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Thin wisps of grey fog played in the street; clouds seemed to sit atop Twin Peaks, and the great striding giant of the TV tower, emerging like Orion knee-deep in mist, stood above the hills of San Francisco. Stray tendrils stole into the garden, the tiny square of lawn edged with the spiky green and grey leaves of herbs. A lemon tree, its white sharp-scented flowers and yellow fruit nestled side by side in the dark gloss of leaves, sprawled against a wall, and the mingled sweet and medicinal smells of flowers and herbs drifted through the window open to the fog.

Even inside, thin fog wisps drifted against the paneled walls of the room called the studio. The woman kneeling at the potter's wheel by the fireplace raised her eyes to the creeping fog and clenched her teeth against panic. The last weeks had frayed her nerves, but she was not a coward and was not ready to give in. She loved the house; she loved the garden and the paneled studio.

It was like an old Basil Rathbone movie; gas lamps shining through the London pea-soup fog, Sherlock Holmes standing by the open fire. Fog was simply a part of living in San Francisco, sweeping in through the Golden Gate every evening, out to sea again in midmorning.

She turned her attention again to the pot taking shape on the wheel; a flat dish, shaped like a Greek kylix. Blue glaze, she thought, Wedgwood blue; or dark glaze, cobalt, and an overlay of dark red, flowed on to give a shot-silk effect.

The wheel turned, a soft hypnotic sound.

The fire began to die. It sank lower, hissing, as if struggling with the fog. The woman at the wheel let it come to a stop, rising to mend the fire. Resinous kindling-sticks; a crackle of the dried juniper branches she had gathered in the Berkeley hills, which slowly took flame and shot up with a cheery roar, driving back the dank mist. She stood with her hands stretched to the kindly warmth; but outside, the windows were so white she could not see the garden. She felt the chill from the open window and went to close it. Fog was beautiful.

When it stayed outside where it belonged.

She went back to the wheel, her fingers caressing the moist clay. Tenderly she shaped the delicate flare of the rim.

The fire was sinking again.

Something must have been wrong with that last load of firewood. Why should she have this sense of the fog as a hostile entity, lurking in corners to watch her work?

She hates me. She doesn't want me here.

But that was idiotic. Before she knew it, she would be like her sister, seeing ghosts in every corner, bringing messages from the departed. She had heard the rumors and, after all, the families before her had been unlucky. A sudden death; a suicide. The stuff of which hauntings were made.

But everyone who had known the woman who had lived here in peace to the ripe age of eighty-four, and died at her piano, told the same story. She had been the gentlest, kindest soul alive. If her presence should cling here—not that the woman at the wheel believed such rubbish—why should that remaining presence be anything but benevolent, especially to a fellow artist?

She mended the fire again, for some reason reluctant to turn her back on the flickering shadows. If there should be a ghostly presence, would it not linger in the elegant music room, where the woman had died? It was not even a story of violence; the police had carefully checked it out. A kindly old lady, who had collapsed and died peacefully at her own piano, among her collection of antique harpsichords. Such a ghost, if indeed there were ghosts, could leave only the peaceful whisper of a more kindly age.

It was dark outside. Four in the afternoon; tea-time. No doubt the British, in that fog-haunted country, had invented their ritual of afternoon tea to chase away the blue devils of sea-fog and lowering darkness. She snapped on the studio lights, banishing the darkness, and went across the mist-shrouded yard along the little brick walk to the kitchen door. The white cat sat on the back wall, washing its face. She had tried to coax it with fish and liver, but it remained stubbornly aloof.

The cheery lights reflecting from copper pots, the homey smells of plants in hanging baskets, soothed her as she put on the kettle. She would not allow nerves, fog and her own morbid imagination to drive her out of the studio and ruin the best day's work she had done in weeks. The clay had reached that perfectly moist, malleable stage, and the emerging lovely shape was still a kinesthetic memory, almost an itch in her fingers. If she left it now she would never get it back again.

She carried the steaming cup into the studio and set it down near the wheel. Her hands went out to seek the unfinished shape, and recoiled. Under her fingers the graceful kylix was a formless and slimy blob, unpleasantly gelatinous, like dead flesh.

The last time this had happened she had believed, against the evidence of her own senses, that the white cat had gotten in here and crushed the work on the wheel. But window and doors were shut, and where in the bare walls of this studio could a cat be hiding?

Then she saw it, lying across the wheel, blood mingled with the clay, four limp paws still twitching. She drew a shocked breath; how had it come here, and who had mauled the animal? Was he still hiding somewhere in the garden, violence still unspent, to be completed against her? She knelt to examine the body, and as she stretched a reluctant hand, it was gone; only the slime and the ruined clay. No invader, no violence, but the evil, the thing in this house, destroying the finest work she had done this year. Tears of rage stood in her eyes.

The fire was dying again and this time she had no heart to rebuild it. This time she was beaten. She stood up, and the boiling tea overturned, scalding her ankle, flooding the potter's wheel and the ruined kylix. She screamed with frustration and pain.

“All right! All right! You've won! I'll go! But why? Why? Why?” With a sob of inarticulate rage and defeat she ran out, banging the studio door shut behind her. She would never enter it again.
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“It's a beautiful house.” Leslie Barnes turned regretfully from the panorama before her. The early lights of winter dusk twinkled below her, and on a clear day, she knew, the entire bay would spread out here, where now the lights of the Golden Gate made a ribbon of jewels above the fog.

Perhaps for this view she could make minor adjustments, remodel the small room off the foyer—no, there was no time or energy to spare for that. Her work must come first.

“It’s truly a lovely place, the nicest I’ve seen. But, as I told the agent when I first called, I must have a separate room or two to see my clients.”

“Clients? You’re a lawyer, Miss?”

“A psychotherapist.”

“The rooms on the ground floor—”

“I’m sorry,” Leslie repeated. Why was she apologizing? This was her business. “My sister is a student at the Conservatory, and we need room for a grand piano and a harp.”

The agent shrugged and sighed. “This place will go fast, you know. I have three people waiting to see it, and I couldn’t even guarantee I could hold it till Monday.”

“It simply isn’t large enough,” Leslie repeated. But she looked again with regret at the view she would have loved to live with.

The agent saw her regretful look and pressed on. “Look, one of the people considering this house is a family with three teenage kids; that little room we showed you, they’re going to put two girls in there and let the boy have the attic room. You take the little downstairs room off the garage for your patients, and the piano can go in the living room—” He was sounding like a reasonable man beset by a silly woman who didn’t know what she wanted, and when Leslie shook her head he said, “Well, lady, I think you’re making a big mistake, I really don’t have anything else to show you. That place on Geary, maybe—”

“No parking; besides, I can’t live in a place where neither Emily nor I will dare step outside after dark.”

He shrugged. “Well, if we get anything, I’ll call you. But you’re not going to find anything bigger than this, unless you’re talking about half a million dollars.”

The unspoken part of that, you’re too fussy, stayed with her as she went to her car and watched the agent drive off in his. But she had a right to be fussy; it was the house she would live in, perhaps forever. She could not afford to move again within ten years. And she was not sure marriage was for her, in spite of Joel—

Her thoughts ran a familiar track. If he could get it through his head that her work was important to her, as important as his law career, not just a stopgap until Mister Right came along. She stopped herself.

She was always telling her clients not to enter any serious relationship with the idea of changing the other party. She could accept Joel as he was, marry him and live with him that way, or she could refuse him. But he wasn’t going to change, or if he did it would be for his own reasons which had nothing to do with her.

In any case she must build her home with the assumption that she would live in it for years. San Francisco was necessary; she could no longer live in the East Bay, with Emily at the Conservatory. The long commute every day by public transit was expensive and took up precious time as well as draining energy Emily needed for practice.

