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To my mother, Veronica Coyne Nykanen,
who told us many dark and funny stories







 


Ba-WAAAAH-WAAH-WAH. The trumpets were huge, impossibly long, and their sound carried down the mountains and across the valley and shook my belly till it felt as hollow as the thin air itself.


Ba-WAAAH-WAAH-WAH. The trumpets rose over Bhaktapur, Katmandu’s sooty sister city. I heard their squall as I walked to the rear of the foundry, passing the crude furnace and a plume of blackened brick where the flames had once licked their shadows.


My guide led me down a corridor with a ceiling so low that I had to duck. His skin was as dark and shiny as a hard brown nut, and his nails looked to be claws, grown to grotesque lengths, curling back on themselves as the nails of the dead are said to grow in the secrecy of the grave. He was a Hindu in a country to which Tibetans had fled, bringing their lighter skin and godless God. A Hindu who worshipped all manner of beings.


Our way was lit by a single bulb, as unadorned as the sun, and as hard on the eyes. The corridor’s mud walls appeared as stark and brittle as all the other elements in this difficult land.


I heard a scratching sound and watched where I stepped. Then my guide spoke his ragged English, “No ladies. No ladies,” though none accompanied us. I had come to Nepal alone, trekking first in the mountains with their strange monasteries, chants, and songs, and now in the final days of my trip I had found my way to this foundry.


“No ladies,” he repeated, and now he sniggered, and I sensed the insincerity at once, laughter freighted with another meaning entirely; in this case its dark opposite, for he led me from the tight corridor into a cavernous room filled with the undraped female form, shelves shiny with these polished bronze figures perched in a vast variety of positions. It was a bold, blazing array. And then on the wall directly to my left, rising several feet above my head, I saw bronze women that looked as ravenous as the hungry heathens in a medieval mosaic, predators eying not the meat but the soul, their feet splayed, their sex brazenly pried open.


Bizarre? Yes, absolutely so, but appealing. I could not deny this, not even then, not even when I knew that denial was most important, and that to turn away was critical. But I could not pull back because I saw that the bronzes looked as real as life itself, and that even to glance at them was to understand the terrible turbulence that lies beneath the sleeping skin.


If one of them had moved, had taken a step to embrace me, I would have been no more surprised than a cat when the shadows in the corner come to life and scurry toward a crumb. That was how I felt standing there, no more significant than a bit of flour and fat, salt and sugar: the crumb awaiting discovery.


I was like the man who sees an unsettling sex act for the first time, who witnesses its rude depredations in a dive in Bangkok, or in a window along one of Amsterdam’s narrow, infamous streets. Or who happens across a whole new world on the Internet, a strange, shifting carnal alliance that changes him in an instant, that forces him to fix on the act he has just seen for the first time, and who finds—deliriously, dangerously—that he must have it again and again and again. I had discovered the new fire that burns up all the others, that leaves nothing but ashes in its wake.


This was the knowledge that had lain in wait through all the years. It had sought me out with a suddenness that was shocking, that forced me to say with a breath I could hardly bear, “I was this, but now I am that.” This was the knowledge that had proved most disturbing of all because it gave the lie to all that I had been, to all that I thought I was. I saw in that searing moment that kindness and decency and even the barest sense of propriety can slip away in a blink and leave us not as we would choose, but as we have been chosen.




CHAPTER
1


I WALK MY NEWEST BEST friend along the northern edge of the subdivision, pause while she pees, and brush past the tall trees that crowd both sides of a wildly overgrown dirt road. It might have been formed by the cement and lumber trucks that hauled their loads up here more than forty years ago. I’m guessing the age of these homes, but I’ve gotten quite good at this, and base my estimates on the size of the trees and shrubs, and the style of construction. This is pure sixties ranch. Some of them have add-ons, second floors and new facades, and an architectural flourish or two; but you can’t really disguise them, and in my view they’d be far more appealing with the integrity of the original vision, however flawed. You certainly cannot hide the age; subdivisions, like people, show definite signs of decay. This one, however, is in its prime, old enough for each home to have had half a dozen or more owners. Lots of families. That’s important to me.


The dirt road is about a quarter of a mile in length, a dumping ground for all the dogs around here. Just about every neighborhood has a poop alley. That’s why I’d “adopted” her, to fit in as smoothly as one of these poplars or maples. If someone had seen me walking back here by myself, it would have been, Who’s the guy hanging out in the woods? But with a dog I’m as natural as a breeze passing through.


She’s a cutie, too, a Border collie. Black and gray and white, like the pups she left behind in the shelter. All of them had a date today with the needle. She’s the kind of dog people melt over. Her life with me will be brief, no more than a few hours, and then I will release her from all future obligations. She should consider herself lucky, and if I were of the mind to bother with such banalities, that’s precisely what I would call her.


We actually share similar physical characteristics—the gray hair and sharp features, middle age—as well as an outwardly friendly, even fawning manner; and as I walk toward the house I recall how often dogs and their owners really do resemble each other.


I watched them move in on Monday, and by this morning, garbage day, they already had their flattened cartons all stacked up for recycling. I admire their fastidiousness and resolve to get settled, appreciate far more than they can realize how a neatly arranged home suits my purposes far better than a haphazard arrangement of belongings, any one of which can be pried loose in violent protest. I imagine too, their art already building up neat rectangles of shadowed paint. Sometimes I respect their selections, but this is rare. There’s no accounting for taste, and for the most part I don’t see much of it, not in homes such as these, or on the walls of the wealthy either. It’s usually crap. Will it match the couch, the carpet, Aunt Emma’s crocheted cushions? These are the questions they ask, the criteria they use. It would be sad if it wasn’t such a crime.


We come to a paved road where a metal post blocks cars from entering poop alley. I’m parked down the street, a van that rarely raises curiosity in a neighborhood like this. It’s a windowless Ford Econoline, the kind florists and plumbers and carpet installers arrive in, though I once read that an FBI profiler called them the serial killer’s preferred vehicle.


Just before we step on the pavement, she squats to relieve herself again. I appreciate her discretion, and feed her a biscuit to keep her interest keen.


The house I’ve been watching since Monday has two stories, two shades of gray, the darker on the ground floor. White trim throughout. A brick walkway cuts across a lawn as neat as a fairway. The green almost glimmers in the afternoon sun.


They’ve managed to hang curtains on the first floor, which I applaud—it’s certainly to my advantage—though the day of the move I noticed that the interior stairway spilled right down to the front door. Bad Feng Shui, all that energy pouring out into the street. It bodes ill for anyone living there. I doubt they know this, but they will, and shortly too.


