrist’s job was to
monitor the overall behavior of the patient, true.

But what about when the
psychiatrist is in love with the patient? Holly asked herself logically.

That might be deemed a bit different.

When Alice hadn’t shown up for her
appointment Holly had grown alarmed immediately. She’d called
several times, but there was no answer. She’d left several
messages.

Several times also, then, she’d driven by
Alice’s house, suspecting she was home and either asleep—she’d been
exhibiting odd sleeping patterns lately—or…

Or just not
answering, Holly, in her own paranoia,
guessed.

But why would Alice do that? Certainly,
anyone had the right to not pick up their phone when they didn’t
feel like it. But Alice, after all, had an appointment. In
addition, she’d had a very uncharacteristic hypersexual episode,
not to mention making a suicide attempt a few days earlier. Holly
would be negligent not to investigate.

She was worried.

Worried about a lot of things.

She idled the Maserati
through the City Dock. The hot, cloudless day seemed to have sprung
the masses; the dock was jammed. Kids mostly, or at least what
Holly could only think of as kids: couples in their early twenties,
walking the docks, the Market House, the posh Harbour Centre Mall.
Holly wasn’t jealous or envious of the younger set. She had her own
goals, her own priorities. More power to
them, she thought as the droves sauntered
by, boys and girls in shorts, hand in hand…

But would there ever be a day when Holly
would walk as such? Hand in hand with Alice?

The vision crumbled. Then
her paranoias came home for a ravenous feast. She’s on to me, Holly fretted,
parked and idling in front of an oyster bar. She figured it out, I gave it away—something. I blew it. Alice knows I
love her…

Why else would she have missed her
appointment and not called? Why else would she have left her house
when she knew she had someplace to be?

She’s avoiding me now. She knows, and she’s
avoiding me, keeping away—

My God…

Holly shut off the sports
car’s engine and lowered the window. She hoped that the fresh air
would clear her head of all this clutter. Why couldn’t she be her
own patient just once, and realize the incredulity of what she was
thinking? She knew she was being paranoid. Insecure. Wary. These were not
promising traits for a clinical psychiatrist to harbor.
Sit a minute; clear your mind,
she thought. Get a hold
of yourself.

The fresh air, however, did anything but
clear her head. Instead, it stifled her. It was hot, humid,
draining. There was nothing like the fresh salt-scent of the bay,
but when it was this hot that scent turned to something akin to a
briny stench, bringing images of dead fish belly up in the water,
floating garbage, pollution. Holly nearly gagged.

“Hi.”

She looked up, so off guard she almost
flinched. A sunstruck shadow seemed to blaze, standing just outside
the open passenger window.

Then Holly’s heart bloomed.

It was Alice.

“Hi, Alice,” she almost stammered. “I was
just—”

Alice, interrupting, quickly brought a hand
to her forehead. “Oh, jeeze, I’m sorry. We had a session today,
didn’t we?”

“Well, yes.”

“I completely forgot. It’s such a beautiful
day, I mean, you know, I—”

Holly fought not to
wilt. What you mean, she thought, is it’s such a
beautiful day, the idea of seeing your psychiatrist is out of the
question…

But, no, there she went again, being
paranoid, being insecure.

“I was a little worried, that’s all,” she
said instead, coming to a finer grip with herself. “So, what,
you’re just moseying around?”

“Pretty much,” Alice said. “I thought I’d
walk down to the dock, look around, get something to eat.” Then she
paused, leaned over with a smile, and invited, “Come on, let’s get
some oysters.”

”Uh, okay,” Holly agreed, now even more off
guard.

She got out, locked the car. The sun blazed
in her face, but suddenly it was no longer possessed of the
stultifying heat and glare she’d reckoned with just moments before.
Suddenly it was everything Alice had just commented upon. A
beautiful day…

“I have to confess,” Holly
said, “I guess I was more than just a little worried. I even drove by your
house a few times a little while ago.”

“Oh, I’m really sorry for forgetting my
appointment. For some reason I’m sleeping late these days. I guess
you were really going apeshit, wondering why your suicide case
didn’t show.”

Alice had said this with mirth; Holly didn’t
know quite how to react. “You’re not a suicide case, Alice,” she
pointed out. “You’re just a little unraveled sometimes; a little,
shall we say, irrational.”

Alice laughed.

They walked across Compromise Street to
Pinkney, then looked up the lane. “Where do you want to go?” Holly
asked.

“Anywhere. You choose.”

Holly led her patient back into McGuffy’s,
the seafood bar they’d come to last week, where the barkeep had
been gawping at Holly’s breasts. She’d asked for it, she supposed,
neglecting to include a bra in her wardrobe for the day. She was
wearing one now, though—a bit out of character for her—and she
couldn’t help but notice that Alice was not. Her friend’s large,
high breasts seemed to ride freely beneath the chiffon blouse, and
Holly’s fantasies flashed back for a moment: the two of them
together in bed, Holly’s face, blushed in afterglow, cradled
against that same beautiful bosom…

A fantasy, yes. And a lie.

It’ll never happen,
she thought just then, and the thought hit her in
the head like a dropped flowerpot. I must
be out of my mind thinking this woman could ever love
me…

Walking into McGuffy’s brought a drastic
transposition; they’d stepped into another cosmic realm, from
blazing bright heat to cool darkness. Alice immediately pulled up
an upholstered stool at the end of the bar. Holly did the same.

The place was empty today,
perhaps because of the hour. Holly spotted only one other patron,
the same thin, balding man she’d seen last week, today reading a
fat hardcover book called Cult of
Freaks. “Good afternoon, ladies,” greeted
the bartender, appearing suddenly out of the plush darkness. Not
the same bartender Holly remembered, but a gaunt man, thin, with a
face so chiseled, it seemed incised. A white frilled shirt and an
absurdly proverbial black bow tie. “What’ll it be?”

“I’ll have a Dewar’s and water, rocks,” Holly
said.

Alice leaned over, squinting. “I thought you
didn’t drink.”

“Well—” Holly’s thought evaporated. What
could she say? I love you, and you don’t even know it, so I feel
like having a drink? No, that wouldn’t work at all. “I drink on
rare occasions,” she said in place of the truth.

“But you were the one who told me last week
that alcohol corrupted the feminine spirit, right?”

“Maybe I was exaggerating.”

Alice backed off, smiling. “Soda water and
lime,” she ordered.

“Very good,” intoned the barkeep. “Coming
right up.”

Alice neglecting to order a
real drink only depressed Holly further. It made her feel she was
losing some aspect of control over herself, giving away the
discipline she had developed over so many years. Only then, though,
did it occur to Holly at all: I-I just
ordered myself a drink. I haven’t done that in over a
decade…

“I just don’t understand it,” Alice said,
fiddling with a straw, bending it into a bizarre shape.

“What’s that?”

“I’m staying up much later than I ever have,
and getting up much later. It’s not like me; I’ve always been an
early riser. But I have to tell you—since you’re my shrink—I feel a
lot better. In fact, I can’t think of a time when I’ve ever felt
quite this good.”

“You look good, too,” Holly
said, then immediately retreated into herself. What a dumbass thing to say! But it
had just slipped out, an unconscious observation, perhaps. “What I
mean,” she hastened to add, “is that you look very vibrant today,
more so than I’ve ever noticed. And you’ve lost some weight.” Yet
again, she recoiled at her choice of words. “Er, I didn’t mean that
you needed to
lose weight, I just meant—”

“Oh, Holly, you’re so sweet,” Alice offered.
“Stop trying to be so kind. I’ve lost some weight and I’m pretty
damn happy about it. I used to be so fat. This pair of pants I’m
wearing?” Alice’s hand gestured to the white slacks. “I haven’t
been able to get into them for ages.”

Ordinarily, a patient’s disclosure of a
sudden weight loss would’ve alarmed Holly. Cessation of appetite
was a clear sign of any number of aberrant behavioral patterns. But
all she could focus on just then was what Alice had first said:

You’re so sweet…

How she longed to hear those same words in
another scenario, not nonchalantly in an oyster bar but with
genuine meaning, in bed…

Next, Alice was craning upward, raising a
finger to the gaunt bartender. “Oh, and sir? Could we get two dozen
oysters on the half, please?”

“Very good, miss.”

“Wait a minute,” Holly said. “The other day
when we were in here you said you hated raw oysters.”

“You’re right,” Alice admitted, “but I guess
I changed my mind. I don’t know; I guess I’m being weird
today.”

You, or me?
Holly thought, slouching on the stool. In all her
harping about Alice not breaking out of her shell, who was
really in the shell
now? Not her, she
thought. Not Alice.

The drinks came, and not a minute too soon.
This was the first alcohol Holly had brought to her lips in so
long… Her toes curled in her high heels at the first luscious
sip.

After two sips she had a buzz.

“We should go out sometime,” Alice said then,
quite on the spur of the moment.

Holly nearly spat out her drink. “What?”

“I mean, you know, like we did the other
night, when we went to the Undercroft.”

“I thought you were terrified of the place,”
Holly said without giving it much thought. “I thought you were
afraid of running into Steve.”

“Oh, to hell with him,” Alice said, and
laughed. “Why should I let that little asshole dictate to me where
I can and can’t go? I’ll go wherever I want.”

“That’s a healthy attitude, Alice. I agree
that you should shed your reservations about him, not let him
inhibit your social freedom. But I’m curious. Exactly why do you
want to go to the Undercroft?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean we should go there
specifically. I meant anywhere. Go out someplace. Have some
fun.”

Holly took another sip of her Dewar’s. “You
mean to meet men,” she said rather than asked.

“No, no, I mean just to go out. Didn’t you
just tell me the other day what a beautiful world it is?”

“Yes,” Holly said. “Yes, I
did.” But the words felt like pits in her throat. Alice’s comment
only served to remind her of men, and the thought of men reminded
her of Jim or George or whatever his name was, the plumber who’d
had his little fling with Alice. Am I
jealous? she asked herself.

Yes, she answered.

How could she not
be? Some goddamn redneck plumber,
she thought in shameful disgust. She knew she
shouldn’t be jealous, but she couldn’t help it. The very
idea…

Some plumber with his hands all over her,
kissing her…fucking her…

Holly could’ve screamed.

“Well, we can do that sometime,” she said.
“Just say when.”

“Oh, I guess I didn’t mean anytime soon,”
Alice replied. “Just sometime down the road.”

Down the road,
Holly thought. She took another sip, then
another, and then the glass was empty. That’s where her life felt
right now, all her hopes and dreams and aspirations—

Down the road.

“Another Dewar’s, miss?” the barkeep asked,
appearing as if by magic and pointing at her empty glass.

No, she thought. That first one was an
impulse, a mistake. I will never drink again.

“Yes. Please,” she said.

Holly couldn’t help but
notice Alice raising a subtle brow. To
hell with it, she thought. All of a sudden
it felt like a great time to drink. She’d been an alcoholic once,
and she’d been in hell. But maybe a little taste of the past was
what she needed. Just a little taste of hell.

“I’m worried about you,” Alice said.

“Why?”

“Well, this isn’t like you, is it? We haven’t
been here ten minutes and you’ve ordered a second drink.”

For some reason Holly felt like exploding
just then, spilling it all, just saying to hell with it and letting
all the things she felt pour from her heart like a spigot. But—

Don’t, she warned herself. That would only make things
worse.

“I just feel like having a few drinks, that’s
all,” she said. “It’s hot out.”

Alice shrugged.

The oysters arrived, two large plates of
them, with sides of cocktail sauce, lemon wedges, and horseradish.
Alice dressed hers with enthusiasm, devouring two before Holly was
even aware of it; she seemed more interested in her Dewar’s.

“Oh, aren’t these
delicious?” Alice said. She retired her cocktail fork and slurped a
third oyster right out of its shell. Holly watched, repressing the
shock of the image: Alice’s full mouth slowly opening, the tip of
her tongue coming out. Oh,
Christ… The oyster was sucked in whole, a
trickle of its fresh juices on Alice’s lips. The fantasy extended;
Holly imagined herself just then leaning over, caressing Alice’s
closest breast and licking the juice off with her
tongue.

Right, Holly. In your dreams.

Alice devoured yet another one. “These are
great.” Then she grinned almost wickedly. “They make me feel,
well—you know.”

“What?”

“They make me feel sexy. I guess that old
wives’ tale about oysters is true.”

Sexy, Holly thought. Sex.
Suddenly she couldn’t get her mind off the topic.
But not just sex. The word, and its implication, seemed mechanical.
She didn’t want to have sex. She wanted to make love.

She wanted to make love to Alice.

She wanted to strip her
naked. She wanted to cup her bare breasts in her hands, cup her
sex, glide her finger through it, into it. She wanted to kiss
her…everywhere. She wanted to taste the victuals of her arousal,
consume them. She wanted to do anything that would make Alice feel
good, anything at all, to prove her love…

And with the thought, she felt her own sex
dampen right there where she sat. Ordinarily Holly kept such
implicit sexual fantasies at bay, particularly in the proximity of
a patient. She’d treated many female patients who were attractive
and desirable, and not once had she ever even come close to
allowing such imagery to obscure her professional obligations or to
corrupt her sense of ethics.

Not once,
she thought, until
now.

But was it really that?
Obscurity? Corruption? I
love her! she thought
crazily. Love wasn’t corrupt, was it? Could love—real love—be
adulterated, fraudulent?

Maybe it’s just
lust, she posed, as if to excuse all of
these thoughts. What do I know about love?
I’ve never been in love in my life.

Wouldn’t that be easy? If that were the
actual answer? Lust. Non-emotive physical desire? Yes, and Holly
could dismiss it all then, put it all in a file somewhere, like a
diagnosis, like some cold, clinical definition. But the harder she
tried to consider this, the more she knew it wasn’t true.

Not even close…

“What’s wrong?”

Holly glanced up. “Oh, nothing.”

“You look depressed or something.”

Yeah, or something.
“I’m fine,” she lied. “I’m just thinking about
things.”

“What kind of things?”

Holly felt as though she
were foundering in a mire, in a morass of mud or quicksand. She was
going down. I’m thinking about how much I
love you, and about how I can never tell you that…

“What did you mean,” she began, “the other
day when you said something—”

“Holly, aren’t you going to eat your
oysters?” Alice interrupted.

“Oh. Yes. But what did you mean when you
asked me something the other day about guardian angels?”

Alice tossed her head lightly, made a small
laugh. “Oh, I don’t know. I was pretty scramble-brained at the
time, remember? I was being silly. It was just some dream I
had.”

I had a dream, too,
Holly reminded herself sarcastically.
But it wasn’t about any guardian angels. It was
about you, Alice. I was in bed with you, making love to
you—

Alice continued to laugh softly, finishing
the last of her oysters. “I dreamed that some woman came to me and
promised to help me. Oh, and you want to hear something funny? She
was naked!”

Holly raised one brow.

“See, I told you it was silly. Jeeze, dreams
about naked women. Next you’ll probably be suspecting that I’m a
closet lesbian!” Then Alice laughed again, chuckled.

Holly couldn’t help but use the opportunity
to make a clinical posit. “Well, dreams are very intricate and
meaningful sometimes. Uncognative symbologies reflective of certain
behavioral and personality features. Sometimes— often, even—dreams
function as an effective infrastructure-stage of undisclosed
aspects of our sub—”

“Oh, gee, look at the time,” Alice suddenly
remarked, glancing at her watch. “There’s an antique bazaar over at
Sign of the Whale, probably lots of stuff that would be great in my
house. Want to go?”

“I—” Actually, Holly did want to go, not
because she had an interest in antiques but because she wanted to
do anything to be close to Alice. But going to a bazaar would only
make her feel more outcast in Alice’s life, a third wheel tagging
along.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll finish my oysters
and get back to the office. I have a few more patients today,” she
lied.

“Okay, well, I’ll talk to you soon,” Alice
cheerily said, standing up from her stool. She put money down to
pay the tab before Holly had time to object. “And I promise not to
forget my next appointment.”

Holly smiled. “See ya.”

Alice left. A faint perfume lingered in the
air next to Holly, taunting her. Her confusion, and her despair,
seemed to be cresting now, a steeple over her head, about to
collapse.

“Another Dewar’s and water, miss?” inquired
the hatchet-visaged bartender.

Holly pushed her oysters
away. No, she
thought. I used to be an alcoholic. I will
never drink again.

“Yes,” she said. “Please.”

“Very good, miss.”

 


««—»»

 


Who says I don’t have an
interest in the news, Steve thought at the
kitchen table, the newspaper spread before him. He sipped a Pepsi,
flipping through the pages. The late papers were best, because they
reported on last night’s events, things that the morning dailies
couldn’t get.

Like, for instance, the city police
blotter.

Oh, wow, check this
out, he thought before he even got to the
local section, rapper arraigned for
murder, rape, read a column
headline. Jesus, Steve thought. What great fuel for his racism.
Rap music star Sixpac Makur was arrested
yesterday for shooting two off-duty Georgia policemen and for
premeditated sexual assault, just two weeks after fellow rap artist
Dog Snoopy Snoop was charged with accessory murder in Los
Angeles, the article read.
Mr. Makur, star of the hit movie,
Crack, recently released
a new album, F**K The Pigs!,
which immediately went triple
platinum.

Christ, Steve thought, skimming the piece. This guy Makur had not
only popped two cops, he and some buddies gang-banged a
woman—“anal-rape,” the article specified—in a Manhattan hotel. Now
he was out of jail on $1 million bond, and his record company
paid! Can you believe this shit?
Steve thought.

Steve’s racism was unique. The crime
infuriated him, but at no time did he see any correlation between
it and his own even more heinous crimes. Then Steve howled, reading
further. Makur was a multimillionaire, yet his mother remained on
welfare. And Steve thought this without any conscious
acknowledgment that he himself did not pay taxes. He was a
thief.

Then another headline: BASKETBALL STAR
MICHAEL THOMAS RETIRES!

And yet another headline:
FOUR KILLED, A DOZEN INJURED IN TRAIN SHOOTOUT. Steve was appalled. A mentally
unstable black man opened fire on a commuter train with a 15-shot
Ruger automatic pistol, targeting only whites because he claimed to
feel “oppressed” by the white race, and blamed the availability of
handguns for inciting the crime.

Steve was quite at home
with his hatred. It made him feel warm inside. But as far as
gun-control went, Steve was all for it. Let them have all the fifteen-day waiting periods and
background checks and ammo taxes they want. That’s fine with me,
assholes. Steve had several guns and, like
most career criminals, he hadn’t bought them through legal
channels; he’d bought them on the black market. He hoped with all
his heart that the President’s Omnibus Crime Bill passed. The more
restriction of legal gun-ownership, the better. That would only
lower the likelihood that Steve would get popped by a law-abiding
citizen when he was cleaning out their house one night.
Yeah, come on Congress, he thought. Outlaw guns,
so only outlaws will have guns. Make people even more vulnerable to
me when I’m taking them down.

But all this black stuff; it riled him. It
burned him up. He believed that higher crime rates among minorities
were because minorities were inferior, not because white oppression
of said societies cultivated a criminal endeavor. Not in a million
years would he consider that three hundred years of slavery and
prejudice could have anything to do with it.

And that got him thinking, didn’t it? Oh,
yes.

The next job I pull,
he resolved, will be at
a nigger’s house.

But he still hadn’t found what he was looking
for. He flipped through a few more pages. Then, staring him right
in the face off the front page of the county section, were these
headlines:

 


LOCAL NAVAL INTELLIGENCE OFFICER’ S WIFE RAPED,
MURDERED.

 


Steve read the article with
pride. I did this, he thought. This is my work, right
here in the newspaper! I’m famous!

He read the police-blotter account and fondly
recalled every step of the crime. He’d snuck upstairs, and, Mrs.
Laurel had been sleeping like a baby right there in her big, Sealy
bed. He’d whacked her out before she’d even awakened…

Then tied her up, gagged
her, and threw cold water in her face to bring her back. Turned on
the bedroom light— shit, who would see? The curtains were drawn.
And this was necessary, wasn’t it? Steve liked to see. He
needed to.

Short, dark hair, so dark it was nearly
black. Nice figure, too, nice legs. But Steve almost popped a nut
when he got the nightgown off. He’d cut it off very slowly— even
lovingly—with a razor blade from the bathroom, unwrapping her like
a present.

He gazed down through the
eyeholes of his mask. Christ, what a
piece! It was so beautiful, the chick just
lying there all creamy white like a big, sugary Christmas
cake.

Here she was: Mrs. Laurel,
buck-naked and ready. She was probably pushing fifty, but she was
in great shape; no flab, all big tits, curves and long legs, and a
great big beautiful snatch right in the middle of it all, like the
cherry on top of a sundae. Just for
me, he thought.

“Boy, you are one hot
prize, Mrs. Laurel,” he said through his mouth hole. “I’ll bet your
hubby’s proud when he takes you to the Officer’s Club, huh? Bet all the
other captains and admirals and shit think about you when they get
home and lay dick on their old, wrinkled wives. Bet they jerk off,
thinking about your big creamy tits. But it’s a darn shame, ain’t
it? That big, bad hubby’s off in Connecticut inspecting submarines.
Shame on him for leaving you home all alone!”

Steve had raped her twice. Hard. Listening to
her squeals through the black-stocking gag. “Have some cream for
your kitty, Mrs. Laurel,” he’d whispered, humping her. “Have some
grease for your skillet.” He’d bagged her jewelry chest after the
second pop.

He’d quickly strangled her with one of her
husband’s dress ties. He could’ve cut her up with the Al-Mar, but
that seemed too perverse, too sick. Best just to choke her out,
send her to Officer’s Club Heaven. That way she’d look good at the
wake, and, after all, Mrs. Laurel was one pretty woman.

Then he’d left. Easy as pie.

The take had copped him three large at
Charlie’s, but by now the money didn’t even matter. Shit, he could
make a great living just pulling two or three jobs a month. Two or
three a week was just more sugar…

There was one more article, but Steve didn’t
bother reading it past the first few lines. Another murder, some
white kid, big deal.

It was a piece of work,
though, judging from the little he’d read. Found some dead guy in a
dumpster behind the new T.G.I.F.’s off Route 2. Said he’d been
“eviscerated.” How do you like
that? Steve thought. They cut the guy’s guts out and
threw them in the dumpster, too.

Steve chuckled, then folded up the paper.

Yeah, there sure were a lot of sick fucks out
there.

The headline had read:

 


LOCAL CARTOONIST FOUND
DEAD.
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What could she have said?

Alice considered this, just stepping out of
the cool shower, dripping liberally onto the white throw rug. She
grabbed a terry towel.

Right. Tell my psychiatrist that I had
another sexual marathon with a guy I’d just met in a bar? The day
after I did the same thing with the plumber?

 

No way.

Her night of physical bliss with the young,
charismatic cartoonist hadn’t been regrettable in the least. If
anything, in fact, the experience had exceeded her pleasures with
George the plumber. Both men were quite unalike, with different
personalities, different backgrounds, different bodies and
charms.

And different ideas about the ministration of
bed-pleasures.

George, big and nearly primitive, hairy,
muscled, even brutal in a caring way. Micah was much more intricate
and precise, more intense and more focused on Alice’s pleasure than
she’d ever imagined a man could be. Yes, they were different, yet
Alice found an undeniable wonder in that difference.

On both of these occasions
she’d made love long and hard into the night, never sated, sheer
exhaustion the only thing stopping them. Like George, Micah had
departed on his own as Alice lay asleep, leaving a note on her
dresser that he wanted to see her again, and that he would surely
call in the near future. Fine,
she thought. If he
calls, fine. And if he doesn’t…

She didn’t really care. Because these sexual
experiences had shown her something that she’d never realized:

For all her self-denial and complacency, they
had proved to her that she was vastly more than the unattractive
frump she’d always thought of herself as. These two men, quite
attractive in their own rights, had burned for her, had alighted
with desire for her.

And there were many more men where they came
from…

Alice knew her psychiatrist would frown upon
her liaison with Micah, especially so soon after the interlude with
George. She would consider it compulsive behavior, irrational, and
would probably have some clinical, mumbo-jumbo term to throw in her
face, to suggest that allowing herself to fall into these sexual
scenarios so actively was just some aberrant reaction to her
depression and her suicide attempt.

And besides, Alice didn’t feel right about
telling Holly for another, simpler reason. Her sex life was her
business, not Holly’s. And there was something else she didn’t feel
right about, either—

What do I even need a
psychiatrist for? she asked
herself. I feel fine. I feel
wonderful.

And as for those meds she’d
dumped in the toilet? What did she need those for either? She
didn’t feel depressed at all. And if I
don’t feel depressed, why on earth would I need to be taking
antidepressants?

Alice supported her decision. What were drugs
anyway? What were medicines when you got right down to it?

Chemicals.

Her body, and her brain,
didn’t need chemicals. They needed life. And right now, right in the middle of this
moment of stark-naked self-analysis, she felt she was thriving on
exactly that—

Life.

She dried off some more, then hung up the
towel on the brass rung. Her image glinted at her in the wide
mirror. It seemed surreally bright, robust in health and
well-being. Holly had said she looked good, hadn’t she? At the
oyster bar, earlier this afternoon?

I do look good, she told herself, looking at herself.

And Holly had said she’d lost weight.

Alice stared back at the reflection,
beaming.

She had indeed lost weight. Probably ten
pounds since the last time she’d made an effort to take note. In
the past, of course, she’d rarely made that effort—it was too
depressing; she’d always had a minor weight problem and preferred
not to remind herself of it. Now, though—

This is just…wonderful…

Gone was what her mother
had always called the “baby fat,” the “pleasing plumpness.”
I’m slim, she thought,
marveling. Not skinny, not at all. But trim, healthy, vital. Just
losing those ten or so pounds seemed to have given her a new body,
a new skin, instead of a telltale “crash-diet” body. No pallor, no
stretch marks, no dark circles under the eyes. Generally there was
a price to pay when large-bosomed women in particular lost weight
quickly: The breasts sagged, dragged down by gravity against their
sudden reduction of tissue. But there was none of that in the
vivacious, smiling woman who faced her in the mirror. Her white
skin seemed vivid in wholesomeness; her once chubby arms and thighs
now looked toned. No more saddlebags, no more discreet roll at the
midriff. Even her shortish blond hair seemed to possess a gloss
that was entirely new to her.

New, she thought, her eyes locked, her astounded smile sparkling
back at her.

That’s what she was. New.

A new woman…

 


««—»»

 


Later, on something of a lark, she gently
masturbated on her bed. The brilliant summer dusk showed its strata
in the watch room’s glass panes. The pinkened burnt-orange of
sundown, pastel-like slate blues, then twinkling twilight. She
wasn’t quite sure what thought or notion would’ve so suddenly
compelled her to want to lie down and touch herself; she recalled
no particular feelings of arousal, no sexual anxiety really, no
horniness. Nor did she feel indulgent or perverse, as she often did
on her all-too-rare experiments with masturbation in the past. This
may, in fact, have been the first time in years.

What prompted it?

Maybe it was simply because
she was happy tonight. Or, no—it was more than simple happiness;
she was exuberant. She’d felt absolutely buoyant in joy, and the next thing
she knew, regardless of the frenetic sexual bouts she’d had last
night and the night before, Alice was prostrate and nude on her
bed, gently squirming at the sensations of her self-caresses. Her
hands became separate entities, a loving phantom’s, perhaps. Yes,
they felt separately alive, and so did the other physical aspects
of herself: her arms and legs, her belly and breasts, her sex
—uniquely individual sensory components all just as uniquely
integrated via the conduits of her spirit. She felt like a live
wire of sensations, of feelings, the current of her jubilation
humming softly through her veins and across her skin. She tried to
pick an image as she proceeded, attach persona to memory. First she
thought of George the plumber, then Micah; then she saw Micah’s
head on George’s body and vice versa, conglomerating them as her
fingers caressed her breasts and teased the tender egress of her
sex. But these images seemed facile, even feeble, now. Perhaps no
image was necessary at all, or perhaps—

Her pleasure stepped up;
she purred in her throat. Now it was not some other lover she
thought of, it was herself.
She imagined her twin, her sexual doppelganger,
lying breast to breast atop her, her lips kissing her own lips,
probed and embraced by her own hands, her sex rubbing her own sex
right there amid the twists of satin bed sheets. Was this perverse?
She didn’t think so—why should it be? She was making love to
herself, so why shouldn’t she fantasize as such? It seemed
harmless, even healthy. Her masturbation, after all, was a
celebration of herself, of the new woman she felt that she had so
recently become. Her juices flowed, nipples hardening to pink
digits. She imagined that if she looked down right now, right this
instant, she would see her own face tasting the charged spot
between her legs, her own clear blue eyes looking back up at her in
ecstatic love…

An exciting amusement, yes, but still not
quite enough. What was missing? Her hands were shivering now, one
cupping her breast, the other her sex. She was on the brink of
climax, but, but—

She couldn’t bring herself over.

Then—

(Alice?)

She imagined hearing the voice of the dream
woman, of Dessamona…

And then she imagined…

Ohhhh…

It was Dessamona who filled her imagination
now, Dessamona in bed with her, Dessamona touching and kissing and
licking her all over.

Alice’s eyes squeezed shut, and somehow she
could see it even more clearly, flesh and passion all at once
gleaming like glints off shards of glass.

“Dessamona,” Alice whispered.

(Alice?)

Alice moaned, wrapped her legs around the
fantasy. Behind her closed eyes she could see the chaperon of her
dreams so vividly now. They embraced and loved in a variety of
positions, using each other’s bodies as a terrain of exploratory
sensations, hands kneading buttocks and breasts, heated moans
sounding nearly in unison, famished tongues traveling intricate
maps of warm skin, until eventually they each lay mouth to sex, a
single fetal-shaped form with two backs, licking each other into
frenzy. Alice’s face burrowed into Dessamona’s plot of nearly black
sexual hair, her tongue laving the salty flavors, her nostrils
filled with the heady, natural perfume of this most private and
wondrous place, this blazon of womanhood. All the while, Dessamona
tended identically until both Alice’s physical body and spiritual
self were melded into a single thrumming wave of pleasure.