Maybe, she thought, as she turned onto the skyway approach to the Bay Bridge, she was too fussy; the piano could have gone in the living room—she would, after all, have been down with her clients half the day or more. The little room downstairs off the garage would have made an office, with some remodeling; at worst she could have found office space somewhere outside. In any case it would have been no worse than the rented apartment, cramped even for one, and since Emily had joined her, bulging at the seams with her office and Emily’s piano. The harp was still in storage.

And how could she, with the small amount of family money coming from her grandmother, who had for a short time been a concert harpist and recording artist, afford anything more spacious than that little jewel on Russian Hill? Emily’s share was earmarked for the Conservatory, and even so Leslie would probably have to help her before she was through. But at whatever cost they must have a place with space for them both; Emily was already chafing at the necessary rule that she could not practice until the last client had left for the day.

Leslie had a good counseling practice, though not as good as it could have been; she still set her fees on a sliding scale based on ability to pay, instead of doing as her colleagues insisted she should do: charging what the traffic would bear. Counseling, they said truthfully, was a luxury service, and the higher fees were set, the higher the therapist’s reputation. How much good had she really done with the school counseling, which was just part of the system, which she had doled out in Sacramento—

Leslie felt she had a singular rapport with disturbed teenagers. She had been cheated out of her own adolescent rebellion; when the whole world, it seemed, had been rebelling, everything from protest marches to pot, she had been working hard to survive, put herself through graduate school, and was already fighting Emily’s battle for freedom. Their mother had successfully forced Leslie into taking a position as a school counselor instead of opening her own office as a therapist; and now their mother was determined that Emily’s talent could be best served by earning a certificate to teach music. The idea of Emily teaching in the chaos of the public schools was rather like imagining Secretariat hauling a coal cart. Or more accurately, Leslie thought, visualizing her high-strung and highly gifted sister giving music lessons, Maria Callas as a high school basketball coach.

She had resolved that Emily should have her chance, even if it meant she herself must spend her life teaching. The inheritance had come too late for a normal adolescence or carefree college days for Leslie; but it meant freedom for Emily. And the scandal which had driven Leslie out of the public school system had at least freed them both. Her mother, Leslie reflected bitterly, had been glad to see her go. But she would never forgive her for taking Emily away.

Leslie cursed as a huge double-trailered semi truck cut into her lane of traffic, remembering the headlines splashed across the National Enquirer.

PSYCHIC TEACHER LOCATES BODY OF MISSING SCHOOL-GIRL!

PIGTAIL KILLER TRAPPED BY PSYCHIC!

A fluke, Leslie reminded herself. Everybody had a psychic flash now and then. She clenched her teeth, gripping the wheel. The traffic was heavy; she had hoped to be back before rush hour traffic built up on the Bay Bridge; there must be an accident on the Bridge. She concentrated fiercely on the crawling car ahead, trying not to see again before her eyes the flash of Juanita Garcia’s body in the drainage ditch, covered with blood, long hair tightly braided by the killer who had raped and mutilated four young girls.

No, she would not remember that. She had a different life now, and a different world. Joachim Mendoza, dubbed “the Pigtail Killer” for his habit of braiding the long hair of his victims, was still on Death Row. Leslie did not approve of capital punishment, but would not have lifted a hand to save his life; she had seen Juanita Garcia’s body, had led the police there.

What if the newspapers had made a Roman holiday of the lucky hunch or psychic flash which had led to the killer? The local headlines had lasted only a day or two: Schoolteacher finds Pigtail Killer victim. And who ever remembered what was printed in tabloids like the Enquirer?

She had left the notoriety in Sacramento. When she relocated in San Francisco, it would be entirely behind her. If she ever found a place in San Francisco. This was the fifth house she had turned down.

She knew herself well enough to wonder why she kept finding reasons to reject every new house. The perfect house, she told herself firmly, just didn’t exist. One way or another, she would have to make up her mind to some compromises. She tried hard to dismiss her own indecision as she took the freeway exit and drove through the Berkeley streets to the tiny house she had rented when she came to Berkeley.

She pulled up and parked in the driveway. The lease here was up on May first: she didn’t want to be stuck with a lease for another year.

But she could think about that later. She was seeing a new client for the first time tonight.

Mentally she riffled through the file. Eileen Grantson. Fourteen. Disruptive behavior, temper tantrums, breaking china, lying about it, constant fights in school. Broken home; father has custody, mother remarried and living in Texas, no siblings. The girl probably had a right to be angry at the conditions of her life. It would be easier to deal with a girl already able to express her anger than one who claimed she felt none. The human mind, Leslie told herself, was a fearful and wonderful thing, and that was why she had become a therapist; because she had never lost her sense of wonder about all the things the mind could do.

Eileen Grantson was not a prepossessing teenager. Her hair was mousy and lank, eyes a pale washy blue, hidden behind thick plastic-rimmed glasses. She slumped in a chair as if her spine was made of poor-quality cardboard.

In nearly an hour she had said almost nothing; Leslie had had to extract a few admissions from her by painstaking questions. Most teenagers were all too ready to pour out all their grievances against the world.

“You get very angry with your father sometimes, don’t you, Eileen?”

“He’s crazy,” said Eileen sullenly. “I think he throws those old dishes around himself so he can pick a fight and say I did it.”

Leslie maintained her reassuring smile, and asked, in the neutral tone she had been trained to keep, “Why do you think he would do that?”

“Because he hates me. He’s my daddy and I love him, but he doesn’t want anybody to love him. He didn’t love my—” Eileen gave a small stifled gulp and snuffle. “That guy my mom was running around with, he was just the excuse. If my daddy had loved her she wouldn’t of gone away.” The words came out in a single long stream, but then Eileen, as if what she had said had frightened her, relapsed into a limp puddle of silence and self-pity.

Leslie, listening, thought over what she had heard. Was she on the fringes of discovering a case of father-daughter incest? (Freud had called it a common fantasy; what a shame he had not lived to discover how far it was from a fantasy, even in that sick Victorian age where stiff Victorian fathers had wielded almost life-and-death power over their powerless, traumatized daughters.) Maybe Grantson, unable to acknowledge his own guilt, had made a healthy gesture; put his daughter into a therapeutic situation where, sooner or later, she would be sure to tell their guilty secret and free them both.

But now she did not think so. Grantson himself had sent the girl, and sounded as if he had a very real grievance against his daughter. And Eileen’s account of the divorce sounded circumstantial.

Leslie asked gently, “Why are you living with your father instead of your mother, Eileen?”

“I don’t like that guy my mother married,” Eileen said sullenly, “and who wants to live in Texas? All my friends are here. Not that I’ve got that many friends. They lie about me all the time.”

Something inside Leslie suddenly bristled. “What do they lie about, Eileen? What do they say about you?”

“The same lies my father does.” Eileen did not lift her eyes from the floor. “Nobody likes me. They tell lies. They say I break their things. And I didn’t. Maybe I would if I could, they hate me, and I hate all of them, so there! Who wants to hang around with that dumb crowd anyhow! And how could I break their damn violin strings anyhow when I’m across the room? All right, so I wanted to play first violin and that damn rotten teacher stuck me in second violin, he’s got tin ears, he’s at least a quarter tone flat all the whole time, what the hell does he know about it? I want to quit Orchestra and violin lessons anyhow and my father says I’m too young to know what I want to do with my life, by the time I could make up my mind I wanted to play the violin I’d be too old to learn, so he makes me practice all the time. I think he’s afraid if I do anything except practice the goddam fiddle and go to Sunday school I’ll screw around and get pregnant or something!”

A familiar complaint and a familiar problem. For the first time, Eileen sounded like any of the other teenagers she had counseled. “You think your father is afraid that you’re involved with sex?”

