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...Jenny smelled snow, automobile exhaust, pine needles, human traces, and the blood-heat of some small animal's coppery, furry scent. Her tail lashed indecisively.

Tail?

She trotted around to her side of the house, automatically scanning the yard. The animal scent grew stronger. She froze, ears perked. A rustle under the porch steps drew her attention.

She padded closer. Glowing eyes met hers. Her lips twitched in a silent snarl. The creature under the steps hissed. An instant later, a small streak of orange and black shot past her. She sprang into action. Wind rushed at her face as she loped after the fleeing animal.

She tasted its fear on the breeze.

And then Jenny woke up on the bedroom floor. Naked.

She forced her stiff limbs into motion. She noticed that the window was closed. Just a dream, just-- Stumbling across the room, she turned on the light. She had to blink a few times before her pupils adjusted. Only then could she see the damp footprints on the floor and the thin red scratches on her legs...
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Chapter 1

 

One more block, and I'm safe.

Oak branches arched over the narrow street, contracting it to a dark tunnel. A chilly September rain dripped from sodden leaves onto Jenny Cameron's shoulder-length hair. Her backpack, bulging with textbooks, sagged heavily on her shoulders.

Come on, Jen, we're going out for a snack. We'll give you a ride home after. She could be sitting at a table in a bright, dry room right this minute, munching on pizza. Nope, sorry, Dan's home alone with Paula. He'll never get her to bed without me.

What a lousy night to ride the bus. I just have to buy a car, and soon! Of course her twin brother wouldn't get off his butt and drive her.

Don't be such a wimp, it's only a four-block walk. A wet, dark, deserted four blocks. Still, this Maryland suburb of Washington was as safe as any neighborhood could be these days.

Brushing a soaked strand of brownish-auburn hair back from her forehead, Jenny quickened her pace from a brisk walk to a jog. The backpack thumped against her shoulders, while mud splashed on her jeans and clunky loafers. Wind whipped the trees and lashed her face with rain.

Almost home.

She peered ahead through water-flecked, gold-rimmed glasses at her house. Completely dark.

Power failure? No, the street lights were shining. Other houses were lit up.

Dan knows to leave the porch light on for me. The folks go away for one week, and I can't trust him to do a simple thing like that.

She hitched up the backpack and groped in her purse for the front door key, automatically stepping over the cracked porch step. Damn it, where's the key? She dug through layers of pens, tissues, coins, and crumpled bills--there. Her fingers closed on the key ring.

The door creaked as she eased it open. She jumped at the sound. "Dan? Paula? Where is everybody?" They couldn't be asleep. Her flaky brother couldn't have coaxed a twelve-year-old to crash for the night this early. Jenny fumbled for the light switch.

The pole lamp next to the door came on. "Dan, if you're playing some stupid trick, I'll kill you."

No answer.

Her throat tightened. Come on, don't lose it yet. Maybe he took Paula out someplace and forgot to leave the lights on. He was spacy enough to do that, the way he'd been acting lately. She dropped her things on the nearest end table.

They would've left a note. Gone out for burgers, back soon. Jenny scanned the living room, rummaged through the magazines on the coffee table. No sign of a note.

Then she heard--something--from the den, at the other end of the house.

Something --a low, drawn-out rumble of sound. A growl.

Quietly as she could, Jenny slipped off her loafers and tiptoed through the dining room, sidling around the perimeter of the hardwood floor to avoid the squeaky boards in the middle. She edged past the swinging door into the kitchen, her pulse throbbing in her temples.

Her groping hand fell upon the wall phone. What are you waiting for, call 911! She imagined sirens, flashing red lights, a pair of husky policemen barging in. And at the same moment, Dan and Paula strolling up the sidewalk with a video and bag of popcorn.

It's nothing to get freaked about. A stray dog in the back yard, that's all.

Leaning against the refrigerator, she felt along the top for the flashlight. She held her breath to listen closer.