Then the pleasure broke—

Alice orgasmed in gentle, blissful pulses,
sighing and nearly in tears, and her dream suitor did the same.
Their sexual juices flowed, a private wine, just as their moans of
love and transport flowed from their throats and eddied through the
dark, twilit room, and when their pleasures ebbed they rearranged
themselves, cuddling in each other’s arms, stroking each other’s
skin, gingerly kissing the remnants of their love off each other’s
lips. Alice, in the warm sphere of this fantasy, never felt so
beautiful in her life.

When she opened her eyes, of course, she lay
alone in the tousled bed, her own hand, which had made the muse
incarnate, still wet from its self-touchings. She lay in her own
afterglow, which seemed all the more beautiful, as full dark had
now come over the watch room.

Her happiness cocooned her, her body lulled,
and she drifted off into a contented sleep.

And she never noticed the spume of darkness,
shaped as a curvaceous, beautiful woman, standing in the corner,
smiling down at her.
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“Man, you are one badass
mover this month,” Charlie said over a mug of Bud. “Christ, you’ve
hauled six or seven large, and that’s just this week.”

“Hey, there’s a recession,” Steve said. “I
gotta make it just like the next guy. You know, plan for my future
and all that, save up a nest egg and a little something on the side
to send the kids to college. And it’s always nice to be able to
give to a couple of charities, you know.”

Charlie laughed, displaying teeth that would
impel an oral hygienist to flee.

The two shared a back booth
at the Furnace Branch Lounge, about as redneck a dive as you’d ever
want to find, if indeed you’d ever really want to find such a place to drink
in. You practically had to have a pickup truck with a shotgun rack
in the back window just to dare to park in the outside gravel lot,
and a mouthful of chewing tobacco, too. This place was a real
prize. Peanut shells carpeted the dusty wood-slat floor. Country
music twanged from a corner juke. A genuine rube barkeep, complete
with Elvis sideburns, grimaced behind the bar, with tufts of wiry
hair like matted steel wool protruding from the rims of his
sleeveless T-shirt, try burning
this FLAG,
motherfucker, the
T-shirt proclaimed, emblazoned on a stark, bright Confederate flag.
Foul language was not sparse among the erudite clientele (Steve
would bet that the majority hadn’t even finished junior high
school), nor were tattoos. Girls, on the chubby side for the most
part, sat in the booths or at the bar, garbed in typical redneck
summer dress: flip-flops, halters, and very short shorts.
Meanwhile, their boyfriends, in jeans and T-shirts, shot pool at
the beaten tables, making liberal use of expletives. Steve wondered
what the politically correct term for redneck was.
Hmm. Americus White-Trashus? They could all drop dead for all he cared. They were
layabouts, louts. Steve wished a tornado would come along and suck
their trailer parks and pickup trucks straight up into the sky. No
loss. White niggers. Only difference
between this trash and regular niggers is this trash gets
sunburned. As always, Steve’s racism
socked home, and it was never particular. He hated anyone who
didn’t serve some utility for him.

He liked Charlie, however. Redneck, sure.
White trash, indubitably.

Charlie looked like, well—he looked like what
he was: scum. A PCP-burned-out fence. Long greasy hair, stooped
shoulders, dowelrod-thin. But he was a homey kind of ’neck,
happy-go-lucky, a free spirit. Plus, he was a loner, and that was a
trait Steve could admire. Charlie fenced his goods all the way to
Jersey—smart—making runs every week or so, and he always paid good
scratch up front. He’d never been stung, which meant he was
careful, and he’d never spun on anyone who didn’t deserve it.

Steve had nothing much to do tonight, so he
figured he’d touch base, meet his fence for a couple of drinks. He
wanted to feel Charlie out a little, find out if he knew…

“So how’s business otherwise?”

“Not bad,” Charlie replied. “I don’t work
with a lot of people. The more people you work with, the bigger
chance ya got of someone getting rapped and burning you.”

Steve nodded approvingly and ordered another
beer.

“Technology, man,” Charlie went on. “It’s a
kick in the ass. Invisible ID-numbers, invisible dyes, silent
alarms, interstate databases for pinched goods. Shit, the cops pay
stools five hundred bucks a week these days. They got ’em wearin’
wires that look like cigarette lighters.”

“Sucks, man. Fuckin’ cops got the heat turned
up everywhere, especially our county.” Steve paused, if only to let
his words sink in. “And let me tell you, those city district cops
are the worst. Crime rate’s so bad in the city, they got cops all
over the place. Makes my job that much harder.”

“The niggers, man,” Charlie proposed.

“Damn straight.”

“Rapin’ people, killin’. Robbin’ any liquor
store that has the balls to open—”

“Damn straight.”

“Drive-by shootings,
turnin’ white girls into junkies to turn tricks, sellin’ crack to
nine-year-olds on the playground. The fuckin’ ’gers’ll shoot ten
innocent people on the street just to pop one bad bagman. Just
makes things that much harder for good clean crooks like us.”

“You can say that again,” Steve offered. He
liked Charlie’s way of thinking. “Gives us all a bad name.”

Charlie pushed his empty beer away, ordered
another. “I mean, shit, we rip people off, we take stuff, sure. But
we don’t rape the people to boot. We don’t fuckin’ kill ’em.”

What do you mean,
we? Steve thought and almost smiled. But
the nonsensical, contradictory, and ultimately racist conversation
served its purpose; it told Steve what he’d come here to find out.
Charlie probably couldn’t read a stop sign, much less a newspaper.
And way out here in redneck land he wasn’t likely to hear about any
major crimes in the city.

In other words, Charlie obviously didn’t have
a clue that the stolen goods Steve had sold him from those last two
jobs were actually connected to homicides. And that’s all he wanted
to know.

Fine, Steve thought. Perfect.

“I’ll probably be pulling a few more jobs
this month, maybe even in the next couple of days,” he informed his
associate.

Charlie gawked, slack-jawed. “You’re shitting
me, right?”

“Naw,” Steve said. “I’ve got a couple of good
places already staked, and the time to move is now.”

Charlie shrugged, an amused smile on his
lips. “Well, everything you’ve brought me so far has been
easy-fence. Just be careful. You know what they say about biting
off more than you can chew.”

“I gotta big mouth, Charlie.”

They both busted out laughing then, after
which, Steve added, “And you’ll love this, man. First house on the
list are rich niggers.”

Charlie slapped his thighs. “All right, man!
You rip some rich niggers and I’ll pay you an extra ten percent on
the shit you bring in.”

Steve grinned, wagging his
head at the bar. What he didn’t tell his colleague, of course, was
this: And I’ll be really socking it to the chocolate
mamma. ’Cos hubby’s away, and when hubby’s away, Steve will
play. He’d already scoped a rich one, a
county councilman who lived in Arnold. The newspapers said he was
traveling to some convention in Chicago with the county exec. Had a
wife but no kids. And the guy’s address was right in the local
phone book.

“Time to beat it,” Charlie said. “Gotta run
to make tonight.”

Steve paid the tab, tipped
the fat ’keep a couple of bucks. Treat
yourself to a shave, blimp.

“And stop on by after you hit those niggers,”
Charlie said. “Bring me some good loot to fence.”

“Count on it.”

They left the bar and walked outside into the
lot.
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The next day Holly awoke with a wrenching
hangover. It felt as though whole segments of her brain were
corroding, synapses gone to aching, throbbing rot. The inside of
her mouth tasted like rank chalk.

She doubted that she’d ever been so
disappointed with herself.

She showered and changed, barely made it to
her office in time for her first appointment. She groaned to
herself when she glanced into her compact mirror; the eyes gazing
back looked more like a street person’s: dull, bloodshot. The few
patients she had scheduled today would surely notice…

Her first appointment was Matt, one of her
twice-monthly voyeurs. A businessman, a self-made millionaire.
Refined, articulate, early fifties. Very well-respected in the
local business community. But—

Matt owned several waterview condos off the
bay. His thing was peeping in windows and masturbating. Twice he’d
been caught by his own security guards, and once by the city
district police, who’d witnessed him spying on an apartment full of
coeds from the art college, rich girls. He’d been arrested,
charged, and convicted. But this had been quite a while ago, and
his therapy had gone well. Matt hadn’t “peeped” in two years now,
until—

“I—I—” Matt’s eyes locked to the floor.

“What is it, Matt?” Holly asked, trying to
ignore her hangover’s raging at her temples. This was not something
easily ignored. The pain felt like pinchers…

“I-I-”

“Yes?”

Tears sprang from Matt’s eyes. It looked so
odd seeing a man cry at all, and odder still when the man was a
millionaire, sitting here before her in what was more than likely a
fifteen-hundred-dollar suit of clothes.

“Matt?” Holly urged.

“I did it again!” he finally blurted. “Last
night! I couldn’t help it!”

Holly’s lips pursed. “Where, Matt?”

“One of my, one of the condos I own. But I
didn’t go there for that, I swear. I was just meeting with the
resident manager, just to see how things are going. And when I
left—when I left I saw a nu-nu-nude woman in a window,
and-and-and—”

“I can assume the rest, Matt.”

But here was another
oddity, as well as a discrepancy with her typical work ethic. For
the entirety of Matt’s confession, most of Holly’s awareness was
elsewhere, redirected at herself. I
got drunk yesterday and I drank all night,
she told herself in sweeping vilification.
I haven’t done that in years…

All this time she’d believed her alcoholism
was behind her, proudly defeated. So what had brought it back? What
had recalled this ghost? Of course, she knew. It was her love for
Alice…

The love I can never speak—

Then her mind raced for excuses:

I was upset; I was depressed. I had a slip,
that’s all. I had a relapse. I must forgive myself…

But this was ever the more
shameful. Had she ever let her diligence stray this far? Had she
ever failed so utterly in her professional responsibilities? The
answer could only be no. Here was Matt, a patient in long-standing,
trusting her for guidance and help, paying
her for her therapeutic expertise, and she
was barely listening to him.

Holly’s vision refocused on her patient. Matt
was sobbing now, his fine, graying head between his knees.

“Matt? Listen to me, okay? Are you
listening?”

The top of his head nodded, amid wet, choking
sounds.

“What you did was wrong, Matt. What you did
was contrary to everything we’ve been working on since the first
day you came to me, and more important than that, it’s contrary to
the way you want your life to be. If you go back to the way you
were before, you’re lost. You’ll get caught again, Matt, and you’ll
go to jail—you’ll be ruined. But you’re already well aware of all
this…”

“Oh, God,” Matt croaked. “I’m so ashamed. I’m
so sorry.”

“Of course you are, Matt.
But listen to me. You had a slip, that’s all. You had a relapse.
But you must forgive yourself.”

Stifled sobs hung in the air. “How can I ever
forgive myself for this…perversion?”

“This is how it works, Matt: We all have
problems, and we all do bad things sometimes. It’s all part of
being human. That doesn’t mean it’s okay to do these things—it’s
not. And when we do these things, we always promise ourselves that
we’ll never do them again. And what happens?”

“We do them again anyway,” Matt sobbed into
his hands.

“And that’s because we don’t forgive
ourselves before we resolve to stop. You haven’t done that yet,
Matt. Before anyone can ever forgive you for what you’ve done,
including God Himself, you have to forgive yourself. If you don’t
forgive yourself, you’ll go right out and do it again. Are you
listening to me, Matt?”

The head nodded again. The sobs began to
abate.

“If you don’t forgive
yourself,” Holly went on, “you’re merely reinforcing the idea to
your subconscious that you’re a bad person. But you’re
not a bad person, Matt.
If you were a bad person, you wouldn’t be here, would you? You just
have a problem. And there’s a big difference between being a bad
person and having a problem, and that difference is why you’re
here.”

From there, they talked a bit more, Holly
foisting more of the same conative analysis, as Matt shaped up.

“Go home now, Matt,” she told him, “we’ll
talk some more in two weeks.”

Matt stood up, adjusted his tie.

“If you start to have another problem, if you
start to feel as if you want to do it again, call me, and if you
can’t reach me, then call the SAA hotline. But remember what I
said.”

“Forgive myself,” the man repeated.

“Yes. It’s easier than you may think.”

“Well, uh, Dr. Ryan, thank you. I—I feel much
better now. I feel like I can beat this thing.”

“I have no doubts that you can. ‘Bye,
Matt.”

The patient left. Holly believed in what
she’d told him; she’d seen these therapies work scores of times,
but now she was wondering…

Would it work for herself?

I’ve got to forgive myself…

Her next patient, an aquaphobe, came and went
with no difficulties. Obsessive-compulsives were easy to treat once
the root-nascent had been revealed. As with her overeater, Holly
had used age-regression via hypnosis and narcoanalysis to discover
that the woman had nearly drowned at the beach as a child. Now the
patient was fine, but of course, initially, as someone fearing
water, those early sessions hadn’t been easy, as the woman had
routinely gone months without bathing.

All the while, however, as
with Matt’s session, Holly couldn’t focus. I’m ripping these people off, she
thought.

They’re paying me money to analyze their
problems, and all I can think about are my own…

Forgive yourself, Holly…

And forgive yourself for everything else. For
getting drunk, and for—

But she couldn’t even think about Alice. That
would be like a famished person thinking about food, or, more
appropriately, someone in prison with a life sentence and no
parole—

—thinking about freedom…

Holly gulped at her desk, put her head down.
At once her skin felt prickly with hot sweat. She—she—

She wanted a drink.

I want a drink…real bad; she could not
fight the thought.

It was all backfiring, an ashcan in her hand
with a fast fuse. Her own philosophies and beliefs, which worked
for her patients, weren’t working for herself at all. They were
melting, then exploding.

How could she forgive herself—for anything?
How could she ever do that?

Suddenly her past seemed to be standing
behind her, looking down like a specter and gently touching her
shoulder.

Her sessions were over for the day. She stood
up and walked to the door, her car keys jingling in her hand.

She knew what she was going to do even before
she began.

I’m going to drive to the liquor store. I’m
going to buy a bottle of Dewar’s. I’m going to go home. And I’m
going to get drunk—

Just as she had her hand on the door to
leave—

Oh, shit!

—the phone rang.

Don’t answer it, was her first thought. It’s
probably a patient, wanting to talk. Or, worse:

Maybe it’s a patient who wants to come in
right now…

But in her faltering, and even in the midst
of this new craving to drink, she simply couldn’t.

“H-hello?” she said into the phone.

“Hi, Holly, this is Alice…”

Holly’s joints seemed to lock, and for a
moment so did her mind. Joy diced by terror hit her like a
wave.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” Alice said
cheerily over the line.

“Oh, no, not at all.”

“I was just wondering if
you’d like to come over tonight for dinner. There’s a new sushi
place on Main, and they do takeout. Can you imagine that?
Takeout sushi?” Alice laughed cheerily. “Anyway, they also deliver. Sound
good? Or do you have other plans?”

Holly stalled, unable to sort her thoughts.
“Oh, no, Alice, I don’t have any plans. What time should I come
over?”

“How about seven? Is that all right?”

“Yes, yes,” Holly replied, if a bit stiffly.
“I’ll see you then.”

“Okay. ’Bye.”

“’Bye, Alice.”

Holly hung up. She must’ve stood there
staring at her office wall for a full five minutes, speechless,
thoughtless, numb…

Then she left, locked the office behind her,
and headed for the liquor store.
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The hangover vanished after
a single sip of the Dewar’s. Hair of the
dog that bit ya, Holly thought,
remembering the saying. No, she had not forgiven
herself—psychiatric tripe,
she thought now—and, no, she had not even
attempted to reckon with all the things that were pulling her to
pieces. All that mattered now, after that first belt of Scotch, was
this:

Alice wants to see me. Alice invited me over
for dinner. Alice…wants… to see me…

Her headache vanished. Her mind cleared.
Wasn’t it wonderful how alcohol was able to do that? She wasn’t
nervous anymore; she wasn’t apprehensive. She was, instead, very
happy with her feelings, and, of course, with the pleasant buzz
coursing through her now.

She drove the Circle, passing shops and bars,
observing the routine of the city’s heart. It was almost funny now.
Look at me. Holly Ryan. A successful and reputable clinical
psychiatrist, driving a Maserati and making over a hundred thousand
dollars a year.

She smiled.

Sipping Dewar’s from a paper bag. Like a
rummie. Like a bum…

The early evening seemed
acutely bright. Holly took the next corner, steadying the pint
bottle between her legs. My parents would
be proud, she mused in giddy
sarcasm, if they only were alive.
She dressed nicely, if not provocatively. A
Scherrer fuchsia dress, hemmed at the knees, scallop-edged. A bit
tight. And brand-new shoes that she’d bought at the Mall right
after she’d stopped at the liquor store. I
look as good as I’m ever gonna look, she
decided, and it wasn’t bad. The tightness of the dress’s top
accentuated her bosom, and its overall close fit made her feel
sexy, even lewd.

But her alcohol-inspired
confidence crumbled when she pulled up in front of Alice’s watch
house. Watch house, she thought. When she shut off the motor her nervous sweat
returned, that inexplicable bodily tension. At once she was
terrified.

It’ll be the same as it always is. Idle
chitchat. Idle bullshit. Just two girls having dinner.

Passionless.

Just friends.

Suddenly she wanted to cry,
but she knew she couldn’t do that. Her eyeliner would run, and
Alice would know. She’d probably realize
everything. It’s amazing that she doesn’t know already.

But that suggested another possibility.

Maybe she already does…

She took one more sip of
the Dewar’s, sat back in the leather bucket seat, and let the
luscious, acrid heat spread in her belly. That’s it, she determined, eyes
closed. That’s the last drop. No
more.

Then she popped a Velamint into her
mouth—she’d bought those at the liquor store, too,
convenient—sucked it, waited another moment to let it begin to
dissolve—

Then she got out of the car and walked up to
the large, ingrained front door.

Her small hand poised over
the knocker. What a strange thing to hang on one’s front door; it
almost looked Dickensian. The knocker stared back at her like a
face—in fact, it was a face. A brass embossment, just two eyes and the shape of a
head.

No nose. No mouth.

Staring.

She winced, blinked, then knocked on the
door.

Alice opened it nearly at once, dressed in
jeans and an old baggy blouse.

“Hi! Come in,” she invited. “Look, I kind of
lost track of the time. I was out working in the garden.”

“Oh,” Holly said. “I didn’t know you were
interested in gardening—”

“And I need to take a quick shower,” Alice
continued. “I’ll only be a minute. The sushi’s on the way. Just
make yourself at home, and I’ll be right out.”

Then Alice scampered away to her bedroom.

The watch room,
Holly corrected for some reason. She remembered
the day Alice had told her about the history of the house. Watchmen
waiting for ships. Sentinels. She came in and closed the door. The
air-conditioning, however welcome against the hot day outside, gave
her a chill. She passed the foyer and entered the plush living
room.

It really was a beautiful
place. She’s done so much work
here, Holly acknowledged. Her own place
seemed lackluster in comparison; just a bunch of stark art-deco.
Cold. No intimacy. Was that a reflection of the owner?

Christ, I need a drink.

Alice had scurried away so quickly. She had
left her bedroom door open, and Holly could hear the shower squeak
on. She intended just to look around while Alice was bathing, but
something immediately snagged her eyes.

A bar.

Set back in its own sconce against the
living-room wall. The bottles glittered as though they were tall,
ornate jewels.

Christ…

Alice obviously didn’t drink much these days.
All of the bottles were topped. Holly walked over to the bar
without much conscious recognition, and next thing she knew her
hand was extended.

Vagabond,
she cursed herself. Drunk…

She didn’t even use a
glass; she picked up the bottle— the one that most resembled
Scotch—took out the glass stopper, and brought it to her
lips. Just a sip, she assured herself. Just one more
nip, and then that’s it. No more. Ever.

Just a nip…

When she set the bottle
back down, an alarm rang in her head. She’d probably chugged three
or four ounces! Alice’ll see!
she fretted. She’ll
know!

Nearly frantic, she filled up the bottle in
the tiny bar sink, then replaced its glass stopper.

Look at yourself, she thought in disgust.
Alcoholic. Desperate. Out of control…

She walked around some more, popping another
Velamint, until she found that she’d edged to the doorway of
Alice’s bedroom. The shower continued to hiss. Against the wall,
just to her left, stood a long antique dresser of dark wood, a
jewelry box and some knickknacks aligned neat as a pin across the
top. But something stood out—

Holly squinted, craning her neck left. Two
slips of baby-blue notepaper lay atop the dresser, askew, beneath a
small paperweight of a man’s head. For whatever reason, Holly’s
curiosity dropped a blanket over her common sense.

She walked into Alice’s bedroom. One of the
notes, in obvious, crude male scrawl, read:

 


Alice,

Sorry to leave, I didn’t want to wake you. Have a
job at six in the morning. I’ll give you a call soon.

George

 


George. The plumber. An unbidden wave of
jealousy swelled up, and suddenly Holly was gritting her teeth, her
fist clenched. The goddamn plumber! He fucked her! That
goddamn male son of a bitching PIG! She didn’t even want to
think about it, she couldn’t—

But…

Here was another note.

Her jealousy caused her to nearly bite clean
through her lip this time. This handwriting was much more
articulate, well-spaced and neat, even artistic, but still
obviously a man’s.

Another…man…

Again, Holly fought back tears. She was drunk
now, nearly insensible. I’m the one who told her to go out and meet
men, to break out of her shell. But look what I’ve done!

The note read, simply:

I’ll call ya soon!

Micah!

Holly could only stare for a moment. Who in
the goddamn fuck is Micah! Just some other male PIG humping
her!

Holly was mortified; she almost lost it right
there. Of course she realized she had no right to be doing this, to
be reading Alice’s personal notes—she had no right to be in her
bedroom at all. But, but—

She steeled herself, let herself regain some
calm. The Scotch was swimming through her now, but these notes,
these revelations, made her feel stone-cold sober, and mad…

But she couldn’t lose control, she knew that.
She couldn’t even tell Alice that she’d seen the notes; otherwise
she’d lose her forever.

She set the second note back exactly as she’d
found it, under the first.

Get out of this room, she ordered
herself.

So she turned then. But only halfway.

The shower continued to hiss. In fact, it
seemed unusually loud. Holly looked up, not where she perceived the
bathroom door to be, but at the opposite wall.

And there she was, glowing in sharp silver
veins.

Alice…

At first Holly nearly shrieked, but then, an
instant later, she realized what it was. Not Alice at all, but—

Her reflection.

A full-length mirror, in an antique, carved frame, hung on the
wall opposite the bathroom door. And the bathroom door stood open a
foot.

No wonder the shower sounds so loud, Holly
half-drunkenly realized then. The door’s open.

And in the gap she couldn’t help but see.

She tried not to look; she knew she
shouldn’t. This was no different from Matt, the rich voyeur. I’m
doing the same thing, she thought. If I continue to look, I’m no
different from Matt. I’m no…less sick…than Matt.

But Holly, if only for an irreducible moment,
could not avert her eyes. And an irreducible moment was more than
she needed—

Holly sucked in a sigh.

—to see the woman she loved—

Naked.

In the flesh…

She’s just…so…beautiful…

And she was. Alice stood, obvious to Holly’s
eyes, just out of the shower. Starkly nude. Glittering with gems of
water. Very slowly and meticulously, she leaned over, her buttocks
pointed toward the open door, and began to dry her legs, one real,
one artificial. Then the towel in her hands began to rise.

Holly could see it all in the mirror. A
vibrant slice of Alice. Stripped to the skin. Wet, raw.

Holly’s gaze couldn’t stray from the
mirror…

And the vantage point was
nothing she could complain about; her knees went rubbery, her
breath went short. Her eyes felt peeled on the mirror as Alice leaned
over farther to dry herself with the pink terry towel.

Then Alice stood, turned.

Christ, Holly thought for the third time.

The image flashed, one second of vision that
stole Holly’s breath away: Alice standing upright, her breasts
large, high, firm, erect areolas pink as roses. The vision panned
down, over the trim white abdomen, the Junoesque hips, the clean
abundant pubis…

Holly, utterly breathless now, quietly
slipped back out of the room, then stood a moment with her eyes
closed, relishing the image.

Then she found herself back at the bar,
secreting another nip of the Scotch.

“So how was your day?” Alice asked, appearing
at the bedroom doorway a moment later. She was dressed now in a
short terry robe, and her head was tilted as she dried her hair
with the towel.

“It was…fine,” Holly replied. “Slower than
usual, I should say. I saw a few patients, an aquaphobe and one of
my peepers.”

“One of your
peepers?” Alice
inquired, now vigorously drying her hair on the other
side.

“A voyeur, a peeping tom. In this particular
case the patient happens to be a multimillionaire.”

“What an odd world. So you mean this guy
looks into women’s windows while they’re dressing?”

“Yup,” Holly said.
He probably also watches them while they’re
showering… “It’s called visio-erotopathy.
We get lots of them, believe it or not; it’s a rather common form
of sexual aberration. Quite a few of these people are actually
ordered to therapy by the court.”

“Wow.”

Holly, though by no means
sober, was at least aware enough to notice immediately Alice’s
unusual lack of apprehension regarding her prosthetic limb.
This is the first time she hasn’t gone out of her
way to hide it…

Indeed, as Alice stood there rubbing her hair
with the towel, her robe, which ended at mid-thigh, made no secret
of the prosthesis. It was a wonderful indication that Alice was
getting over her inhibition. In addition, this was really the first
time Holly had ever actually seen it. She was surprised at how
lifelike it appeared, the skin tone of its rubber nearly identical
to that of Alice’s real flesh, the line of demarcation, where
Alice’s stump met the cap, all but unnoticeable.

“I’ll be out in a sec,” Alice said then. “Fix
yourself a drink at the bar.”

The invitation felt like a
slap in Holly’s face. Oh, no, I don’t want
anything, she wanted to say, and she was
shaking subtly. What she said instead was, “Okay. What, uh, can I
get for you?”

“Just some soda water.” Alice disappeared
back into the watch room. “Lots of ice.”

Holly gave up. Hands
down. To hell with it—I’m gonna drink. Just keep a leash
on it, okay, Holly? she told herself, and
poured herself a small, watered Scotch. Then she poured Alice’s
soda water into a glass, listening to it fizz. For a fractured
moment she thought she could almost see her own life fizzing away
with the bubbles.

“I should’ve asked,” Alice said, reappearing
in jeans and an old, loose blouse, “but I wasn’t quite sure what
you liked. I ordered you a sushi assortment, got myself sashimi.”
She’d combed her hair out into straight wet lines. She looked
pretty and clean and casual, and smelled faintly of herbal soap
when she passed, on her way to the kitchen.

Holly had scarcely heard what she’d said.
“What, uh— what’s sashimi?”

“It’s sushi with no rice, just fish,” Alice
said, tinkering at the table. “I’m trying to stick to this diet, so
I thought I’d skip the rice. Lots of calories. But you’ll like the
sushi, and, of course, you don’t need to be on a diet.”

“Neither do you,” Holly remarked before even
thinking. She came into the kitchen, her Scotch in one hand, the
soda water in the other. “You really have slimmed down.”

“I know. It kind of took me by surprise; I
didn’t even realize it until I looked at myself in the mirror the
other night. I’m going to stay on the right track, too; otherwise
I’ll be a fatty again in a week.”

A sudden despair settled on Holly, like
polluted air. She admired Alice’s easy resolve—it was wonderful—
but it made her contemplate her own self at the same moment. And
what was there to contemplate? The image of herself standing there,
half drunk already, with a drink in her hand…

She’s becoming everything I’ve tried to help
her learn to be, Holly realized. And I’m becoming…just the
opposite—

The doorbell rang, severing the rest of the
thought. Alice gave money to an Asian boy, then brought in two
large Styrofoam boxes and set them down on the kitchen table. “Let
me give you something for mine,” Holly offered, thinking of it too
late.

“Oh, don’t be silly, Holly. Just sit down and
eat.”

Takeout sushi,
Holly thought. She almost flubbed sitting down at
the table, the chair leg smacking her ankle. Straighten up, you ass!

“Oh, this looks so good,” Alice said, beaming
over her open box.

Alice seemed to have an assortment of raw
fish sitting in piles. Holly had an assortment of raw fish sitting
on piles of rice. “This looks… interesting,” Holly said, fumbling
with her chopsticks. The first piece was a slab of maroon fish on a
lump of rice, and it tasted pretty good. It was just that the food
looked so unusual, and then there was always the stigma attached:
raw fish. “I didn’t realize you were so adventurous,” Holly said,
plucking up the next piece.

“Oh, I love this stuff. I tried it for the
first time very recently, and now I’m hooked.” Alice, much more
skillful with her chopsticks, tweezed each piece of fish, dipped it
into soy sauce, and ate it. “Try the octopus. It’s the piece right
there with the red skin.”

Octopus,
Holly thought. Jesus. She could even see the little
suction cups on it. She took a big hit on her drink,
concluded, What the hell,
and put it in her mouth. It was kind
of…rubbery.

“I read somewhere that it’s good for the sex
drive.” Alice laughed. “Like oysters, I guess.”

That’s just what I need, Holly thought,
sitting here with a woman I’m in love with.

Alice chatted about this and that. Holly
would’ve listened more attentively if it weren’t for her
encroaching inebriation; it fuzzed the world out to an edgy
texture, made Alice’s words sound grainy and far away. If Holly
could focus on anything at all, it was the tiny glimpse of Alice’s
bare right breast, which was visible in a gap in the loose blouse.
Alice chattered on, completely unaware that it was showing, as she
lifted her sashimi with her chopstick, and again this reminded
Holly of Matt the voyeur, peeking at naked flesh without the
flesh-owner’s knowledge. I’m a pervert, Holly thought, and then,
even more dreadfully, I’m shitfaced. She tried to smile and nod, to
at least act as though she was listening—Alice seemed to be talking
about further refurbishments to the watch house, inquiring as to
Holly’s opinion, chatter, chatter, chatter. Any other time Holly
would’ve been delighted with such a conversation; now, though, she
had to devote all her attention to the task of merely appearing
normal. She was failing.

“Holly? Are you all right?”

Holly, now, felt as if she were sitting on
the fantail of a large ship, and the ship was on rough seas,
pitching. Some impulse caused her to grit her teeth hard, saliva
welling in her mouth, and an undeniable nausea began to rise.