She shrugged, staring again at the floor, and Leslie knew she had asked that question too soon. She glanced briefly at the cuckoo clock on the wall, elaborately carved, Austrian, tacky; but it was easier on the teenagers to hear the impersonal striking of the clock than to end the session herself. It would strike in, perhaps, six minutes. She had accomplished as much as she was likely to accomplish in a first session. She had almost ruled out the idea of an incest victim, which was something. She was probably dealing with an uncomplicated case of an awkward teenager, at the most trying time of adolescence, resenting and half blaming herself for a broken family.

A teenage girl, motherless, without an acceptable mother substitute, a father absorbed in his work, with little energy for his solitary daughter. And Eileen was the pawn in this struggle. Perhaps she could help the girl to see that she was not the target of this hostility, that her father’s problems were her father’s problems and not her fault, that her mother’s flight was her mother’s problem and not Eileen’s inadequacy as a daughter.

“Tell me about those dishes your father says you broke,” she said calmly, knowing it would bring them to the end of the hour in a state of tension which would keep the girl thinking about her problem until the next session.

“I don’t know anything about them. They were just there on the floor. He threw one right at me and then he said I did it,” Eileen said, raising her voice for the first time. “I didn’t do it! It wasn’t any accident either! He threw it at me!”

“Why would he do that, Eileen? You think he threw it? At you?”

“Because he hates me,” Eileen cried. “He wants me to get in trouble so I’ll have to go live with my mother in Texas! He hates me! He hates me! He hates me!”

The box of Kleenex unobtrusively placed on the table behind Eileen’s chair—but she had not cried and Leslie had never had to tell her it was there—rose abruptly from the table and came flying at Leslie across the desk. Dazed, Leslie ducked. She would not have thought that the girl had had her hands anywhere near the box. And Eileen seemed such a quiet, unaggressive girl! “Eileen—”

“Now I guess you’re going to say I’m doing it too,” Eileen shrieked, getting up out of the chair precipitately. The ashtray on Leslie’s desk suddenly rose, hovered a moment in the air, and went flying in a great rush at Eileen. It struck her above the eyebrow, the sharp corner drawing blood, and the girl fell down into the chair, screaming, covering her face with her hands.

“Now you’re doing it,” Eileen screamed. “You’re doing it too! Look at the blood! Why does everybody hate me? Why does everybody lie about me?” She cowered in the chair, smearing the blood on her face, staring in horror at her fingers.

Into the silence the cuckoo clock struck smartly five times.

“No, I don’t accuse you of doing it, Eileen, and no, I don’t know how it happened,” Leslie reassured the girl again. “Drink that up, now, and don’t worry. We’ll talk about it next time. And if anything more happens, you can call me—all right?” She took the paper cup from Eileen’s hand. “There’s your father to pick you up.”

Eileen was still sniffling.

“He’s not going to believe this. He hates me. He’ll blame me no matter what.”

“So don’t tell him,” Leslie said briskly, and put a wad of clean folded Kleenex into Eileen’s hand. She blinked, touching the Band-Aid on her forehead with scared fingers.

“What’ll I say if he asks me what happened?” She was clinging now, demanding attention, help, more reassurance. Leslie didn’t blame her, but she couldn’t encourage it either.

“Tell him the truth, if you want to. It’s your choice.”

“He won’t believe me.”

“Then don’t. Say you cut your forehead on the corner of the desk.” Already Leslie was wondering if that had been what really happened. Had they shared some weird hallucination? But she had also doubted the moment of intuition—psychism—which had shown her the body of Juanita Garcia in a drainage ditch. She patted Eileen’s shoulder gently again and shoved her into the hall. Her father’s car was at the foot of the steps. Eileen thrust her arms awkwardly into her down jacket, struggled into her backpack and ran clumsily down. The car door slammed behind her.

It was a relief to step inside and close the door.

She might have believed that Eileen had somehow, unseen, reached the box of tissues and flung them across the desk. But neither of them had been within reach of the ashtray.

She knew she hadn’t thrown it. And Eileen couldn’t have reached it without getting up out of the chair, and then she could hardly have thrown it at herself, hard, and been back in the chair in time for the ashtray to hit her hard enough to draw blood.

Leslie went back in the office and picked up the ashtray. There was a smear of blood on the sharp corner; it felt warm and tingled in her hand, and she had to force herself to put it carefully down. Her impulse was to drop it, draw her hand back in horror.

It’s starting again, the kind of thing I thought I’d left behind in Sacramento. She remembered something she had read about the parapsychology studies at Duke University; a famous psychologist had said, “On any other subject, one tenth of the evidence would already have convinced me; on this subject, ten times the evidence would not convince me, because I know it to be impossible.”

Now she was faced with evidence and did not know what to believe. She sat down at her desk and forced herself to write up the session, adding her own observations and what she had seen—or what I thought I saw, she added to herself grimly—and filed the account away before she could challenge the reality of it in her own mind.

She seemed to remember that there had been a study of poltergeist phenomena by a reputable psychologist; tomorrow she would go to the Berkeley campus library and dig it out. If she had a poltergeist for a patient, she ought, at least, to know what was known about them, if anything. After that session she wanted nothing more than to make herself a cup of tea, draw herself a bath with millions of scented bubbles, soak in it for an hour with a frivolous book, and think about nothing till the next morning.

However, the light glowed red on the answering machine, and she forced herself to rewind and play back the tape. There might be a message from a new client, Emily might have called to say she would be late, the real estate agent might have called back to tell her about another house, or Judy Attenbury might be forcing herself to vomit her dinner again.

But there was only one message.

“Joel here, Leslie. I was out of the office all afternoon taking Bobby to a ball game, so I have to stay overtime to make up for it. Give me a call and we’ll get a bite together when I finish, okay? Love ya. Bye now.”

She smiled; how like Joel that was. Bobby was a black ghetto child Joel had adopted in the “Big Brother” program, and he spent a considerable amount of time with the kid, taking a real interest in him. She wondered what he would have had to say about Eileen and her poltergeist, and wished she could tell him. But what happened in a counseling session was only a little less inviolate than what went on behind the screens of the confessional. And what could a lawyer do to help? You couldn’t drag a poltergeist into court and have it bound over with an injunction to keep the peace, or to cease and desist!

She waited while his office phone rang twice; at last his voice, curt and preoccupied.

“Manchester, Ames, Carmody and Beckenham.”

“Joel? It’s Leslie.”

“Les!” The voice changed, became warm and welcoming. “I hoped you’d call. All ready to go? Pick you up in ten minutes?”

She laughed. “Where are we going?”

“Put on your fanciest outfit and I’ll take you dancing at the Claremont. I’m due for a celebration; the judge threw the Hanrahan case out of court. Insufficient evidence for a true bill.”

“How wonderful, darling!” She knew he had worked long and hard over the Hanrahan case, for relatively little in the way of fees, and this was a very real victory for him. “But could we have a raincheck on the celebration? I had a rough day and another lined up for tomorrow; I’d really rather have a quiet bite somewhere, and an early night.” Besides, she remembered, the Claremont food, though splendid, was expensive.

“All right, honey; we’ll go to that little Greek place you like, the one on College Avenue,” he agreed. “Or if you’re really too tired, I could pick something up and bring it over?”

That was what she loved about him; he was always concerned about her, always ready to change a cherished plan, even at a moment’s notice.

“No, Greek food sounds wonderful. And we’ll celebrate some other time, I promise.”

“I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes, then?”

“Fine.”

In high spirits she ran up the stairs, pulling off her jacket and blouse, choosing a fresh silk print in a raspberry red that made her dark eyes glow, and ran a quick brush through her short dark curls.