Yes--snarls rising to a crescendo. More than one. Not out back. Inside the house.

Wind rattled the sliding glass door in the den, the one that opened onto the patio.

Shifting the flashlight to her left hand, she dug in a drawer for a butcher knife. Clutching the hilt in an overhand grip, she crept toward the closed door between kitchen and den. Sweat slicked her palms.

She tucked the flashlight under her arm to turn the doorknob. The mingled growls and snarls from the den grew still louder.

A foul smell wrinkled her nose. For a minute she couldn't place it. Then it came to her--decayed leaves, wet fur, rank odors.

Something that belonged to the night, out there. Not in here. Her leg muscles trembled.

She jerked the door open and clicked on the flashlight. The glint of red eyes.

She whipped the beam from side to side. Two pairs of eyes.

The scene hit her in fragments, like scattered puzzle pieces. The familiar shabby furniture. A cushion and afghan from the couch heaped on the floor. A lamp smashed on the floor. The patio door, open.

And in front of it, a huge, shaggy animal. In the quivering flashlight beam, it looked--deformed. A second beast crouched over another heap. Jenny trained the light in that direction.

On the braid rug Paula lay huddled face down, her powder-blue pajamas splotched with dark stains. The growling receded in Jenny's ears to a uniform roar, like static.

The thing stepped over Paula and slinked toward Jenny. A gleam of pink-tinged spittle drooled from its jaws. Screaming, she dropped the knife and flashlight.

Nausea swelled in her throat. A gray fog thickening in front of her eyes. Flashes of red.

Then, nothing.
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She couldn't move. Her limbs felt like soggy rags. A dull pain throbbed in her left arm. Her jaws felt sore. The air smelled like swamp muck and moldy fur.

And something metallic. Blood.

After a while she forced her eyes open. For a minute, still too weak to move, she stared at the white ceiling.

Little by little memory returned. Oh, God, Paula! Dan!

Jenny painfully sat up. The room was still dark. She could barely see the open glass door to the patio, letting in a damp breeze. Crawling to the couch, she groped for the remaining unbroken lamp.

The light showed Paula's body on the rug. No, this has to be a dream. It has to be. She slumped on the couch and closed her eyes. When she opened them, the scene hadn't changed.

And there was another body. Dan's. The naked body of her twin brother, his brown hair matted with drying blood, his chest and neck gashed. She saw reddish paw prints next to him.

Jenny's stomach churned. She stumbled into the kitchen and slammed the door on the lurid vision. She hung onto the wall for several minutes before she could drag herself over to the phone. After dialing 911, she choked out the address and hung up. Staggering to the table, she realized that her blouse was completely shredded.

Her left arm oozed blood through the torn cloth. A thin, red stream dribbled from under her cuff and spidered across her shaking hand. She sat down and buried her head in her arms.

Footsteps. Voices.

Hands touched her, and she found herself lying on her back with her feet elevated. Oscillating red lights penetrated her closed lids. Snatches of speech filtered through to her--"She's in shock"--"Starting an IV now"--"Rabies inoculation".

Jenny heard a motor starting, felt the vibrations around her. The wail of a siren knifed through her head. She felt a hand on her shoulder. "Miss, can you talk? We need to know if you three were alone in the house. Was that your brother and sister in there?"

"Half-sister--" Tears stung her eyes. Please, not Paula!

"Was anyone else home?"

"No--Mom and Dad--my stepdad--" Her voice sounded thick and slurred. "They're away."

The gently relentless voice went on, "Can you tell me where they are? We have to notify them."

"On vacation--" The tears overflowed in racking sobs.

Over the siren, she heard a distant howl. Mocking her grief. Crying out to her.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Jenny awoke crouched under the bedroom window. The icy air on her sweat-dampened bare skin set her shivering.

That nightmare again.

She was always running.

Running from something, she never knew what. Sometimes its shadow loomed across her path, and its hot breath made the hairs on her neck bristle. More often, she heard it baying in the distance, gaining on her. And always she found herself plunged into headlong flight.