“They” are the Vandersons. Four of them: a husband; wife; teenage daughter no more than fourteen with skin so perfect you’d want to touch it, stroke it, never let it go; and a son, perhaps nine or ten, who looked annoying even from a distance, preadolescent testosterone all balled up and ready to binge. No dog. That’s very important. Their dogs get in the way; even the small ones can set off an alarm. Cats, on the other hand, can be amusing in their treachery. After I’ve finished with a family, I’ve had them rub up against my leg as if to say, Thanks, Buster, I never really liked them all that much anyway. But even the cats cannot remain unclaimed, not if they’re part of the household, although I have delighted in dispatching a family’s canary or parakeet to their eager jaws. I’m not above satisfying the long frustrated desires of felines, and I’ve learned a thing or two by watching them hunt and eat these birds. Parakeets, for instance, fight the hardest, and canaries sometimes die of fright. After they’ve been cornered, or swatted to the floor, I’ve seen them stare into a cat’s mouth and literally drop dead.


People are pretty much the same, they have all different levels of fear, but the wonder of it is that the families I meet usually share a common degree of kindness, and I’ve never failed to make them feel it when it counts the most for me. I’m guessing the Vandersons won’t be any different; they appear as normal as fence posts.


They moved here from Pennsylvania. Harrisburg, to be precise. Public records are extraordinarily revealing. I always use them. I simply don’t want a family that’s moved from one side of town to the other, or from two streets over. Better they’ve made the big move, far from those who know them or might miss them in an hour, an evening, or on the day that follows. Give me a day and I’m gone for good. And so are they. Never … to … return.


I feed her a final biscuit, a blessing of sorts to her good-natured self. She wolfs it down and wags her tail. If she misses her pups, it’s news to me. Together we stroll up the front steps. “Easy now,” I tell her, and ring the bell. I listen carefully to make sure it works. It’s not a good idea to stand around any longer than you have to. You never know who’s watching. This one chimes melodically.


The door swings open. It’s the boy. He promptly scrunches up his skinny face and stares at me before gazing at the dog. She wags her tail and tries to lure his interest—she’s doing her job admirably—but the kid doesn’t take the bait.


“What do you want?” he says as if he’s known me long enough to loathe me.


“I wonder,” I say as I lean my head in the door just enough to glance around, “is your mom or dad home?”


“Mom,” he bleats. “Mom!”


He turns as a bustle from the kitchen grows louder. She’s even kinder looking than I thought from a distance. But her voice—“Yes … can I help you?”—is so hesitant, so … suspicious.


Usually they’re trusting, what with all the new neighbors stopping by, greeting them, welcoming them. What is this? An unfriendly neighborhood? Hasn’t anyone come by with a bottle of wine, or a tray of cookies? I’ve waited a few days for all of that to pass. By now I should be nothing more than a new face. And then I remember: they’re from Back East.


I introduce myself as Harry Butler. Harry is such an unassuming name, untainted by association. Tell them Ted, and they might think Bundy; John, and they might think Gacy. But Harry? If they’re young, they think of Potter; and if they’re older, Truman. That’s if they think of anyone at all.


“I’m so sorry to bother you, but I used to live here when I was a child, and I wondered—I know this is unusual—but I wondered if I could just come in and have a quick look around and see my old room. I’ve just come from my mother’s funeral, I’ve got her things out there,” and here I offer a feint to the van, “and before leaving town I wondered if I could see my old house. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen it, and I have so many great memories of the place.”


This is always a key point in the transaction: by implication, I praise their taste, and show that we share a fondness for the house. That’s what it’s all about at this stage, finding common ground. Keeping the moment gentle.


She is ever so attractive, in a dress of all things. You don’t realize how few women wear dresses at home anymore until you start doing this. I wonder if they’re Mormons, if I’ve come upon a coven of them. Now that would be sweet payback for all those freshly scrubbed missionaries with their neat haircuts and name tags who have violated my privacy over the years. It’s the dress that has me thinking. I know she hasn’t spent the day at work, I’ve been watching. It’s nothing extravagant, mind you, but the kind of frock—forgive me, but it’s true—that old June Cleaver would have worn.


I am wildly stimulated. I don’t know if it’s her, the dress, her pantyhose, or bald anticipation, but I have to choke down the desire to keep talking, to fill the silence with words. That would be a terrible mistake. It would make me seem much too eager, like a salesman, which of course I am: I’m selling myself and the whole notion of a lost childhood in these halls.


Some women have an especially sharp sense of survival, and have sent me on my way, and I know that if she says, No, I don’t think so, I’ll have to thank her for her time, turn around, and leave. I can’t force the issue, and I remind myself of this as her eyes cloud and her lips clamp tightly together. But before she can speak, I am saved by her husband. I see this the moment he ambles up, all geniality and king of the castle, a big jolly looking fellow who welcomes me and says he’s always wanted to go back to his own childhood home. Come in, come in, come in.


He gives me his meaty hand and leads me with practiced ease over the threshold. I hear the delicious click of the door closing. They’re finished.


It’s not difficult to subdue a family. You focus on the children, and let the worst fears of the parents keep their own panicky impulses in line. I have that Jolly Roger of a dad bind his son and daughter with duct tape, insisting that he do a fair job of it, or I’ll do it myself.


He does do a good job, particularly with the girl, and I detect more than a little veiled hostility in the way he wraps the tape around her mouth. He does it so tightly that I can’t help but wonder if she’s been mouthing off of late.


When he works on his wife, her dress gets bunched up around her thighs, and I can see the panty in the pantyhose. It lures my interest, but not for long. I can ill afford a lapse, and I never suffer one. Never.


Then it’s time for Jolly Roger himself to place his hands behind his back. I have the handcuffs out. I need only one pair, and I save them for this critical moment because once he cuffs himself, I can go to work on him, and then on to the other three as well; he has merely bound and gagged them, and so much more remains to be done.


“No way,” he says with a sneer. “You’re not putting those things on me.”


This is what I’ve been dreading, pigheaded resistance. It’s not unusual with big men, who despite all evidence to the contrary sometimes believe they’re mightier than a bullet. I’m sure he sees himself as a hero. I think he’s a creep. He binds his family, but not himself? What’s with that?


“You don’t have a choice,” I say as if to a three-year-old. “Not if you want to leave here alive.” And there is truth to that statement. I point the gun at his head. It’s an impressive weapon, and his wife, voice muffled, starts making oompf-oompf sounds and shaking her head frantically. I can tell that she’s run into his stubbornness before, and has no more patience for it than I. Her son takes her cue and follows suit. There’s a veritable chorus of oompf-oompfs. The daughter looks on hollow-eyed.


“The vote’s going against you,” I say with a smile.