If she had believed in destiny, she might have thought that she had left Sacramento to meet Joel Beckenham. Such a difference from Nick—

She had never really been serious about Nick Beckenham. They had dated a dozen times, shared a liking for Italian foods, for the revival of Big Bands from the forties when neither of them had been born; he was halfway engaged to a former classmate of Leslie’s, finishing up a Master’s degree in Chicago, and while Margot was away, Nick went out with Leslie. She had kissed him two or three times on the cheek, no more; they celebrated together when he was promoted from patrolman to detective. And it was not true that he had come to question her about the missing schoolgirls, though two of them had been pupils at the high school where Leslie was on the counseling staff. She might even have been the last to see Juanita Garcia alive; the girl had been in her office only the day before her parents had reported her missing, and no one had seen Juanita after the girl had left the counseling center.

“Except the murderer,” she had said dryly to Nick, “or are you indicating that I’m a suspect?”

“Don’t be silly, Les.” The young policeman laughed, but his face was still troubled. “There’s a nut out there; we’ve got three girls dead already. Same age. They all have long black hair.”

That was when she had seen it clearly; like her own face reflected in a mirror, or under running water. She had heard the high, rising note of horror in her own voice.

“She’s in a ditch, a drainage ditch,” she heard herself say, “with her hair braided. He liked to braid their hair.”

“How did you know that? Leslie, that’s what we kept back, so we could weed out the crazies who called in with fake confessions. Down at the station we’re calling him the Pigtail Killer because he braids their hair after they’re dead—”

“I saw her,” Leslie whispered, “lying in the ditch. A drainage ditch by a windmill. Wearing her black leather jacket—”

Nick had piled her into the black and white police cruiser then, siren screaming. She had never gone to look at Juanita’s actual body. She had seen it, in that terrifying underwater flash, clearly enough. A real girl, a girl who had been in her office the day before, Juanita Garcia, sixteen years old, and black hair falling to her waist. Black hair, braided into intricate strands. She had heard herself babbling; she had seen the killer’s hands, the killer’s face. Joachim Mendoza’s face, with the crescent-shaped scar and the mended harelip with a moustache split along the scar, and the broken eyebrows. She had seen it later when they picked him up and found braided locks of hair and the girls’ bloodstained panties in his room, and she was still seeing him, from time to time, in nightmares. Nick’s squad car partner had sat there staring with his mouth open while she was babbling out her description. He had never believed, she supposed, that she had seen Mendoza’s face only in her mind. He never stopped wondering if somehow she had been involved, even an eyewitness.

Nick had been nice. He had stood by her, reassured her about her own sanity. But the Enquirer had kept calling, had wanted to fly her to Chicago to try and get psychic impressions about a new sex murder. And there had been crank calls and crazies, until she had cut it all off. And of course there had been Juanita Garcia’s mother, who had burst into a tirade of abuse at the funeral.

“Why didn’t you get your psychic flash when she was in your office, why didn’t you warn her before she went out to meet that crazy killer? You wanted her to die so you could get your name in the papers?”

Leslie said what was true: that she would have given a year of her life if she had known beforehand, if she had foreseen that Juanita was to walk from her office into the hands of an insane killer. She would have warned the girl, would have begged Juanita to be careful. But no fateful flash had crossed her mind when Juanita stood sullen in her office, habitual truant, delinquent, stoned out of her mind on pot and contempt. What made the Garcia woman think Juanita would have listened to a warning about murder? She hadn’t listened to anything else her teachers and counselors had ever said.

She became aware that she was staring into the mirror, seeing Juanita Garcia’s long dark hair, her drowned face under water, instead of her own face. The telephone was ringing; she made a dash for the extension in the hall. Over the noise she heard the sound of a Bach prelude; Emily was home and had begun practicing.

“Hello?”

The voice was thick, curdled and strange; she had a hard time making out words in it. But disturbed persons sometimes found it hard to get what they were saying out; their thoughts frightened them too much.

“I’m sorry,” Leslie repeated patiently, “I can’t understand you.”

“Is—is—is Alison there?”

“I’m sorry; I think you must have a wrong number.”

The voice mumbled, protested indistinctly, finally clicked away into a dial tone. Leslie hung up. Crank call, or innocent wrong number? They had taught her when she was putting in her time on a suicide prevention hotline that there were no wrong numbers; they dial your number for a purpose, even if they have to hide it from themselves. She wasn’t quite sure she believed it—surely it wasn’t as cut-and-dried, as Freudian, as that, surely fingers sometimes slipped or eyes read the wrong digit in a telephone book. She heard footsteps on the stairs and recognized them as her sister Emily’s; she was putting pearl studs in her ears when Emily looked into her room. Tall, coltish and seventeen, dark auburn hair drawn back into a formal bun, Emily’s adolescent rebellion took the form of overprecision rather than grubbiness. She had studied ballet for four years before she had finally chosen the piano, and it still showed in the long delicate neck on which her head was a long-stemmed lily, the posture which gave her the illusion of more height than her modest five foot seven.

“What was the phone, Les? Was that Mommy?”

Leslie shook her head. “Wrong number.”

“Did you get the house?” Emily asked eagerly.

Les shook her head. “Not quite big enough—no good place for an office and a piano.”

Emily sighed. “It sounded so good when you told me about it. Are you going out?”

“Joel and I are getting a bite of dinner somewhere. There’s hamburger in the freezer.”

Emily made a face, and Leslie remembered she was going through a vegetarian phase again. “I had some salad on the way home; all I want is a carton of yogurt. Did the piano tuner come?”

“I didn’t have a chance to call him. Is there something wrong with it, Em?” She came down the stairs, catching up her camel-hair coat, and glanced into the big old square living room; Emily ran her hands over the keys and grimaced. “Can’t you hear?” Her look of contempt was promptly concealed; she said with careful kindness, “Call him tomorrow—early, won’t you, Les?”

“You call him,” Leslie said with cheerful brutality, “you’re the one who can’t live with it the way it is. I have an early appointment, and I’m seriously thinking of calling another agency; this one doesn’t seem to have anything more to show me.” Emily wandered to the piano, sat down on the bench and ran off a few scales, tilting her head and grimacing. “Les, do you have any real honest-to-God crazies among your patients? I know, you can’t tell me anything about your clients,” she mimicked impatiently. “It’s just that when the phone rang I got a little scared. There was a real crazy call earlier today. The—the person didn’t really talk at all. Just kind of—” She hesitated. “—kind of buzzed. And breathed.”

“Nothing wrong with breathing,” Leslie said. “Everybody does it twenty-four hours a day.”

“Only this wasn’t just breathing. Whoever it was, was doing it on purpose—oh, damn it, that’s not what I mean either. I didn’t get the idea this was the kind of call you’d call a heavy breather. Not a sex call. I wasn’t even sure it was a man. It felt—” again Emily hesitated, choosing her words. “It sounded sinister. Kind of, well, menacing. I got really bad vibrations.”

“It sounds as if it might have been the same person,” said Leslie, thinking over the texture of the call. It was someone more seriously disturbed than any of her clients. She was a therapist, not a medical doctor or a psychiatrist; her clients suffered from commonplace neurotic problems, from the pressures and stresses of society or jobs, marriage troubles, inability to adjust to school or parental expectations.

And even a psychiatrist could do little, Leslie thought, against the more grievous wounds to the human mind and spirit. One of her clients, Susan Hamilton, was the single parent of a brain-damaged child; at seven, Christina could not or would not speak, and was just beginning toilet training. There were a handful of labels for her: brain-damaged, autistic, learning-disabled, emotionally neglected, retarded. Labels, but no help. Speech therapists and special education programs could do little more for Chrissy than to train her as they would train a dog, make her somewhat less offensive to social sensibilities. Leslie could do nothing for Christina, and little for her mother except to allow her to vent her enormous rage at a blind and uncaring universe which dropped this enormous burden on her, which had destroyed her marriage and now would probably destroy her.

“No, none of my clients is seriously disturbed,” she agreed, then thinking of Eileen Grantson, was not so sure. “Did they ask for me by name?”

“No, no name, no words at all. It was awful, Les, it didn’t even sound human. Like a lost soul crying from purgatory.”