She ran, laboring for breath, her legs aching, under a moon that dripped blood. Its lurid glow never changed. The landscape varied--sometimes the suburban street where her old house had stood, sometimes the neighborhood she lived in now, sometimes the University of Maryland campus, where the students never turned to glance at her.

But this time she found herself running through snowy woods.

Naked, she wondered why she didn't feel the cold. The sharp scent of pine in the crisp air stung her nose. Behind her she heard the howl of the pursuer, and it tugged at something in her chest.

No! Can't let it catch me! She dashed off through the trees.

Branches crackled beneath the feet loping at her back.

Suddenly the trees ahead vanished. A building blocked her way. Her own house--and the bedroom window stood open. She leaped inside.

As the dream faded, she became more aware of the open window. She unfolded cramped legs to stand up and shut it. Can't waste heat; what would the landlord say? Glancing at the rumpled bed, she saw the baggy sweatshirt she'd worn to sleep wadded on the pillow.

Sleepwalking! Oh, God, not again!

She stumbled to the bathroom, splashed water on her face, and stared at her flushed cheeks in the mirror. She glanced around at the faded pastel, floral-print wallpaper and the fluorescent light that kept flickering despite multiple repair attempts. Affording her own place, even half of an age-worn duplex, symbolized the way her life was finally coming back together. So why did the nightmare's shadow suddenly descend on her again?

Forget it and go back to sleep. The alarm still rings the same time it always does. She crawled into her chilled bed. With a shiver, she pulled the sheets and quilt tight around her shoulders and hugged the extra pillow to her breast. She tried to force her thoughts away from the nightmare to the much more pleasant dream sequence before it.

She'd seen herself sitting at a cafeteria table with Kurt Ballard, a young lawyer who worked in the Maryland General Assembly's Department of Legislative Services with her. He had clasped her hands across the table. She'd felt heat radiating from her palms, in his firm grip, through her arms and breasts. The scene had changed to a beach dazzling white in the sun. She and Kurt lay side by side, embracing, the entire length of their bodies pressed together. A delicious, tingling glow had flooded over her, swelling to a dazzling starburst.

At that very instant, the mood had dissolved from ecstasy to terror, and she'd found herself in flight.

She had to get back in the habit of sleeping through the night. It's just nervousness--stress--I'll adjust soon. Once she got used to her crushing work schedule, the dreams would vanish along with the insomnia.

Thank you, Doctor, a sardonic inner voice retorted. She resolutely closed her eyes and snuggled down into the covers.
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The clock radio beeped her awake at seven. "Oh, shut up," she mumbled as she groped to switch it off. On morning automatic pilot, she pulled up the covers to make the double bed as she crawled out of it. She braced for the customary shock when her bare feet stepped from the braid rug to the chilly hardwood floor.

After a hot shower, she pulled on stretch leggings topped by a turquoise sweater that had fit snugly when she'd bought it in the fall but now draped loosely over her small breasts and slender waist. She tied back her hair in a short ponytail with a blue scrunchy and finished off the outfit with a gold chain necklace.

Peering at her face in the mirror, she frowned at the circles under her eyes. Why is my face getting so thin? Yuck, I look like a zombie. She applied an extra dab of blusher, redid her lipstick, and braced herself to step outside.

Fetching the newspaper from the porch she shared with the other tenants of the duplex, she noticed that more snow had fallen during the night. No wonder snow had blanketed her dream. She skimmed the paper while bolting down a banana and a couple of bagels with a tall glass of milk.

At seven forty, she reluctantly grabbed her lunch from the refrigerator and bundled up in coat, gloves, scarf, and boots, to cajole her ancient Honda into starting.

Stepping onto the porch again, Jenny saw that during her breakfast, Mr. Perlman from next door had shoveled her walk. Now starting on his own, he paused to lean on the shovel and wave a greeting. The older couple often did her unasked favors, and about all she could offer in return was to collect their mail and newspapers and feed their cat whenever they went on visits to one of their children.