“Holly?”

“I—oh,” Holly said, gulping.

“You look white as a sheet all of a
sudden.”

“I’m fine; I—” That large ship she was on
rose up on a swell, then plummeted. Her stomach flinched. “I think
I’m going to be sick,” she said, and teetered to her feet.

Alice rushed to help guide her to the
bathroom. Holly’s knees thudded to the floor, and at once her head
was in the bowl. What had they called this in college? Worshipping
at the porcelain altar? Driving the porcelain bus? Well, Holly
began driving that bus hard, the gas pedal to the floor, vomiting
in little erps as her hands gripped the rim. Humiliation, disgust,
and disgrace all piled up on her at the same time.

“You poor thing,” Alice consoled, kneeling by
her side. She gently put her arm around Holly’s back, gripping her,
and when Holly was finally done Alice cautiously helped her to her
feet.

“I’m so sorry. I guess the sushi was
spoiled.”

“It wasn’t the sushi.” Holly glimpsed her own
face in the bathroom mirror: washed out, pasty as raw dough. She
groaned at the sight. “I drank too much.”

“But you only had one drink.”

Holly gulped bile; her mouth tasted awful. “I
had…a few earlier.”

Alice withheld further comment, her lips
pursed. She ran warm water from the faucet, dampened a towel, then
wiped off Holly’s mouth.

Holly wobbled in place, frowning against the
remaining acid taste. “God, I feel like such an idiot.”

“Don’t worry about—” Alice paused, then
exclaimed, “Oh, no, look at what you’ve done!”

“What?”

“You’ve gotten it on your dress!”

Holly felt so awful now, she didn’t really
care, but she did groan again when she noticed the streak of vomit
decorating the scalloped fuchsia material at the bust line.

Then, suddenly, Alice was unbuttoning the
dress from behind. “Take it off quick; if I get it into the washer
right away, it might not stain.”

“Oh, don’t bother,” Holly said, still
fighting her imbalance. She’d made enough of an inconvenience of
herself. “I’ll soak it when I get home.”

“Holly, there’s no way in the world that
you’re driving home. You’re drunk. Now get out of that dress and
maybe I can save it.”

“But I’m, I’m—”

“You’re what?”

“I’m not wearing a bra.”

Alice laughed. “We’re both girls, you know.
And don’t worry; I have seen breasts before. I see my own quite
regularly. Now stop making excuses, otherwise this beautiful dress
will be ruined.”

Holly resigned herself to this, knowing full
well that if she drove home in this state, she probably wouldn’t
make it to West Street before winding up in someone’s front yard.
Cumbersomely, then, she struggled out of the dress while Alice
assisted her. Alice was giggling.

“What’s so funny?”

“You.” Alice giggled again.
“I can’t believe how wasted
you are.”

“Am I that bad?”

“Well,” Alice was polite enough to rephrase,
“everybody gets drunk now and then.”

“I have a—” A burp interrupted the sentence.
“I have a confession to make. I, uh, I drank some of your Scotch
when you were taking a shower. And I filled the bottle back up with
water.”

Alice nearly wailed with laughter. “I’ll be
right back. Just stand here and don’t go anywhere.”

Holly gulped again, and
nodded, as Alice scurried away with the dress. You really know how to screw up, don’t you?
she asked herself. She felt ridiculous, leaning
against the sink in her panties, braless to boot, not even able to
stand up straight. All the drinks she’d had today, even after so
promptly emptying her stomach, were continuing to sneak up on her
now, rekindling the earlier headache tenfold. She couldn’t think of
a time when she’d been so imprudent. Her secret feelings for Alice
were bad enough—a complete violation of professional demeanor—and
now this. Snitching her patient’s booze, getting drunk at her
patient’s dinner table, upchucking in her patient’s toilet, for
God’s sake. She morosely lifted her head again, and dared to take
another look at herself in the mirror. Good God, Holly, she thought. Her
disgust with herself reached new a pinnacle, and her drunkenness
made her feel entirely unattractive. Her breasts looked pallid, her
eyes sunken, her skin sickly in its pallor and cold sweat.
Yeah, I’m wasted, all right, she agreed.

“Here, put this on,” Alice said when she
returned. She’d brought the same terry robe she’d been wearing
earlier. Holly awkwardly slipped it on; then Alice was patting her
face again with the damp cloth.

“Alice, I’m really sorry about this. I don’t
know what came over me, drinking so much. I’ve never been so
embarrassed in my life.”

“Shhh!” Alice replied. “Don’t be silly.” Then
she was leading Holly out of the bathroom, her arm around Holly’s
waist to prevent her from stumbling.

“You need to go to sleep,” Alice said. “Sleep
it off, and you’ll feel better in the morning.”

“I’ll just lie down for an hour—”

“No you won’t,” Alice insisted. “You’re
staying here tonight, whether you like it or not. Now get in bed,
and I don’t want to hear anymore about it.”

Holly stretched out on the
bed in Alice’s guest room. Stupidly, Holly began, “Let me—” But
then she cut herself off, thank God. She came very close, in her
stupor, to saying Let me sleep in your
bed. With you. But once she finally got
off her feet, she felt calm, safe. Alice placed a bag-lined wicker
wastebasket by the bed. “I’ll leave this in case you get sick again
and can’t make it to the bathroom.”

“Thank you,” Holly peeped.

“And if you need anything, just come and get
me. I’m not going anywhere tonight, so if I’m not in my bedroom,
just look around and call out for me.”

“Thank you,” Holly repeated. Her head was
still reeling, but she felt a lot better, or at least she felt
better than one would expect in these circumstances. “And, again,
I’m really sorry about all this trouble I’ve put you thr—”

“Shhh! Go to sleep!”

Alice retreated from the guest room, turning
off the light and closing the door.

Holly turned in the high, comfortable bed.
The sheets smelled brand-new, and what was even better was that the
scent of Alice’s soap or shampoo was all over the robe she was
wearing. And that scent, hand in hand with the image of Alice
herself—so kind and thoughtful and beautiful—lulled her to sleep in
a matter of minutes…
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The muse—and its
imagery—held him spellbound. He could see it in his mind. He could
see her…

The sound of her garments as he cut them off.
The muffled scream raging deep in her throat behind the gag. The
sheen of her flesh and her dark, dark skin, her brown legs splayed,
her breasts and her sex bared for his gaze.

Big white eyes bulging in terror as he slowly
strangled her…

Aw God, Steve thought. What a luxury these images were, what a
kick. Especially knowing
that, in just a little while, they’d be more than just images.
They’d be real.

But—

Back to business.

The car soon left the suburbs, its headlights
plowing ahead through tree- and field-lined roads. It wouldn’t be
much longer before he was there.

Clarence T. Mullins. Six-term city
councilman. Doctorate in political science from Georgetown
University. An esteemed member of the community. Respected by his
colleagues, loved by the voters. And—

He was black.

Steve had read in the newspaper—his greatest
resource—that Clarence Mullins was expected to run for county
executive next year, and he’d probably win. He was a hot local
politician who’d done a lot of things and was going places. One day
he’d wind up in the governor’s mansion or the U.S. Senate.

But this week, according to
the Evening Capital, Councilman Mullins was out of town, part of a state
representative team which had accompanied the governor and the
current county executive to the National Governor’s Conference in
Chicago.

Mullins’s picture beamed in
the newsprint photo. Late thirties, probably, tall, trim,
sharp. What, no ballcap?
Steve thought in jest. No baggy pants or red sneakers? A dangerous nigger, ’cos this guy’s
got respect; he’s got power. And he also
had a wife, looked good too. And Steve would be getting a much
closer look very shortly.

No kids, either; wifey was the assistant
county school superintendent. They had a nice little rancher down
in south county near the woodlands. Remote—the closest neighbor was
over a mile away. Steve would be able to take his time…

He parked on an old dirt
utility road on the other side of the woods; the hike up to the
house had taken about ten minutes. Another big bright moon tonight,
perfect. Steve hunkered down behind some trees at the edge of the
yard and let his vision acclimate itself. The house was dark save
for a single window on the end. Bedroom, Steve deduced.
Come on, sweetheart. Go to bed so Uncle Steve can
get cracking. This was one job he’d really
been looking forward to.

Eventually the light went out.

Steve smiled behind his mask.

Like a shadow, then, like a
component part of the darkness, he approached the rancher. He
skipped the slider—there was a lock-bar on it—so he went to the
utility-room window. Within a minute or two, using his glass cutter
and duct tape, he was in the house, moving down a short hall and
then into the kitchen. More dead-silent steps took him on his usual
inspection tour; his red-lensed penlight swept quickly across the
family room and the living room. Nothing much to haul here, but
then he spotted two laptops and a nice laser printer in the
den. How cute, he
thought. His and hers laptops! And maybe
wife’s got some good jewelry and maybe some—

There was no time to even finish the
thought.

The light switched on.

A woman’s voice sounded:

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot.”

Steve froze in place.

Oh, shit…

“Put your hands up and turn around real
slow.”

Steve obeyed, reaching for the sky, and when
he’d finished the turn he came face to face with Mrs. Clarence
Mullins. A slim, pretty black woman in her late thirties. She was
wearing a white nightgown.

And she was aiming an absolutely huge
revolver directly at Steve’s head.

“Who are you?” the woman demanded.

It seemed an absurd question under these
circumstances. “Well, my name’s Steve,” he replied, shrugging, “and
I’m a burglar.”

The woman took a step forward, holding the
weapon in a competent, two-handed grip, one eye closed, the other
wide open behind the sights. “I’ll bet you’re the scumbag who’s
been in the papers this past week. Raping women, murdering
them.”

“You got the wrong guy, lady. I’m just a
burglar, and I—”

“Shut up!” she shouted.

Steve shut up, but he was
already thinking. The woman, he could see, was close to panicking;
she was holding a gun on him and she didn’t know what to do.
There’s no way she’s taking me down, Steve
reflected. No fuckin’ way I’m gonna let this uppity nigger chick
send me to the joint. Are you kidding? In
this state? The prison population was 80% black.
A young white boy like me? In the can? I’d be
instant cheesecake. Instant cellblock bitch. Those porch monkeys in
Jessup’d be arm-wrestling every night to see who gets me; they’d be
trading me back and forth like I was a reefer…

No. No way.

So Steve, standing there with his arms up
like a ref signaling a touchdown, easily identified his tactical
advantage. Yeah, she was scared, for one thing. For another, she
probably didn’t have much experience with firearms, had probably
never even fired one. For yet another, she was a small woman, and
that piece in her hand—a .44, it looked like—was a big gun.
Top-heavy, cumbersome. If he moved quick, chances were she’d miss
with the first shot, and the concussion and kick would scare the
shit out her, distract her enough for Steve to hit the floor, roll,
and then shuck his own piece…

It was a big chance, but it was the only one
he was going to get.

And, anyway, Steve liked to take a chance
every now and then…

“Move out to the kitchen,” Mrs. Clarence T.
Mullins ordered, her firm grip on the pistol wavering a bit more
now. “We’re going to call the police. So start moving your
ass.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Steve replied.

A long oak credenza sat against the wall next
to the entry. Steve took a step forward—

“Don’t!” Mrs. Mullins yelled.

—and jerked to the left, and fell.

As predicted, her revolver discharged. It was
heinously loud, unruly, rude. It hurt Steve’s ears even as he fell
to the floor, and he could’ve sworn that he felt the actual vacuum
drag as the bullet zipped past the right side of his head. When he
fell he rolled, rather expertly, and when he finished the roll, he
had his .25 shucked from his pocket.

He didn’t waste time.

He popped up from behind
the other end of the credenza, sighted his target,
and—pap-pap!—squeezed off a quick double-tap.

A reckless shot by any expert’s standard, but
good enough. Mrs. Mullins had not even come close to recovering
from the kick and concussion of that big hand-cannon of hers. She
was disheveled, shocked, turning as she made an effort to lower the
gun to where she assumed her target had escaped, when Steve’s
bullets hit. The first caught her in the belly, and the second,
fired as the .25 rose from the foot-pound-acceleration of the first
shot, tagged her very neatly in the left breast.

She let out a breathless shriek, then
toppled.

Her gun clunked to the kitchen floor.

Steve rose.

“Good thing your husband never had sense
enough to show you how to use that thing.” He looked down at her.
She lay on the floor shivering, her bare heels thudding. Steve
aimed lackadaisically and squeezed off another round into her
thigh. Nothing happened.

Wow, he thought. Looks like that belly
shot went clear through to her spine. Wiped out those slim black
legs. This had possibilities; Steve could
have some real fun with a woman who couldn’t move. “Thanks for the
piece,” he said, and picked up her revolver, stuffing it into his
belt.

But…what to do now?

He could pretty much do whatever he wanted,
he knew—there were no neighbors to hear the shots. Way back here in
the woods? No way. The professional thief in him insisted that he
be as objective as possible. Kill her right there on the floor, go
through the house for valuables, then leave. However—

That’s no fun,
he thought.

He leaned over and very
simply dragged her by her nightgown back to the bedroom.
Light as a feather, he
thought, smiling. And fuck the house; Steve was too geared up to
worry about any shit they had worth stealing. He was only
interested in one thing.

Mrs. Mullins squirmed, convulsing, as she was
dragged down the hall. He backed into the bedroom, flicked on the
light. “Nice crib,” he complimented, scanning his gaze about the
clean, white, neat-as-a-pin bedroom.

“Upsy-daisy,” he remarked
when he next lifted Mrs. Mullins’s shuddering body up onto the
bed. Dead from the waist down,
he thought. Won’t even
have to worry about tying her up. She sure as shit ain’t going
nowhere.

He tore off her nightgown.
He looked down and almost swooned. Christ,
what a bod, he thought. And even more
fascinating was the fact that Steve’s second round had caught her
directly in the nipple, a perfect pop. Blood effused in steady
pumps from the meaty hole. Then he squeezed it and watched more
blood squirt out. And the rest of her looked great: long and lean
and sleek and not an ounce of fat on her. “Too bad hubby left for
the convention, huh? He’s gotta be crazy leaving you here all alone
in this evil world.”

Then he continued; he couldn’t help it.
“Wonder what hubby’s doing right now at the convention?”

He expectorated between her
legs and raped her frenetically there on the bed as she continued
to convulse. He felt compelled to have his orgasm before she died;
doing so afterward seemed demented. As he copulated, he could hear
the cracked bones of her spine grinding, and he gave it to
her hard. But
then—

“Aunt Jan?”

Steve’s masked gaze jerked up.

Holy…FUCK!

A young black girl in a nightgown, probably
fifteen or sixteen, stood shock-eyed in the bedroom doorway.

“What are you—”

“The papers said you didn’t have any kids!”
Steve shouted down into the back of Mrs. Mullins’s dying head.

The woman gasped, “My, my—niece. Staying with
us— Pluh-pluh, please don’t hurt her. Da-da-do anything you want to
me, but in thhhhh na-na-name of G-G-God, pluh, pluh, please don’t
hurt h-h-her.”

Steve picked up the big revolver from the
floor.

“Don’t make me laugh,” he said and then took
off after the screaming girl…
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As Alice’s scent on the robe lulled Holly to
sleep, that same faint fragrance seemed to rouse her sometime
later. She didn’t really feel awake when she opened her eyes. She
felt dreamy instead, lushly becalmed and drifting…

But to where?

The room was warm, filled with ebon streaks
and blocks diced by tinsel slivers of moonlight from the window.
Alice’s guest room; the high, postered bed.

The odd configuration of the house became
plain to her. She looked out the guest-room window and could see
Alice’s window, because the watch room was an extension. Then it
all came back to her.

I got drunk; I threw
up, Holly remembered. How could she
forget! And Alice put me to bed.
But how long ago had that been? She glanced
around but didn’t see a clock. All she could deduce was that it
must be very late, because that was how it felt: a stark, dead hour
of the night. Soundless. She felt all alone in the world just then,
yet it wasn’t a bad feeling.

This feels… wonderful

Then she felt—

A hot, exotic shiver ran up her skin.

—two warm hands on her legs…

She questioned nothing,
made no inquiries to herself. It’s
Alice, she knew, coming to make love to me. Finally.

Holly let the robe part,
its soft terry sides sliding down off her breasts. Then a moan
sounded—Holly’s? Or Alice’s?—and the loving hands on her thighs
gently parted them, caressing her. Holly didn’t move; she just lay
back, her eyes closed, a sedate smile on her lips as she enjoyed
the sensation of at last being touched by the woman she was so in
love with. Her nipples gorged to tingling; her panties were slipped
off. Then her lover’s mouth slowly laved Holly’s exposed sex, the
tongue slipping luxuriously up and down through the tender groove.
This went on for some time, each stroke coaxing the most delicious
sensations, the wildest delights. Holly remained where she was,
relaxed, drenched, reeling
in her pleasure.

And she wanted to return
this pleasure—more than anything. She wanted to do as she was being done to, and
offer the same luxuries of the flesh to Alice. But the feel of that
warm, loving mouth on her sex seemed to hold her to the high bed as
if lashed to the oak posters by bonds. As the tongue continued to
tend to the tip of her sex, a finger gently entered, then two, then
three, pressing upward steadily in and out, and, as if in
accompaniment, every muscle in Holly’s body went tense, then
relaxed, and at the same time she could hear the luscious, wet
sound as Alice’s mouth continued to give her succor. She was going
to come soon; she knew it.

“You taste lovely,” Alice whispered. “I could
eat you like food…”

Holly sighed.

The fingers, joined together like a penis,
delved in and out, more firmly now, more resolutely.

“I can feel you’re getting close,” Alice
whispered. “I can feel you’re getting ready. Are you almost
ready?”

Holly moaned and nodded.

“Are you almost ready to come?”

“Yes,” Holly breathed.

“I want you to come for me. Will you come for
me now?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Go ahead and let yourself come, darling.”
And then Holly’s orgasm unloosed, her hips strained upward in the
bed, her loins releasing all at once the pent-up desires of what
seemed a lifetime, a steady climax of gushing pulses, nearly like a
man’s. She came and came and came…

“That’s it, darling. Come for me—

“Come—”

Holly whined.

And her lover’s voice—

(Come.)

—yes, Alice’s voice—

(Come.)

—changed.

(Come, you little slut, you little piglet.
Come right in my mouth so I can drink you all up. Drunken, broken
little piece of shit. Give it all to me, all of it, all of it,
strumpet, trollop, whore…)

Holly’s eyes felt pried open. Her gaze darted
to the window again, which showed her Alice’s window. And there, in
the extension room next to hers, she could see Alice asleep in
bed.

(Here, piglet. More. Take
more.) the appalling voice guttered at her
loins, and then the mouth sucked her clitoris and the entire hand
slipped into her sex, turning and moving back and forth, and
despite the sheer hideousness of what was being done to her,
Holly’s climax continued.

(That’s a good little
bitch, that’s a pretty, little piece of shit, oh, yes,
darling…) And next the voice broke into
shredded black laughter, an evil, desolate sound, like animals
being gutted en masse.

Holly lay paralyzed now. She tried to scream,
even as the last of the traitorous orgasm pulsed down, but her
throat felt welded shut. She was a shivering moth pinned to a
board.

(Yes, a good little
cunt.) Finally, then, the face from whence
the voice came raised into Holly’s gaze. It was a woman, yes, but
not Alice, not anything close to Alice. Large, firm breasts; long,
limber white arms; sleek shoulders draped by straight, shiny hair
black as the darkest night imaginable. The woman’s hand smoothed
over Holly’s quivering abdomen, then raked the skin very gently
with pin-sharp nails.

I’m…dreaming,
Holly thought in her terror. I must be dreaming; I have to be—

For nothing this hideous could ever be real.
As the woman’s gaze licked up and down her body—like a wolf
appraising a fawn—Holly felt smothered by something entirely
primordial, a notion, or a pretense, so totally evil she wanted to
die…

(Yes, you sweet little thing, you delectable
little smear of excrement. I am your dream. And all your dreams are
nightmares…)

Holly’s stomach heaved.

(I should suck you off
again. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?) the
shredded voice croaked on. The woman slithered up then, in the
moon-tinted dark, and straddled Holly’s belly. (Would you like that?)

“Oh, God, no, please—”

(I should suck you off again, and suck
things out of you. Yes, I would suck your womb right out through
this wet little pussy of yours. And eat it.)

Tears welled in Holly’s eyes. The terror now
was so intense, her heart felt as though it was missing beats.

Then the woman’s hand slipped up, and her
long, delicate fingers—still wet—delved into Holly’s mouth,
daintily at first, as a lover might, but then quickly pressing down
hard against Holly’s tongue until she was gagging, until she felt
sure she would vomit.

Holly hacked as the fingers jammed in her
mouth pressed down harder, harder—

(Press your pretty eyes with my thumbs,
press them till they break, press them back into your head.)

—harder, harder—

(Open your belly up like a big, sweet fruit
and just suck out everything inside. Yes?)

The fingers slid out. Holly’s lungs seemed to
actually whistle as she was finally allowed to inhale. But only for
a moment, because next the woman’s hand girded her throat just
under the jawline. And squeezed.

(Look, my little suckling. Look.)

The hand began to choke her. Dizziness, like
stars, erupted in her vision, but through it—

(Look, whore. Look. Look at my face.)

—Holly looked into the woman’s face.

But there was no face, not
really. Just a crisped silhouette full of darkness, of
blackness more complete
than that of the deepest chasm in the world. No, no face, just two
huge, crystal-clear black eyes…

(And behold, my love. Behold my dutiful
ushers…)

Holly looked into the woman’s eyes.

And what she saw was
herself.

In the ebon reflection she
saw herself as she lay now on the bed, paralyzed, her eyes wide and
pale in horror, but here she lay on a bed of smoking embers and
tendrils of flame. Black smoke shifted around her, a nefarious fog,
and an even more nefarious laughter seemed to spin about her head.
She was being gazed upon now by broad, crevice-lined faces that
seemed molded of lump-ridden clay, and by empty holes for eyes
hooded by slitted lids. Fat, misshapen hands began to paw at her
most private places, without reservation or inhibition. Steaming
drool fell out of primeval mouths onto her skin, where it sizzled
like spit on a frying pan. The figures circled her—not men, not
even things, but
far less. From the lipless, slitlike mouths, distended tongues
emerged. One of the clay-faced things knelt and roughly parted her
thighs with three-fingered hands. Another leaned over, chuckling,
and began to kiss her, drooling long lines of slime into her mouth
so abundantly, she had no choice but to swallow.

Her eyes darted back and forth, and then she
noticed—

Jesus Christ Almighty oh please let me
die!

—that all of these otherworldly “ushers”
sported gorged genitals of frightening proportions, and as she
continued to squirm in her nearly mindless terror, these same
genitals began to bloom in their arousal, like great, pulsing
stinkhorn mushrooms.

Then the first of them—the first of an
endless queue of these abyssal ushers—stood up between her
legs…

The vision vanished like a
blink, and Holly was back in her own world, out of that
infernal other world.

(Go to sleep now,)
the woman was saying in the same corroded voice.
Her hand girding Holly’s throat tightened, squeezing surely as a
tourniquet—

(Go to sleep, my little piglet—)

—tighter and tighter, until her vision
darkened to a shade of black equal only to the woman’s face, and
Holly’s heart began to falter—

(Go to sleep and remember this, unless you
want all the things I’ve shown you tonight to be your future.)

—and then her heart stopped.

(Your future forever and ever without end.
Oh yes, remember this. Alice…is mine…)
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“Are you sure you’re okay?” Alice asked,
leaning over the open driver’s window.

“Hung over,” Holly wearily responded from
behind the Maserati’s wheel. “But at least I’m not drunk anymore.
I’m really sorry about making such a fool of myself last
night.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it, Holly, honestly.
Everybody has a few too many every so often.”

“Yeah, well, I had more
than a few too
many, I’m afraid.”

Alice’s eyes narrowed in concern. “But are
you sure you’re feeling better? You still don’t look too good.”

Holly appraised the dark,
smudge-like circles under her eyes in the rearview mirror. She
groaned and looked away. “I had…a really awful dream. Remind me to
never drink Scotch again. Ever.”

“Do you have any patients today?” Alice
asked.

“No, thank God,” Holly said.

“Well, go home and take it easy,” Alice
suggested. She glanced distractedly for a moment at a nested
sparrow raising a ruckus from atop a tall tree in her yard. “And
I’ll be here all day; somebody from the newspaper is coming over to
take pictures of the house, so if—”

“The newspaper? Why do they want pictures of
your house?”

“Some article or something they’re doing
about historical houses that have been purchased by private
residents. It should be pretty neat. But as I was saying, I’ll be
here all day getting ready, so if you need anything, please don’t
hesitate to call.”

“Thanks, Alice.” The
Maserati’s engine was so quiet, one would’ve thought it was turned
off. Holly winced to herself as she put the car in gear. “I’ll talk
to you soon. And next time I’ll
buy the sushi.”

Alice laughed. “Okay. ’Bye.”

The car pulled off down the
empty street. Poor thing,
Alice thought, watching until the sports car
turned at the next corner and was gone, leaving total silence in
its wake. Well, not total
silence. High over her head, the sparrow
continued to squawk. Then she heard the most diminutive
sound—pap, pap, pap—and squinted harder up at the tree, a high, straight pin
oak.

Oh, how sad!
she thought. Several tiny white objects, no
larger than a child’s marbles, were falling, then breaking at the
tree’s wide base roots. The sparrow was pushing eggs out of its
nest.
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In the aftermath of her
drunkenness, the quiet, shimmering summer morning felt stilted,
grainy. It wasn’t really even an aftermath; she was probably
still partly drunk.
Holly had lied about her schedule; she did, indeed, have patients
today, but before she’d even left Alice’s house, she knew she would
cancel them first thing. Perhaps only once or twice in her career
had she actually canceled a session—a very bad flu once, and then
for a colleague’s funeral. But
never, she told herself in disgust,
because I was hung over. Christ, Holly, what is
wrong with you?

But there was no way she could see patients
today; it was out of the question. She just felt too awful…

The bright sun only soured
her mood further as she drove toward home. It set her headache
raging. I’m never going to drink
again, she promised herself, but, of
course, she’d made that promise before, hadn’t she? She even
laughed at herself. All alcoholics make
that promise…

Yet only now were the pieces getting larger,
beginning to fit together with some logic. That dream she’d had,
while sleeping in Alice’s guest bed…

Awful. Hideous. Holly had never really bought
Freud’s collective theories. Like other behaviorists, she believed
that the mechanisms for dreaming weren’t necessarily symbolic at
all, but just a mode by which the subconscious rid itself of mental
garbage. And she had never hoped that was true more than right
now.

She gritted her teeth at
the surfacing bits of images: the beautiful woman, however
faceless, seducing her with all her desires, then showing her
something else altogether. A scene out of Hieronymus Bosch,
only more demented, more hideous.

Like hell,
she thought.

But why? Why a nightmare
like that? What did it mean? Backwash from her teenage years, when
she’d objectively rejected religion? Did she feel subconsciously
guilty about her lesbian desires? She couldn’t believe that. The
dream couldn’t have been symbolic because it couldn’t be
phase-factored or regressive. Maybe I
should see a shrink, she thought, and
laughed until her temples ached.

Then—

More pieces. She’d
awakened, hadn’t she? Yes. When the hellish nightmare had run its
course its final images had lurched her to wakefulness.
Wait a minute, she
thought.

She’d gotten up, hadn’t she? Her mouth so dry
her tongue felt like a novelty-shop, stuffed horn toad in her
mouth. She’d wanted to get some water…

And then she’d—

Still more pieces came back to Holly’s
memory.

She remembered leaving the room. An antique
lamp on a pedestal lit the foyer. The house seemed to generate its
own silence, the air-conditioning exhaling like subdued breath, the
plushly draped windows the closed eyes of its slumber. A
grandfather clock ticked almost inaudibly, its works slickly
clicking. The hardwood floor felt warm beneath her bare feet as she
passed the foyer, prepared to cross the quiet sitting room and move
into the kitchen. But…

I didn’t go into the kitchen, did I?

No, she hadn’t.

Instead she’d turned left, heading away from
the sitting room…

Now the veneered wood floor gave over to dark
hook-rugging. She was moving down the side hall. Ornately framed
portraits hung on the walls: pre-Revolutionary personages, locals,
a governor named Oglethorpe, an architect named Hammond. She
thought of the most contrived notion: that the dark, stainlike
faces were actually watching her, their eyes following this
inexplicable progress. At the end of the hall sat a darkly
upholstered Krouse Bench, adorned with needlepoint pillows.

And just forward of the Krouse, on either
side, were closed doors.

Like everything in Alice’s house, even the
doors were beautiful: darkly refinished, paneled, inlaid, with
genuine brass knobs. The door on the right opened silently as she
pulled the knob. Just a utility room, a squat dryer and washing
machine, a wicker hamper, a large sink. But when she opened the
door on the left, she suddenly faced a great, black maw.

Warm air eddied up into her face. She
couldn’t see anything, though, until her hand blindly patted the
wall just inside and switched on the light.

The basement,
she recognized at once. Wood steps led down into
the half-light. Next thing Holly knew, she was
descending.

Each stair creaked as she placed a bare foot
upon it. Each stair felt warm—much warmer, in fact, than the
upstairs flooring. She took slow, careful steps, not just in an
effort to keep quiet, but because she still felt half drunk from
all the Scotch she’d poured into herself earlier. Her hand grasped
the wood banister to steady herself through each step. Once she
made it to the bottom she was standing in a dim cone of light, from
a single hanging bulb above her.

The basement looked sepulchral. Uneven stone
slabs formed the walls, rather than conventional bricks, the gaps
between each oozing long-hardened yellowed mortar. The stones
looked stained, as if once covered by fungus or lichens. Narrow
windows, only six or eight inches high, were set just under the
ceiling, a foot higher than the top of Holly’s head. When she
looked up she could see the thoroughness with which the house had
been renovated. The original rafters of the floor joists remained
but accompanied by newly installed joists as reinforcement, and
several brand-new post footings had been set up from cement blocks,
for further support. The place must’ve cost a fortune to refurbish
this completely.