Yes. That was exactly what it sounded like. But tonight Leslie didn’t want to think about lost souls. Not with Juanita Garcia’s face still before her eyes, haunting her, not after the sight of that ashtray flying across the room, Eileen’s forehead bleeding, she wanted to be nice and rational. Man, she remembered one of her professors saying, is not a rational animal, but a rationalizing animal.

Emily frowned, bending her head close to the keyboard.

“I ought to have been a violinist, so I could tune my own instrument. Listen, Les, maybe I ought to study piano tuning. I do have perfect pitch, and it’s awfully well paid. The Conservatory is so damned expensive. If I could earn some money it would be easier on you, too—”

“We’ll manage, honey. Just be patient. Believe me, I know what it’s like, when I was in college I had five dollars a week and my bus fare, and I couldn’t tell you how many times I walked home four miles to save the bus fare! It just about kept me in toothpaste and Tampax. And speaking of toothpaste and Tampax, I wish sometimes you’d get your own instead of cadging mine all the time!” Behind her words, she realized what she was doing; ordinary sisterly squabbles to lighten the memory of that ashtray flying across the room. She heard steps on the porch.

“There’s Joel now. Have a good supper, Em; I’ll be home before midnight, I suppose—”

“Unless Prince Charming carries you off for the night,” Emily suggested, and Leslie shook her head.

“Early appointment tomorrow.”

“Take your keys,” Emily said. “I’m going to be out late; I’m babysitting the Simmons’ brat, and I do mean brat. That’s why I think piano tuning would be easier. Even on the ears.”

Leslie checked her purse for keys. “Be sure to lock the deadbolt, then,” she admonished, and went to let Joel in.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The food was good, crisp salad rich with feta cheese, minced chicken spiced with cinnamon and cardamom, stuffed with raisins and wrapped in delicate layers of pastry. Joel, handsome and exuberant, ordered a bottle of good wine, and prepared to tell her all about the Hanrahan case. Leslie, who was always on the alert and eager for clues about a patient’s mental state in her own work, loved hearing Joel talk about his work.

“Hanrahan—that was indecent exposure, wasn’t it?” she asked. “Was it a frame-up?” Men who exposed themselves rarely went on to serious crimes—they were at the opposite end of the spectrum from a Joachim Mendoza—but they were, invariably, deeply disturbed.

“Hell, no, this one was really stupid,” Joel said, stuffing a morsel of fragrant chicken into his mouth, trying to speak; then laughed and finished chewing. At last he said, “Remember the rock concert last year? No, you were still in Sacramento, weren’t you? Okay, well, you know what goes on at those things; kids necking, making out, petting, all the way up to screwing under those blankets they carry. You’ve seen it.”

Leslie had. She thought it tasteless, but then she had always lived where she had abundant privacy.

“So—?”

“So Hanrahan’s gay. And he and the man he’s lived with for nine years—they’re partners in a little bookstore up on Castro—were watching all the kids, and it made them feel romantic. So they were holding hands. Hands, for God's sake, and some old lady complained and some redneck cop arrested them for L-and-L—lewd and lascivious behavior.” He grabbed his wine, swallowed and half choked in his indignation.

“Joel, they must have been doing something more than just holding hands, to get arrested!”

“That’s what I thought. But the old lady who brought the complaint had actually taken a Polaroid snapshot of the ‘disgusting’ behavior,” Joel said. “I saw the picture, Les. Ron was holding Joe’s hand, and Joe had his head on Ron’s shoulder. Real dirty stuff! For God’s sake, Les, I’m not queer and I haven’t got a lot of sympathy for the kind of guys who hang out in the bars, not to mention that I can’t imagine why a guy would want to make it with a guy when there are all these gorgeous women in the world—” He put down his fork and smiled at her tenderly. “But arrested, for that, with all that was going on around them?”

“I don’t understand it either. What could possibly—?”

“Supposedly, according to the old lady and the redneck cop, they were scandalizing the young people around them—who were all so busy screwing that they wouldn’t have noticed it if the President had been getting it off with a donkey on the band shell! Anyhow, we finally got it thrown out of court. But I felt sorry for Ron. It got into the papers, and Joe’s parents didn’t know he was gay.”

“Well, I’m glad he didn’t have to go to prison, on top of everything else.”

“Would have been the county jail; L-and-L is a misdemeanor, not a felony. But it’s a crime it was ever brought up. Talk about ridiculous!”

“Well, it’s not the only idiotic case of that kind,” Leslie said. “A friend of my mother’s almost got run in by a policeman for breastfeeding her baby in a supermarket. The kid was hungry and yelling. Of course, that was a long time ago, but Mom told me about it when I was twelve.”

“Well, I can think of better places to breastfeed a kid,” Joel said. “I hope when you start in on ours you stick to the home grounds, honey.” Leslie blushed and smiled at him as he forked salad into his mouth. “Or you could try hiding out in our car. There was a case last year—guy drove through the tollgate on the Bay Bridge stark naked. Judge threw the case out, saying a man’s car was like his home—he was entitled to dress, or not dress, any way he wanted to, in his own car. That’s the law.”

“Lex dura; lex est,” Leslie quoted with a chuckle, and he said, “I like the other old saying better: the law is an ass.”

“What a saying for an up-and-coming lawyer, darling!” she teased.

“And who’s in a better position to know?” he countered.

“The old ladies who complain,” Leslie said, “are really worse off than the people they try and persecute. And we are making progress. At least, your friend Hanrahan didn’t go to jail. Suppose he’d had a judge who felt his own sexuality threatened by two men holding hands?”

“I don’t like to think about it,” said Joel soberly; then, by an effort of will, brightened. “Just the same, it all has its funny side. Nick told me a crazy one when we were on the phone. Seems he got called out on a complaint where one of those same old ladies said a man on their block was running around naked inside his apartment. So Nick went to check out this would-be Hottentot tot—”

Leslie leaned back and listened, remembering Nick Beckenham. He had, after all, introduced them; when the scandal had fully broken, and Leslie had moved to the Bay Area, he had driven her down in a rented truck, called Joel to help unload it, and suggested that Joel take Leslie out to dinner. He had probably expected the same brotherly relation that he himself had with Leslie, not a conflagration.

Maybe she had been ready for a new man to match her new life. Old enough to be settling down, her mother had said; Leslie was twenty-seven, by her mother’s standards almost an old maid. Mother would have approved of the rising young lawyer even more than of his policeman brother. Though, no doubt, she would have disapproved of his defense of a “scandalous” cause like Ronald Hanrahan’s arrest.

“—so the man said, ‘Madam, will you please show me where you observed me naked in this apartment?’ and of course the old biddy couldn’t have seen anything at all unless she had her nose pressed right up to his window! So he turned around and pressed charges against her for window peeping!”

Leslie laughed heartily, but through the laughter she saw that Joel was looking at her seriously.

“You do look tired, Les. Rough day?”

“Very.” And wouldn’t he stare in amazement if she told him about the poltergeist? Was it going to cause trouble between them, someday, that he could share these stories of his work, while she could say nothing about her own? Someday they must talk about that. When they were together, they were having too good a time to discuss shared feelings; yet someday, certainly if he was thinking about marriage and children, they must.

“But I’m back to square one on the house hunting, Joel. It was too small for an office on the premises and Emily’s piano. So I have to start all over again.”

“You know how I feel about that,” he said forthrightly. “I’ve never made any secret of it. If you were hunting for a house for the two of us, instead of one for yourself, it would be different.”

Her heart sank. So it was going to be a confrontation. It was her own fault; she shouldn’t have mentioned the house hunting, not tonight. But they couldn’t go on avoiding the subject.

“The two of us, as you put it, aren’t ready for a house. Am I supposed to stick it out in that little rented place until you’re ready to get married?”