The cat, a plump calico, lay on the porch mat now. Jenny wondered why such a self-indulgent animal wanted to be outside in this temperature. Lingering with her hand on the car door, she thanked Mr. Perlman for cleaning her walk. "Really, you shouldn't, I can--"

"No trouble, I need the exercise," he said as he always did. "You hear those dogs howling last night? Made Ozma downright jumpy." Ozma stretched and licked her extended foreleg, then froze and gave Jenny a narrow-eyed stare.

"No, I didn't notice," she said.

"That's good," said Mr. Perlman, reaching up to adjust his wool cap. "You need your sleep, working those long hours." With his usual wish for a good day, he went back to shoveling.

Peeling another banana to eat while driving, she headed two blocks up to West Street, a congested road that stretched from strip malls and car dealers on the fringe of Annapolis to art galleries, restaurants, and older houses at the edge of the downtown historic district.

Jenny turned away from downtown toward the office of the counselor she saw once a week. She'd started therapy at her mother's suggestion, but each week she became more certain that the whole process was a waste of time.

At Dr. Schultz's office, Jenny sat in an armchair across from his desk. A middle-aged man with receding gray-brown hair and a perpetual purse-lipped half-smile, he greeted her with a question about her dreams.

"They're getting worse," she said, gripping the arms of the chair. "They stopped a few months after--"

When she didn't continue, he prompted, "After your twin brother and your sister--half-sister--were killed?"

"Yes. The family had a few sessions of grief counseling, and that seemed to help. So when the nightmares came back--" She'd worked over this ground before, and Dr. Schultz hadn't offered any useful response. Why should today be any different?

"Do you think there's a connection between the recurrence of the sleep dysfunction and the death of your stepfather?"

Jenny shook her head. "Not really. His stroke was last summer, and the nightmares didn't come back until December. Just a month ago."

He nodded, steepling his hands. "But you could be experiencing delayed effects. You've mentioned that you sometimes dream about the animal that attacked your brother and half-sister." Does he have to harp on that subject every time? The therapist continued, "Have you thought any more about my suggestion that the dreams could result from repressed guilt?"

She shook her head again, digging her nails into the chair arms. "That just doesn't make sense to me."

"If some part of your mind believes you should have been able to save your siblings, you may harbor unconscious guilt that breaks through in nightmares. The wild beast imagery may represent your fear and remorse, projected in animal form. The death of your stepfather may have reawakened these feelings, and the pressure of your job--it's rather strenuous this time of year, isn't it?--might have triggered the return of the dreams."

"That still sounds totally off the wall to me." Why am I letting Mom waste her money paying this guy? "Yeah, legislative proofreading can get pretty exhausting now that the session's started, but I'm handling it okay."

"Dealing with sexual maturation on top of all the other stresses in your life--"

"Come on, doctor! I'm twenty-two, not twelve." Why am I listening to this crap? He isn't even a medical doctor, just a psychologist.

"You are sexually inexperienced, however, aren't you?"

"So what?" Wish I'd never admitted that to him. He makes it like some big deal.

His tight smile didn't change. "Perhaps another factor, considering your stepfather's death, might be anxiety about your biological father. You told me you never knew him."

"That's right, he disappeared when Mom was pregnant with us--Dan and me. I remember when Dan started acting so weird, I overheard Mom say something about him ending up 'just like his father'."

The therapist's head bobbed in a self-satisfied nod. "A renewed need to know the truth about your absent parent probably exacerbates the trauma you've experienced."

Repression, projection, yadda, yadda, yadda. Now I know why he charges so much. We're paying him by the word. Jenny stood up, clutching her purse. "Look, Dr. Schultz, I don't think this is doing anything for me. I need to get to work early today anyhow."

"Your hour isn't up yet--"

"That's okay, I've talked about this all I want. Come to think of it, if I have some 'need to know' about my father, getting my head shrunk isn't the way. I could just ask my mother."