Then I cock the hammer and thrust the barrel right into his face where he can see the muzzle and smell its blue steel breath.


“Your cooperation, or …” I shrug, and the barrel moves an inch or two, grazing his nose as I intended it to, though truly I am reluctant to use it.


“What do you want?” he demands. It’s not the first time I’ve heard this question of late. She asked me too, in a way that indicated she’d give me whatever I wanted. I laughed at her. I’ll kill him.


He’s still staring at the gun when I hand him the cuffs. I direct his hands behind his back, and he snaps them on, shaking his head.


“Hold still,” I tell him.


“What for?”


I slap the tape on his mouth. There, there’s his answer.


The dog sniffs his wife, then snorts grotesquely up her legs. The beast has a most appalling interest in her crotch, and June is squirming in real fright, as if she considers this part of the plan, that I would countenance bestiality.


I watch, and while I appreciate the added glimpses, I pull the dog off her and dispatch the creature with a bullet to the brain. This stills her eager snout, and their protests as well.


It’s growing dark as I back the van into the garage. I save June for last. When I begin to unbutton the back of her dress, she stars oompf-oompfing again. An hour ago she was willing to bargain with her body; now she’s acting like it’s the sacred trust. But just at the point when I’m really losing patience, she relents, resigned to her presumed fate. Perhaps she thinks I’ll spend myself on her, and spare the children.


Her arms slip out of the sleeves, and I raise it up over her head. This way I can take my time looking. Control top? Unquestionably, though you wouldn’t think she’d need it. L’eggs? Or No nonsense? No nonsense, I’m all but certain of it. And industrial gauge underpants with a bra that has all the appeal of day-old bread.


Her knees fall open, but no more than a foot because she’s still bound at the ankles, and will remain so because I have no interest that has not already been sated. I fold the dress and put it aside, lug her to the van and promise slow death to both of their children if any of them decide to start banging on the walls.


I spend the next forty-five minutes cleaning up the dog’s blood, her carcass, which I toss in the back with them, and scraps of tape. Then I vacuum over and over, and wipe down surfaces till neither fiber nor fingerprint can survive my diligence. I remove the vacuum bag and toss it into the back of the van as well. I put a new one in. They have vanished without a trace. I can see the headlines already. They’re as predictable as murder.


We have a long drive ahead, and I can hardly take a room for the night, so I pull into a McDonald’s drive-through and order three large coffees. It’s horrible stuff, but with a family of four trussed and bundled in the back, I’m hardly going to troll through this miserable town for a Starbucks.


They don’t shift an inch as I pull up and pay, and minutes later we join all the other headlights on the interstate. Fifty miles away, I pull into a rest area where I dispose of the vacuum bag and paper towels. It’s still too risky to dump the dog, so her ever stiffening, ever ripening corpse will have to accompany us even farther. All of them are lying back there in the dark. None of them move. They don’t dare.




CHAPTER
2


LAUREN REED STEPPED OFF THE bus and caught the walk sign as it started flashing red. She hurried across the four lanes of traffic, casting a wary eye at the impatient, early morning drivers lined up to her right. One of them gunned his engine. Idiot.


Bandering Hall towered above her, six stories of gray concrete, slab upon slab of faceless floors and tall windows, ugly and urban in the mode of most modern architecture.


Her coat felt too heavy, too warm, and she decided that she’d have to retire it for the season. Spring, fickle as it was in the Pacific Northwest, had finally settled in. She’d already moved her morning run from the indoor oval at the Y to the streets and parks of Portland.


Today was critique day. As she eyed the foundry’s exhaust fans protruding from the second floor of Bandering, she calculated that she could devote eight minutes to each student’s sculpture. That’s all she could spare, and that was figuring on no more than ten minutes for start time. Of course, some of them would wish for even less once the discussion of their work turned taut, but others would feel cheated by such miserly attention to what they considered their masterpiece.


Running late was not an option because the faculty meeting started at noon, and the chair wouldn’t brook tardiness. Those who tarried faced truly unpleasant committee assignments every fall.


She passed the elevator as its doors clunked open, and climbed the stairs to her third floor office, feeling the effects of her daily run. Routines, she’d found, were vital when you weren’t living at home, although where home was precisely had become a question with no easy answer. Portland, where she taught and rented a room in a fine old Victorian that had once been a B&B? Or Pasadena, where she kept her studio? And where Chad lived, she reminded herself, pleased to realize that his star was finally fading and that he wasn’t foremost on her mind anymore. He’d been her boyfriend for seven years. Seven years, and when she’d said to him at Christmas, “Look, I love you dearly but I really want to get married and maybe even have a family,” he’d bolted. Not physically. Emotionally. Backed out faster than a bank robber with a bag full of money.


Her studio was still in his house, but she’d found a small apartment nearby, all of which made the abode question so nettlesome: the room in Portland, or the one in Pasadena?


She unlocked her office and unloaded her shoulder bag before hurrying down to the student union in the basement of the adjoining administration building. She bought a tall cup of hot water for the chai tea that she stored next to her iMac, which had been sleeping all weekend.


As she sat at her desk, she jarred the computer screen to life. She glanced over to see her schedule neatly beaming back at her. Oh-no, she’d spaced on the writer who was coming to interview her in what? Eight minutes. That number had begun to haunt her. He’d said he was researching a book about contemporary sculpture, though she could not understand why: who would buy it? But she was flattered to have been called, hardly ranking herself among the foremost practitioners of her art. Hardly willing, in fact, to call herself an artist at all, preferring “sculptor,” and believing that if she ever did really, really good work, then she could call herself an artist. But she hadn’t, not yet, and her last show had been a disappointment to her, if not to the critics. She felt she’d been repeating herself, and for the first time a feeling of stagnancy had overcome her when she worked, a miasma as real as the smog that often enveloped her studio down in California.


She wondered briefly what the writer would look like, imagining an owlish man, a Mr. Peeps type, or a geeky twenty-something working wholly on spec on his first book, which would turn out to be his first big professional rejection a year or two hence.


What she most assuredly did not expect in the Ry Chambers who had spoken to her on the phone was a guy about six foot four with dark hair, thick as shearling, and a wedge-shaped torso sprouting from tan cargo pants that hung loosely around his hips because he had no belly to speak of.


His age? Thirty-five? Forty? Not any older. Not likely. No way, she told herself: no crow’s-feet.


She was standing, shaking his hand, looking into his eyes, looking away, then with a most unpleasant jolt remembering that along with the appointment, she’d overlooked something even more vital on an urban campus:


“The parking pass! I’m so sorry. I completely forgot—”


“Don’t worry.” He shook off her concern as he unfolded his narrow reporter’s notebook. “I found a space on the street. Just a few minutes from here,” he added, as if she needed additional consoling.