What was obviously a new wall stood at the
basement’s farthest end, and a plain door, barely discernible in
the light offered from the single, bare bulb. But forward of this
she could see all the typical basement sundries. Moving crates and
large boxes. Some of the boxes sat opened; some remained tied
closed. Sheeted shapes stood in a line along the left wall,
furniture, no doubt, covered to keep the dust off. But one object
remained uncovered: an old brass-railed floor mirror, its oval
glass tilted slightly in its bracket and frame. Holly couldn’t help
but frown at the reflection of herself, the dark figure, disheveled
hair, face drained from her previous indulgence with alcohol. She
looked like a rag-tag ghost from some purple-prosed Victorian
fable, a revenant. A silent haunter of the dark…

She didn’t bother investigating the other end
of the basement. It was too dark, and probably the same as the
rest, just dead space filled with the things Alice had no use for
but didn’t have the heart to get rid of. Holly’s dry mouth beckoned
her afresh; the horn toad that was her tongue was even drier now,
so she turned and prepared to get back upstairs.

And stopped.

How odd,
she thought.

What snagged her attention just as she would
have left was a gap of some sort. Right there in the stone
wall.

Holly stepped forward, to look more
closely.

Yes, there was a gap in the wall…

And it was then that she noticed old pieces
of wood planking mortared in between some of the walls’ flat
stones, like filler. But one of the planks had been removed.

Holly put her finger in the gap, for no real
reason. The plank itself, which had once filled it, lay right here
atop a tall cardboard moving box. She picked up the errant piece of
wood, looked at it then. It felt strangely light, perhaps from
sheer age; obviously an original installment of the watch house.
Something had been engraved in its face, she realized, when she ran
her finger across it.

But she couldn’t really see it. The light was
too dim over by the wall.

She walked over to the center of the
basement, then examined the board directly under the light.

Yes, it was a word engraved on the board, as
she’d suspected.

SCR1MM, she read.

Scrimm?

What did that mean?

It was probably nothing of any significance
at all but interesting nonetheless. Scrimm.

Then Holly went back and put the board on top
of the box where she’d found it, and—

Noticed something else.

In the gap from which the
board had obviously been extracted, she could see another piece of
similar planking. What the hell,
she thought, and replaced her fingers in the
gap.

She pulled against it, against the board’s
edge, and in just a few moments it began to slide out of the
embedded mortar.

She yanked it out in increments; the wood was
old, and it was just short of being crumbly. She didn’t want to
break it, but—for a reason she could not discern—she wanted to dig
the entire piece, intact, out of the wall.

And when she did, she held it next to the
first board and saw that their edges fit together perfectly, not
two separate planks but the same plank broken in the middle.

She took them both under the light, still
holding them together, and read the complete engraving:

H.M.S. SCRIMM

 


««—»»

 


Alice felt at odds with…something.

Well, actually, the something was herself,
though it took her the rest of the morning to realize that.

After Holly left Alice
picked up the house, not that it really needed it. Lately, though,
it seemed that keeping the house in perfect order was something she
did automatically, as though the house were really a loved one, an
infirm grandparent whose love summoned constant attention. Alice
enjoyed picking up the house, fussing with pictures, readjusting
the sashes on the drapes. It had become akin to a ritual. And
besides, the man from the newspaper was supposed to come by at
around five; he said they’d like to run five good pictures of the
watch house for a special feature they were doing about the city’s
historic houses. Alice wanted everything to be perfect, which was
reasonable, but even after she knew everything was in order she
continued diddling around, making last-minute changes and
rearrangements. Maybe I’m just
bored, she considered, but that wasn’t it.
She wasn’t bored with her life anymore; she was content,
satisfied.

She opened the refrigerator, leaning over,
and picked several pieces of maroon tuna out of Holly’s leftover
sushi, leaving the rice. Dieting had never been this easy, either;
some cog inside her had finally turned, shifting her willpower’s
gears. Before, she would snack when she was unhappy, or feeling
unfulfilled (which was most of the time); hence, the extra pounds
that seemed to have plagued her for her entire adult life. This
surprise weight loss seemed to feed her spirit, and vice versa.
Though she’d never really been outright overweight, she’d always
been plump, but now that the plumpness had vanished; she felt
certain it would never return.

So much of her life had
turned around so quickly; it almost astonished her.
But why? she wondered
now, munching the last piece of tuna. To what did she owe this new
and proverbial lease on life?

Holly? she wondered. Holly’s
counseling?

She shrugged. This didn’t feel right as an
answer. She was grateful for Holly’s efforts, but—

Why don’t I give
myself some credit for a
change? she thought next. And what was
wrong with that? For as long as she could remember, her vacant
self-esteem had kept her feeling buried, such that she had no
confidence left at all. Again, she thought of one thing feeding the
other, and this applied to her so clearly. Her poor view of herself
only continued to feed the same poor view, getting it fat. But now
that was all gone—it even seemed alien to her, as though thinking
back on it was really thinking back about someone else, not her.
Why be so quick all the time to look to others? She pulled herself
out of her doldrums on her own, with her own fortitude. Not Holly’s, not
someone else’s. It was Alice’s own
reassessment of herself that had reinstalled her
vitality.

But there was a problem right now, wasn’t
there?

Problems,
she thought, closing the door to the
fridge.

The cold air gusted into her face.

The problem was Holly.

Not so much Holly’s strange, erratic behavior
last night—that, actually, had nothing to do with the ponderings
that had been bothering Alice since yesterday when the psychiatrist
had first come over. Certainly, Holly’s drinking, and her getting
sick, was something to draw concern—such a sudden lack of
self-control and simple common sense was not like Holly at all.
Everyone lost control sometimes, everyone made mistakes, and
certainly Alice had made plenty herself in her life.

It was something else.

She supposed she’d noticed it all along, even
last spring when she’d first started coming to Holly for
counseling.

But she couldn’t deny any of it now, could
she?

All those looks, all those side glances and
gestures. Vocal gestures, too; body language and turns of phrase.
Holly wore an aspect of herself like a heavy garment, but now the
garment was fraying. Too many times of late, Alice had noticed it
immediately: a broken look in Holly’s eyes that was nearly
crush-like.

The way a schoolgirl looks at a boy she likes
but is too insecure to let on.

She’s attracted to
me, Alice finally, objectively announced
to herself. My psychiatrist is physically—
sexually—attracted to me…

She’d be fooling herself to
deny it, and she knew she’d been doing just that,
fooling herself, for all
this time.

She knew why, of course. The very idea, for
any number of reasons, seemed absolutely absurd. Alice knew she was
heterosexual—something that couldn’t be denied, considering her
most recent bedroom exploits—and she’d never once felt physically
attracted to a woman. She didn’t even understand it, had never even
really thought about it…

So…why did I
do…what I
did? she finally, and quite boldly, asked
herself then.

It wasn’t particularly significant; she
really hadn’t even thought about it, not consciously—she just…did
it.

It had been yesterday, early evening, just
when Holly had arrived for the sushi. Alice had been taking a
shower…

She’d just stepped out, was drying off…

She’d left the bathroom door partly open,
too, something she never did. Maybe it was simply because she was
in a hurry; she didn’t want to keep Holly waiting.

Maybe.

And when she’d been drying off from the
shower she’d noticed that Holly was standing just inside the
bathroom. And what else was Holly doing? She was staring at Alice’s
reflection in the full-length dressing mirror…

Standing there, yes. And staring—

At Alice’s naked reflection.

And even in the double-reflection Alice could
see that ever-familiar glint in the psychiatrist’s eyes, a glint of
longing, a glint of sexual longing.

Even a glint of love.

Her first impulse was to close the door, or
to step back farther behind the partially opened door to conceal
herself.

But…

Alice did neither of those things. What she
did instead was this: She acted as though she didn’t notice. And
she went about slowly drying her nude body with the towel, even
turning every so often, bending over and stretching, in order
to—

In order to
what?

To give Holly a better look
at me, Alice had no choice now but to
admit. I was doing it all on purpose,
wasn’t I? I was titillating her, teasing her…

Yes. But why? Why did I do that?

The answer came all too plainly.

She’d done it on purpose.
She’d even left both the bedroom and bathroom doors open
on purpose, she
realized. She’d
hoped that it would happen, and when it did…

I wanted Holly to see me there, nude. I
wanted to excite her…

And that got her thinking just then, about
Holly, about herself.

About a lot of things.
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Oh, Stevie! You bad, bad boy!

It had become something of
a habit now, and an intense anticipation. Waiting for the late
newspaper, The Evening Capital,
to arrive at his doorstep.

He’d actually been pacing his apartment,
glancing out the slider every few minutes. The paper truck always
parked right out front before the kid got out and made his
deliveries to each building. It was like waiting for a check that
he knew was in the mail.

It was like waiting for…good news.

And when it had come Steve snatched it up and
was, only moments later, back in his kitchen, flipping excitedly
through the county news section.

And there it was:

 


COUNTY COUNCILMAN CLARENCE MULLINS’ WIFE AND
NIECE RAPED, MURDERED.

 


Right there on the front page of the county
section. The headliner, in giant type.

Steve read the article in a
nearly giggly enthusiasm. The lofty journalist had detailed the
crime and then elaborated upon the total tragedy. This was the
third and fourth such burglary-related atrocity in a week. The
police were convinced it was the same man, and they were also
convinced—even better—that it was a white man. Wow, Steve thought.
Such technology in law enforcement today!
County police evidence technicians were able to
positively determine the perpetrator’s racial origins by a
“fusiformal” analysis of several pubic hairs found on the crime
scene. Got to be careful with those short
and curlies, Steve thought. They’d even
blood-typed the rapist/killer’s semen, no doubt found in abundance,
and had sent a sample to some Chicago crime lab for “a
genetic-profile workup.” Good luck,
boys, Steve thought. You can type my peckersnot and analyze my pubes till you’re
blue in the face, and it won’t give you shit. He knew he hadn’t left a single fingerprint in the joint
because he was wearing gloves. Steve always wore gloves. It enthused him
further to know that thousands and thousands of dollars of taxpayer
money was being spent to forensically process evidence for
absolutely nothing.

And then the article ran on about the kid,
the niece. Sixteen years old, it said she was. Steve felt really
bad about this—

For all of about thirty seconds.

What a kick that had been!
Steve loved surprises, and that had been one hell of a surprise. He had no idea
the kid was even in the house; he supposed he should have staked
out the place better. Make a note of
that, he reminded himself.
But, seriously, kiddies. Next time ol’ Steve is
raping and murdering your moms…stay in your room!
Steve’s head tossed back, he laughed loud and
hard.

He’d taken his time with
the girl. She was cherry, too; he felt her pop once he got her tied
down and was rolling. Some nice, slow,
gentle lovemaking, yes sir! And
then—

BAM!

—popped her a good one with Mrs. Mullins’s
big boat anchor of a gun. The shot had blown the top of the kid’s
head clean off, kind of like taking the lid off a jar of peanut
butter, and had completely emptied her cranial vault. He didn’t
really want to kill her, but what choice did he have?

Then he’d gone back into the bedroom and
taken care of the woman, who still lay on the bed, paralyzed from
Steve’s previous spine shot. He’d given her a last tumble and then
popped her in the ear with his .25—a 25-caliber lobotomy, you might
say—and that was the end of her career with the department of
education, huh?

He’d gotten out quick after
that, had snagged the little bit of jewelry she had and both
laptops. A half hour later he was back home, having a beer and
watching Nymphoid Barbarian in a Dinosaur
Hell on the USA Network. Steve liked the
hostess, some blond chick with big tits.

This morning he’d stopped by Charlie’s and
bagged almost two grand for the goods. That big revolver turned out
to be a high-priced antique, a Webley .455. He could’ve sold it in
the want-ads for about five-hundred-dollars, but that would’ve been
pretty stupid. Besides, Steve wanted to keep it. He was
sentimental.

Next, the article mentioned
some other recent murders in the area: some happy-go-lucky
private-contract plumber—found dead in a ravine off Governor’s
Bridge road—and that local cartoonist—found dead in a Dumpster with
his guts cut out, behind some restaurant. Steve was pissed.
Hey, don’t blame those murders on me ’cos I
didn’t do ’em. I ain’t takin’ the rap for some other guy’s
work. Then the
oyster-brained journalist, of course, had ended the article by
blaming the availability of handguns. Oh,
man, this is so great! Steve reveled. If
handgun ownership was illegal, this chucklehead writer was saying,
there’d be no crime, there’d be no murders! What a bunch of
idiots!

Yeah, that’s right! Disarm a nation of 260
million because ten thousand people get murdered every year, and
another five thousand fucked-up teenagers kill themselves listening
to Judas Priest and Black Sabbath! Sure, sure! Sounds good to me,
gang!

Shit, the
only chance in the world that the black woman had of surviving was that big Webley
.455 in her hand. And if she hadn’t
had that big piece—

I would’ve killed her any-fucking-way! So
there’s your gun control, buddy!

What a wonderful
world! Steve thought.

And he knew it would be even more wonderful,
just a few nights from now, when he did the job again.
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What a spoiler.

Alice had felt so good of late.

And now this.

She didn’t feel good now, not by any stretch
of the imagination. It was Holly, all Holly. Alice had thought
about the shower incident all day and now into the early evening,
and she just couldn’t come to grips with it. She wasn’t blaming
Holly—no. There was only one person to blame, and that person
was—

Alice Sterling,
she thought.

But why would she do something like that?
Deliberately expose herself to a woman; moreover, a woman who she
knew was attracted to her?

I’m not attracted to Holly.
I’m not attracted to women. I’m not a lesbian, Alice felt certain.

So—

Maybe I’ve just got a case
of the guilts, she considered next. But
even that didn’t make much sense.

Why feel guilty about
something she was unfamiliar with? The idea of lesbianism—along
with the image: two women making love—didn’t bother her at all. In
this day and age such things were acknowledged without a second
thought, weren’t they? So why should she care? Why should she
feel guilty, for
God’s sake?

By her own assessment of the problem, there
was nothing to feel guilty about.

Or perhaps—

Perhaps I just feel bad
about taking advantage of another person’s feelings,
she thought then, sitting in the den, watching
the clock. And it was taking advantage, wasn’t it? It had to be. She knew now that
Holly was attracted to her, yet Alice had not acknowledged—and she
felt positive that she never would
acknowledge—that certainty. So why had she done
it? Why had she knowingly exposed her body to her
psychiatrist?

Vanity?

Perhaps.

Everybody wanted to be special to someone.
Everybody wanted to be attractive to someone else. That was only
human. But in this circumstance, it seemed different. The
circumstance, after all, involved two women, not a woman and a
man…

And when she’d been actually doing
it—actually exposing herself to Holly—Alice had been fully aware of
just how wrong—how unfair and even immoral—the gesture was.

But she’d gone right on and done it
anyway.

There was no time, however, to think of it
further, or to berate herself further, either. A hard rapping
sounded at the door, and when Alice peeked out the side window she
saw a van with the city paper’s logo on it. The photographer was
here to take the pictures.

Alice went to answer the door.
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No! Holly thought.

She sat on the edge of her bed, staring at
the phone on the nightstand.

You’ll make an ass of yourself! She’ll
know!

Staring, staring…

Early evening now. Dusk bled like a stain
across the sky, and the moon was showing its white rim out her
window. Canceling her day’s therapy appointments had been a good
idea. She’d gone home and finally slept off the wrenching hangover.
Yet, having awakened now—

NO! she demanded of herself.

Her desire to call Alice was so powerful.
Holly needed to hear her voice, that was all. But what excuse could
she give? She’d already apologized for getting drunk. That was just
it; any reason to call was exactly that—an excuse, a fabrication.
Alice wasn’t stupid; sooner or later she would realize Holly’s true
feelings…

Yet all Holly could think about—all she could
remember—was her drunken peeping escapade last night: spying
Alice’s reflection in the mirror, savoring the image of her body,
her white naked skin.

So beautiful…

The phone remained, sitting there like a
temptress, beckoning her.

If you call her, she’ll know. You’ll blow
it.

So what would she do now?

She recalled the moment
before she’d glimpsed Alice in the shower, and how jealous she’d
been, finding the notes left by Alice’s recent lovers. Someone
named Micah. Some plumber named George. Just the idea of it, just
the simple knowledge that Alice had been with these two
men—sexually—made Holly squirm. Brute,
stupid men, she thought, and then,
crudely, Hairy, moronic men, fucking her.
Fucking Alice. Pawing her and licking her and kissing her and
coming in her… Holly could’ve screamed.
She tried to blank it from her mind, but then she also recalled her
secret tour of Alice’s basement, the boards she’d found as filler
in the wall’s mortared gaps. H.M.S.
SCRIMM, she thought. A ship of some sort.
What would Alice have said if she knew Holly had been
snooping?

Once she’d come home and gone to bed she’d
slept in nothing but panties. She hadn’t dreamed, and that was just
wonderful. After the nightmare she’d had at Alice’s, she hoped she
would never dream again. Though the headache was gone, some of the
hangover’s aftermath still remained. She got up falteringly, walked
feebly to the bathroom. Then she turned on the faucet and gulped
cold water straight from the tap to rehydrate herself. She must’ve
drunk a gallon like that, like a horse at a trough, such that her
belly distended and she could feel the water sloshing inside her.
The dark circles were still smudged below her eyes. Her hair was a
mess, and she was drenched in sweat (she’d forgotten to turn on the
air-conditioning this morning when she returned from Alice’s), but
at least the headache had vanished. Then she put on her robe and
whisked out quickly to retrieve her mail and the daily
newspaper.

More murders, she noticed
the instant she turned to the local section. A clever burglar was
raping and murdering women—four in only a week, and two of them
teenagers. He was tying them up, gagging them, raping them
repeatedly. There’s evil
everywhere, Holly thought. Who could do
something like that? Sociopathy was becoming an epidemic. Guns were
everywhere, rape was as common as shoplifting, madness and cruelty
lurked around every corner, and nine times out of ten women were
the victims. What was the world coming to?

She pushed the paper away; it was just too
depressing to read. She knew she was trying to divert herself
anyway. In a moment her thoughts went right back to Alice.

I wonder what she’s doing
right now, Holly thought.
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ST. BRIDE’S BAY, ENGLAND, 1793

 


The grotto dripped moisture. From its first
chamber, Katelyn could see the moonlight shining in the entry. She
felt tinglingly fecund, hot, her breasts swollen with desire and
thumping hot blood. Her womanhood beamed just like the fulgent moon
outside.

“Go ahead,” she whispered. “Don’t be
shy.”

“Aw, I ain’t shy, miss,” the soldier
muttered, obviously embarrassed. He was young; so many of them
were. Somehow Katelyn knew that this was the boy’s first time with
a woman, but she daren’t mention it, for it would only embarrass
him further. “Such a handsome young man you are,” she said instead.
“So young, so virile.”

Katelyn had snuck out of the house round
about midnight, as she often did, safe in the knowledge that her
husband’s drinking had spirited him off to sleep. Before coming to
the grotto, again as she often did, she bathed in the pond,
luxuriating in the cool water, musing. Unabashed, she touched
herself, standing hip-deep, parting her legs to let her fingers pet
her sex. Her other hand ran up and down her cool, wet skin, feeling
the new body that was the gift of her dream woman. Katelyn had lost
so much weight; she knew she was as pretty now as she’d been a
decade ago, or even more so. She felt young and vital. She felt
warm with her new desires.

(Katelyn? Katelyn?)

It was the angel! Katelyn rejoiced at the
sound of her soft voice.

“I’m here!” she whispered. “Can’t you see
me?”

(Of course I can see you. You’re so
beautiful now… )

“Thank you! Thank you!”

(But you mustn’t thank me. You have only
yourself to thank. In learning to love yourself, you’ve changed
yourself.)

“Yes, oh, yes!”

The night throbbed in its splendid sound.
The moonlight glowed white on her skin as the gentle water
rippled.

(A lover’s coming, Katelyn…)

And suddenly he was there, coming ’round the
bend and standing there to look at her. Katelyn smiled at him, then
glided both hands upward to enticingly caress her breasts. She
stepped out of the water, dripping and naked, and scurried into the
grotto.

“Come along!” she said.

The young soldier followed without
hesitance. Katelyn waited for him just inside the grotto’s maw, and
when his shadow appeared she walked up to him. He set down his
wheel-lock rifle and powder satchel, doffed his cap. He was
nervous, she could plainly tell, nearly shivering when she reached
out and began to unbutton his smart red tunic. “How was your
watch?” she asked innocuously.

“All right, I suppose,” he answered. “It’s
easy duty. Thought I’d be mindin’ the depots forever, till they
offered me the watch. Lots of the fellows have up an’ skipped
off.”

“What do you mean?”

“Went AWOL, miss. The King’s shipping lots
of men off now, lots of Cornwallis’s men who came back from the
Colonies. The Frenchies are having a way with us bad, ’least that’s
what we’ve been hearin’. Lotta men skippin’ off ’cos they’re sick
of fighting, I guess.”

Katelyn ran her hand smoothly up the boy’s
bare and nearly hairless chest, then caressed his groin through the
front of his tight, white trousers.

She lay back on the quilts she’d brought so
many weeks ago and parted her slim legs invitingly in the dark.

“Come on, come on,” she breathed. “I want
you to make love to me now.”

Eventually the nervous boy struggled out of
the boots and tight trousers and lay down with her. They embraced
on the soft quilts, kissing, and then her hand wended its way to
his bare groin, to feel him there. Yes, the poor boy must be
nervous, she concluded, for the member in her hand remained
shriveled.

“Relax,” her whisper in his ear assured
him. “You needn’t be nervous.”

His breathing began to race as her kisses
trailed down his chest to his groin, whereupon she took the flaccid
member into her mouth, gently sucking it. In no time at all it
hardened to respectable size, and she pulled him atop her, helped
him slip it into her sex. “Yes, yes,” she cooed. She kneaded his
firm buttocks as he drove into her. He was panting in her ear, and
she had to keep urging him, “Slower, slower, there’s no hurry to
spend yourself.”

Then she gently pushed him off, turned on
her side. “Like this now,” she said. “Like this…”

He re-entered her from behind, and in this
position she could touch herself as he stroked. In an instant, the
pleasure began to sear her as the inner waves began to swell.
Steadfastly, her fingers continued to tend the nugget of her sex as
his thrusts drew slowly in and out, and it was only a few more
moments before her climax claimed her, wringing pleasure out of her
flesh like juice being squeezed from a sweet, ripe fruit. Her loins
spasmed on as her moans rose, her legs flexing, her toes pointing
to the moonlit entry. The boy picked up his pace, his arms wrapped
desperately around her from behind.

“Aw, God, aw God,” he panted. “I’m gonna
go now, I’m gonna go off…”

“I want you to,” she whispered back, her
hand now gently squeezing his testicles, goading their seed. “Don’t
hold back; let yourself come. I want you to come off in me, I want
to feel your juices pour…”

And this she did a few seconds later. The
boy shuddered behind her, the last thrusts stabbing her sex in an
almost loving violence. His seed, one warm spurt after the next,
eddied into her sex, and as he came, Katelyn continued to gently
squeeze the constricted testicles as if to urge out still more of
the precious, thick seed.

His body slackened behind her in exhaustion.
She disengaged herself, rolled over, and pushed him onto his back.
He moaned as she next, without any reservation whatever, began to
fellate him again, tasting her own salty fluids which glazed the
drooping member. She swallowed, then sucked for more, cradling the
drained testicles, but when none was forthcoming she pulled away,
smiling, and decided to let him rest, to give him time to ready
himself again.

He moaned lazily, returning her smile. “Rest
now,” she whispered. “I’ll be back in a little while and we can do
it again.”

“What a love you are,” the boy replied,
grinning like a sated cat.

She got up then, and traipsed out of the
grotto, leaning back against its entryway to gaze at the moon.
Afterwards she always felt so good, so beautiful…

So complete, she thought.

(And that you are, Katelyn) the dream
woman’s voice assured her. (A complete woman now. Whole and
vibrant.)

Katelyn smiled at the voice, her eyes
closed. She could feel the boy’s seed, given to her in plentitude,
trickling warmly down the insides of her thighs. Her hand lowered
to touch it, and she rubbed it over her skin like a rare balm, a
precious lotion, licked it off her fingers and then rubbed some
more, building a frothy lather into the dark thatch of her
pubis.

(Katelyn) the angel’s voice returned.
(Katelyn?)

“Yes?”

The voice paused then.

(You should rest now. You must be weary.
Come back into the grotto and rest awhile.)

This was a fine idea. Suddenly Katelyn did
indeed feel wearied to the bone. She left the moonlight and went
back in. The young soldier was asleep among the quilts. Katelyn lay
down beside him and—

(Go to sleep.)

—closed her eyes.

(That’s it. Go to sleep now …)

Katelyn draped her arm about the young,
slumbering soldier. The warm air felt lush, tranquil. Cricket
sounds from without the grotto gently throbbed. Katelyn was asleep
in a matter of seconds.

 


««—»»

 


She dreamed of the angel. The angel was
taking her places, showing her things. She was showing her all the
other women just like Katelyn, women who hated their lives, who
were abused by their husbands and men in general, spat upon,
exploited, raped, and with the help of the angel had been
transformed, had been plucked out of their despair and allowed to
unfurl anew into beings of beauty and life.

It was a wonderful dream…

(Katelyn?)

She stirred, rousing in the tinted
darkness.

Was she being nudged awake? Gently, as if by
someone’s hand?

(Katelyn? It’s time to wake up now. It’ll be
light out soon.)

Katelyn’s eyes slowly opened. She was still
in the grotto, curled up in her quilts. The soldier was no longer
by her side; he was gone, and so were his clothes and musket. When
Katelyn looked toward the grotto’s egress she could see that it was
still dark, but the edge of the horizon was beginning to glow. It
would be dawn in less than an hour.

(It’s time to go home.)

“Yes, yes, I must get home before my
husband wakes!” she exclaimed. She blinked sleep out of her eyes,
rose quickly to her feet, and headed for the grotto’s exit. How
could she have slept for so long? She didn’t have much time. If her
husband was awake when she got home, he would—

She dare not complete the thought.

(Don’t worry, Katelyn.) the angel’s voice
assured her. (He won’t know.)

Katelyn wasn’t convinced. Her husband, a
rogue and a drunkard, was horrendously suspicious and, like most
men if not all, insanely jealous. She knew she must get home at
once; every minute she lingered only increased the chance of
getting caught, and if her husband ever found out about the
soldiers she’d been sleeping with—

But again she daren’t finish the
thought.

Still naked, she made to leave, to retrieve
her nightdress from where she’d left it at the edge of the pond,
and scurry home, but just before she left—

(Katelyn? Don’t worry.)

Katelyn turned at the entry, the twilight at
her back. She squinted into the dark and…

It’s…it’s her, she thought.

The angel.

Finally, after all this time, Katelyn could
see her.

The angel stood at the rear of the cave,
just a shadow: sleekly curved, well-bosomed, with long, shiny hair
like black tinsel.

A beautiful, beautiful woman…

(Don’t worry, Katelyn. I’ll always protect
you.)

Katelyn sensed the angel’s smile, and the
love and honesty and warmth that wreathed her head like a halo. She
felt better at once.

(I’ll see you soon. I’ll see you
tonight.)

Katelyn, reassured now, left the grotto for
the pond. She found her nightdress, which remained where she’d left
it, hanging on a thornbush, and slipped it back on. And then she
went home.

Without ever once noticing the most
diminutive trace of blood on her hands.
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“I mean, I don’t mind telling you right off
the bat,” the man said, “this is the most beautiful house I’ve ever
had the pleasure of photographing.”

Alice couldn’t have been more delighted. His
saying so must mean that the rest of the houses in the paper’s
upcoming feature would pale in comparison to the Taylor Watch
House.

“Earlier today I shot a middle house just off
Cornhill Street. The Society has sold off lots of middle houses
recently. And this one was nice, and probably close to a hundred
years older, but your watch house here…blows it away. This
restoration is immaculate.”

The photographer’s enthusiasm astonished her.
His name was John Suit, and he had short, sandy hair, a trimmed
goatee, and stood tall and slim in tan Dockers and an opened shirt
with the sleeves rolled up—attractively disarrayed. Two bulky
cameras were slung around his neck, which he used alternately,
snapping dozens of pictures. It was so amusing, the way he would
fuss with the lighting, making minute adjustments to the angle of
the furniture, and crouching in any number of positions for
shots.

“There aren’t many watch houses left,” he
commented then, changing lenses. “Only one other in the city
limits, off Back Creek, and a few off the bay on the Eastern Shore.
But they’re all so run down; it’s a tragedy. Yours, though—I’d say
it looks exactly as it did two centuries ago. What you’ve got here,
Miss Sterling, is a work of art.”

“Call me Alice,” Alice said.

“Oh, yes, of course,” he said, and went on
snapping more pictures with a longer lens. So far he’d shot every
room in the house, and had taken multiple shots outside. “Did you
know,” he went on, “that the street you live on used to be the
biggest port in the area?”

“Yes, the realtor told me that.”

“From here the watchmen, who generally worked
for the suppliers, would take turns monitoring the estuary for
freighters. There’s a lot of history here, Alice.”

She smiled at the comment. His sheer passion
for the authenticity and background of her home was extraordinary,
and…

Well, Alice found it to be very attractive,
too.

Not that the rest of him
wasn’t. He was a different mold from George and Micah, a different
physical type, and a different personality, nearly professorial in
his diction and enthusiastic recounting of knowledge.
Yes, she thought
obliquely. She had noticed it the minute she opened the front door
for him. He’s very attractive…

But she halted these
contemplations at once; she knew she shouldn’t be thinking
along those lines.

Or should she?

Christ, Alice, there’s nothing wrong with
being attracted to someone. Just because you find him attractive
doesn’t mean you want to jump his bones.

She knew what the crux of the matter was,
though.

Holly.

More psychiatric back-flow. Outdated
sentiments coming home to roost. Holly would no doubt dismiss this
as more compulsive behavior, wouldn’t she? Suicidal retro-activity
or some such psychobabble. And how legitimate could that be,
considering Holly’s own attraction for Alice?