He fussed with the wine, pouring another glass. “You really ought to have some more,” he said. “I don’t want to drink this all by myself.” A smile strayed around the laugh lines at his long jaw. “You really want to be responsible for my being hauled in on drunk-and-disorderly?”

She watched, loving him. “I’ll take responsibility for drunk,” she retorted lightly, “but disorderly—that’ll be on your own head, love.” He was not nearly as tall as Nick, who topped six feet. When she hugged Joel, their bodies fit perfectly, cheek to cheek.

Our bodies fit too perfectly. That’s why we never get to talk about serious things.

He said, sipping from the glass, “Leslie, listen to me. I’ll marry you now, if you’re really using this house thing to put the pressure on. I still think we ought to wait, but if it would make you happy—”

She blinked, not following what he was saying. “I don’t want to get married, not yet. We both agreed we’d wait till Emily was finished at the Conservatory, and you were moved up to a senior partnership. By that time, my practice—”

“Oh, your practice! Come on, Les. On the level. Isn’t this why you’re pushing this house hunting bit—to push me into grabbing while the grabbing is good, before you get your life all laid out on your own? You’re ready to build a nest, and if we can’t do it together, you’ll do it on your own?”

He sounded so reasonable that for a moment she actually wondered: could her motives possibly be that devious? Then outrage took over. “You can’t possibly believe that, Joel!”

“Well, I’ve been thinking it over. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we ought to get married, start building together, not separately. We love each other, why not settle down, start building a rational life together?”

Man is not a rational, but a rationalizing animal. She said quietly, not wanting to escalate this into an argument, “No, Joel. I think we should stick to our original plans; you want to establish your career without the demands of a wife just yet, and I want to establish mine and see my sister educated.”

“But you’re still set on having a house all your own?”

“Is there a reason I shouldn’t, Joel?”

“Yes,” he blurted, “I don’t want you to set yourself up in a life so full you won’t need me!”

“Darling, I don’t think you need to worry about that,” she said, reached across the table for his hand and held it. “But just as you want to establish your career, so I want to get settled in mine—”

“Now you sound like one of those damned women’s libbers. Your own property. Your own career. All this about what you want. Not what we want, or what I want. Me, me, me, that’s all you’re thinking about!”

She gasped at the monstrous unfairness of this. “It’s what you said you wanted, not to get married yet—”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

“And I haven’t,” she retorted. “If that is what you think, Joel, we are simply not communicating, and I think we’d better not talk about it. Let’s just agree to disagree on that subject. I am not what you so contemptuously call a women’s libber, but if there is one expression I hate, that’s it, and I am absolutely appalled that you would say that about me.” She pushed back her chair. “Maybe you’d better take me home.”

“No, damn it!” He did not raise, but lowered his voice. “I’m getting tired of this, Leslie. Whenever things don’t go your way, you refuse to talk about it. We can’t run away again.”

“I’m not trying to run away,” she said, knowing there was some truth in what he said, she did avoid this kind of confrontation, “but you seem to enjoy a good fight. I don’t.”

“I’m a lawyer,” he said, “and you don’t get to be a good one by backing down every time you have a little difference of opinion.”

“And I don’t like to be put on the witness stand every time we have what you call a little difference of opinion.” She imitated his tone, angry now. “It isn’t. It’s basic. I can’t reason you out of it—I tried. What you mean is that you want me to sit here while you bully me into changing my mind, since you’re not going to change yours. And because I don’t want to sit here and be bullied—”

“Love, I’m not trying to bully you. But let’s look at this thing rationally. What will you do with a house of your own after we get married?”

“Rent it. Sell it. Let Emily live in it till she finishes at the Conservatory. Live in it ourselves till we find one we like better. Real estate is always a good investment—you told me that yourself! Why does it bother you that I should have a good investment?” She tried to make a joke of it. “Helen Gurley Brown says that a small portfolio of good investments is very sexy.”

He didn’t laugh. He pushed the wineglass away, staring at his plate. His hands were long and handsome, the fingers muscular and efficient. Sensuous, too, she thought, then hardened herself against the memory which could weaken her to the very core of her being.

“So all right,” he said at last. “Maybe at bottom I’m more old-fashioned than I ever thought. I’m liberal when it comes to human rights and personal freedom, but I guess when you scratch a country boy, and Nick and I are both country boys, you find a conservative. Nick’s a cop; and he’s a chump; he thinks law and order is something you do in the streets, where people can get carved up with knives. I want to do it the easy way; in the courts, establishing a rule of law. What was it they said, a society of laws and not of men. And that goes along with a traditional value system, a traditional profession, and a traditional marriage and home. With a traditional wife in it, I guess. And I hoped you would want to be part of that whole structure. To be—” he hesitated, searching for words, “to be half of a marriage; not a loose partnership of two independent people jogging along side by side until they find somebody they like better. I don’t mind if you try out a career first—what’s that phrase all you independent women are so crazy about? I don’t mind if you try to find yourself.” But the searing contempt in the words made Leslie wince, as he went on. “I never figured you were lost anyhow. I’m ready to give you commitment for a lifetime, and that’s what I want from you in return, and I was hoping you were grown up enough to make that commitment.”

It was the longest speech she had ever heard him make, and she admired him for his willingness to take a stand on something important to him. But it was not her view of life, nor her view of marriage, and they should have explored it together before he had ever gone so far.

“I’m glad you have been honest enough to tell me what you want,” she said slowly, thinking that she sounded like a therapist, not a lover. “But I have to be honest with you. That isn’t what I want out of life. I want to be an independent person, to have a life of my own apart from marriage. Just as your career will be outside of our marriage partnership, I want mine to stand on its own. I intend to keep my own name, not become Mrs. Joel Beckenham. Do you seriously think that I can make a life managing the money you make?”

“I had hoped it would be enough for you; I will need a wife who will be an ornament to the firm, a conservative wife in a conservative marriage—”

“And I can’t see marriage as based on politics, and the politics yours, Joel,” she said. “Would you expect me even to vote a conservative line?”

“I’d hoped you would have the sense to realize it’s the only rational way to go,” he said. “I see marriage as pulling together, not in different directions.”

“Pulling your way,” she pointed out. “And my work—”

“You can’t expect me to be happy, having you spend your life with losers and crazies,” he retorted. “I’d hoped it would show you what a sick, grubby world it is out there, and realize life would be better for you as my wife. I think it’s time to reassess the whole thing; get married—oh, this summer, maybe in August?—and find a house together. Maybe build one. You could keep working for a year or two, maybe,” he offered, “until Emily is on her own—”

“That’s very generous of you,” she said waspishly, “only I am going to need time to take all this in. I am beginning to think we have both made a big mistake. I could never be happy in that kind of marriage.” She pushed her chair back. “If you won’t take me home now, Joel, I am going to call a taxi.”

He pushed a credit card at the waiter, hurried after her. “Leslie, I’m not going to let you go like this. Please come back and sit down. Can’t we discuss this rationally?”

She let him coax her back to the table, though her throat ached and she wanted to cry. “You keep beating me over the head with that word rational, Joel. Did you ever stop to think there is more to life than logic?”

“I thought you had had enough of the irrational in Sacramento. I thought that was one of the reasons you got out of there,” he said, and pushed the wineglass across the table. “Drink it, Les. You’re upset; I won’t let you walk out on me like this because of a little difference of opinion.”

“But it’s more than that,” she said, reluctantly sipping the wine and pushing the glass away, wishing it could steady her nerves. “We’re miles apart, Joel. We should have talked like this before. Maybe it’s my fault that we haven’t. But now we should accept that what you want and what I want are different—”

“But what I want is you,” he said, leaning over the table to grip her hand, his eyes warm in the candlelight. “We’ve been together long enough to know that’s the important thing—that we want each other.”