She did. She never forgot details like this. Except she had, and all she could utter was “Good-good. It won’t happen again. I promise. I don’t know how I did that …” She was starting to babble, could feel the nervous urge to blather, and forced herself to shut up, but then she popped off again, like a champagne cork that refuses to seal, that yields to all the fizzy pressure rising from below. “Do you want some coffee? Tea? I could get some. It’s right down—”


“No,” he interrupted her again. “I had a cup on my way here. I’m fine, really. Thanks.”


She felt her brow tense, and forced it to relax. What are you doing? Then she caught herself scratching her arm, another nervous habit.


“You’re writing a book? About sculpture?”


He talked readily about the project, his publisher’s willingness to risk a modest advance on a field so fallow of interest that the most well-known art critic of our time, the author Robert Hughes, who also labored for Time and public broadcasting, had barely bothered with it in his groundbreaking book about modernism, The Shock of the New. Ry Chambers mentioned the names of three other sculptors he’d already interviewed, all men, she noted to herself, and brought the conversation around to her: when had she started, and what was the nature of her early work? Before she realized it, she’d talked right up to the start of class, an entire hour, and felt acutely self-conscious for having monopolized the time. Had she asked him even a single question about himself? She didn’t think so, and when she told him the experience had left her feeling “bloated with self-indulgence,” he laughed, closed his notebook and said, “Good, that’s the way it’s supposed to be. I’m interviewing you. I want you to talk about yourself.”


“You’re not going to make me look like a fool, are you?”


He smiled again. “I’d say that would be an impossible challenge.”


The computer screen chose that moment to jump alive with a rattle she’d never noticed before, and as her schedule began, once again, to beam, she assumed she must have bumped the keyboard, not considering in those first few innocent moments that it was the building itself that had moved, was moving. Shaking violently. He sprang to his feet at the very moment she did, and they leaped to the open doorway. The walls shook so furiously they blurred. Then she spotted gray dust raining down in the hall, and heard a vicious rumble as the concrete ceiling cracked open. The seam raced toward them, widening in sudden shifts from an inch, to two, three.


“Stop-stop-stop,” she implored, but her voice could not be heard above the terrifying rumble.


From the ceiling in the hall her eyes fell to the floor of her office where the wheels of her chair jumped angrily, like drops of water on a hot greasy grill. The heavily laden bookshelves raged with a frenzy she felt in her own body. Two thick volumes spilled out and landed on their spines, then jittered insanely on the floor.


The quake ended seconds later, and she found that their hands now rested on each other. She noticed—she could not help herself, she was a sculptor attuned to touch—that his arms were firm, the muscles in relief as he steadied her, and she steadied him, and they both, perhaps, unsteadied each other.


Together they rushed downstairs to the street where scores of students had gathered. She’d walked up this sidewalk little more than an hour ago. The sun had been shining, the traffic thick, her thoughts anxious with the minutia of minutes. Now she felt lucky to be alive, uncrushed, if not unfazed.


A general giddiness filled the air as everyone tried at once to share stories of other quakes. Everyone but him. His reserve, even here, surprised her. Pleased her in a way that she recognized quickly: It seemed that every man she’d met in the past twenty years, except Chad most of the time, hadn’t been satisfied until he’d let her explore the deepest recesses of his soul. Solipsism masquerading as sensitivity.


“They’ve started looting,” a student joked. “We better get back in there and get our stuff.” Most of them laughed, but not so hard that they didn’t start filing through the doors immediately.


•  •  •


Forty-five minutes later Lauren’s floor was cleared for occupancy. Five yellow plastic sawhorses had been placed in a pentagon under the crack in the hallway ceiling, though she wondered how they had determined that this area alone could possibly, just maybe, collapse. Wasn’t there likely to be unseen collateral damage? Hadn’t the quake sent shivers of destruction elsewhere? Wasn’t that the nature of chaos theory, after all? What were all those butterflies in China doing at this very moment anyway?


She’d spent most of the down time trying to find out what had happened. The quake had been every bit as powerful as it had felt, registering a six point eight. It had killed a man in Seattle, and injured dozens of people in both cities. There had also been tens of millions of dollars in damage.


Now she made a grand attempt to put aside her worries, and called the chair’s office. The faculty meeting had been postponed till one. At least she’d regained her eight minutes per student, assuming that they could stay an hour later, which might be assuming too much: most of them worked, or had children, or both, and schedules as tight as seamen’s knots. It was a commuter campus, so she’d have to find out who had to leave at noon and work around them.


The first three pieces surprised her. Skillful, inspired, “eye candy,” as Kerry, tall and henna-haired with a perfect dimple in the middle of her chin, called the soapstone statues they’d just viewed.


Lauren had quibbled with the installation that Kerry had chosen for her own sculpture, the first one they’d critiqued, a vaguely feminine, anthropomorphic figure reclining as a woman might, buttocks back on her heels, head forward to the floor. But the human form was an illusion, for Kerry’s creation had no arms or legs, or any other discernibly human features, and that’s what made the piece so effective: it evoked, it did not spell out, and Lauren saw that no one would “get” the work in an instant. They would have to linger, walk away perhaps, and return. They would have to give it thought because the form was girded in mystery. Remarkable for an undergrad, but not for Kerry, whose work had been among the best student sculpture that Lauren had ever seen.


But Kerry’s mistake was to place it on a pedestal, and Lauren had her move it down to the floor. She accomplished this with the aid of an apparently gay, neurasthenic young man, who appeared incapable of lifting his own arms, much less half of this substantial work. But he did, with surprising ease. And once the figure lay before them it possessed, paradoxically enough, much more power.


They now came upon a piece that exemplified what Lauren found most uncomfortable in so much student art: banality. One of her better students, no less, had wrapped purple fleece around three oddly shaped, chicken wire forms. Protruding from each were shards of clear broken glass. It looked like that children’s critter, Barney, had gone on a binge and landed on a case of broken gin bottles.


She saw Ry looking at it earnestly, too earnestly, as if he might betray his real feelings if he suffered even a momentary lapse of attention. Not so for Kerry and a couple of other students who kept shooting glances at him, evidently—and justly—finding him both more attractive and interesting than the work before them.


“It’s very bizarre,” said Lauren, finally unable to spare her student’s feelings. But the girl was not offended or startled by her frankness, she was gratified.


“Thanks. It’s about people. The way they get their defenses up.” The girl swept her long curly hair over her shoulder.


“Why did you choose purple?” asked Kerry, who had survived her own eight minutes of critique with little but praise, and now had a pass to open up. Not that she necessarily would, but she was an exceptionally bright girl with a sharp tongue.