Which was something she felt certain of
now.

It just made her so mad sometimes.

Sometimes she didn’t know
how she felt about anything.
Or how she should
feel.

You should only feel how
you want to feel,
Alice, she told herself then. Convoluted
logic, yes, but she believed that now. For too long—for her entire
adult life, in fact—she’d been too busy worrying about how others
perceived her. Now it was time to perceive herself, her own
way.

“I’m sorry this is taking so long, Alice,”
John Suit said. “It’s just that the house is so beautiful, I can’t
take enough pictures. I want the feature to be perfect.”

“Oh, go ahead and take your time. I’m not in
any hurry tonight.”

“Just a few more, though, okay? I need some
with you in them. We want to run one picture of each owner.” He
looked around then, trying to envision the best location. “Now,
let’s see…”

“How about the watch room?” Alice
suggested.

“Perfect,” he agreed.

They went back into the watch room, Alice in
the lead. He’d already taken a few photographs here when she’d been
filling out a questionnaire about the house itself, for the use of
the person writing the article.

“Right over there would be fantastic,” John
Suit said, pointing. “By the vanity. How’s that sound?”

“Fine,” she said. But all of a sudden she
didn’t feel fine. Not exactly. She felt prickly, momentarily dizzy.
For her vanity she’d purchased a half-moon-lidded Demuline table of
mahogany, with tulipwood and white holly inlays, the hinged lid
raised and leaning against the wall. To her right was a high,
narrow window with the drapes sashed back, to give light. She stood
by the table, placed her hand on it, and tried to strike an
appropriate pose.

But still…

Has he noticed?
she asked herself. He hadn’t said anything, so he
must not have. She felt flushed, nearly wobbly. And she couldn’t
stop noticing him…

“Ready?” John Suit asked, most of his face
hidden now by the camera.

Her eyes struggled not to comb down the
length of his body, and she wasn’t sure if she’d won the struggle.
“Yes, go ahead,” she consented.

John snapped the picture.

Then he lowered the camera and said, “A
beautiful woman in a beautiful house.”

Alice’s throat seemed to be tightening, her
breath growing thin.

 


««—»»

 


Seducer. Deceiver.

That’s what they’ve always called me.

I ascend to the blinding light of utter
darkness.

The black moon.

The lake of blood, bubbling.

Yes, I see wonders.

I hear the music of myriad screams.

I feel the hot clenches of orgasm, spurting
without end in the clenches of mindless pain.

When I open my eyes I see it all—

Yes!

—in all its glory…

 


««—»»

 


The ushers of His Majesty, fallen in glee,
the Lord of the Air.

Sammael. Eblis…

The Morning Star.

The ushers rise from the steaming lake to
serve him. Here is recompense. Here is truth.

Truth on squat, corded legs. In gorged
erections and squashed, muscled chests.

Black mouths hang open, serpent tongues
loll.

And from smoking crevices older than time,
God’s little niche for us, the naked horde is thrust forth as
though the ancient rock itself is vomiting stale flesh in moving,
screaming clumps.

The blessed ushers are dutiful in their
tasks, to serve their lord, their master, and to shit in the faces
of the pious. Thin, bladelike teeth are bared, meticulously
slitting limbs to isolate arteries, bite them in half, and suck out
all the blood like wine through a reed. Breasts are riven, sucked
of their fat. Scrotums are twisted round and round, then quickly
jerked out of groins like tomatoes off ripe vines. History’s most
acclaimed figures are nothing here, nothing but fodder for the
human mill. Bodies are gleefully pressed down upon the hot rocks,
to cook. Some of the more articulate ushers prize screaming skulls
apart, pluck them of their pulsing pink brains, and the brains are
set aside to cook also. Brains, when cooked just right, taste like
salty scrambled eggs—delectable! The women, as through history, are
the first to be more actively pursued. So lovely in their
vulnerability, so quick to offer anything to be spared.

Fools.

Gravid bellies are shorn open, yanked of
their little human parcels. Placentas swallowed whole, entrails
sucked out in gusto. And the innocent parcels? Free from the sins
of their mothers?

Eaten whole, as appetizers.

Turgid members throb, too, and seek any human
purchase. Wombs are routed and filled up with cold seed. Rectums
are turned inside-out in the fervency of the ushers. Jaws are
pulled down till their seats tear, and the open throats are fed
with more eager members, to gush still more of the seed into
clenching stomachs.

Yes!

Here is recompense!

Here is truth!

And the ushers will always be there.

Waiting for the falsely exalted.

Waiting for those who think of themselves as
the servitors of the other.

Waiting, I pray, for
you.

 


««—»»

 


Seducer, yes.

Deceiver.

Me.

Since time immemorial…

My blonde little sweetmeat.

Go, my precious little cunt.

Go.

Do my bidding.

 


««—»»

 


Time stood still, or at least it seemed to.
Alice felt caught in a whirlpool of irrestibility.

“I… I can’t,” he panted.

“Why?” she breathed back. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m-I’m married.”

Alice didn’t even feel like herself when, on
her knees now, she looked up, grinned, and said, “I don’t want to
steal you from your wife. I just want to fuck you.”

“I-I have…children, Alice.”

“Your children will never know. But if you
want me to stop, just say so.”

A pause floated in the air, then dissipated.
He made no further response.

It was nearly midnight now. At about seven
he’d claimed he had to leave, to turn in his film to his editor at
the paper. “Well, why don’t you come back then?” Alice had
suggested subtly. “Go turn in your film and come back for a drink.
By then it will just be dusk. You should see the view at dusk. It’s
like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

“Well, maybe,” he’d said with obvious
reluctance. Alice had never had a doubt. About an hour later his
knock was heard at the door, and she’d let him in…

Alice sighed happily now.

They’d sat and talked for a spell. She’d
poured him some wine, an ’83 Montrachet, while she herself had had
spring water and lime. They’d talked about harmless things.

Until the coming of dusk.

And a splendid sunfall it was, just as she’d
promised.

“I really—I really shouldn’t,” he said
now.

“Well, then, as I said, if you want me to
stop, say so and I’ll stop.”

No answer…

So here it was, was it not?
His silence was the only answer necessary. How could it be denied?
Here was the truth, the real
truth of his deceiving heart.

The handsome photographer yielded, took his
hand away from the front of his pants. The downward slide of his
zipper sounded like wallpaper tearing. Alice pulled the metal tab
to its lowest limit, and then extracted John Suit’s already
hardening genitals. He was leaning against the rim of the mahogany
Demuline table, moaning in the back of his throat. And then he told
her, in a gust of breath, in two words as light as morning fog: “Go
ahead.”
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Steve walked down to the City Dock. He hadn’t
been on a job for the last several nights, so he was getting out
early. It was going on four in the afternoon now. He just wanted to
buzz around. Sometimes it was nice to walk the docks, to cherish
the beauty of the world, so to speak, to view the natural miracle
of the sea meeting the land, and all that good shit.

Tied boats floated on the
pristine water. Most of the boats were clearly expensive, six
figures each. He stood there by himself and gazed along the row of
transoms at the names. Some were absurd. High Seas, Captain Salty, The Nemo. Others were more imaginative: We’re
Aweigh, Catchin’ Crabs, Bottom Dweller. Still, though— That’s a lot of money
for something that won’t even take you to 7-Eleven,
he reasoned. Even though he planned to be rich
some day, he would never own a boat. Too much maintenance, too much
hassle.

A cute girl—a dockhand—meandered down the
wooden pier, checking riggings. Long straw-colored hair.

Cutoff shorts, fluorescent-red bikini top.
Long, long tanned legs.

All of seventeen.

I’d give her a tumble, Steve thought. Where
you live, sweet thing? Maybe I’ll do you a big favor and stop by
one night when Mommy and Daddy are out. I’ll show you some rigging,
that’s a fact. I’ve got a nice big yacht to dock in your slip…

The dock was busy with people, lots of
couples walking about, but, surprisingly, an equal number of young,
unattended women in an array of scant attire. Lots of shorts. Lots
of halter tops and string bikinis. Steve appraised each one and
gave them equal time in his thoughts. He decided what he would do
to each of them, once he got them tied down and gagged, once he got
their clothes cut off.

Then another thought surfaced.

Alice.

Some dumb bitch, for sure,
but what a sucker. Shit, she’d still be
supporting me if I hadn’t been stupid enough to let her catch me
ass-fucking that bar-whore. Oh, well, he’d
been getting sick of her anyway. She wasn’t much in bed, that was
for sure, but she gave great head once he’d told her how. He
wondered about her now. What was she doing? Was she dating guys?
Was she going out, getting it on?

Doubt it,
Steve determined. She was a headcase to begin
with, and with a peg leg? Shit. Who wants
to fuck a girl with a stump?

Christ, Steve couldn’t
think of anything that would make his dog go down faster.
She’s probably even fatter now, probably
nuts. But, hey, that wasn’t his problem,
was it? It wasn’t his fault she’d decided to snoop on him that night. It
wasn’t his fault
it was snowing and some shitface ran into her while she was trying
to change a tire. Fuck it,
he thought.

And fuck her.

It was fun sometimes, though, to think about
her, about the very special job he’d do on her if he got the
chance.

But it would never happen. Shit, after she
got her leg lopped, she moved, got an unlisted number; he didn’t
even know where she lived now.

But, boy, what he wouldn’t give to find
out…

He bought a pack of fried
chicken livers in the Market House, then milled around as he
munched them, appraising more women. Here was a chubby redhead
behind the fish counter: big rack of tits, nice caboose. She was
gutting rockfish and flounder. Every time she’d bend over to toss a
handful of guts into the waste can he could see her
cleavage. Man, I would cream those big
hooters something fierce, he
envisioned. Get the first nut off fast so
I could give it to her pussy for a good long time.
And here was a slim, beat-looking redneck ditz
shucking Chincoteagues behind the oyster bar. I’ll bet she’s been sucking guys off in pickup trucks since
she dropped out of junior high, probably had it up the ass so many
times you could drive a bus through it. I’d fuck her so hard, her
uterus’d fall out.

But these thoughts were
just diversions. He meandered on, finished his livers. It was odd,
but for some reason he couldn’t get his mind off Alice. It was
hilarious; for the entire time they’d “dated” she was never the
least suspicious about what he did for money—what he
really did, that
is. Women are so stupid. When the brains
were being passed out, they must’ve gotten in the wrong line. Yeah,
the shit line.

Funnier still, for all that
time, she’d actually believed that he loved her!
You bad boy, Steve. You’re such a con man.
Next to burglary, Steve prided himself above all
on his ability to deceive women, to lie to them wholesale in order
to get what he wanted, and to get away with it. Women were
definitely a different mold. He’d bamboozled so many in his time,
it was ridiculous. How can they be so
dumb? he wondered.

Alice was a prime example. A money-maker, a
hotshot lawyer. You had to be smart to be a lawyer, right? How
could she be that smart, to be a managing partner of a law firm,
and be that dumb at the same time?

He’d maintained the poor-boy con for, what,
over a year? Shit, she’d been taking him out to fancy restaurants
three times a week, paying his rent and making his car payments
half the time, and all the while he’d been hauling several grand
tax-free every month on the burgle circuit.

But that was all over and
done with. So why am I thinking about that
over-the-hill pig? he questioned,
strolling out of the cool market back into the dockside sun. Fond
memories? I guess it’s just because I’m a
sentimental kind of guy!

And, yeah, he was still a
bit curious about her, and he wouldn’t mind getting a quick gander
at her. For a while he’d staked out her firm from the parking lot
across the street, but she’d never showed. Probably quit after
winning that big motherlode of lawsuit money after the
accident. Wish I knew where she
lived, he mused. Just to catch a quick glance, see what she looks like now,
limping on that peg leg.

It was getting close to
happy hour; the City Dock was getting crowded, and Steve didn’t
like crowds. The more women he saw, the more boned up he got, and
all that would do was tempt him to go out on another job. He knew
he’d have to lay low for a while if he had any brains.
Don’t let the split-tail get your dander up,
Steve, he warned himself. He didn’t have
his next job staked out yet anyway. In this business the guys who
went off half-cocked were the guys who landed in the stone
motel.

He was about to cross the
street and head back to the parking garage on Main when he noticed
some squirrely kid in a Yankees hat getting out of a van with an
armload of newspapers. Then the kid went to fill up a paper vendor
right in front of McGuffy’s. Might as well
improve my mind, Steve reasoned,
keep up on world events. He had no new jobs to read about since he’d snuffed the
lovely Mrs. Mullins and her niece, but there was still a lot of
jibe about it in the local section. Terror in the streets. The big
bad city rapist/murderer. Lock your doors, keep your kids home.
When will the monster strike again?

Yeah.

“Hey, kid, how about a paper?” Steve asked
the kid in the Yankees cap, whipping out a ten spot.

“Ain’t got change, man.”

“Keep the change. Everybody knows the Yankees
are the only team that matters.”

The kid copped the sawbuck, handed Steve a
paper, then got back into the van without even saying thanks.

Steve tucked the paper
under his arm. Fuckin’ kids these days,
I’ll tell ya. No sense of gratitude. Must’ve been raised wrong; no
manners, no respect. Steve laughed,
crossing the Circle for the garage. The
little fucker’ll probably grow up to be a criminal.
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With regard to anything that had to do with
Alice, Holly tended to worry.

But now…

She was really worried.

It had been three days since she’d last seen
Alice. She’d missed her next session and never called. Since then
Holly had left half a dozen messages on Alice’s machine.

No response to any of them.

She’d driven by Alice’s house at least a
dozen times. A few of those times, Alice’s car had been parked out
front, but when Holly had knocked on the door—

No answer.

I know she was home,
Holly thought. So why
didn’t she answer? What’s wrong?

And then the worst possibility occurred to
her.

Maybe Alice simply doesn’t want to see me,
doesn’t want to talk to me. Maybe—maybe…she knows.

Holly had always feared this possibility, but
the psychiatrist in her felt certain it was just blind paranoia. It
had to be.

But if it was just paranoia, then—

Where the hell is she? How come she’s not
returning my calls?

Today she’d gone looking for her. Holly had
checked out the malls, the antique shops, and some of the craft
stores.

No Alice.

Then she’d pulled into the City Dock and
checked the shops there. This made sense, didn’t it? She’d run into
Alice down here just last week. So Holly had walked in and out of
every shop on the Dock, and then every bar. Still no Alice.

Lost cause,
she determined, and finally gave up.

And she felt lost herself
now, back in the Maserati, pulling out of the Dock. She had to wait
at the corner of McGuffy’s; a newspaper van was parked
there, The Evening Capital;
some kid selling a guy a paper on the street.
Holly honked her horn, and the guy smiled, then gave her the
finger. Same to you, asshole!
she wanted to shriek at the top of her lungs. She
was letting things get to her, practically having a nervous
breakdown because of a newspaper van, and that simply wasn’t like
her. Calm down, girl, she told herself then. Don’t blow a
gasket. She took a breath, waited for the
van to move on, then proceeded out of the Dock.

She drove around aimlessly for the next
several hours.

Her only comfort now, her only companion, was
the pint bottle of Dewar’s she kept wedged between the center
console and the passenger seat. She’d been nipping at it all day,
since her last patient had left at noon.

And there wasn’t much left.

By dusk, the steady buzz was hazing her; she
knew she shouldn’t be driving—she should get off the road, go home,
sleep it off. The police were out in force, more so now than ever
since this rash of burglary/murders. All she needed was to get
pulled over—or worse, have an accident—and that would be it. The
journalists were printing your name in the paper if you got DUI’d
or had an alcohol-related accident. Her practice would be ruined;
she’d lose her patients. She’d have to move, start from scratch all
over again…

Yes, she would go home now, get off the road
and go to bed. But first…

One more try,
she decided, and swigged the last of the
Dewar’s.

She came back into town, drove up to Church
Circle, and turned off onto Federal Street.

As she got closer to Alice’s house, she
slowed...

Her heart sunk.

The car wasn’t there.

And that meant neither was Alice.

She stopped right there, idling with her foot
on the brake. Her earlier resolve fell to pieces, and again she
lost her grip. A hitching came to her chest, her throat grew thick.
She opened her window to let in the fresh air, but that didn’t help
in the least.

She couldn’t help it. She leaned her forehead
against the padded wheel and began to cry.

Then—

“My God. Holly?”

Holly looked up, horrified.

Alice was standing there, in shorts and an
oversized T-shirt, a sweatband around her head.

“What on earth is wrong, Holly? Why are you
crying?”

Holly opened her mouth to speak but could
only sob.

“Turn off the motor,” Alice said very softly.
“You’d better come inside.”
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Alice only looked at her for the first few
minutes after they’d gone into the house.

It was not an approving look.

She didn’t say a word. Instead, in silence,
she got Holly a glass of water, some Kleenex, and then sat back
down on the opposing Edgewood couch.

Holly’s stomach pitched from the day-long
infusion of alcohol. The buzz turned brutal, nearly sickening. How
quickly the comforts of alcohol turned ugly. And as for Alice,
Holly wouldn’t have known what to say to her in a million years,
she was so embarrassed.

But, eventually, the silence broke, and it
was Alice who broke it.

“Something’s really wrong here, Holly. I need
you to tell me what it is.”

All Holly could do in reply was dab at the
tears on her cheeks with the Kleenex and gulp.

“Why are you so upset?”

Another thick gulp and nothing more.

The silence felt heavy as lead. It felt like
a hundred-pound block of lead sitting right on top of Holly’s
head.

More minutes ticked by;
Holly, in fact, counted each and every one by the sound of the
finely finished grandfather clock in the foyer, which ticked in
unison with the mantel clock. Tick-tick-tick. The sound seemed
harassing, a distant mockery that only highlighted how pathetic she
felt, how asinine. For a moment she thought about leaving. Just
getting up and leaving, leaving the house without a word, without
an explanation. Getting into her car and driving away. Renting a
U-Haul tomorrow and moving, going to some other town, some other
state.

Some other place where there was no one she
was so desperately in love with.

Because there
was no explanation, was
there?

No explanation but the truth, and the truth,
she felt certain, simply could never be uttered. She’d sew her lips
shut first.

Holly’s voice sounded like a death rattle
when she finally spoke. “I-I was worried. I’m sorry. I couldn’t
help it.”

“Worried about what?” Alice asked
sincerely.

“I-I haven’t seen you for days. I was
worried. You didn’t show up for your session.”

“But, Holly, I called you that morning and
left a message. Didn’t you get it?”

“No. My office answering machine?”

“I called you at home. You weren’t in so I
left a message there.”

Could this be true? Maybe
she just hadn’t noticed the blinking light on her machine.
And maybe I was too drunk to hear the phone
ring, she wondered. Certainly
that was
possible.

“Well,” she admitted, “maybe I forgot to
check, but-but, what about all the messages I left here? You never
returned any of them.”

“Holly,” Alice explained, “I only just got
back a few hours ago.”

Holly sniffled, looking up. “Got back? Got
back from where?”

Alice shook her head. “From the summer
antique show at Mt. Vernon College.”

“An—antique show?”

“If you’d checked your answering machine, you
would’ve known. I explained it all. For the last three days I’ve
been out-of-state, an antique-seller’s convention. And when I got
home a few hours ago I got your messages, so I called but you
weren’t in at either number.”

My God, Holly thought. How could she have been so wrong, so
blitheringly stupid? Once again she’d made a complete ass of herself for
nothing.

But, wait. There was something else, wasn’t
there? Something else that didn’t fit—

“Then how come—” Holly began, pausing to wipe
her eyes again. “Then how come your car isn’t out front? Just now
when I drove by, it wasn’t there.”

Alice smiled. She got up, walked over, and
sat down next to Holly. “I told you weeks ago that I was planning
on having the carriage house out back converted into a garage. The
day before I left for the convention, the work was done. And that’s
where my car is now—in my new garage.”

Holly wilted a bit more.
One mistake after another. One careless, haphazard conclusion after
the next. A drunken alcoholic lesbian
fuck-up is all I am, she condemned
herself. An idiot…

“I don’t know what to say,” she said, because
that was, absurdly, the only thing she could think of.

Alice put her arm around her, still smiling.
“Holly, you don’t have to say anything.”

But just feeling Alice’s slim arm tight
around her distracted Holly so much, she could scarcely think. She
noticed that Alice was wearing shorts, her prosthesis obvious. But
it wasn’t ugly at all. It just looked a little different.

“How come you’re wearing shorts? You’ve
always been so—”

“I know,” Alice cut her off. “I’ve always
been very inhibited about the prosthesis. Well, that was the old
me, and this is the new me. The prosthesis is part of me now.
There’s no reason for me to be inhibited or ashamed.”

“That’s-that’s a good attitude,” Holly tried
to say without sniffling.

“I know, it’s what you’ve been telling me all
along. It’s only that it took all this time for me to realize that.
I mean, tonight, right before I saw your car, I was out
jogging—well, brisk walking is more like it—I’d have to get a
special leg to actually jog. But the point is, I was out
exercising. Me. Can you believe it? I’ve worked so hard to lose
weight, I want to make sure I keep it off.”

Holly stole a glance just then, and realized
just how good Alice looked. She looked even better than the last
time she’d seen her: trimmer, more toned, healthier still.

Beautiful…

“The funny thing about the fake leg is,”
Alice began, “I don’t even think about it anymore. It’s like…it’s
like it isn’t even there. It’s like it’s real. Does that sound
strange?”

“No, not at all,” Holly said, but part of
her—a very large part—was still reveling at Alice’s touch, the feel
of Alice’s arm around her. Of course, she knew that to Alice it was
nothing, it was solely as friends, a comradely gesture. But, still,
she couldn’t help but marvel at it.

Just being touched by her felt…so
wonderful.

“You’re shedding your
initial inhibitions.” Holly filled in the gap. “You’re beginning to
acknowledge yourself as
yourself, if you know what I mean. You’ve gotten
out of your shell, and that’s an incredible sign of
progress.”

But then Holly scorned
herself. She couldn’t imagine how ridiculous she sounded, rendering
therapeutic advice, and here she was, drunk and crying.
Just shut up, you asshole, she told herself. Don’t make any
more of an idiot of yourself than you already have.

“Well, I know that, Holly,” Alice said next.
“And I owe it all to you. You’ve helped me so much. And I love you
for it.”

Love you for it,
Holly recited. Wrong word. Love. Just another heartbreak.
Because she knew what Alice really meant. It was just a word, just
a gesture—like her arm draped about her shoulder.

She knew it didn’t mean what she wanted it to
mean, what she wanted more than anything else in the world, what
she wished for almost perpetually…

“Well, again, I’m sorry about all this,” she
said. “I was worried for no reason. I’ll go now.” And with that,
she stood up, much too quickly, and suddenly that little bottle of
Dewar’s hit her right in the head. She wobbled on her feet,
wavered, and nearly fell.

Alice rose, put an arm around Holly’s waist.
“You’re not going anywhere,” she informed her. “You’re too drunk. I
want you to stay here.”

Part of this news
exhilarated Holly. Alice wanted her to stay here again. But then
she thought, Great, another night in the
guest room.

“Come on,” Alice said. “In here. Over
here.”

And it wasn’t the guest room she was leading
Holly toward.

It was the watch room.

Alice’s bedroom,
Holly realized.

She was so taken aback, so shocked, she was
almost afraid. What would she do? How should she react?

But she didn’t even have to think about
it.

At once they were in the watch room. Twilight
glimmered beyond the veranda, through the French doors. “Take this
off,” Alice said, meaning her dress. “You can’t sleep in your
clothes.” Holly tried hard not to waver as she stood. Alice’s hands
skimmed off the dress. “It’s late now,” she said gently, and then
just as gently she sat Holly down on the edge of the high, posted
bed. “Do you want a blanket or a nightgown? Are you cold?”

Holly shook her head. Dizzy, buzzed. Again,
thoroughly disgusted with herself.

I’m a… drunk,
she thought.

The watch room was cool and quiet. And dark.
Alice knelt, took off Holly’s shoes, lay her back on the bed.

Then the bed jostled as Alice lay down beside
her.

Holly felt frozen, paralyzed.

“Do you feel better now?” Alice asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Holly
said hoarsely, but she really didn’t. How could she feel better?
How could she feel good at all? This was the second time that Alice
had essentially hauled Holly out of the gutter. Just a week or so
ago, and for the months preceding, it had been Holly picking up Alice’s pieces, but
now—oh, so quickly—it was the other way around. Who’s the basketcase now? Holly
asked herself. Who’s the one in
pieces?

Alice, lying right beside, facing her, raised
her hand, then innocently began to stroke Holly’s brunette hair.
“Do you feel as if you might be sick again? Do you feel
nauseous?”

“I’m okay,” Holly replied in a peep of a
voice. But she was so distracted, she was nearly trembling at the
touch of Alice’s fingers running through her hair.

And then, all at once, everything came
crashing down, like a heavy building collapsing. Only the building,
in this case, was everything that Holly felt in her heart.

At once, her eyes squeezed shut—

“Holly? What’s wr—”

—and she began to sob.

Beyond that, Alice didn’t even ask. Instead,
she hugged Holly, comforting her, and Holly continued to sob and
sob and sob.

“It’s all right,” Alice whispered.

“I’m sorry,” Holly choked. “I just can’t help
it. I’m so confused.”

“There’s something you want
to tell me, isn’t there, Holly? Isn’t there something you
need to tell
me?”

Holly’s throat seemed to throb shut; it
seemed immobile, locked up in her sobs.

“I—” she began. “I—”

“You don’t need to say it,” Alice whispered.
“I already know. I guess I’ve known for a while.”

More subtle terror locked
Holly where she lay, in the arms of the woman she loved.
She knows…

“We’ll make love sometime, okay?” came
Alice’s next whisper. Her hand stroked Holly’s cheek, brushed at
the tears. “But not now, not tonight. It wouldn’t be right for us
to do it now. You’re too upset.”

Holly’s mouth opened, quivered.

“Shhh,” Alice said. “Don’t say anything.
Let’s just go to sleep. Okay?”

Holly nodded, still shocked, drunk,
embarrassed; yet at the same time she felt a lot better, a
monumental burden raised, the truth released.

Alice knew the truth, and it was okay.

The darkness and quietude draped them.

A few moments later they both lay asleep in
each other’s arms.
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Never, she thought. Never again.

But it was almost funny now, funny in that it
was so piteous. Holly had made the promise every day for a week
now, the promise to never drink again, and look what she’d
done?

Acute dehydration had woken
her at a little past three in the morning. Cottonmouth, she thought blearily in
the moon-stained dark. Isn’t that what
drunks call it? And that’s exactly what you are, Holly. A drunk. A
weak, raving, pathetic alcoholic.

When she turned in bed, her
head blaring the steady, familiar ache, she noticed immediately
that Alice was not there. At least this time Holly hadn’t been so
drunk that she couldn’t remember everything. Alice had put her to
bed—in the watch room this time, not the guest room— and she’d gone
to bed with her.
And before they’d fallen asleep Alice had very clearly inferred
that she understood, that she knew
Holly loved her. These were good things, weren’t
they?

So why didn’t Holly
feel good?

She groaned at the headache.

And where is Alice? It’s past three in the
morning, and she isn’t in bed.

Where could she have gone at this hour?

Holly placed her hands on Alice’s side of the
bed, felt around. At once it was obvious that Alice had been out of
bed for a while: There was no trace of warmth amid the sheets and
pillows.

Holly slid her feet out of
bed, sat up. First things first,
she thought. Water. She stood up slowly, still
slightly drunk, and then even more slowly she walked to the
bathroom, still wearing only her panties. The moon was enough to
light her way; there was no way she was going to blind herself by
turning on the light. She turned on the tap and took a long drink,
nearly gulping it.

Then she went back into the
bedroom. Where could she have gone this
late? she wondered. The door was cracked
and she saw light, peeked out, but it was only a single lamp
glowing in the living room.

“Alice?” she called out quietly.

Somehow she wasn’t surprised when Alice did
not reply.

Well, I’ll just go look for
her, she decided. She has to be in the house somewhere. But just as she’d thought that, her hand came down and
touched the antique dresser by the door, her fingers touching
paper.

The notes,
she remembered, jealousy rekindling. But she’d
already seen them several nights ago: the notes left by Alice’s
recent lovers—the plumber named George, and some other man named
Micah. But—

Holly squinted.

There were
three notes there
now.

She couldn’t resist.

Back into the bathroom, with the notes in her
hand. She closed the door, then flinched against the glare when she
turned on the fluorescent light. The first two notes were the ones
she remembered: George, Micah. But the third…

More inner rage, more jealousy.

Holly’s face hardened when she read the third
handwritten note:

 


Dear Alice:

 


What a great time we had last night! I didn’t want
to wake you— I have to meet with my editor for the final layout on
the article. But I’ll be sure to call you soon. I’d really like to
see you again.

 


John

 


Holly’s eyes nearly crossed
in her anger. John? she thought. Who in the goddamned
HELL is John? How many guys does she sleep with per week, for
Christ’s sake!

Of course, the note wasn’t
proof that Alice had slept with him, but Holly knew it was naive to
believe otherwise. The note shook in her hand as she stood there
staring at it. I’d really like to see you
again, her thoughts mimicked in a mousy
peep of a voice. Eat shit, John, whoever
the hell you are!

She reread the note, tried to quell her
feelings. But what was this stuff about “my editor,” and the final
“layout for the article?”

And then it dawned on her.

The photographer from the
paper. Alice had mentioned it, hadn’t she?
Several days ago, the morning after Holly had stayed the night in
the guest room. Something about the newspaper doing an article
about historic homes in the city.

Holly’s jealousy, then,
nearly took her into a fit. The guy came
over here to take pictures of her house and he wound up fucking
her! Just like that! What scumbags men are!

She flicked the light back
off, stood there for a minute to let her eyes readjust and to let
her emotions subside, but when she went back out and put the notes
back, more bitter, hostile thoughts pecked at her.
Goddamn John! Probably some geek camera nerd,
coming over here and fucking
her! Fucking my Alice!