Treacherously she felt the warmth spreading inside her. The memory of all the good times, the sex, the togetherness, the fun. Something in her still wanted him. Even the logic, the severe rationality, had been welcome after the exploding hysteria of Sacramento, her face in the National Enquirer, the craziness. But she said, “That’s only one part of life, Joel. The other things—”

“There’s one thing I know,” he said, “and that’s this: if the sex is right, everything else can be worked out.”

She said in a rage of frustration, “Joel, you haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said! Can’t you see, even if I wanted to get married now, and I don’t, it would never work. Now that I know your view of marriage—”

“It’s the idea every sensible man has, and every woman too, really. Just try it—you will like it. Let’s get married now, and I’m betting—I’m betting my whole life, Leslie—that when you see what a marriage to me would be like, you’ll never want out!”

“You’re betting your life,” she said, “but I’m not gambling mine. And now I really am leaving, Joel, so unless you want that scene, you’d better let me go.”

The waiter brought the check; he scribbled his name, not looking. “No, Les. We have to talk this out. We can’t run away from it—”

She said coldly, “Now you’re repeating yourself.”

“And I’ll keep on doing it. I’m a stubborn man, and I know what I want, and sooner or later, you’ll give in to it.” He leaned to refill her glass with the last of the wine.

“I don’t want it, Joel.” She pushed at his hand, holding the neck of the bottle, but he laughed and tipped it into her glass.

“Did it ever occur to you that perhaps I know what you want better than you do yourself?” His fingers moved suggestively on hers, a private memory. “We only get into trouble when we talk, Les. Come home with me and let’s work it out the only way a man and a woman can ever really work things out—in bed.” His hand squeezed hers, his breath was warm on her face, tender and beloved even through the exasperation she felt. There was a warm sense of melting through her body.

If I go home with him he can talk me into anything. A clear flash of their lovemaking came into her mind, a rush through her body, his face over hers ... how could she give this up? Whatever he asked, wasn’t it worth it?

And this is how half my clients get into the impossible situations I hear about every day, thinking with their emotions and glands instead of their brains. She started to pull away; his hand was hard on her wrist. He wasn’t going to let go. His other hand was still clutching the wineglass, and Leslie watched, in shock, as the wineglass flew up, free of his fingers, dashing the entire contents full into his eyes. He coughed and spluttered, releasing her, snatching up a napkin to wipe his eyes free of the stinging fluid.

“Damn! How did that happen?” He mopped, scrubbing at the collar of his shirt, his soaking tie. She scrambled to her feet, still not believing what she had seen.

“You didn’t have to throw it at me, Leslie! My God, have we come to this, that you have to wrestle yourself loose?”

But the glass was in his hand, not mine. I didn’t have my hand anywhere near it. He’ll never believe that. Maybe I did somehow grab it out of his hand and throw it at him. But her teeth were chattering, and all she could see was an ashtray, out of Eileen’s reach, flying through the air to draw blood. The waiter was there now, solicitous, pressing fresh napkins on Joel, apologizing—Leslie could not imagine for what. He snarled and pushed the waiter aside.

“It was an accident, Joel, I’m sorry,” she said, hearing her own teeth still chattering. “I didn’t mean to. Is your tie ruined?”

His hand was possessive on her arm again as they walked to his car, but the mood had been broken and they both knew it.

“I’d better take you home,” he said. “Poor girl, you do look exhausted. That job of yours, all those crazies, and house hunting too. No, never mind the tie, it’s one my aunt gave me, I’ve always hated it, I’m glad to get rid of it. I can soak the shirt in salt water, that will take out the stain.”

He would know things like that. It was all part of the old-world, gracious-living thing that was so important to him. Cold shuddered down her spine, remembering the glass coming free of his hand. He was editing reality. Her hand had not been anywhere near it. She had not touched it, she had not. She had not touched the ashtray either.

Not Eileen, then. Not Eileen at all. She had done it herself.

“Take me home, Joel.  I— I think I must be coming down with something.”

Coming down with a bad case of poltergeist. And what do I do now, call a shrink? I am a shrink! She let him help her into the car and take her home.

When the alarm shrilled at seven, Leslie moaned and hid her head under the bedclothes. She had heard the clock strike three, then four, and her eyes burned as if she had not closed them all night, despite fitful dreams in which the bedclothes crawled off her like sinuous reptiles and wrapped strangling around Joel, who stood fighting them. Her impulse was to crawl back under them and not put her head out again that day.

A hot shower restored her at least outwardly to normal; she dragged on skirt and sweater and went down to put on the coffee.

Normally she limited herself to a single cup, wanting to be prudent until all the evidence was in on caffeine, but this morning she poured herself a second cup and was halfway through a third when the phone rang. She reached up to the yellow extension on the wall, and heard the buzz of the dial tone with angry frustration. That was all she needed, a telephone out of order. But when she hung up and checked, the dial tone was normal; she called the recorded weather service to make sure. Damp, more rain predicted; the spring rains had hung on longer than usual. Outside there was thick overcast and fog, and San Francisco would be worse. Did she really want to live in the foggiest city in the world?

The way things seemed to be going with the real estate agents, she might not have the chance. She hunted for a piece of bread to put into the toaster. All she found was a dark, appallingly solid-looking loaf whose wrapper proclaimed that it was made with nine organic grains, and sprouted wheat, and when she put it into the toaster, smelled like it. Emily had been doing the shopping again. Sniffing it distastefully as Emily came in, she inquired, “Don’t we have any real bread, Em?”

Emily’s wide blue eyes were disbelieving. “What’s wrong with this? It has a higher protein-to-carbohydrate ratio than any other bread on the market, and there’s no refined flour or refined sugar in it at all.”

“I’m perfectly sure of it,” Leslie said glumly. “It smells like it.” She reached, sighing, for the butter.

“And it’s a new kind of margarine made only with polyunsaturated fats,” Emily told her, just as she took a mouthful and found out for herself. 

“Are we so broke we can’t afford real butter, Emmy?”

“No, but I was reading the studies on saturated dairy fats, and I thought this would be healthier. What’s the matter? Don’t you like it?”

The dark organic bread really wasn’t bad, once you got used to the heaviness of it. Anyhow, nothing would have tasted good to her this morning. Emily put on the teakettle, rummaging in the canister where she kept a dozen different kinds of herb tea; she never drank tea or coffee, and, looking at Emily’s perfect skin and glowing hair, Leslie had to admit that whatever she was doing, it seemed to be working. She put a piece of the organic bread into the toaster. Her tea smelled faintly of lemon but looked like mouthwash or cherry Kool-Aid; Leslie looked at it and shuddered. Emily dug enthusiastically into a carton of cottage cheese.

“Want some of this, Les?”

Leslie didn’t, but wasn’t up to a lecture on protein this morning; she let Emily put a spoonful on her plate. What, she wondered, had happened to the good old days when teenagers lived on pizza, hamburgers, and various cola drinks?

“What was the telephone call?” Emily asked, her mouth full of organic toast, and Leslie grinned; that at least was predictable.

“Nothing; either there was a short in the system or it was a wrong number, hung up before I answered.”

Emily stood by the sink, her hands overflowing with vitamin pills and brewer’s yeast. “Nobody at all on the line? Maybe we ought to have the phone checked,” she said. “It rang again a couple of times last night and nobody was on the line. At least it wasn’t that crank caller again. Did you have a nice time with Joel last night?” She gulped the handful of vitamin pills. Leslie realized she ought to be grateful her sister was hooked on vitamins instead of uppers and downers. Or pot, like Juanita Garcia. Juanita had been just Emily’s age; the girls had actually known one another, though they moved in different worlds.

“Joel and I had a big fight,” she said, and dumped the rest of the organic toast in the garbage can. Emily was already in the hall, grabbing her windbreaker, riffling through her backpack to check the books in it.