“Purple?” The artist retrieved a strand of curls and wrapped her finger around it, then gazed at her work as if pondering her color choice for the first time. Lauren hoped the girl had an answer to this, the most basic of all questions. She was rooting for the young woman’s grade, even as the girl brushed her hair aside and shrugged. Feeling defeated herself, Lauren offered that purple was the color of the gods.


“I was thinking of children, especially when I made that one,” the young woman said, as if she hadn’t heard Lauren at all.


The artist was pointing to the smallest of the three shapes, a shriveled, pathetic offspring, presumably of the purple parents, who appeared much larger and clearly capable of slicing and dicing their wee one to bits.


They moved on, a tour that included a painfully obvious performance piece by an anorexic girl in black nylons, garter belt, and satin half slip, who’d had herself bound unpersuasively with rope and tied with no more ardor to a bathroom stall, beside which lay a whip and highly specific instructions on how to flog her, along with pedantic passages extolling the virtues of outré sex play. It made the Barney piece, as Lauren now thought of it, look like a Brancusi.


Thankfully, they finished on two high notes. The first was a duct tape shell of a female body with a puffy white lining. The artist had created the piece by having herself completely sealed in the silvery tape while sitting on a simple wooden chair. A poster sized photograph documenting the original, mummified state hung eerily on the wall behind the sculpture. When she looked from one to the other, Lauren saw how the artist had torn herself out of the mold, leaving behind a particularly convincing chrysalis.


The final piece pleased Lauren even more. At first glance, Melanie was the most normal-looking student in the class. Her girlish, frail frame generally skipped or flounced around in the loose fitting cords and tired pink sweaters that she favored. She looked altogether ingenuous in her pigtails and beaded bracelets until the warm weather stripped her down to a halter and revealed her childlike back, which was nearly blanketed with tattoos.


Lauren saw that Melanie’s piece worked in much the same manner, by revealing meaning in layers. She had formed three bras and a single thong from grapefruit and orange skins. The rinds had dried and shrunk, leaving undergarments that would fit only a very young girl. Chillingly, she’d constructed the thong out of the skin of a blood orange, then installed each of the “garments” on elegant white hangers, as their satin and silk counterparts were often displayed in high-end boutiques. Lauren loved the piece, the installation and the imagination that had given rise to both. Whimsical at first sight, but horrifying as the hints of brutal eroticism and the oversexualization of children began to reveal themselves.


Ry walked with Lauren back to her office to get his denim jacket, which he’d left draped over a chair. They talked easily about the quake as they stepped around the yellow sawhorses. She unlocked the door, passing the threshold where they’d watched and felt the building shake.


“There it is,” he said needlessly as he reached for the jacket. She detected the slightest unease in him for the first time.


“So, next Wednesday at eight then? Does that work for you?” he asked.


“Yes, I’ll be here. And I promise to take care of the parking pass. I’ll walk it out personally.”


He thanked her for her time, and as he slipped his jacket on, she stole a glimpse of his torso, and imagined him as a nude model on a stool, a pleasant if entirely brief reverie because Kerry burst in holding up a letter.


“I got it! I got it.”


“What did you get?” Lauren tried to remember what Kerry had been angling for with such keen enthusiasm.


“The internship with Stassler.”


“That’s great. Congratulations. When do you start?”


“Next month.”


“Stassler?” Ry said. “You’re going to intern with Ashley Stassler?”


Kerry turned her attention to him and nodded. Lauren noted the light in the girl’s eyes, as she had earlier. Kerry was flashing interest, smiles, and way too much sexiness for a woman her age.


“Yup. The Ashley Stassler.”


“That’s interesting because I’m scheduled to interview him at the end of May at his home. We’re talking about the place just outside Moab, right?”


“Yup!” Kerry snapped the letter in the air, and her smile widened to include all of her face. Lauren considered it enlivened as much, perhaps, by the prospect of interning with a renowned sculptor out in the Utah desert as by Ry’s imminent association with both.


“Say,” Kerry said, appraising Ry openly, “anybody ever tell you that you look like that journalist guy Sebastian … I can’t remember his last name but he wrote The Perfect Storm.”


“Yup,” he parodied her gently, “I’ve heard that a few times.”


Kerry’s eyebrows rose and fell while her gaze remained steady, and Lauren wondered if another reason men found young women so attractive was their utter lack of subtlety. It was as if the fertility festival taking place in their bodies could beat only the loudest possible drums.


Kerry finally turned to Lauren. “I’ll be gone for two months. Thanks so much for the letter.”


Ah, the letter of recommendation, Lauren remembered.


“You’re welcome.”


“This is so incredible! Totally, totally awesome.”


It is indeed, Lauren thought as Kerry ran down the hall, and Ry Chambers ducked out. An internship with one of the premier sculptors of our time, though his work no longer appealed to her. Far too representational. Families—children, mothers, fathers, pets even—cast in varying degrees of strictly enforced terror, bronze figures bearing “the ever present latency of unendurable pain,” as a noted critic had written about Stassler’s huge show last winter at the Guggenheim.


But the weakest aspect of Ashley Stassler’s work, as far as Lauren was concerned, were the faces. They were clichés. Every eye appeared too stark, every brow too furrowed, every cheek and chin too rigid. The mouths were even worse. Even the lips of the children appeared uniformly contorted, twisted, never quite sealed. It was as if he’d taken the undeniable agony of the bodies, each of them unique in the bald expression of the most abject suffering, and mated it to a stereotypical portrait of facial pain.


But what she saw as a weakness was considered a great strength by the most influential art critics. Only last year, in a review of the Guggenheim show, the editor of Europe’s most highly regarded arts journal had written about Stassler’s “metaphorical use of the mouth, as if bound by the brutal constraints of convention, rendered silent by the screams that no one can hear.”


Lauren had squirmed when she’d read the review, squirmed because she herself had praised Stassler, though less eloquently, when she’d written that the mouths of his subjects “called out with words to a world that could never be known.” But that had been more than twenty years ago, back when she’d been an undergrad overwhelmed by much of the art she saw, and not surprisingly enamored of Stassler’s work, which had been placed on loan to her college. Enamored, too, of bronze, the immortality it promised. She’d sent him a copy of her review. He’d never replied.




CHAPTER
3


THEY’RE TOO TIRED FOR TERROR anymore. I can see it in their faces. They’re not only tired, they’re cranky, thirsty, and hungry. I’ve seen it before. I’ll have to give them food and shelter and clean clothing before they’ll focus on anything outside of their selfish little selves. I’m going to have to nurse them back to terror.