These feelings, of course,
were juvenile, unreasonable, and Holly knew it. But somehow that
didn’t matter. Love wasn’t objective; it was rife with feelings
that were selfish and ineffable. Some
psychiatrist you are, Holly. You’re acting worse than most of your
patients…

She tried to forget it all as best she could,
refocusing her previous attentions. She still couldn’t imagine
where Alice was; at this hour it didn’t make sense for her to be
anywhere but in bed.

Holly walked out into the
living room, not particularly concerned now about her lack of
attire. The single lamp glowed, coating the room in gentle amber
light. By the back wall, the bar sat like a mascot in wait. Just
one sip of Scotch would calm her. Just one
sip, she told herself. And to hell with my promises. Next
thing she knew, she was sipping out of the lead-crystal decanter.
She noticed at once—and with relief—that Alice had obviously poured
out the Scotch that Holly had watered down the other day, replacing
it. Just the scent of the aromatic liquid seemed to comfort her,
like an old friend; the several sips left a warm trail down her
throat to her belly. It fortified her, took the edge off the
headache and her hot mix of emotions. And not once did the
desperate image of herself occur to her: a successful clinical
psychiatrist, wearing only panties, nipping hooch out of a decanter
at three-thirty in the morning in the house of a patient she was in
love with.

She set down the decanter and carefully
replaced its fitted glass cap. Then she walked out to the
foyer.

“Alice? Where are you?”

Her only reply was the tick of the
grandfather clock.

Maybe she went to sleep in the guest room,
she thought. Maybe she thought about things, about what she said
last night…and changed her mind about it.

God. That would be the worst, wouldn’t it?
All her fears would come true then. Alice would never again look at
her in the same light.

The guest-room door creaked when she opened
it. She held her breath. But relief surged in her bare chest when
she peeked into the moonlit room.

Thank God…

The bed was made, neat as a pin, and Alice
clearly had not been in it.

But then a worse consideration surfaced.

Maybe Alice was just consoling me because
she knew I was drunk. Maybe she waited till I fell asleep and then
left the house—

But to go where? Where would Alice go this
late?

And the possible answer hooked Holly in the
eye like a flying barb:

John’s! She waited till I fell asleep so she
could sneak out to goddamn John’s!

It made sense. Alice wasn’t
in the house. But the only way to make sure was to see if Alice’s
car was here. What had she said earlier today? She’d finally
converted the old carriage house into a garage? I’ll have to check, Holly
decided. If her car isn’t there, then at
least I’ll know. But—

She stopped herself, tried
to regain some of her common sense. Am I
that impulsive? Am I that nuts? Jesus Christ, Holly, what are you
thinking? Are you actually considering walking outside in the
middle of the night, in your panties for God’s sake, to see if
Alice’s car is here?

The question seemed to tremble in her gut.
But before she could even decide her answer, she heard:

tink

Holly looked up. What was that sound? It
seemed to have come from…

Down the hall

Only then did she notice it: the tiniest line
of light at the bottom of one of the doors at the end of the
hallway. Then she remembered just which door it was.

The basement.

She’d been down there several night before,
without Alice’s knowledge, and she’d found the strange, engraved
planks.

And it seemed clear right now: That’s where
Alice was—in the basement.

What the hell is she doing
down in the basement at this hour? Holly
thought, bewildered.

tink—creeeak

Then:

click!

Holly didn’t
move—she couldn’t move.

The door that led down to the basement had
just clicked open, and Alice was standing there, her head slightly
inclined as she faced the open door. And—

She was totally nude.

This Holly could plainly see in the wan light
that leaked up from the basement stairs. Alice’s prosthesis, in
this same inefficient light, was barely visible at all, such that
it didn’t even seem to exist. Her arms, thighs, stomach, and
breasts looked slightly perspiry. And then—

“Alice?”

—Alice began walking back down the hall, away
from the basement door, and toward Holly.

“I woke up and you weren’t in bed,” Holly
explained. “So I got up and looked for you…”

Alice continued toward Holly—

“Alice? Are you all right?”

—and then continued
past Holly.

“Alice! Can’t you hear me? What’s wrong!”

Alice’s face looked blank, dull as paste,
when she walked by. She didn’t respond, nor did she seem aware that
Holly was in the hall. Instead, she walked on past, turned into the
living room—

Holly followed after her. “Alice!”

Alice proceeded back to the watch room,
paused a moment, then got back into bed.

At first Holly was mystified, but then she
realized what the problem had to be.

Alice is…somnambulic.

Holly knew quite a bit about the phenomena.
Somnambulism. Sleepwalking. A theta-wave trance. She’d even treated
a few patients for it, during her internship at Hopkins. Those
afflicted would experience ambulatory motor-activity during the
third stage of sleep, and sometimes walk about in their precursory
dream-state. It was easily treated these days, thanks to new
catecholamic drugs that unblocked the release of sleep hormones.
Perhaps Alice had become stricken due to her recent dieting; many
hormonal imbalances/blockages were caused by nutritional
deficits.

But all that—proper diagnosis, symptomology,
treatment—she could worry about later. The first problem was
figuring out how to bring it up to Alice tomorrow; typically,
somnambulics didn’t believe it when they were told that they were
sleepwalkers. But there was really no point in worrying about that
now; it would all have to wait till morning.

Holly waited a minute or so for Alice to
settle down (waking a sleepwalker could cause an array of sudden
metabolic shifts), then she went back into the watch room and got
into bed.

What a night,
Holly thought in the dark.

Alice curled up in a ball
on top of the sheets. From the foyer, the grandfather clock’s
gentle chimes could be heard, signaling 4 a.m. Then—

“Where?” Alice said.

Holly leaned up in bed, glanced over.

“I don’t know,” Alice said.

Holly leaned over closer and whispered,
“Alice? Are you awake?”

“Everywhere,” Alice said. “I know.”

Holly’s brow rose, then she realized exactly
what was happening.

She’s narco-lalic…

Alice wasn’t awake at all.
First sleepwalking and now this—narco-lalia or sleeptalking. The two symptoms
frequently went hand in hand because they both occurred in the same
precursory dream-state. People would make connected or subconnected
vocalizations, sometimes just fragmentary speech sonnets, but often
whole words and complete sentences. It was a unique taproot to the
subconscious mind; Holly’s own narco-synthesis techniques affected
a similar mind-state: the use of somiferous and hypnotic drugs to
make the patients more susceptible to age-regression, memory
refurbishment, and posthypnotic suggestion. And when the patient
became suitably narco-lalic…

It was not uncommon that they would engage in
full conversations, make comments, even answer questions— while
they were fast asleep.

Don’t you dare!
Holly told herself. You
have no right! It’s an invasion of privacy, a breech of
ethics!

Yes, it was, but she couldn’t resist the
opportunity.

“Alice?” she whispered.

“Where?” Alice replied.

“Alice, tell me about John?”

“Somewhere. I’m not sure where.”

Holly frowned. It generally took a few
moments to get the sleeptalker’s subconscious attention.

“Tell me about John, the photographer,
Alice.”

“John?”

“Yes, Alice, tell me about John.”

“He took pictures.”

“I know, Alice. But what else can you tell me
about him?”

Alice curled up tighter in her sleep. “He…was
nice.”

Nice, huh?
Holly thought. I’ll bet
he was nice. “Was he nicer than George and
Micah?”

Alice sighed blissfully. “They were all
nice.”

Just stop it,
Holly, she told herself in disgust.
This is criminal. You’re picking her subconscious
mind; you’re probing her personal life without her
permission…

But Holly’s self-objections
never took root. There was one question she simply
had to ask.

“Alice? Do you love them? Do you love Micah
or George or John?”

“Love them,” Alice moaned. “Oh, no. I don’t
love them.”

Holly gulped, scorning herself for what she
was going to ask next.

“Who do you love, Alice?”

Alice fidgeted a bit, exhaled deeply. Her
sleeping face looked placid in the moonlight.

“I love Holly,” she said.

Holly froze.

“I love Holly,” Alice repeated.

Suddenly Holly’s heart surged. What more
proof did she need than the unrestrained affirmation of Alice’s own
subconscious mind?

“And, and—”

“What, Alice? And
what?”

“And Dessamona. I love Dessamona, too.”

Holly’s stare turned to
concrete. A rage went off in her head. Who…is
Dessamona?

She steeled herself then, gritted her teeth
and asked, “Alice? Who is that? Who is Dessamona?”

“Dessamona?”

“Yes, Alice.” It was all Holly could do not
to shake Alice awake and shout it into her face. “Who is
Dessamona?”

A long pause…

“Dessamona,” Alice sighed.

Then she fell back into normal sleep and
didn’t say another word.
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When Holly awoke the next morning Alice was
gone. The note was taped right there on the inside of the bedroom
door.

 


Holly:

 


Forgot to tell you last night, but I’ll be gone most
of the day. Had to go to a fitness seminar in Baltimore with my
aerobics class. I’ll call you tonight when I get back. Dinner?

 


Love,

Alice

 


“Jesus,” Holly muttered
aloud. Aerobics class? She never mentioned
anything to me about an aerobics class.

But why should Holly be suspicious?

“Dessamona,” she whispered next. Alice had
mouthed some name in her sleep, and already Holly was envisioning a
torrid affair, a relationship, sex…

She’s not at any goddamn aerobics class.
She’s with Dessamona, whoever the hell Dessamona is.

Holly, of course, wasn’t sure that she
believed this, but the manic lover in her had no choice but to
suspect. And just who was this Dessamona? What kind of a name was
that? How old was she? What did she look like?

Did she even exist, or was she just a
fragment of Alice’s sleeping imagination?

All the clinical signs pointed to the latter,
but Holly’s love had always made her pessimistic. She trudged
sleepily into the kitchen and made herself some instant coffee. The
sun glared in the window; it was past nine, and she had several
sessions today, starting at eleven. She showered quickly, then
dressed and prepared to leave but…

Goddamn you, Holly,
she cursed herself. But it had been a rough
night, hadn’t it? One confusion after another, more worries.
Just a shot, she
promised herself, then went to Alice’s bar. She uncapped the
decanter. Glass clinked as she poured herself an inch of
Scotch.

She went back into the
watch room to look out at the bay while she sipped her drink. But
she didn’t see much, her mind was too occupied. What a strange
night it had been. Alice sleepwalking, sleeptalking. Confessing in her sleep
that she loved Holly, but also some other woman named Dessamona.
And now this surprise “aerobics seminar.”

When she finished her Scotch something
occurred to her.

The note.

There’d been something odd
about it all along. Holly pulled it off the door and looked at it
more closely. Yes, she thought. Wait a minute.
Then she picked up the other notes on the
dresser, the notes written by the men who’d recently been with
Alice, and she compared them.

The note that Alice herself
had written contained some distinctive traits—wide, cursive loops,
circles instead of dots over the I’s.

Then she examined the men’s notes.

At first glance the handwriting was obviously
different on each one. George’s note seemed quickly scrawled, tight
cursive handwriting, while Micah’s appeared much more careful, more
creative, wider. And John’s—the photographer’s—was printed rather
than cursive, and the letters were all slanted left.

But—

They all had circles rather
than dots over the I’s.

The periods, too, were all clockwise circles,
and there were lots of wide loops on parallel letters.

Holly squinted down.

Could it be true?

These notes,
she thought. A weird sensation slithered up her
back, like clawed hands, then seemed to lace through her
hair. They weren’t written by three
different men. They were all written by Alice…

 


««—»»

 


There was only one way to
be sure. Holly didn’t know all that much about modern graphology,
save for the basis, which dealt with the drawing symbology and
thematic apperception. But she had to be sure—absolutely sure—before she could
commence. To herself, she felt certain, but she needed clinical
proof, too. And after she got it…

What then?
she wondered, driving the Maserati a bit too fast
down Rowe Boulevard. She’d just pulled out of the Old Post Office
Pavilion, where she’d photocopied the notes that Alice had claimed
were left by men, and also the note Alice had left for Holly,
explaining the business about the aerobics seminar. Then a series
of circuitous turns took her onto the campus of St. John’s. St.
John’s was one of the oldest colleges in the country, old Gothic
buildings forming a private curtilage within the city’s historic
district. It was, for the most part, an art college, but they did
have a creative psychology department, the head of which was a
former schoolmate.

Holly had done half of her residency with
Bill Stone, and they’d been good friends. He’d dropped out, though;
psychiatry, he’d claimed, depressed him, and so back to the grad
school he’d gone. Holly hadn’t talked to him in several years, but
she did remember one thing. During grad school he’d worked
part-time for the state police, as a graphologist—a handwriting
expert.

But—

Damn! she thought once she got into the looming building that
housed St. John’s psych department. A dizzy-looking secretary with
white-streaked hair and earrings like loops on a shower curtain
told her that Bill Stone was at the summer orientation proceedings,
and he wouldn’t be back for several hours. “Would you like to leave
a message, miss?” the secretary asked.

Holly quickly scribbled some instructions on
a piece of notepaper, stuffed it all in an envelope, and asked the
secretary to give it to Bill when he was in. Then she made a mad
dash back to Alice’s house, replaced the original notes, and made
it to her office just in time for her first session.

Secreting handwriting samples without Alice’s
permission? Photocopying them for graphological analysis? Was she
going to extremes?

She didn’t think so.

Because all the evidence pointed to one
thing:

A schizoid-shift, a
neurotic break, she realized.
First, a suicide attempt, followed by compulsive
sitaphobia, maybe even anorexia, then somnambulism and narcolalia,
an imaginary entity—Dessamona—and invented hypersexuality—phony
male lovers writing phony notes.

Yes, all the clinical signs were there, all
right.

Good God,
Holly finished the thought. Alice might well be on the verge of a
split-personality…
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Alice had not gone to any aerobics seminar—it
was the only thing she could think of at the last moment, the only
lie.

She didn’t like to lie, but sometimes a
person had to, to spare the feelings of others.

Last night,
she thought. Jesus…

Holly had gotten drunk
again, and, worse, had confessed what Alice had suspected all
along: that she was in love
with her.

Alice tried to be open minded about it; she’d
even promised that they’d make love sometime, hadn’t she? But that
was last night.

She had no idea how she felt about it
now.

In fact, she didn’t really know how she felt
about anything at the moment.

She walked on, trying to clear her head. The
night was warm and clear. The moon shone boldly in the sky, just
beyond the edge of the bay, which she could see looking down Main
Street past the City Dock. Its gentle white light glimmered on the
surface of the water. It looked beautiful…

She’d been driving all day;
she simply had to get out. She didn’t know what to make of the
Holly situation— and lying to her certainly wouldn’t help—and she
just felt so cloistered… It’s dark
now, she thought. She’s probably sitting by her phone waiting for me to
call. Alice had left Holly a note, hadn’t
she? Promising that she’d call, promising that they’d go to
dinner? Another lie. Another broken
promise.

She just wasn’t ready to deal with the fact
that another woman was in love with her. It felt almost as if
something apart from her, something entirely separate, had pushed
her out of the house, to think.

But now that she was out, and had been all
day long, what was she to think about? What realities were there to
be confronted, what decisions were there to be made?

What a mess…

Alice decided to walk down Main. She passed
Pete’s Place, Fran O’Brien’s, and several other famous city bars. A
moment later she was even passing Middleton’s, which had existed
since the mid-1700s; George Washington himself had supposedly dined
there during his victory march down General’s Highway once the
Revolutionary War was won. All these nice, atmospheric taverns
everywhere she turned, yet Alice didn’t feel impelled at all to
enter any of them. She didn’t want to drink; she didn’t want to
hang out.

She just wanted to think…

And as she did so, she remained oblivious to
her prosthesis. She walked normally, just as the elderly woman at
the hospital had said she would. And no more ghost-limb syndrome;
no more phantom itching on a lower leg she no longer possessed.
This was just another example of her “rebirth.” Alice no longer
considered herself an amputee. She was just a woman, just a normal,
everyday woman.

She sauntered along the
docks, looked at the boats, looked at the people. The nightlife
down here was fairly active; many people, particularly couples,
were out and about. But I’m out and about
by myself, she realized. Any other time
this would’ve bothered her, but not tonight. Her “oneness,” her new
relationship with herself,
seemed all-important to her. She was out to clear
her head, not to party. She was out for a stroll, to contemplate,
not to—

Well…

Not to pick up men,
she reminded herself.

So what was she doing—really?

Part of her felt so at odds
with herself, though—that was the problem. Christ, what a jam. My psychiatrist’s a lesbian, and she’s in
love with me. But Alice knew her confusion
had to do with a lot more than Holly. How could she feel so good
and so confused at the same time?

have faith,
read a bumper sticker on a car that whizzed by at
the turnoff beside the City Dock.

Have faith,
she thought.

So maybe that was it. Faith.

On the spur of the moment, then, she turned
back up Main Street and headed for the church.
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The great Catholic church seemed to loom, a
fortress and spire emerging from the vast round parcel of land
called Church Circle. From her vantage point Alice could see that
the church’s steeple stabbed the moon. The stained-glass windows
stood softly alight. A sudden breeze cooled her as she looked
upward.

She’d come here last week, hadn’t she? She’d
come here for something, but she didn’t know what. Solace, perhaps.
Consolation just hours before she would attempt to take her own
life. Yes, she’d come here, but—

The high double doors had been locked.

Not tonight, though.

Tonight they stood wide open, as if in
invitation.

Pretty, flittering lights greeted her when
she entered and walked past the fonts of holy water. Candles from
afar.

Candles on the altar.

Alice proceeded past the pews, and that was
when the figure turned.

The priest?
she wondered.

Faces in the stained-glass windows seemed to
follow her as she walked on. It was a young man who had turned at
the altar, tall and slim, in black slacks, a black button shirt,
and a Roman collar.

“Hi,” the man said. He was folding up a
purple frontal, with gold tassels at its edge. “I’m afraid the
evening Communion service is over. We finished up about twenty
minutes ago.”

“Oh,” Alice said. “I was just, uh—”

Next he was wiping out a beautiful silver
chalice with a gold lining and putting it in a box. “And the late
confession is from six to eight.”

Alice nearly
laughed. Confession? “No, I didn’t come for confession. I just—”

“Ah,” the young man guessed. “You must’ve
come to talk, then. More bad news—all three priests have retired
for the night; they’re at the rectory. But if it’s an emergency, I
can call one right now.”

“Oh, no,” Alice replied. “I wouldn’t want you
to bother them.”

“It’s no bother, believe me. Those old
duffers are just dying for an excuse to get out of the rectory,”
the young man tried to joke. “The TV’s broken. They can’t watch
‘The Simpsons.’”

Alice smiled. The young man had said that the
“priests” weren’t here. Then what was he?

“I’m Phil Barry, by the way,” he finally
introduced himself. By now Alice had fully encroached upon the
splendid chancel, the candelabra glimmering in her eyes. The man,
Phil Barry, closed a wooden box into which he’d placed the chalice,
then placed it in a low cabinet and locked it up. “I’m the parish
deacon. Would you like to talk to me?”

“I—” Alice faltered. The candlelight danced
in her eyes, reminding her of the oil lamps and candles in her
dream. The dream of the black church.

She didn’t know what to say in response to
the deacon’s question.

Deacon Barry smiled warmly. He was handsome,
lean. He seemed to have an aura of good spirit.

“Come on,” he said. “I’m a deacon. Do you
have any idea what a pain in the butt it is to get to be a
deacon?”

“I-I don’t understand,” Alice said.

Then Deacon Barry came down
off the short steps of the altar. “Deacons know things,” he said
jovially. “We can tell,
you know? I mean, it’s our job. If we couldn’t do
that, then we wouldn’t be deacons; we’d be pumping gas or working
at the car wash.” His voice lowered, yet his beautiful, faithful
smile seemed to glow. “I can tell just by looking at you. You have
a problem, and you want to talk about it. Don’t you?”

“Well, I—”

“Listen, it’s my job, for cryin’ out loud.
Why don’t you give me a shot? Let me earn my keep around here.”

“I-I—” Alice stammered.

He held out his hands, his smile blazing.
“Come on. Let’s talk.”
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Holly passed out around
eight p.m. Her
dreams were appalling—

The squat, pug-faced ushers were holding her
down in the hot netherworldly chasm, stretching out her naked body
like a frog on a dissection board. Their foot-long tongues fell out
of lipless, lust-filled grins and laved in delight every private
place of her physique. She couldn’t scream, for one of these
denizens was kissing her, its enslimed tongue burrowing all the way
down her throat until she could feel it wriggling in her stomach,
while its stubbed fingers pinched her nostrils closed for minutes
at a time, releasing them the moment before her lungs would burst
and she would die.

She’d been made into a toy for devils, a
plaything of flesh to allay the boredom of this chasm’s eternity.
All around her rose the stench of corpse piles in rot, human fat
and excrement cooking on hot rocks, blood boiling vigorously. And
in the distance she could see the woman, stunningly naked,
beautiful yet faceless, whispering to her:

(Alice is mine, Alice is mine…)

When Holly woke up the images dragged her to
the bathroom just as surely as if the ushers were dragging her
themselves. She vomited violently into the toilet.

She’d started drinking at about four in the
afternoon, waiting by the phone, wondering when Alice would return
from this aerobics seminar, or whatever it was. She’d said she’d
call, hadn’t she, that they’d have dinner?

But this, of course, was the least of Holly’s
worries. What if she was correct? What if Alice was, indeed, close
to suffering a schizoid break, or an episodic personality
split?

But Holly should’ve been
worrying about herself. By now her drinking had taken her over, and
she knew it. It’s almost like I’ve become
possessed, she thought, wiping her mouth,
looking aghast at her reflection in the mirror. It was almost as
though some foreign entity had taken hold of her spirit and was
inspiring her to drink, seducing her to return to the weaknesses
that had once nearly ruined her…

She trudged to the phone, noticed the light
on the answering machine blinking, and quickly pressed the message
button.

Then she groaned. It wasn’t Alice at all; it
was Bill Stone, the graphologist with whom she’d left Alice’s notes
earlier in the day.

“Hi, Holly, this is Bill. Sorry I missed you
today— these damn freshman orientations are murder. But I just
wanted to let you know that I got those handwriting samples you
left, and I’ll try to do a workup for you in the next day or so.
I’ll mail them to your office. When I’ve got this damned
orientation behind me, let’s do lunch. See ya.”

Another message was equally
disappointing: someone from the subscription department of the
American Psychiatric Journal
reminding her that her subscription had expired.
Would she be interested in renewing for 51 percent off the cover
price?

There were no other messages.

Then she made a call
herself, punching in Alice’s number and hanging up just before the
sixth ring, so she wouldn’t set off her answering machine.
She’s home, Holly felt
assured. She’s just not answering her
phone because she knows it’s me.

With nothing else to do, Holly reached for
her bottle of Scotch…
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God, give me
strength, Deacon Barry thought.

Why had he done this? Why in God’s name had
he offered to drive her home? A lost soul, that’s what he’d thought
when she wandered into the church. He could tell by her aura that
she was troubled, that she needed some spiritual advice. Well, that
was his job, wasn’t it? To counsel the masses, to give comfort to
the disconsolate. She’d begun falteringly, claiming that another
woman loved her, that she didn’t know what to do. Then her
confession stretched on: She’d attempted suicide just over a week
ago, but since then she said she felt “changed,” that for the first
time in her life she felt happy. Now, though, and just as quickly,
that happiness seemed to be diminishing. She’d had blackouts of
late; she couldn’t remember whole hour-long blocks of time. She was
having strange dreams. She was hearing voices. When Phil Barry had
suggested she seek psychiatric counseling she admitted that she
had, and that her counselor was the woman who’d fallen in love with
her…

So many problems. So many different people in
the world. But the deacon wasn’t discouraged—there was only one
answer to any of the world’s countless problems.

“Put your trust in God,” he’d told her right
there on the chancel steps. “Come back to God.”

“But I don’t even know who God is,” this
woman named Alice had said.

“Maybe not, but He knows you. He knows
everyone, and he wants to help. But you have to let Him help. You
have to develop a relationship with Him, and the first step is
simply trusting Him. Would you do something for me, Alice?”

Glumly, her hands folded in her lap, she
nodded.

“I want you to come to church this Sunday.
That’s all,” the young deacon asked. “And afterwards we’ll talk
some more. All right? Will you do that?”

Alice smiled gently, nodded again. Deacon
Barry knew that faith couldn’t be taught; it couldn’t be thrust on
people. It was, instead, something that could only be experienced
in divine mystery, one step at a time.

And he’d just gotten Alice to take the first
step.

She’d thanked him then, promised to come to
the Sunday service, and prepared to leave. “Let me drive you,” the
deacon had offered.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t impose.”

“It’s no imposition, really,” he’d said.
“Besides, it gives me an excuse to take out the parish
Mercedes.”

She’d laughed softly and agreed…

And here he was now, standing in her house.
He’d accepted her offer of a drink—soda water, in Deacon Barry’s
case; even though the church permitted it, he did not indulge in
alcohol. It was a beautiful house, and…

She’s a beautiful
woman, he couldn’t help but
think.

Then—

Something…happened.

It was going on midnight. He knew it was time
to leave. He’d done his job; he’d helped her out as best he could,
and now it was time to thank her for the drink and leave.

But he couldn’t.

She’d excused herself for a moment,
disappearing into what must have been her bedroom.

Deacon Barry blinked, gulped.

What the—

Sweat broke out around his stiff collar. He
felt dizzy, distracted. Something…something…seemed to caress him,
something in the air, an infusion—a mental one. As though something
were emanating from the very walls and taking hold of him.

Then the lights flicked off.

The glass of water fell from his hand.

God give me
strength, he thought again when he saw her
drifting out of the room, into the moonlight, silently approaching
him—

—wide-eyed—

—serene, and—

—nude.
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Steve was—well, he was celebrating in a
sense. Decided to go have a few beers at the Undercroft, his former
hangout. He hadn’t been here in a while; neat place, lots of good
imported beer, lots of chicks. He used to come most every night,
but with his nighttime workload of late, there often wasn’t time to
cop a few beers at one’s leisure.

The sub-street brick tavern
was hopping right now, even this close to last call. Cute
waitresses hustled trays of fancified mixed drinks and pitchers of
Pilsner Urquell. GQ-looking barkeeps concocted wild, multicolored shooters six
at a time, while patrons laughed, gossiped, joked, and
drank.

Steve sat at a corner
table, by himself. Sometimes he would rather just watch the crowd
than be part of it. How many pickups had he made at this bar
alone? Shit, dozens, he realized over his pint glass of Old Foghorn. In fact, this
was where he’d met Alice. Talk about pay
dirt! Yeah, the ’Croft was one hell of a
great place, and Steve had had himself many a fine time because of
it. But—

Guess I’m gettin’
old, he considered. Ain’t got time for this shit anymore. That was a fact; partying, cockhounding, playing the
game—there was no time, and now he had priorities. After all, he
was a professional burglar, as well as a notorious rapist/murderer;
he owed it to his trade to be serious, and to maintain his
reputation, so to speak. Partying, carousing—those days were over.
He looked into the crush of revelers and smiled meekly.
Yeah, let the kids have their fun,
he thought. Me? I got
other things to do now.

Maybe that was the reason for his odd mood.
Even killers came of age. They grew up; they became men. Steve
wasn’t a kid anymore, and he was just now realizing it. He knew
full well that if he wanted to, he could put the moves on just
about any girl in the joint and wind up going home with her. But he
didn’t want to; it was as simple as that.

He had more crucial things to think
about.

Hence this little “celebration,” subdued as
it might have been.

It was almost as if God had answered his
prayers…

Steve had been flipping
through the evening paper, looking for info on possible places to
knock over, plus keeping an eye out for any articles about his past
crimes. (Steve loved to read about his own handiwork.) And when he turned to the
local section…

Holy shit, you’ve gotta be kidding me!

There she was, right there on the
headliner.

Alice.

LOCAL RESIDENT SEEKS TO RESTORE THE CITY’S
HISTORY.

It was a big two-page feature on locals who
had purchased old houses from the city’s historical society or some
shit. Rebuilt them, refurbished them to mint condition. And here
was his lovely ex, Ms. Alice Sterling, smiling on the front
page.

Christ she looks
good, was Steve’s first observation.
Slimmed way down. More shapely, more foxy than he could imagine.
Back when he’d been shamming her, she’d always been a bit fat, and
more than a bit dull. But this picture told all. She almost looked
like a different woman altogether.

And there was something—

Something about her smile…

Steve raced through the article. He didn’t
give a flying fuck about this old Revolutionary dump she’d bought
and fixed up, some squat-looking joint on the water, called a
“watch house.” No, he didn’t give a shit about any of that.

He just needed to know where it was. And
then—

Another gift from God.

 


Local history buffs and architecture
fanatics will want to see the preeminent restoration of this rare,
original watch house on the corner of Federal Street, perhaps the
finest example of Federal period domestic architecture left in the
city…
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“Holy fuckin’ Moses,” Steve had muttered in
astonishment. The exact address wasn’t given, but that didn’t
matter. A great big color picture of the joint was right here on
the front page, along with the cited street—

Federal Street…

It was less than a mile away!

Steve smiled at the recollection, then
ordered another Old Foghorn. He looked up once more at the youthful
crowd and smiled.

No, not for me,
he decided.

He had plans to make.

The blade—
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It is like you.

Sleek, beautiful…

And this new pig for my gullet:

It is like manna snatched out of God’s
mouth!

That’s it, yes—tie him down
fast and sure. Ride him yet again on my cold bed of stone
and take it from
him, take away at my whimsy what he has avowed to never
give…

Take it like candy from a baby.

For it is more than just his pious seed you
take; it is his faith and every promise he’s ever made. See how
easily we make him betray himself, how we make him turn black in
the face of his god. Here is his truth! Here is his faith!

All spoiled now, all ruined.

More false than it ever was.

How lovely!

Now take it again! And again and again and
again!

Good, good.

Like that, yes.

And now…

That’s it; take the knife—

Take the knife, my pretty cunt—

Take the knife, and open him.

Open him up!

Yes!

Yes!

Like that!
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high street nautical
museum, read the sign out front. Also
sitting out front, for a touch of authenticity, were two huge iron
boat anchors, leaning against one another. The building itself
looked appropriate: an old, stain-shingled Colonial row house close
enough to the bay that visitors could smell the salt in the
air.