“I’ve got Music History at nine. That nerd we have teaching it keeps laying trips on us about the Romantic period. As if Mahler were a social disease, or something like that. I swear, he thinks music came to an end just before Beethoven. We spent three days, three days on Scarlatti, Alessandro Scarlatti that is, before we even got into Domenico Scarlatti, and then he made us look up all kinds of stupid operas by Bononcini, because he said the only reason Handel was the more famous was political. King George the Third or somebody like that was queer for Handel and that’s why we aren’t hearing Bononcini at the Met. And he says the Romantic composers write the way they did because they all had tuberculosis or syphilis. Did they, Leslie?”

“Did who what?”

“Did the Romantic composers—the nineteenth-century ones—all have horrible diseases?”

“Well, there certainly was a lot of tuberculosis around then,” Leslie said, struggling with vague memories of pale romantic young composers languishing in nineteenth-century prints. Emily had come back into the kitchen and was pouring a glass of orange juice.

“Tell me, Les, if they were unhealthy, does that mean their music has to be unhealthy? Or morbid?”

Leslie supposed there was something in it, but for the life of her she couldn’t see why it mattered. She said, “I’d think it would depend on the music. A healthy body can certainly do some unhealthy and morbid things—I’m thinking of that young man who broke into a college dorm and murdered nine or ten young nursing students. He seems to have been a prime physical specimen, but the way his mind worked, I’m sure that if he had written music it would have been really unhealthy. In spite of his healthy body.”

“I’m not so sure,” Emily said. “Look at Charles Manson. I mean, he was supposed to be a musician, and look at him.”

“You look at him,” Leslie said. “I couldn’t care less. I’m not arguing about the theory, it’s your theory. Pour me some orange juice, will you?”

“It isn’t my theory, it’s Dr. Whittington’s. How does a man like that get to be a full professor of music?” Emily leaned over with the glass pitcher of juice, tilted it into Leslie’s extended glass. As she turned, her own glass went into the sink with a great shatter of broken glass. Leslie cried out, clutching her own glass.

“Damn!” Emily slammed what was left of the orange juice down on the table; Leslie moved it to safety. Emily was fishing for the broken fragments in the sink, and predictably held up a finger dripping blood. Then Leslie had to rush to find a Band-Aid—at least, she thought, the cut was clean—and Emily, clenching her jaw and swearing in language Leslie hadn’t even known at her age, was rushing out, yelling that she was going to miss her bus. Leslie, fishing for the shards of the glass more cautiously, with a dishtowel around her hands, was still shaking. She told herself she had actually seen Emily’s elbow brush the glass, but she was still shaking, all the same.

Alone in the house, her heartbeat slowly returning to normal, Leslie finished her coffee (Four cups! she scolded herself), called her answering service and cancelled all her appointments for the day.

If I am the poltergeist, what good can I do them? What little she knew indicated that poltergeists were formulated by hysterical girls, usually on the threshold of menses. But there was no hysterical young girl present, only herself.

Am I hysterical? Was I letting go of all my accumulated resentment against Joel? She wondered how many women had been bullied by psychiatrists into that kind of agreement with their husbands or lovers—even in her early days in psychology, the mental-adjustment people had been insisting that “emotionally healthy” women did not compete with men, and regarded their prime “developmental tasks” as being preparation for healthy heterosexual marriage. The women’s movement had at least done away with that kind of thinking, and yet ... and yet ... was her subconscious giving her the message that what she really wanted was to give in, marry Joel, give up her work and her independence?

That was nonsense. If that was what she really wanted, why didn’t she just agree with Joel to start with? More likely her subconscious was putting up a good healthy fight against letting Joel have the upper hand. She cursed the telephone as it rang again.

“Dr. Barnes? I think I have just the house for you. It came on the market only this morning. A nice quiet district, a few blocks off the Haight—and about the size you wanted. Can you come over and look at it right away?”

And if she hadn’t cancelled her appointments for today, she wouldn’t have received this call till she checked with her answering service at noon. “Eleven o’clock?”

As the fog burned off it turned into one of those rare perfect days when San Francisco justifies itself for three hundred or more days in the year of heavy fog and rain. Driving across the bridge, sea and sky reflected each other with brilliant blue; she had allowed for heavy traffic on the bridge, but it was unexpectedly light and she sped along, arriving in the Haight district almost half an hour before her appointment.

The former hangout of hippies and ecstatics had given way, in the late sixties, to gypsies and drug dealers, been briefly abandoned to slums, and was now entering a new cycle which someone had given the catchword gentrification: slum dwellings and ancient crumbling Victorian gingerbread houses were being bought up cheaply, restored, repainted, and lived in by the well-to-do. As she looked at the houses, freshly painted in gay colors—she especially liked one in Wedgwood blue, wooden-carving trim picked out in ivory—she thought it would have been a tragedy to let houses like these crumble away. Anything which preserved these beautiful old buildings had to have something good about it.

An artist’s supply shop had displays of brushes and canvases, and several little bookshops were opening their doors, setting out racks of discards marked 3/$1 or EVERYTHING ON THIS SHELF, 50¢.

Leslie looked over a rack idly. Lurid-looking books about flying saucers and the Bermuda Triangle, another proclaiming the disasters which would attend the coming of comet Kohoutek. Leslie leafed through it idly; the writer identified the comet with something or other in Revelation, foretelling the end of the world. She remembered that Kahoutek had come and gone uneventfully near the end of the seventies. No wonder the book had ended its life on a 50¢ rack. One of her professors in her training class had called this kind of thing psychoceramics.

Replacing the book, she brushed another broken-spined paperback: Those Incredible Poltergeists. Blinking, she picked it up and riffled pages; despite the lurid cover, the author had some respectable initials from a respectable university after his name, and was, so the blurb said, a practicing psychologist who had encountered several poltergeist entities in his practice. What could she lose for fifty cents? She carried it inside.

Of course, it might be no more than sensational rubbish.

The woman behind the counter was slight and pale and middle-aged; but she had extraordinary eyes. Leslie had the disconcerting sense that the woman could read contempt in the way she held the book in her hands. The woman took Leslie’s proffered two quarters, and said, “That’s not at all a bad book. Are you particularly interested in the poltergeist phenomenon?”

Suddenly Leslie remembered her own face, sprawled across the centerfold of the Enquirer. “PIGTAIL KILLER, TRAPPED BY PSYCHIC!” In a place like this, they probably believed that kind of thing. A book called Psychic Self-Defense was propped up on the counter. Her skin crawled at the thought that she might be recognized from that story.  She said stiffly,  “I don’t know much about it. Is this book—er—reliable?”

The woman had a good-natured smile. She said, “I’m out of the Margrave and Anstey monograph just now, and that—” she gestured to Psychic Self-Defense—“goes back fifty years, though it’s very common-sensical. I have Nandor Fodor’s On the Trail of the Poltergeist, if you want to wade through a lot of psychoanalytical twaddle.”

Leslie did know the name of Nandor Fodor; he was one of the classic writers in psychology, and certainly could not be tinged with the label of sensational or crackpot. “I’ll take that one,” she said and dug in her pocketbook. While the woman went to find a copy in the back room, she looked uneasily across the shelves. Margaret Murray: Witchcraft: Its Power in the World Today. A book called Seasonal Occult Rituals, and another called Magic: Its Ritual, Power and Purpose. There was a book called Occult Psychology, and another called Sane Occultism, which struck Leslie as a contradiction in terms, next door to a shelf of Carl Ransom Rogers, whose work she knew and admired, a similar stack of Abraham Maslow, and such classics as James’ Varieties of Religious Experience, piled up beside Jane Roberts’s Seth Speaks, a couple of books about Lost Atlantis, and a huge display of a blue-jacketed book called Drawing Down the Moon; on the cover a young woman in a long cloak, armed with a sword, appeared to be performing some kind of ritual.
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