Not a peep out of them. Going on twelve hours in the van, and they might as well be as dead as the dog. Ol’ Missy was pretty rank by the time I gave her the boot. Opened the doors and five pairs of eyes stared back at me. Did any of them blink? I don’t think so. Certainly not that sweet little hound. Starting to get pretty stiff too. I stood her on her hind legs and kind of shook her paw to wave good-bye. That’s when the girl laughed. I wasn’t sure at first because of the duct tape over her mouth, but her mother gave her one of those Don’t you dare looks, and that’s when I knew. She laughed again when I made the dog dance on her mother’s legs, dragged those claws right across her pantyhose.


I’d better open the curtain I’ve got drawn across the cargo area, let some air in back there. It’s starting to get a little warm. I need to water them. I saw a billboard for a Safeway a few miles back. That would be perfect. Pull in, duck back there, and give them all a drink. And get ready for the complaints: I have to pee. I’m hungry. What do you want? (more often, What the fuck do you want?). Where are we going? So first I’ll tell them that if anyone says a word, one word, then it’s no water for any of them. Nothing.


There’s the Safeway. It comes up faster than I realize, and I wonder if I’m starting to nod off. I find a space not too close and not too far from the nearest cars, and lean back, letting my eyes look over everything from left to right. No patrol cars, none of those wide-bodied barges favored by detectives in these parts. Nothing but the early morning bagel crowd of overweight Mormons.


I eat two more of the chocolate-covered espresso beans that have kept me going most of the night. I’m close to finishing the entire bag. Chocolate and caffeine, and water. I really do need to pee, but I can’t leave them, so I take the pee bottle back there with me.


Now this is a form of torture, making them watch me when their own bladders are ready to burst. It’s been twelve hours or more since any of them have had a chance to go, and I wonder who will break first. I’ve had others pee in their pants. June looks away, so does that Jolly Roger hubby of hers and their son, but daughter dearest stares right at me, at it. She’s a bold one, isn’t she? Doesn’t look worried. Not like her mom when I was taking off her dress.


Oh no, I smell it before I see it, and when I switch on the dome light I see that Sonny-boy has messed himself. His sister is having none of it. She sounds like she’s swearing at him behind the tape. It must be so because June is back to shooting her dark looks. Roger just looks sick. He’s probably feeling very guilty, dragging me in the house like that. And now look at them, after just half a day with me! Tied up, hungry, thirsty, messing their pants. And you thought Harrisburg was bad, didn’t you, Jolly Roger?


“All right, listen up.” This gets their attention. I haven’t spoken to them since we got started. “It’s time for some water. Who wants to get a drink first?”


I knew it. Daughter dearest lifts her head and moves her legs, and when I look at her I think she might not be as young as I thought. She could be sixteen. Seventeen? Possibly.


Everyone nods when I tell them what the deal is. Everyone except Sonny-boy, who seems too ashamed to open his wet eyes.


I peel the tape off his sister’s mouth, and notice her lips, fluted, like a champagne glass, and full. I help her sit up, feel the ridge line of her back. Then I run my hand up her spine, feeling every little bone, and her skin—it’s so firm—and her neck, narrow and smooth. I keep my hand there as she drinks, and feel the liquid rushing down her throat.


“Not too much,” I say softly. “You’re going to have to hold it.”


“Like him.” She whispers a disgust so pure that I can only crouch there and admire her. But that’s all I do because she’s violated the agreement.


“If you say another word, they’ll get nothing.”


“Really?” She brightens. “And what happens if I scream? Will you kill them?”


I clamp my hand over her mouth, though my body shakes with laughter. And she knows it, I can see it in her eyes. And then—I don’t believe it—she slips her tongue against my fingers. What a wench. What a dirty, filthy wench. I love her.


June is having an altogether different reaction to our tête-à-tête. She’s trying to kick, yes kick her daughter, and I’m beginning to sense some serious family issues here.


“Stop that,” I snap at her mother. “Get a hold of yourself.”


“Oompf-oompf.”


“Oh, oompf-oompf, yourself.” Even her pantyhose is starting to lose its appeal.


She’ll be the first to go, I can see that already. You make sacrifices for your art. Sure, everybody does, but June Cleaver here has been on my nerves since that Sarah Bernhardt routine over her dress. A real drama queen. You get all types in this line of work, let me tell you.


I tape up her daughter, and move over to Sonny-boy. He doesn’t respond to my warnings, so I turn to that Jolly Roger of a dad of his and patiently explain the deal once more.


He might be listening, I can’t be sure. He looks exhausted, eyes heavy and hooded, like all his piss and vinegar have drained away; but there’s no telling with some men, especially the big ones who try to make themselves look even bigger by doing something stupid.


“She,” I point to the girl, “got away with it because she’s cute, but you’re old and ugly, Roger—” he looks confused when he hears his assigned name— “so don’t go getting any ideas.”


He nods as if to say, “Sure-sure, gimme a drink,” and downs a full quart before I cut him off.


June’s turned away from me, on her side, no doubt pouting over her plight, so I snap her bra, pull it all the way back like it’s a slingshot, and let her rip. I haven’t done this since high school, and it feels great, and brings her right around. But the oompf-oompfing has a snarling sound to it now, so I simply announce, “You lose,” as I trickle water over her head and cap the bottle.


Now she starts kicking, it’s a tantrum, and this forces my hand. I pull out my knife, a switchblade I bought in Sonora, Mexico, five years ago, a real beauty of a blade with turquoise inlay in the handle and gold bands on the top and bottom, and a stainless steel edge so sharp that all I have to do is nick Sonny-boy’s cheek and a red blossom blooms. I pick him because I’m beginning to suspect that if I nicked his sister, Mom would never stop kicking. One of those tit for tat, mother-daughter things.


Sonny-boy’s scratch is nothing, but it’s enough to shut up June.


I wipe the blade off on her hip, on the panty part of the pantyhose, but feel none of the thrill that first captured my attention. It’s extraordinary the way intimacy can breed animus.


When I look at the girl again she nods, and if I were to guess—and let’s face it, that’s precisely what I’m doing at this point—I would have to say that what I’ve just done meets with her complete approval. But what’s really odd, what’s never happened before, is that she has met with mine.


Four more hours to go. The nicest part of the trip, through the high desert of southeastern Utah. Rolling hills of red rock, beautiful mountains, open country. But it cooks around here in the summer, and even now the temperature is getting up there. I realize I’d better turn on the a/c and crack the curtain a little wider or they’ll roast back there.


I keep thinking of the daughter. She looks absolutely delicious, completely ripe. When I touched her skin, I wanted to touch more of it. I wanted to run my hand over every firm inch of her. She’s at that age when her skin is stretched to its maximum, when it couldn’t be any firmer, when you really could bounce a dime off her belly. I had all I could do not to reach around and feel her breasts. She has such nice ones, high and proud. Of course she’s underage, and I wouldn’t want to break any laws, now would I?