Holly was proud of herself; it was nearly two
in the afternoon and she’d only had two drinks. She’d come here, to
this museum, to investigate something.

Inside was cramped yet well-kempt. She
skipped the gift shop in favor of the lobby, which was filled with
glass display cases. Old sextants, compasses, quadrants, and
cannonballs were well in evidence, not to mention original naval
uniforms from the Revolution through the Spanish-American War. On
the walls hung huge, ornately framed oil paintings depicting
tallships, frigates, warships, even the first steel-hulled
battleships. But the place was empty, and Holly was certain she’d
seen several cars parked in the small lot out front.

Distant voices, however,
led her down the line of cases and around the crner,
library, read another
sign.

Bingo, Holly thought.

A couple, obviously tourists, were being
shown some sort of leather-bound book by a stout, gray-haired
librarian. The librarian had a beard with no moustache.

“And it’s right here,” he
was saying, pointing to the open book, “at this exact point, where
the courageous Captain Myers made the last log entry of his life.
You can see where the line stops at midsentence—that’s when the
U.S.S. Tal took
eight sixteen-pounders simultaneously on her starboard.”

“Sixteen
pounders?”
inquired the woman, who had a camera slung around
her neck. She spoke like someone with a sinus problem.

“The ordnance of the day,” the librarian went
on. “‘Pounders’ were cannonballs designated by weight; these
weighed sixteen pounds apiece. Primitive by today’s standards, but
still impressively intricate. The balls were fused and filled with
high explosives.”

Then the man (the woman’s
husband, presumably, who also had a camera around his neck)
interjected, “But if the Tal
was sunk, how was this ship’s log retrieved in
such good condition?”

“That’s just it. The
Tal didn’t sink; it ran
aground. And its crew stayed on board to fight to the
last.”

Eventually the couple browsed off.

“And what can I do for you, miss?”

Holly immediately noticed a
hint of Scotch on the librarian’s breath, and this only reminded
her how badly she wanted a drink. He’s
probably got a silver flask in his back pocket, she thought. I should ask him for a
hit. “I’m researching something,” she
said. “A boat.”

“Boats are canoes and
rafts, miss,” the bearded man corrected. “You mean a
ship.”

“Er, yes, a ship. I don’t
know anything about it except its name: The H.M.S.
Scrimm.”

At once, the librarian’s
bushy white eyebrows rose. He seemed impressed. “You’ve done your
homework, I see. Time has reduced the fate of the
Scrimm to relative
obscurity, but I can tell you, in its time it was the topic of many
a sinister conversation.”

Then he walked quickly to a wall of shelves,
urging her to follow with a wave of his hand. Holly followed the
faint scent of Scotch.

He took down a long-spined
book, then opened it up on a reading table, and with a finger
missing its first digit he pointed. “That, miss, is the
H.M.S. Scrimm.”

Holly peered at the color plate, a busy,
turbulent painting of a multimasted sailing ship cutting through
rough seas.

“The Scrimm ran, for nearly a decade, the
major trans-Atlantic trade route between England and the Colonies.
The city that we’re both standing in right now was where she docked
thrice a year, bringing British imperialist gold to our merchants
in exchange for goods.”

“The City Dock,” Holly muttered.

“No, no. The
Scrimm met its fate a
year before our City Dock was built. She harbored at the
original city dock,
which was built by contractors from Kent Island in the late 1600s.
The site of the original dock remains today. You can see it, in
fact, at the end of Federal Street.”

“The Taylor Watch House,” Holly said to
herself more than to him.

Again the bushy brows rose. “I’m impressed.
Not many people know that.”

“I’m…friends with the current owner of the
house,” Holly faltered.

“Ah, then if you look out
the south window, into the bay, you can see the exact point of
the Scrimm’s
terrible end.”

What an odd way the man had of talking, and
what an infuriating way. He was deliberately speaking in ellipses,
to keep her interest. “What terrible end?” Holly asked.

“It was the summer of 1793.
The Scrimm, loaded with ballast and gold, was
expected to arrive as usual, to buy tobacco and tabby bricks. But
to the dismay of the sentinels of the watch house, the ship never
made it to the dock.”

Again, he stopped, baiting Holly to ask for
more. She was nearly seething when she asked, “What happened?”

“The Scrimm merely sat adrift, a mile off
the dock. Curiously, the watch house burned to the ground the same
day. No one quite knows why. Eventually the Scrimm was scrapped, scavenged of
its ballast and wood for use as building materials. Its consignment
of gold, too, curiously disappeared.”

Holly wanted to kick the old man. He was
obviously withholding the rest of the story, toying with her.

“What,” she said through
gritted teeth, “did you mean when you said the Scrimm was once the topic of ‘many a
sinister conversation?’”

“She never reached port,” he rambled. “She
was found adrift—”

“You’ve already told me that,” Holly said,
but she could just as easily have screamed it.

“The Scrimm was found adrift,” the
Scotch-reeking librarian repeated yet again. “Her entire crew
dead.”

“Dead?” Holly asked, astounded.

“Dead.” The librarian nodded stiffly.
“Butchered.”
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It was…weird.

Alice had been out driving, yet she really
couldn’t remember where she’d been. Almost like a memory blackout
or something.

It suddenly occurred to her, as she drove
casually around Church Circle:

Where…where have I been today?

It was well into the afternoon now, the sun
high and bright, trees bristling in plush greens, traffic,
pedestrians, life.

The normal world.

Her confusion itched at her. A blackout? That
was something quite serious. And she seemed to be having them often
of late. But stranger still was the way she disregarded it all a
moment later.

Weird.

She drove around for
another hour or two, just enjoying the day and the simplicity of
her thoughts. Maybe I’ll go see
Holly, she thought next, oblivious now to
the mounting incongruities. Alice swung the car around the Circle
and turned. But when she drove past Holly’s office, the
psychiatrist’s car wasn’t there. Nor could the Maserati be found
parked out in front of Holly’s waterview town house.
Maybe it’s broken down, in the shop,
she thought, so Alice got out and knocked on
Holly’s door.

No answer.

And then, turning to leave, she noticed
letters and magazines stuffed in Holly’s mailbox. Holly obviously
hadn’t been home for some time; otherwise, she most certainly
would’ve taken in her mail.

Alice got back into her car and drove off.
Oddities. Amalgams. Yes, she felt strange, and her thoughts felt
suddenly like a shifting puzzle, a hundred pieces fitting together,
then coming apart, then refitting again in different
configurations. Each reassembly was so distracting that she
couldn’t concentrate at all. Next thing she knew, she was pulling
the car into the new carriage house/garage, getting out, walking up
to the house.

A car was parked right out front, a dingy
green sedan with two odd antennae on the back. When Alice walked up
the path to her front door a man turned.

Who is that?

“Miss Sterling? Alice Sterling?” the man
inquired. He was wearing crumpled slacks, a crumpled shirt, and a
tie. Thin, kind of pale. He had a cigarette in his mouth, and long,
stringy brown hair that fell to his shoulders.

“Can I help you?”

“Yes, Miss Sterling, I think you can.” He
opened a wallet, offering her a view of its contents.

A gold police badge.

A policeman?
she thought. What on
earth is a policeman doing at my house?

“My name is Captain Cordesman,” he
introduced. “County Police—City District Homicide.”

Alice’s face seemed to
slacken. Homicide. But the thought did not arrive as a question. Somehow—for
some reason—she wasn’t at all alarmed.

But why would that be?

“May I speak with you for a few minutes?”

“Why, yes,” she said, withdrawing her house
keys. “But please come in. It’s beastly hot out here.”

This man, this Captain Cordesman, followed
Alice inside. When she pulled the door closed she saw that he’d
walked right into the living room and was looking around.

“What a beautiful house,” he said, then,
rather indecorously, he whistled.

Ordinarily, Alice would’ve responded at once
to the compliment, but, but—

Again, she felt suddenly confused, and then
the confusion turned into some sort of suspicion.

He’s…not really…interested
in the house, she felt certain.
He’s…fishing for something.

And then another voice seemed to whisper in
her ear.

(Yes, Alice, you’re right. So be
careful.)

Dessamona…

She’s here during the
day, Alice thought in a fog.
But where?

“I’m glad you like it,” she finally
responded. “I’ve had it restored as genuinely as possible. In case
you don’t know, this is an original Colonial watch house.”

Cordesman turned curtly to face her.
“Actually, I do know that, Miss Sterling. And that’s what I’d like
to talk to you about.”

(Careful, careful…)

“Okay,” Alice said cheerily. “But first, can
I offer you something to drink?”

The police captain glanced at the small bar
and seemed to smile to himself. “I’d love a drink, if you want to
know the truth. Unfortunately, I quit drinking several years
ago.”

“A soda water then?”

“Thanks, but no, Miss Sterling. I didn’t come
here to snitch your soda water. I came to ask you about the
newspaper article.”

“The—”

“The Capital, Miss Sterling. Didn’t
someone from the Capital
stop by recently, with regard to an article
they’re running about local historical houses refurbished by city
residents?”

(Careful…)

“Oh, yes,” she said without pause. “The
photographer.”

“John Suit?”

“Yes, that’s right. That was his name.”

The captain meandered around in the living
room as he commenced with his questions, eyeing the furniture, the
drapes, the framed pictures. “What exactly did he do?”

Alice shrugged. “He took pictures of the
house—quite a few of them.”

“And?”

“And that’s all,” Alice said. “He left.”

Captain Cordesman’s brow seemed to furrow
minutely.

“He left. Would this have
been at approximately seven p.m.,
seven-thirty or thereabouts?”

“I think so. That sounds right.”

“Yes, he turned in his film to his editor.
His film for the pictures in the article.”

Why was the man being so cryptic? “I would
presume so,” Alice said.

“What can you tell me about him, Miss
Sterling? What can you tell me about John Suit?”

Alice couldn’t help but smile a bit at the
captain’s odd protocol. “Well, not much. He seemed very interested
in the house, that’s all. And he was a very nice man.”

“A very nice man.” The
policeman nodded once. “Well, I regret to inform you that John Suit
is now a very nice dead
man.”

(Caaaaareful…)

Alice brought her fingers to her lip.
“How…horrible!”

“Yes.” Cordesman walked back into the foyer
and peered down the hall. “What’s, uh, what’s down here?”

“The laundry room, and the basement,” Alice
said. “But, but, you were saying—”

“John Suit was murdered the same night. We
found his body…well, I’ll spare you the details. Let’s just say
that when we found his body it wasn’t in the best of shape.”

Why was he being so mysterious? And why—

Why does he keep staring
down the hall at the basement door? she
wondered.

“Let’s just say,” he repeated, “that John
Suit was murdered very uniquely.”

“I don’t understand.”

“He was murdered by means of a modus that
connects him to several other area murders.”

Alice paused, thinking. “Well, I have read in
the papers about some recent rape-related murders. A burglar, I
think? A burglar breaking into houses where there are women
alone?”

“This is a completely different case, Miss
Sterling. The victims of these murders are all men, all found in
the same…state.”

Alice bit her lower lip. She nearly
shivered.

Captain Cordesman hadn’t moved from the short
hallway, nor had he taken his eyes off the basement door.

“We don’t know much, Miss
Sterling, but we do know that after John Suit turned in his film he didn’t go
home. In fact, he never
went home again. It may well be, Miss Sterling,
considering the estimated time of his death, that you were one of
the last people to see him alive.”

“That’s—that’s frightening,” Alice said.

“And what I’d like to ask you is this: After
John Suit left this house to turn his film in to his editor, did he
come back?”

“You mean back here? Back to my house?”

“That’s right. Did he come back to your
house?”

(Alice! You must be very caref—)

“No,” Alice said.

Cordesman turned to face her again, looking
Alice solidly in the eye. “You’re sure, Miss Sterling?”

“Absolutely.”

The captain nodded to himself, pushing
strands of his long hair out of his eyes. He took one last odd
glance down the hall, then offered Alice his card.

“I appreciate your time, Miss Sterling. If
you remember anything else about John Suit, anything he might’ve
said that seemed strange, some strange gesture perhaps, would you
call me please?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you. I, uh, I’ll be going now. Have a
good day.”

Alice showed the man to the door. “Goodbye,
Captain.” Then she watched the long-haired, disheveled man go back
to his car and drive away.

Alice closed the door.

She thought of puzzles again, puzzle pieces
thrown together and then mixed around. She had the oddest
impression: as if she was squinting at something— through a veil,
perhaps, or a heavy fog—she was looking at something, but she was
not quite able to see it.

She went into the watch room. The drapes were
drawn; the room sat in gentle darkness.

And in the corner—through the veil, through
the fog— she could see the faintest image.

The angel. Dessamona.

Naked. Beautiful. Her raven hair shining.
Standing there in the watch room’s darkest corner.

And then Alice began to see the rest. She
began to see her thoughts.

At last she began to see the puzzle pieces
fit more precisely together.

(You did so well)
came the soft, feminine voice.
(I was worried.)

I was, too,
Alice admitted to herself.

(We have to be very careful.)

I know, Alice thought.

The angel seemed to smile. It was something
Alice sensed rather than saw. She’d never really seen Dessamona’s
face, had she? The smile was more like something you knew without
ever really having to see it.

(Everything’s all right now. but there’s
still something you need to do.)

Alice didn’t quite get it. “What?” she
asked.

(Something you forgot?)

Alice squinted, chewed her lip again.

(The basement, Alice. You need to go down
into the basement and clean up the rest of the blood…)
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Dead, Holly thought, remembering the stout librarian’s
words.

Butchered.

She knew the next order of business was a
visit to the main county library on West Street, but her curse
curtailed her. First she went to the nearest bar, the Map Room. Was
it coincidence that the bar’s decor was overtly nautical? Brass
rails, dark veneered wood, compasses and sextants on the stained
board plank walls, along with framed paintings of still more masted
ships on the high seas. Her first Dewar’s went down quickly as she
frowned at the old salt’s tale.

The tale hadn’t ended there. It was the rest
of what the old librarian had said that affected her now.

The governor’s office had
quickly ordered a boarding party, and the Scrimm’s crew (fourteen men in all, according to the ship’s operations
log) were found dead, butchered.

But it was the manner in which they’d been
butchered: meticulously, nearly ritualistically.

“Almost,” the librarian added, “as if they’d
been sacrificed.”

But that wasn’t the only oddity.

Sixteen bodies were found aboard the Scrimm.

This extra pair of corpses was found in the
captain’s cabin, one man, one woman. Stowaways, the boarding party
concluded. The man was found strangled, apparently, right there on
the captain’s desk. But the woman…

Holly ordered another drink.

A naked woman was found dead on the floor,
her wrists cut to the bone. According to the boarding party’s
report, her face, even in the grip of her own suicide, was set in a
leering grin.

And written on the cabin wall, in what was
presumably her own blood, was a single word, a name—

The same name that Alice had muttered in her
sleep.

—Dessamona.
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“Suck it,” he quietly instructed in the front
seat of his car. “Suck it hard.”

The exploitation, the denigration, and the
ultimate humiliation of women was an occasion Steve always rose to.
He couldn’t resist—it was, well—it was just too much fun.

He had the plan all mapped out now, and
thinking about it, thinking about all the things he would do—

It just got him so goddamned aroused that he
couldn’t help himself.

He’d picked the hooker up on West, at the bus
stop, and taken her down to the condo complexes. He didn’t waste
time.

He pointed his .25 right in her face and
said, “I want a blowjob, and if it’s good, I won’t kill you.”

White girl. They all looked
the same on the street, kind of generic. Little redneck crackhead
sleeze in shorts, halter, and flip-flops—a twenty-dollar lay,
max. Cute little titties on her,
he thought, plucking them with his right hand.
With his left he held the gun to her head. Nice, long brunette
hair, too, and a mouth honed to expertise.

“That’s it, yeah, that’s it. Harder.”

The prostitute sucked, literally, for her
life. Steve wouldn’t kill her; there was no need. She sure as shit
wasn’t going to go to the cops with his description, and she didn’t
have shit if she took his tag number because Steve was always sure
to put phony plates on his car whenever he was going out on a stake
or a job—

Aw, shit!
he thought at just that moment.
I forgot to put on my phony fuckin’
plates!

Oh, well…

He let her get down, thrusting up into her
mouth. And when he thought about all the things he was going to do
to Alice…well, that was all she wrote.

He grunted, moaning. The spasms
triggered…

“All of it,” he panted. “Come on, all of it,
you little shit, right down the hatch…”

Yeah, he thought.

A moment later he let her raise her head. She
was shaking. She looked like she was going to puke, she was so
scared.

“Please don’t kill me,” she begged, her
crooked teeth chattering.

“Aw, relax, honey. I told you I wouldn’t kill
ya if it was good, and it was good.”

“Can—can I go now?”

“Sure, after you give me all your money.”

She dug frantically into the tiny pocket of
her shorts. She handed him three twenties.

“That’s it? Sixty bucks?” Steve shook his
head. “Honey, you’re gonna have to hustle better than that. What
about inflation?”

She was shaking like a live wire.
“Pl-pl-please don’t kill me…I-I-I gotta three-month-old baby I
gotta take care of.”

“Hey, don’t worry, Mom.” Steve started the
car. “Take off.”

The girl’s lungs gusted in relief. She opened
the car door, leaned forward to get out, and—

Steve squeezed off two shots, one in the back
and the second in the back of her head as she fell against the side
of the open door. He pushed her the rest of the way out, then
floored it. The car’s forward motion promptly sucked the door
closed.

Yes, murder was that easy.

He couldn’t take the chance of her having
spotted his plates. Shit, what a bonehead move!

He pulled off down the road, made two quick
turns, and was back out on West Street.

Your little crack baby don’t need a welfare
whoremother anyway. Best to let it die in the closet…

The way Steve saw it, he’d just done society
a favor, eliminating a prostitute as well as a drughead baby who’d
surely grow up to be a welfare recipient and criminal.

I just saved the state a lot of money!

The nut was just what he needed to take the
edge off. Steve was geared up, nearly giddy with excitement. He’d
already seen the house twice on drive-bys. Tonight was the
night.

One more little gander
can’t hurt, he reasoned.

He turned through the Circle and was there,
just like that.

Federal Street.

Two blocks down, on the
left, he reminded himself, and there the
joint was.

Steve idled by, peering.

Yeah, it was a funny-looking little place,
one level, kind of squat. Nice small yard, some kind of shed in the
back, and a great view of the bay. The lights were on.

And in the front window…a figure blurred.

Steve eased on the brake. He didn’t want to
be conspicuous but, well, he had to see her.

Alice…

And there she was. Just a momentary glimpse,
but that was definitely her in the front window. Jeans, it looked
like; a nice light blouse. Her short blond hair seemed to give off
light—

Then she moved off, rather quickly.

Getting around on the peg
leg pretty good, I see, Steve thought, and
drove on.

He remembered how the whore had been shaking
with fear, like someone had plugged her into the wall. Right now,
though, Steve was shaking himself, but it wasn’t from fear.

It was excitement. It was elation.

Yeah, tonight was the night.

Alice, darling,
Steve thought. I’ll be
stopping by a little later.

Look forward to seein’ ya.

 


««—»»

 


The Scrimm had been hauled ashore and
scrapped, dismantled in place. Its tons of ballast rock had been
offloaded, its hull and mastpoles taken apart, to be used for local
construction. The first construction job was obvious. A distributor
and landowner named Taylor, who had overseen the haulage, had for a
pittance contracted the rebuilding of the watch house. The new city
dock would not be completed for a year, so the watch house needed
to be put back into commission for the time being. Hence, the first
thing that was constructed from the remains and the shipping
ballast of the H.M.S. Scrimm
was a new watch house.

Inquiry was made as to the
whereabouts of the gold consignment aboard the Scrimm, by liaisons of the Court of
King George. But these liaisons were told a slightly different
story—that the Scrimm had sunk.

Nevertheless, the enterprising Mr. Taylor
died within a year, reportedly murdered by ruffians one night…

And as for the strange name left in the
captain’s cabin— Dessamona—the librarian had only the faintest of
clues:

“A demon of some sort, worshipped before
Christianity. Before the Druids…”

Holly was drunk now, fully drunk, as she
wobbled into the West Street library. Thank God it was summer and
school was out; the library was only sparsely occupied. Holly had
been here many times in the past, but now, close to inebriated, she
lost her bearings. It took her a good ten minutes just to remember
where the reference section was.

The new computerized “card file” was
difficult to operate, but eventually she was able to enter the
subject:

OCCULT

Several texts were spewed
out. After some stumbling she found them and, bleary-eyed, scanned
their pages. The first few books contained no reference whatsoever
to any demon or even person named Dessamona. But the last
text, The Morakis Compendium of Witchcraft
and Demonology…

Here it is!
she thought.

 


dessamona
(obscure) [also known as Amon]: A Brythion demon,
pre-Druidic, worshipped actively by the Urlocs and other nomadic
tribal subcultures centuries before the initial Saxon and Friscian
invasions. The demon can be thought of as being possessed of a dual
personality; Dessamona appears to the possessed as a beautiful
woman, a seductress, promising wealth and beauty to its unfortunate
victims. Yet the demon’s actual gender is male, and he is called
Amon.

A tertiary demon of lower orders, Amon was a
“subcarnate,” bidding sacrifice in efforts to remain partially
incarnated on a perpetual basis. Typically, Amon, masquerading as
the beautiful Dessamona, would seduce the physical desires of
women, tricking them to do his sacrificial bidding. If such a woman
was married via proper matrimony, her husband often served as an
unknowing accomplice—

 


Holly stopped reading for a
moment, thinking back. The fifteenth
man, she speculated. Strangled on the deck. He must have been the woman’s
husband…

And next:

 


Amon’s favorite ploy was to create a false
belief in his subject, the belief on the subject’s part that she
had, through Dessamona’s kindness, been reborn into a self-realm of
beauty and desirability. Undesirable traits and physical defects
were soon dismissed, as if they had never existed at all.

 


What had Alice said just the other day? That
she no longer even thought about her prosthesis? That she even had
begun to forget she had it?

 


Dessamona/Amon’s manner of seduction came
craftily through dreams; the demon would falsely inspire confidence
into the mind of the subject. The sacrifices were committed during
“somnambulic” states—

 


Again, Holly halted. How could she not find
this information harrowing, after witnessed having with her own
eyes Alice’s recent somnambulism?

 


—also known as sleepwalking. Eventually Amon
would grow tired of a subject, having deceived her sufficiently and
would then abandon her after inspiring suicide. Amon’s subjects, in
fact, were typically abused and previously suicidal.

 


Another shocking
parallel. Previously suicidal.
Scarcely more than a week ago, Alice had
attempted suicide.

 


Amon’s male appearance is not known.
Historical excavations in the early 1900s, particularly those
sponsored by the Academy of London’s Archaeology Department,
uncovered many hidden caverns along the English coast, probably
occupied as temples in the demon’s homage, for Amon, according to
pre-Druidic record, was routinely worshipped in caves, caverns, and
grottos, a demon whose spirit was condemned by God to spend
eternity enslaved in the rock of the earth.

 


— | — | —

 




37

 


 


ST. BRIDE’S BAY, ENGLAND, 1793

 


(Katelyn! You must be careful!)

But Katelyn didn’t understand as she walked
briskly across the moonlit field, her white nightdress flowing
wild. Be careful of what? she wondered.

(You mustn’t come to the grotto
tonight!)

“But why?” Katelyn asked aloud, to the
gorgeous night sky, to the summer breeze, to the moon.

(There are people there…) the angel’s voice
lamented.

“People?”

(Men…soldiers, Katelyn. They’ve…they’ve
found out. They’ve found the back chamber…)

Katelyn ran then, through the field, past
the pond in which she liked to bathe. And when she rounded the last
hillock she saw the lights.

Lantern lights, dozens of them. Katelyn hid
behind a tree and looked on…

The mouth of the angel’s grotto was
clustered with soldiers, a dozen of them probably, each holding a
lantern. Several soldiers rested on one knee, their foreheads in
their hands, as if they’d just seen something terrible. Then
another soldier rushed from the grotto to some bushes and
vomited.

“Never seen anything like it, Captain
Nutman,” one soldier, a sergeant, remarked to a ponytailed officer.
“Nothin’ so devilish in my life. Worse than when we captured that
prison barge of Napoleon’s, back when he was tearing up Norway.
”

“How many did you say, Hodge? Did I hear
you right?” the captain asked.

“Practically the whole blamed nightwatch,
sir. Ketchum, Sallee, Damon, Chizmar, oh, and Rainey, too, and at
least a half dozen more.”

“And-and you say they were— ”

“All…cut open, sir. Cut open like sheep at
an abattoir, innards yanked right out of their bellies and tossed
all about. Blood all over the bloomin’ place, too, like nothin’ you
could ever in your life imagine, sir. It’s surely the devil’s work
if it’s anything. It’s like a church back there.”

“What’s that, Hodge?A church, you
say?”

The sergeant’s face twisted. “Yes, sir. Lots
of candles and oil lamps. And an altar and pews even, but made of
slabs of rock.”

“Good lord,” the captain croaked.

“Lot of the men had wives, sir. Kids,
babies.”

The captain’s face paled as he looked on
then. Naked bodies were being brought out on litters, one after
another. Each body sallow in death, badged with dried black blood,
eviscerated.

“And where is this…other?” the captain
asked with a hard-set jaw.

“Wayne and Edwards are bringin’ him out
now, sir.”

A scuffle arose, and shouting could be heard
from within the grotto, and lanterns began to bob. Then two more
soldiers appeared, holding a third man between them, a man in
civilian clothes.

“This him?” the captain inquired, with
disdain burned into his features. “This the evil devil’s bastard
son who did this to my men?”

“That’s right, sir. He was louting about
in the back. Caught him bloody-handed, too, and drunk up to the
gills. No jury on the King’s Court’d tell you he wasn’t
guilty.”

The captain eyed the captured civilian. “And
no jury will have to, son. This is a military district. I’m the
jury.” The captain’s locutions stopped as he paused to swallow his
disgust. “Take him back to camp and lock him up. We’ll shoot the
slimy bloke come sunrise.”

“You heard the captain!” the sergeant
yelled. “Off with him to the stockade!”

The two soldiers hustled the civilian off
around the bend, onto the trail that led past the quarry to the
army camp.

And it was then, the figures now turned
toward the moonlight, that Katelyn recognized the civilian
prisoner—

Her husband.

“Are all the bodies out now?” Captain
Nutman asked next.

“Yes, sir.”

“Then fill up this hellhole with
blackpowder and blow it up. Have the goddamned scarvies cart the
pieces down to the dock and upload it all for ballast. I don’t want
a bloomin’ single stone left here. Load it up and take it to
goddamned America; let those bleedin’ arses have every single piece
of this devil’s lair.”

“Yes, sir! Right away, sir!”

Katelyn scurried away behind the hillock,
then waited for the two soldiers to pass along the trail with her
husband. She followed at a distance. The lighted docks could be
seen now, the huge merchant ships moored to the piers.

And as she passed the quarry, she could see
the night crews working steadily by great lanterns, loading ballast
rocks into horsedrawn carts, to be taken to the ships.

Shortly before the army camp she heard
shouts and commotion up ahead, and when she looked she saw the
figure of her husband fighting the two soldiers. Two quick shots
were fired.

Then silence.

Katelyn saw her husband running away, his
two captors dead in the trail. He was running for the docks…

(Follow him, Katelyn!) the angel’s voice
quickened. (It’s your only chance—)

But then the angel’s voice quieted as the
sound of explosives erupted from the grotto. The demolition seemed
to rupture the sky with its terrible sound and white-orange
light.

Katelyn caught her breath, wiped tears from
her eyes.

Then she ran, just as the angel had told her
to.

She ran along down the trail, her hand to
her bosom, her heart hammering.

She ran as if being chased by killers.

Katelyn ran straight for the docks…
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Midnight.

Steve waited for the lights to go out.

He parked on a lot down the street, in a gulf
of shadows where huge trees blocked out the streetlights.

Well, here you are,
he thought. Are you
really going to do this?

Then he chuckled to himself.

Who are you kidding?

The hot night seemed to sit beside him in the
car, a companion, a coconspirator.

A friend.

Oh my God, how I’ve waited
for this, he thought in a dreamy kind of
wonder.

He checked his gun, patted his pocket to make
sure his knife was there, and his glass cutter and red-lensed
flashlight.

Ready, Stevie?

He was ready, more ready than he’d ever been
for anything in his life. His erection beat in his pants. He
couldn’t stop thinking—

Christ—

—about everything he’d do to her.

Alice…

The street was quiet, dead. Crickets
chirruped, an almost liquid sound.

Steve pulled on his jersey gloves, pulled on
his mask.

Then he got out of the car, slipped quickly
through the bushes in the next yard, and crept up toward the back
of Alice’s house…
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“Miss? Miss?”

Holly’s eyes seemed to ooze open.

“Look, miss. You’d better let me call you a
cab.”

Eventually Holly’s head
rose from the bartop. My God,
she thought. I passed
out. Good job, Holly. Face-first right down on the bar.

“I’m sorry,” she drawled, her head throbbing.
“Could I get some coffee?”

The tall bartender nodded and brought her a
hot mug.

Another day, another
dollar—that’s how
it is for most people, she thought.
But with me it’s another hour, another
bar. It took her several minutes to
remember where she was: The T.G.I.F. on Route 2. The small bar next
to the main dining rooms. Now it was going on one in the
morning. I’ve been here for hours,
she realized. She’d come here after leaving the
county library, after reading about—

Dessamona,
she thought.

And then more words surfaced in her mind,
behind the steady headache.

Condemned by God to spend eternity enslaved
in the rock of the earth.

The rock of the earth.

The Scrimm’s ballast rock was unloaded, used for building materials. Used
to—

Rebuild the Taylor Watch House…

And how could Holly forget, that first night
she’d gone down to the basement and found the board in the
rock-and-mortared walls? The basement wasn’t lined with bricks; it
was cemented together with uneven slabs of rock.

One of Amon’s
grottoes? she wondered.

How could she ever really know?

Moreover, how could she really believe any of
this? Holly was a clinical psychiatrist, an objective person who
didn’t believe in ghosts, demons, the supernatural.

Ghosts? she wondered. Demons?

Perhaps Alice had found out about the legend
herself. Was that so absurd? She’d found out about it just as Holly
had, and in her dementia, in her split-personality syndrome, she
had believed it. Why not?

Holly sipped the coffee. It scalded her
mouth, but she barely felt it. She needed more proof before she’d
believe something so far-fetched. Besides, the myth had made a
clear reference to sacrifices, hadn’t it?

“It’s just—it’s just…so horrible,” a woman’s
voice drifted from behind. “I still can’t believe it. He was just
so nice, such a sweet person.”

Holly glanced up. Two young waitresses stood
by the halfboard of the bar, lamenting something. One was in
tears.

“And here it is, every day in the damned
newspaper!”

They were looking down at an opened newspaper
on the halfboard.

“What an awful world,” the other waitress
said. “I mean, who could do something like this? And it says right
here there have been more; this deacon from St. Mary’s. They found
his body this morning in an apartment utility room. And this other
guy, this photographer from the paper.”

Holly’s eyes narrowed. Photographer?

“I don’t care about any of them!” the first
girl sobbed loudly. “All I care about is Micah!”

The name was unfamiliar at
first, but Holly’s drooping head bolted up nevertheless.
Micah? she wondered.
Then—

The note…

That was the name signed at the bottom of one
of the notes she’d found in Alice’s bedroom.

Micah.

“He worked here for all that time, and
now—now…he’s dead…”

Holly assessed the comment, but something
else was nagging at her.

What else had the girls said? Something about
a photographer. A photographer from the paper.

Alice said a photographer was coming over.
To take pictures of the house for some article…

Holly sipped more coffee, waiting for the
distraught waitresses to get back to their work. Then she reached
over, snatched up the newspaper, and spread it before her on the
bar.

The front page of the city paper. An article
about strange, recent murders, all related by an unspecified modus.
A deacon from the local Catholic parish. A photographer from the
same newspaper, and a local cartoonist who worked part-time in this
very restaurant, named Micah. And—

Holy shit,
Holly thought.

—and a plumber named George.

Holly paid her tab and rose to leave.

“Hey, wait,” the bartender nearly shouted.
“You’re too drunk to drive, lady. Let me call you a—”

But by then Holly was already out the door
and heading for her car.
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Her eyes went wide in thrall, her heart beat
with an ecstatic energy she could not describe.

Was she dreaming?

It didn’t matter…

Alice stepped down into the basement, wearing
a sheer white nightgown. It felt so warm down here, yet not
uncomfortably so. She felt safe, as if in a womb. But there was
something else she felt, something…in the air?

By now she’d changed so much, and so much for
the better, and she knew that it was her mind that was changing as
well as her physical body. This seemed much more important.

She understood it all now.

I…I can see it all…

The basement stood vacant
before her. The jagged rock walls made her feel safe as a womb. In
fact, they were a
womb of sorts. The womb of her womanhood.

The womb of
all women, all the women
of history.

Holly had been down here; Alice knew that
because Dessamona had told her. Dessamona told her everything.

Alice pushed one of the moving boxes away
from the wall, revealing several black plastic garbage bags. She
knelt and opened one of the bags.

And smiled.

The bag was stuffed with
clothes—men’s clothes and rags encrusted with blood.
Thank God Holly didn’t see this,
she thought. Would she
understand? Would she be able to see why all of this is so
important?

Alice’s memory seemed so strange lately, so
woozy. She remembered going to Holly’s earlier. But Holly wasn’t
home—her car wasn’t there—and her mailbox hadn’t been emptied. And
she wasn’t at her office, either.

At first Alice had been worried. Where could
Holly have been for all this time?

But then Dessamona had told her:

(She’s been out…prying into things, Alice.
Finding out…about us…the notes, Alice, the false notes from the
men—Holly found them. She took them out of the house and brought
them back later.)

Alice’s mouth fell open silently.

(That’s right, Alice. Holly knows…but you
were very wise to take the mail out of her mailbox.)

Had she? Alice mulled over her thoughts. Yes,
she had. When she’d gone to Holly’s town house and noticed the mail
in the box…she’d taken it, hadn’t she?

Yes. I did. But—

She couldn’t imagine why she would do such a
thing.

(You took her mail, Alice, because you’re
smart, because our wisdoms are becoming shared now. Taking her mail
will give us more time, and that’s very important
because…because…she’ll be coming here soon.)

No, no, Alice thought.

(But you mustn’t worry about that.
We’ll…take care of that. Together, you and I, we will take care of
everything—)

Alice thought no more of
it. Dessamona knows what’s best,
she thought. If there was anyone she could trust,
it had to be Dessamona, right? So—

Alice moved to the back of the basement. To
the door.

(Alice?)

She opened the door.

(Alice?)

Alice smiled and entered the basement’s back
room.

 


««—»»

 


A dream?

Was it really?

Two candles flickered; that was the only
light. The black church stood before her now, the same place she’d
dreamed of the night she first met Dessamona, the night she’d…

The memory steeled her.

The night she’d tried to kill herself.
But—

Dessamona saved me.

She owed Dessamona…so much.

The candlelit darkness seemed to churn.
Alice’s eyes struggled to adjust, and eventually the image
formed:

The figure.

It stood like a chess piece, draped in a
black robe and hood.

It spoke, then, as it had so many times in
the past, the lovely, reassuring woman’s voice, sweet with
knowledge and all the verity of history:

(Alice?)

“I’m here.”

(We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?)

“Oh, yes!” Alice enthused.

(And do you understand now? Do you?)

“Yes! I…I
know! I see it
all now.”

(Good. And now it’s time for you to
see…me.)

Alice didn’t quite understand. She’d seen
Dessamona many times by now, all those nights the angel had come to
comfort her, to help Alice rebuild herself out of the sad pieces of
her old life, into the new and resplendent woman she’d become.

Dessamona was beautiful, as always nude in
her beauty. Her skin flawless, her body trim and fit, with feminine
curves.

Her breasts large and firm and perfect.

Her hair like a cascade of fine black
silk…

But—

Alice remembered now.

I’ve never really seen Dessamona’s face…

The angel stood erect, motionless. And as
Alice’s eyes further adjusted to the darkness, she noticed the
crude stone altar that Dessamona stood behind.

(Don’t be frightened,
Alice.) the lovely voice said.
(But it’s time for you to look at me, to really
see me.)

Alice’s eyes widened.

The figure’s hand slowly raised, paused in
the light, and then lowered the black hood.

Alice stared.

The face that looked back at her was not that
of a beautiful woman. It was, instead, the face of a man, or at
least something vaguely resembling a man.

Hideous.

Huge, orbicular eyes blinked. The warped,
anguloid head looked runneled, squashed to one side. Two rimmed
holes were all that existed of its nose, and the skin of its
pocked, gray-mottled cheeks seemed thin enough to nearly see
through, as though the entirety of the face itself had been eroded
by untold eons.

And its mouth…

The figure of Dessamona smiled as best it
could, the lipless mouth stretched taut across crooked, sharpened
teeth more like a gash full of broken glass.

Yet the voice remained. Still soft and
assuring, still lovely in its femininity.

(Beauty— real beauty, Alice—is not something
that can be defined by the world. Do you understand?)

“Yes,” Alice breathed.

(Behold, then. Behold the rest of my
beauty.)

Nearly skeletal hands rose to the black
robe’s collar, and then the robe fell away, sliding down over
shadow-boned shoulders. No, this was not the beautiful woman Alice
had known. What stood before her now, behind the jagged stone
altar, was something more akin to a corpse. Ribs so sunken they
looked like slits, decayed muscles corded beneath the pocked and
mottled skin and hued in an ugly grayish-green. Its gut sucked in,
its navel like a puncture.

And between the bone-thin legs, a scrotum and
snoutlike penis…

(Do you understand?)
the thing said next. (See me now, Alice, in all my truth, in all the truth that’s
ever existed.)

As it spoke the words, the familiar feminine
voice had corroded, fluttering down into barely human suboctaves
that sounded like crumbling rock.

(Do you understand,
Alice?) it croaked once more.

Alice remained standing in her rigor, her
eyes unable even to blink.

(Alice?Alice?)

 


««—»»

 


This must be my lucky night.

Climbing up onto the back deck had been a
cinch. Perfect darkness back there, lots of high trees, high
fences. And the deck itself was very well built; the
weather-guarded planks didn’t so much as creak when he set his feet
down after swiveling over the rail.

And he didn’t even need his glass cutter—the
French doors were unlocked!

But—

No Alice,
Steve discerned at once, after he slipped into
the bedroom, his gun in one hand and a gag in the other.

And no Alice in the other rooms, either.

He quickly combed the rest of the floor,
slipping in and out like a slick shadow, ready to pounce as he
flashed his red-lensed light.

What the fuck?

The entire house was dark. But Alice wasn’t
here. He was sure she’d been here, though, an hour or so ago; he’d
seen her in the window. And only a matter of minutes ago he’d seen
the lights flick out.

Where the hell could she
have gotten to? he wondered, perplexed,
his gloved hands clenching. His brow furrowed beneath the ski
mask.

Standing in the dark foyer, he heard clocks
ticking. And then he heard—

A voice?

He stood stock-still, listening, his head
cocked.

A voice—Alice’s voice.

But it was so muffled, so distant…

Where’s it coming from?

He took several steps down the hall. The
voice, however scarcely audible, grew slightly in volume.

And next—

Now he saw it.

Steve smiled.

There was the faintest light in the gap at
the bottom of the door on the left.

A room behind there…

Ever so carefully, then, Steve opened the
door.

No, not just a room—

A basement,
he instantly realized.

A flight of steps led down to the
basement.

Visions bloomed, like flowers in his mind.
What he would do to her would make those other women look like
peanuts. He would do things to her that had never been done to
women ever, ever in the world—he would do things that had never
even been conceived of.

His head grew light just thinking about
it.

Oh, yes. What he would do to Alice Sterling
would be legendary…

Steve began to walk down the steps.

Yeah, he thought. This is definitely my
lucky day.

 


««—»»

 


Swallow it all, my little suckling.

Drink it up like wine from a goblet.

Eat it like the starving eat their
porridge.

Consume my lies, my love!

And swallow it, yes! Swallow every morsel
down into the empty belly of your soul.

And here he comes, a final pig for our final
feast together.

A final helping of meat for my gullet…

 


— | — | —

 




40

 


 


“Driver’s license and registration,
please.”

My God, Holly thought. At her back, and in the rearview mirror, manic
red and blue lights throbbed, washing the houses on either side of
the road. She’d been just about to turn the Maserati off the
Circle—Alice’s house was less than a half-mile away—when
this had
happened.

She rummaged through her purse, retrieved her
license, and then rooted for her registration in the glove box.

The big-city cop stood stoically just behind
her open driver’s window. All she could see of him was his torso up
to the level of his badge, and, of course, the bullet-studded
gunbelt.

“Listen, Officer,” she attempted, still
unable to locate her pink MVA registration. “My name is Holly Ryan.
I’m a psychiatrist, and right now I’m in the middle of an emergency
regarding one of my patients.”

“Driver’s license and registration, please,”
the officer repeated.

Goddamn!
she thought. She knew she’d been weaving; she
knew she was going to get a ticket, but right now—

I don’t have time for this shit!

She had to get to Alice’s…

“Look, Officer, here, take my license; give
me a ticket later. This really is a psychiatric emergency. I have
to get to my patient’s home.”

Only now did the officer lean over far enough
to show his face. And it was not a happy face by any means. A cold
glare through hard eyes, a face like carved wood.

“I said, Miss Ryan,
driver’s license and registration.”

Holly rummaged again. “I can’t find it!”

The officer’s nose seemed to twitch. “You’ve
been drinking, haven’t you, Miss Ryan?”

Holly didn’t answer.

“Step out of the vehicle, please, Miss
Ryan.”

She looked up, forlorn now. “Officer, I’m
serious. I really do have a medical emergency. Give me a ticket
later; you have my name and address. Arrest me later. But, right
now, I really do have to go.”

A pause. Was he contemplating? Then—

“Step out of the vehicle, please, Miss Ryan.
If I let you drive this car another yard, there’d be quite a few
more medical emergencies, I’m afraid. You smell like a distillery.
When you turned off the Circle you nearly hit two other vehicles.
You’re too drunk to drive.”

“Christ Almighty!” Holly
cut loose and yelled. “Are you dense! I have a patient who’s
probably schizoid and homicidal, you idiot!”

“Miss Ryan, you’re under arrest for driving
while intoxicated. Step out of the vehicle, and I mean right now.
Is that clear?”

The red and blue lights throbbed on.

Her sweat trickled.

And in her mind she could only see Alice…

“All right,” she agreed. “I’m getting
out.”

The officer stepped back, and—

Holly stomped on the gas.

The screech of rubber
resounded like a siren. The Maserati lurched forward, fishtailing,
and when its tires finally found purchase with the street it took
off, the sheer inertia slamming Holly back into the seat. She cut
across someone’s yard at the end of the street rather than slowing
down to make the turn. It was only a few seconds later when she
heard a real siren slicing through the night.

You’ve only got one chance,
Holly, she told herself. The Maserati
could probably outrun any police car in the state, but on
residential streets? The extra performance would do her little
good, or worse, would prove to be a detriment. She was a
psychiatrist, not an Indy 500 driver. And there was one more
consideration: She was drunk.

That storm trooper’ll be on
my tail in ten seconds, she
realized.

She jammed the brakes. Again, the tires
screamed. She got out of the car, dashed into the darkness of a
side yard, and ran as fast as her inebriated feet would carry her.
Through the trees, as she ran, she could see the red and blue
lights racing in the opposite direction. The siren whooped.

She stopped a moment behind someone’s
lawnmower shed. She needed to catch her breath, regain her
bearings. A dog barked from not too far off. Even this late, she
could hear televisions chattering from open windows. There was one
good thing, at least: the sudden rush of adrenaline cleared her
senses and helped sober her up.

After another few seconds she cut across the
next yard. Christ, what if she got lost? She could see it now:
Drunk psychiatrist flees from police and is found wandering lost in
Historic District. But when she peeked into the adjacent street,
the corner sign about hit her in the eye:

FEDERAL STREET.

Holly glanced both ways. The street was empty
of traffic. She dashed across, scurried into the first backyard on
the other side, then began to make her way down.

Through trees and hedges she could see
moonlight glinting on the bay; she knew she was close. Then she
nearly bumped into another shed.

Not a shed.

Alice’s carriage
house, she realized. Her new garage.

She’d stumbled into Alice’s
yard without even realizing it. The police lights could still be
seen high off, but they were safely distant. She peeked quickly
into the carriage house, blinked, and caught the glimmer of
moonlight on the brown lacquer of Alice’s car. Thank God she’s home…

But what now? She couldn’t
just go knock on the door. Best to look
around first, she decided, and again
thought of her Peeping-Tom patient. All of the windows were
dark. Maybe she’s asleep,
Holly considered, and she knew there was only one
way to find out.

Christ! She nearly tripped over a roll of lawn hoses. The back deck
loomed, as high as her head as she stood on the yard’s steep
decline. Grunting, now, she attempted to step up onto the large
Trane a/c unit, when snap!

Her heel broke off in the
grill. Make some noise, why don’t
you, she thought. She kicked off her
shoes, stepped up a second time, and after more repressed grunting,
managed to pull herself up onto the back deck.

She rested again, steadied herself. The moon
shone high over the placid water. Crickets throbbed en masse. The
first thing she needed to do was peek into one of the watch room’s
windows, see if Alice was in bed. But when she moved to do so, she
froze.

The French doors both stood wide open, the
air-conditioning making the sheer drape liners billow outward.

Holly edged toward the doors and peeked
in.

Damn it!

The big poster bed was neatly made. Alice
wasn’t in it.

But she had to be here. Her car was in the
garage. Why was the house so dark?

One slow step at a time, then, Holly entered
the watch room. The air-conditioner chilled her when she’d stepped
fully inside. All that lit her way now was the moon shining through
the draped gaps in the windows. Alice’s bedroom was empty, and so
was the guest room.

And so was the kitchen and the dining room
and the living room.

There’s only one other place she can be…

The basement.

Her bare feet took her ever so slowly through
the foyer, past the front door, past the ticking grandfather clock.
She turned in the darkness then—no moonlight to guide her here—and
squinted into the back hall.

In a few moments, after her eyes adjusted,
she saw it.

I was right…

There was the faintest line of light under
the door that she knew led to the basement.

Here goes,
she thought.

It seemed to take an eternity to traverse the
short hall, and even longer to open the basement door and proceed
down. The single bare bulb she remembered was all that lit the
basement, and everything here was exactly as she recalled. Just a
lot of moving boxes lined neatly against the jagged stone walls. A
few pieces of sheet-covered furniture.

Everything was exactly—

Wait.

No, it wasn’t.

Holly noticed it at once.

One of the moving boxes toward the end had
been pulled out, away from the wall. And when she went to inspect
it—

God Almighty,
the thought pulsed quietly in her
head.

Behind the box, several large plastic garbage
bags had been secreted, and the first one drooped open—

Good God Almighty…

—and it was stuffed with bloody rags and
clothes.

Holly leaned against the wall, rubbing her
eyes.

She guessed that was why she’d come here so
crazily, driving drunk, fleeing the police, climbing over the back
deck and sneaking into the house. Because part of her wanted to
believe otherwise. She wanted to prove herself wrong. She wanted to
come here and find Alice asleep and normal.

She wanted to believe it
was all a mistake, just her own drunken imagination running away
with a string of coincidences. Subcarnate demons, sacrifices, a
house possessed. She wanted proof to dismiss it all as a dementia,
as she’d been trained to do all her professional life.

But here was what it all boiled down to: a
plastic bag full of bloody rags and the certain realization:

Alice is a murderess.

I’m in love…with a murderess…

“Holly?”

Her gaze jerked up.

Alice stood at the back of the basement,
before an open door. All she wore was a white nightgown so sheer as
to be transparent, ghosting her beautiful nakedness beneath. Holly
could do nothing but stare back.

“Holly?” Alice took a silent step forward.
“What are you doing here? It’s so late. And where have you been all
day? I went by your house and your office earlier; I called so many
times.”

“Alice, stop it. We have to t—”

“I was so worried.”

“Alice…”

Even in the wan light Alice seemed lustrous.
She took more steps forward, a nearly liquid series of movements,
unhindered by her prosthesis. Holly’s vision fixed ahead of her;
her breath went thin looking at her approaching lover, her common
sense sloughed away. Alice’s large breasts were plainly visible
through the sheer nightgown, the dark nipples erect. Every lovely
curve of her body was visible, too, and these visions only seduced
Holly further, further into fantasy, further away from all the
things in the world that were real.

Alice reached out, smiling so gently, so
lovingly.

Tears ran down Holly’s cheeks.

“It’s all right,” Alice whispered, and
embraced her. Holly shivered in spite of the warmth of the
embrace.

Alice kissed her cheek. “What’s wrong?” And
then she kissed her again, again and again, till their mouths were
joined. Alice’s groin slid against Holly’s hip.

No…

Alice’s hand traipsed down Holly’s back,
pressed against her buttocks, pressed their hips together more
firmly.

Holly’s mind reeled.

“I want us to make love
now,” Alice whispered. “I promised, didn’t I? The other night. I’ve
wanted to for so long, I’ve loved
you for so long, since the first week that we
met, but I was afraid to tell you. I didn’t know how you’d feel
about it, Holly…”

Holly felt shock, wonder, exuberance, her
mind still split like wheat from its chaff, reality threshed
away.

Could this be true? That Alice loved her, as
Holly loved Alice, for all this time, but they’d both been too
afraid and too unsure to speak it?

Holly gave in to the kisses then. Not once
did it occur to her that she was kissing a killer, that she was in
love with a homicidal maniac…

Alice’s hand came around then, as her tongue
roved inside Holly’s lips. The hand seemed to trickle, like
rainwater, following down the front of Holly’s sweat-damp dress,
caressing the breasts, trickling further across the abdomen, then
gently cupping Holly’s pubis…

“This is what you want, isn’t it?” Alice
whispered. “Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted?”

“Y-yes, but—”

“I want it too, just as badly. I really do
love you…”

Something snapped,
then. This is crazy! Holly’s thoughts finally exploded. What am I doing? What in God’s name am I thinking?

And, next, with perhaps more strength than
she’d ever mustered in her life, Holly pushed Alice away.

“I know all about it, Alice!” she
shrieked.

“What are you talking about?” came Alice’s
innocent reply, her expression one of total confusion.

“I know all about the men, and what you’ve
been doing to them! I know all about the murders!”

“Murders? Holly, what—”

“Don’t play with me, Alice! I know all
about this house and what’s in it! I know all about
Dessamona!”

Alice smiled, and then the smile turned up
into a lustful sneer.

“Good, good. I’m glad you know,” Alice
responded in a much darker voice. “But that doesn’t change
anything. All this time you’ve wanted to fuck me. So let’s do it.
Let’s fuck.” The voice grated down further, a darker and darker
croak. “Let me fuck your brains out right on the floor. I’ll get
your pussy off—”

“Alice! Listen to what you’re saying!”

“I’ll suck it so hard, Holly—”

“Alice!”

“My pretty little alcoholic dyke. My
wonderful little lesbian piglet. Let me eat you like food. Let me
fill my belly with your lust and your sadness and your broken
life—”

Holly shoved her away again, forcefully,
shrieking her sobs. She fell to her knees, nearly gagging, nearly
mad now from all the compounded impossibilities that she knew were
real. Moments later, when she looked up, Alice was gone.

A door clicked.

Holly’s eyes darted. There, at the back
Sheetrock wall of the basement, was another door, to another
room…

Holly rose and barged into it—

And froze.

It was not a bare bulb that lit this place;
it was candlelight. Holly stood speechless, thoughtless, as she
stared at the scene. Part of the basement’s back wall had been
dismantled, and with the pieces of rock, Alice had erected—

An altar,
Holly realized.

An altar had been crudely built out of the
disgorged stones. And—

Jesus—

Bound by leather straps to the altar was a
man, gagged, naked, stretched out and tensing against his
bonds.

And standing behind the altar was Alice.

“You’ve got to stop this, Alice!” Holly
yelled. “You’ve got to stop killing these people!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“It’s Dessamona! She’s tricked you!”

“How can you be so sure?” Alice’s black voice
replied. “How can you be so stupid?”

“Alice!”

“What, you think I’ve
been killing people?” Alice coyly said. “What, Holly? I’ve been
sacrificing my
lovers?”

“Yes!” Holly screamed. “Dessamona has
possessed you! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

“Prove it.”

Holly stared. How
could she prove it? But
then Alice pointed to some more boxes along the wall. Atop one box
was…a letter.

“I found that in your mailbox today, when I
came by looking for you. What is it?”

Holly snatched up the
letter. The return address was Bill Stone,
St. John’s College. Her mind raced over
the clinical statistics. Schizoids and psychopaths often never
believed their crimes until the crimes were proved to them.
Here’s my proof! Holly
thought. She tore open the envelope.

“Those men, your lovers,”
she stated. “You said they left these notes, but they really
didn’t, Alice. You wrote them, under the influence of Dessamona.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I can prove it!”

“There’s only one thing you can prove,
Holly—”

Holly pulled out the contents of the
envelope: Alice’s handwriting sample, the three notes from the male
“lovers,” and Holly’s own set of handwritten instructions to Bill
Stone—

“—and that’s your own frailty and
failure—”

Holly opened the letter from Bill Stone—

“—and once you read that letter,” Alice
croaked on, “you’ll see, you foolish little lovelorn piglet.
Pussy-licker. Alcoholic. I didn’t do any of this—”

Holly read the note:

 


Holly: What is this, some kind of joke, right?
Testing my skills as a handwriting analyst? Well, you didn’t fool
old Bill! The three notes, of course, were indeed written by the
same person, but not by the person whose sample you provided, not
by this Alice person, whoever she is. The notes were all written by
you.

 


Good job, though. You almost got me! Let’s do lunch
soon!

 


Bill

 


The letter fell out of Holly’s hand.

“You did it all, Holly,” Alice said, still
grinning in the candlelight. “That’s how Dessamona has always
worked, and you would’ve known that if you’d sobered up a little
more before your feeble research attempt. You are Dessamona’s
apprentice, through me, of course.”

Holly stared.

Visions flashed. Visions of herself. The
first time she’d met Alice in her office, and all the beautiful
images, all the certainties that she loved her. Alice’s vibrant
eyes. Alice’s smile. Alice’s perfect body as she dried herself from
the shower—

And then more images.

Images of herself: crying over her love,
drunk, passed out.

More images:

Driving through the night in her Maserati.
Opening her trunk. Tossing out wet, heavy parcels into Dumpsters,
alleys, culverts and ravines, and apartment utility rooms.

And still more:

A knife plunging downward. Blood flying.
Naked bound bodies flexing in death throes, and abdomens slit open
in single, expert swipes of the blade.

Glimmering organs removed—

Hearts removed.

And all held high to the feast of power.

Me, Holly thought.

“The cycle is almost finished now,” Alice
said.

When Holly looked again, she saw that Alice
had shed her lambent nightgown and was coming around the altar,
pristine, naked, perfect.

With a knife in her hand.

“Some things never die, Holly. Do you
understand? There’s only one thing left to do—”

And with that, Alice leaned forward, kissing
Holly one last time very gently on the lips.

And raised the knife.

It glittered there, high in the
candlelight.

“The final sacrifice to Dessamona.”

“No!” Holly screamed.

The knife did not plunge down into Holly’s
heart as she expected. Instead, it turned, rather daintily, then
switched hands as—

“No no no!”

—as Alice cleanly and painlessly slit each of
her own wrists to the bone.

But she didn’t fall; not yet.

Blood guttered from her wrists like water
from twin spigots. The floor turned red.

Alice took the knife then, and pressed its
haft lovingly into Holly’s palm.

“Just one more thing, my love,” flowed the
dying, smiling voice. “One more thing for you to do…”

Alice collapsed.

Holly looked at the knife. It was a pretty
knife, pretty like jewelry. She turned it in her hand, watched it
flash marvelously.

And then she understood it all.

Everything.

She approached the altar, smiled down on the
gagged and bound pig.

She raised the knife high in both hands—

Amon!

—then brought it down swift and sure, deep
into the new piglet’s beating heart.

 


— | — | —

 





Epilogue

 


 


The body of Alice Sterling was found in the
basement of her current residence, by her psychiatrist, one Holly
Ryan. Ms. Ryan authenticated the county medical examiner’s rather
immediate conclusion as to the official cause of death: profuse
arterial blood loss via self-inflicted knife wounds to the wrists.
An open-and-shut case of suicide.

No other evidence of violence was found in
the basement or any other area of the Taylor Watch House.

 


««—»»

 


“Just tying up some loose ends, that’s all,
Ms. Ryan,” the man said. His name was Cordesman, a county police
homicide captain. He didn’t fit the stereotype at all: he had long
hair, crumpled clothes, and a face so thin one might think he was a
drug addict. Holly didn’t like him at all.

“I can’t imagine what loose ends there could
be, Captain,” she said.

He was looking around the watch house as he
spoke, never once actually looking at her.

“Well, let me run this by you real quick, and
see what you think,” he said, now eyeing the crystal carriage clock
on the mantel. “Last week a photographer named John Suit was here
to take pictures of Ms. Sterling’s house, for an article in the
Weekender. Also, the day after Ms. Sterling’s suicide, we found the
body of a man named Steve Willet; Willet, we discovered, had been
engaged to Ms. Sterling last year. Both men, in other words, had a
direct proximity to Alice Sterling, and they both have one other
thing in common.”

“I realize that, Captain.” Holly didn’t
bother letting him finish. “They were both murdered.”

“They were both murdered, Ms. Ryan, in an
identical fashion. They were systematically eviscerated.”

“I’m aware of that, too, Captain. I read it
in the papers.”

“Don’t you find that odd?”

Holly shrugged. “Not particularly. Not in
this city.”

Captain Cordesman seemed to
repress a smirk. “I think it’s very
odd, Ms. Ryan. But…I don’t have anything on which
to base further investigation.”

“Really, Captain. Alice committed suicide;
there can be no doubt about it—your own medical examiner
agrees.”

Cordesman said nothing for
a moment. Now he was in the foyer, eyeing the grandfather clock.
“What was your relationship with Alice Sterling?”

“Professionally?”

“Well, yes.”

“She was my patient,” Holly said.

“What were you treating her for?”

“Unipolar depression and suicidal
fixations.”

Cordesman pushed several long strands of hair
out of his face. “It’s a little strange that she should will her
entire estate to you, isn’t it?”

“Not really,” Holly replied. “She had no
relatives, no friends to speak of. When she died I was closer to
her than anyone.”

Now Cordesman seemed to be
staring down the short hall, at the door to the basement. “Was
there a nonprofessional relationship?”

“Yes,” Holly answered with no reservation. “I
was in love with her.”

The clock ticked loudly in the ensuing
silence. Captain Cordesman shrugged then, thanked Holly for her
time, and left the house. Holly never heard from him again.

 


««—»»

 


Holly moved into the watch house within the
week, leaving her sterile town house behind her. She dropped her
current patient list and had them all reassigned to other local
psychiatrists. She didn’t need to work anymore; she didn’t want
to.

Every night she cried herself to sleep.

 


««—»»

 


Summer ended. A quick fall and a hard winter
followed. Holly lived as a stoic. She met no one. She cultivated
nothing in the way of friendships, and certainly no love
relationships. Her only real love was gone now. Alice wasn’t coming
back…

 


««—»»

 


She gained weight, let herself go. She let
her self-concept go, too, all her ideologies, all the psychological
tenets she’d ever been taught proved a lie. She even considered
suicide on several occasions.

One night in early spring she lay awake in
Alice’s bed, half watching the pristine moonlight on the bay. It
was a beautiful night, yet Holly couldn’t have felt less beautiful
just then, less useless, less wanted.

And as she drifted off to sleep, she thought
she heard something… A voice?

A woman’s voice?

(Holly? Holly?)

 


— | — | —
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