What kind of childhood could produce so much hate: If I scream, will you kill them? I think she was serious. I don’t think she’d mind at all if I offed them right now. They seemed so normal. That’s why I went after them. The only thing missing was Lassie, and I have a Lassie or two lying around somewhere. Plus the bone parade, so they can spend their time thinking about what could happen, how they could end up. Time to think means time for the terror to sink in. I want them secreting adrenaline into every cell, until they’re flush with it, like cattle moving down the slaughterhouse ramp, bellowing hopelessly as an endless rush of chemicals comes crashing through their brains.


Maybe she was molested when she was little. Nowadays, you can’t help thinking it, it’s the first thing that comes to mind. I really despise child molesters. To prey on children like that is a disgrace. That can really twist a kid into an emotional pretzel. They should all be shot.


But it could be that she’s just a bad seed. I’m sure that’s what they’d say about me. I had a perfect childhood. No one buggered me. I think I was spanked all of two times. Mom stayed home. Dad worked. And I got to play all the time.


All in all, I turned out fine. The only fetish I have—if you could even call it that—is this pantyhose thing. I’m not the only one. Search under “naughty pantyhose” on the web, and dozens of sites show up. You think I’m kidding? You want up-skirt shots of big-breasted Asians in pantyhose? No problema, as they say down south, way down south. British schoolgirls in knee socks and sheer pantyhose? Ditto. These pantyhose freaks even have their own lobbying group. They want to make Hollywood filmmakers show pantyhose in sex scenes, instead of nylons and garters, which are so ridiculous anyway. On Valentine’s Day maybe half the women in a restaurant have them on, but the rest of the year it’s pure pantyhose, and thank God for it.


I’ve tried them myself—there are even sites for that, men in pantyhose, usually men with giant erections—but the thrill was fleeting. By the time I’d worn out half a dozen pairs, I didn’t really have any interest in wearing them anymore. I guess it was cross-dressing, but there’s nothing unusual in that. Every Halloween party I’ve ever been to half the guys are in drag. Are half the women in drag? No. They’re goblins and fairies and witches. But the guys? They’re secretaries and tarts and sweethearts in miniskirts, pushup bras, and pumps.


So I’m hardly tweaked, not by contemporary standards. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not tweaked. It’s not as if I get off on these abductions. I do them because I have to. It’s work. I’m certainly not getting any erections out of it. I’m not like those freaks who climax when they kill. The only thing I’ll admit to is ambition, but that’s it. I take pleasure in the fame. And why shouldn’t I? I deserve it. Every bit of it. The work I do is unique, first-rate, and unforgettable. I take the human mind and bend it and bend it and bend it, and right at the moment it breaks, I capture the entire length of the naked body as it tenses and shudders. That’s what I saw in Nepal, the terrible turbulence that lies beneath the sleeping skin. I wondered then how he’d achieved it. I wonder still. I know how I do it.


But you build terror, just like you build anything worth having. It takes time. Lots and lots of time. It’s like I have to sweeten them up, the way you sweeten a pear by putting it in a paper bag. Day by day the pear softens, the juices rise, until finally it’s ready to burst. Then again, she could be gaming me. Trying to play me for the fool. God knows, others have tried, but never so early in the game. They did it after they saw the compound, and the cage.


Then, in a week or two they’d tried to seduce me, with their husbands right there! They took me for a fool. But she was willing right from the get-go. She seemed thrilled by it. Maybe life with Mom and Dad and Sonny-boy is so boring that even this is better.


I feel a sudden rush of sympathy for her, and tell myself to watch it.


It feels like I’ve been driving forever, but at last I turn off the highway and head down the dirt road. All I see in the side-view mirrors is the funnel of dust we leave behind. On a day like this—no wind, no humidity—it can hang there for an hour, slowly drifting back to earth. Every time I pass a mountain biker on one of these roads I feel sorry for them, sucking up all that dusty air. But if I could I’d send them all back to wherever they came from. I moved here for the isolation, and now suddenly we’re the mountain biking capital of the world. About a million of them pour in here every year to ride the trails on the slick rock, and some of them get off course and end up out this way. I’ve been tempted to immortalize one or two, but never have. Every step has to be planned. I just smile, tell them they’re lost, and how to get back. And then I watch them carefully to make sure they go on their way.


I stop at the cattle guard and open the gate, pull through, and lock it back up. It used to be a working ranch until I bought it. I had no use for the land, just the privacy it gave me. The biggest selling point was the single feature I couldn’t see, that no one sees—the cellar. These Mormons love their cellars. They fill them up with enough food to keep themselves stuffed for a year or two. It’s part of their religion. So they have cellars, but I’d never seen one like this. The first time I walked in, I was astounded by the size.


They’d built it right below the barn, which was huge with half a dozen horse stalls on either side, and a tall ceiling with a two-thousand-square-foot guest quarters above that. Post and beam. Beautiful. I use it for my home. But the cellar, for my taste, was glorious.


The entrance is completely hidden. It’s in the last stall on the left. Rake out the hay, and there’s a heavy oak door set flush with the floor. It has a recessed, hand carved O-ring that blends right in. I didn’t even notice the door until they pointed it out to me. Turn the O-ring and the door opens to a steep set of stairs that descends fifteen feet to the floor below. The cellar is the full size of the barn. Very raw in appearance, with unfinished cinder block walls. There’s a composting toilet on the far end, the “kitty box,” and cold water pipes running out of the ceiling nearby.


When I viewed it for the first time, it was stacked with all these survivalist foods: hundred-pound sacks of rice, oats, flour, huge boxes of dried fruits, dehydrated milk, beef jerky, plus cases of tortilla chips, pretzels, Twinkies, Sno Balls, you name it. Cookies, instant cakes. Those Mormons were a bunch of couch potatoes waiting for the apocalypse.


It looks much different down there now.


•  •  •


I drive right into the barn, close the double door, and lock up. And then I listen. I listen very closely. I’ve never found anyone here, but this would be the worst possible time for an oversight.


It feels odd to me. I realize that it’s probably nothing, just the effects of a sixteen-hour drive, but I inspect each stall. They’re all empty. Except for the hay, they’re as shiny clean as the Mormons left them more than fifteen years ago.


Still uneasy, I walk upstairs to the guest house. It’s as quiet as a cathedral in here. I look up at the timbers crisscrossing high above me, but see nothing but a single silky strand fallen from an unseen spiderweb. It’s snagged on a beam and catches the silvery light.


A long kitchen bar extends along my right as I enter, with the living area to my left. When I looked at the guest quarters for the first time they had their Christmas tree over here, a giant, the largest I’d ever seen inside a home. It must have taken days to decorate.


I walk past the furniture and enter the hallway, darting into my bedroom on impulse. But there’s no one there. There’s no one anywhere in the guest house, and feeling reassured I go back downstairs and open the back of the van.


Phew, it smells. I cut the ankle bindings on each of them and let them lean against the closest horse stall. I don’t know if any of them have slept, but the girl’s eyes now look puffy and red, like she’s been crying. Not so saucy anymore, is she?


I unlock the O-ring and twist it. The door rises easily. Lots of gears. I march them down like prisoners. June looks ridiculous in her pantyhose, and the boy affects a bowlegged gait, which I assume is the result of his mess. Which reminds me to tell them about the kitty box.


As they enter the cellar, I watch their eyes closely. I want to see their reaction. This is important to me.


They all startle. All of them, as a group, rear back to the wall when they see what the cellar holds, and I can hardly suppress a laugh.


“Move on. Keep going.”


This is the richest moment of all because they’re seeing the bone parade for the first time. Their eyes fall on the remains of the desperate and the dead, the smashed and the scattered, all the pathetic people who finally gave up on hope and good fortune, survival or escape. The skeletons stand before them, draped in the clothing they once wore. I’m not a sculptor for nothing; I’ve used my blowtorch to weld the figures into positions familiar to anyone who’s seen my art, though not once in all the times I’ve done this has anyone ever made that connection. Sculpture is so far below the radar screen for most Americans that it doesn’t even raise a blip. If they don’t care about me, why should I care about them?


But they do care about their fate, and they know death when it stares back at them. That’s what the dearly departed do, they stare from their empty eye sockets at every newcomer; and from the darkness of those orbital holes they speak too, of the future, the not too distant future when the newcomers will join them, and the bone parade will grow even longer.


“You should feel honored,” I tell them. “Not everyone gets to see this side of my work.”


They look confused, this is denial at work, and I herd them along. I don’t want open rebellion. I’ve got my gun, but I’d rather not use it. And now, yes I can see, they’re looking at the cage. This is truly a magnificent structure. It rises to the ceiling and stands as wide as the cellar itself. I also welded this together. It’s sculpture in its own right, made from found art. Mostly metal, steel from old car parts and wrecked trucks, chrome and copper from plumbing supplies, rebar, even old sewing machines and drill presses. If your only point of reference is popular culture, think Waterworld, or better yet think of any of those cheesy futuristic epics set in dark subterranean worlds where hopeless prisoners stare out from behind thick bars.


I’ve also woven in the sun-bleached skulls of cattle (think Georgia O’Keefe now), along with the bones of dogs, cats, and animals more feral than these. Their prison’s a tomb built from the rusting remnants of our culture. And it is strong. They can climb on it—and most of them are all over it at one point or another looking for a way out—but all they do is cut themselves on the bones and old car bumpers.


There is no way out—no climbing, no tunneling, no picking the locks—but only Jolly Roger seems to sense this. He has not followed his family into the cage. He stands at the entrance surveying everything before him. I have to prod his awareness with my gun before he joins his brood. I close the door, an irregular series of open spaces and harshly welded joints, all metal, all tested.


I throw the lock, and tell Roger to come over.


“Turn around.” He does this without protest. Perhaps he trusts me not to hurt him, not right now. Perhaps he no longer cares.


I have him press himself up against an opening so I can unlock the handcuffs. Most of them immediately rip the tape from their mouths, so impatient are they with the urge to scream. But he stands unmoving, a big man who’s fading faster than cheap denim.


June hurries over and pushes him aside, then turns around so I can cut the duct tape from her hands. As soon as she’s free, she tears the tape off her mouth and tries to shout, but can’t. Her throat is so dry she hacks, and when she finally forms words she sounds like Linda Blair in The Exorcist, every syllable torn and frayed, ripped from a parched throat.


“What is this? What do you want with us?” Her eyes race to the creatures we have passed, and she gasps, “Who are they?” But she knows who they are. She knows.


I signal her daughter to come over, and as she approaches, June smacks her face, and gasps,


“You horrible … girl. Laughing at your brother, playing along with him.”


June’s eyes flash at me, and I see fury in them, and hear it in her crusty voice when she turns back to her daughter.


“Don’t you dare start playing your games.”


The woman shakes as she tries to restrain herself from taking another swing. Seeing this stirs Roger to life, and he takes his wife’s arm, grunting—the tape is still on his mouth—as he leads her away. I can see it’s going to get testy down here.


I free the girl’s hands, and she turns to me as she peels the last of the tape from her mouth. “See what I have to put up with?”


Then she walks over to the kitty box, pulls down her pants and underpants, and without ever turning away pees long and hard. It’s as if she’s replaying what I did in the van. She never takes her eyes off me, not even when Jolly Roger finally pulls the tape off his mouth and starts shouting “Cover up!” June joins in. So does Sonny-boy.


None of this fazes the daughter, who calmly stands, her pubis brazenly naked, and slowly pulls her underpants up. Her lazy movements seem designed to incense her parents further, and they succeed splendidly with her mother, who leads the “Cover up!” chorus to a shrieking finale.


I’m on the verge of cuffing June for the girl’s protection when she collapses at her husband’s feet and pounds the floor weakly. Once, twice, and then she is spent.




CHAPTER
4


LAUREN HEARD HIS FOOTSTEPS, AND realized that she could now actually recognize the sound of Ry Chambers walking down the hall. This was getting to be a regular Wednesday morning routine. Eight o’clock sharp, he strolls into her office and starts asking questions. By eight-oh-five she’s immersed in memory or theory or art, and quoting the likes of Kandinsky and Heidegger (last week it was Building, Dwelling, Thinking), offering the edifice of her thought to him, opening up as earnestly as she’d ever opened up to anyone, including all the students she’d ever taught. She loved it! She’d been seduced by the experience. Being interviewed was great. He was paying her more attention than she’d ever known. Three weeks now, going on four. Seduction, that’s exactly what it was. And never having been interviewed in depth, she had no idea if her reaction was simply to the attention, or more troubling, to the man who provided it. She suspected the latter. Why else would she have dressed like this: heels, inch and a half (nothing outlandish, but enough to lift her all the way to five-three), when she could have worn her Birkenstocks. Isn’t that what half the city wore? And a black skirt with silver piping that ran up the middle from the hem almost to the waist, falling short by a few critical, suggestive inches. Then there was the black sweater, which didn’t quite cover both black bra straps at the same time, leaving one or the other to sport coquettishly with the world. With him. To be frank.
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