Before he could protest again, she escaped to the waiting room, where she told the receptionist not to schedule another appointment for her. Getting into her car, Jenny thought, Actually, that's a great idea. I will ask Mom about him. Twenty-two is too old not to know my own past.

A few minutes later, Jenny pulled into the Navy football stadium, where state workers parked to catch the shuttle for downtown. A clump of people in the three-sided shelter confirmed that she hadn't just missed a bus. She picked her way with flatfooted care between patches of ice in the parking lot.

Approaching the bus shelter, Jenny got a wave from a familiar shape best described as "pleasingly plump". A bulky winter coat made the short woman with curly black hair look chunkier than she naturally did. "Hi, Jenny. Another day, another minimum wage."

"Hi, Sharon." Jenny sidled into a gap in the group that clustered under the shelter's roof for protection against the cold wind. "The pay isn't that low."

"Not quite," Sharon Pazzano said. With leather-gloved hands she removed her tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses to polish them on a corner of her scarf. "And it does beat wrapping burgers at the golden arches." She made the remark with a grin. "At least I've finally stopped reading bills in my sleep."

"Yeah, I know what you mean. Last time I had to read one of the scripture lessons in church, I barely stopped myself from going, 'initial cap Saint Paul apostrophe S letter'--"

Sharon giggled. "Thank goodness the schools didn't close for snow this time. I hate asking the sitter for all day at the last minute." Now that her daughter was in first grade, she was testing the waters of working motherhood.

"How are you feeling?" she went on. "You look tired--but don't we all, I guess." Without waiting for an answer, she jumped to a new topic. "Did you read in last night's paper about the rape? Right over at the Treasury building!"

Jenny felt her throat tighten. She shook her head. "I try not to notice that stuff."

"Well, I'm sure we'll hear all about it at work. Oh, great, here comes the bus."

The "trolley" shuttle rumbled toward them from the far side of the parking lot. Designed to look like a streetcar, the bus with its wooden trim and gold-toned railings contributed to the tourist-friendly ambience of downtown Annapolis. Its wooden bench-style seats, however, didn't maximize the riders' comfort. Jenny and Sharon nodded to a couple of other women from their office as they stepped aboard. Jenny let out a sigh of gratitude when she sat down. Her fingers were starting to go numb inside the gloves.

Used to the slippery, polished wood seats, Jenny automatically gripped the post next to her whenever the bus took a curve or decelerated. As they got off at their stop opposite the Governor's Mansion, its spacious lawn snow-flecked behind a high wrought iron fence, Sharon said to her, "Want to go out for lunch?"

"Maybe tomorrow. Brought mine today." They dodged cars to cross the street to the brick-paved plaza between the Mansion and the Legislative Services building, across State Circle from the broad marble steps of the domed State House. The bell in the steeple of St. Anne's on adjacent Church Circle was ringing the hour.

"Yeah, I should pack a lunch more often," said Sharon. "Bring yogurt and carrot sticks instead of buying those double-decker sandwiches." She sighed and patted the front of her coat. "You seem to stay thin without thinking about what you eat."

"Didn't always. But I have been losing weight recently." They rode the elevator to the top floor of the Legislative Services building, red brick like most of Annapolis' historic district. In the hall outside their office, smells of damp wool emanated from the people--mostly women--waiting their turn at the coat rack, shedding their wraps and boots.

Inside, Jenny couldn't miss the memo next to the sign-in sheet: To: All Employees. You are strongly urged not to leave the building after sunset without an escort, it admonished after a low-key allusion to the rape at the nearby Treasury building. Call Security at... It continued with the familiar cautions about locking car doors, walking to the parking lot in groups, and keeping a firm hand on purses and other valuables.

Jenny, like most of the employees, pigeonholed the reminder in her brain's "inactive" file. After all, the restored Colonial town looked so safe.

She poured coffee into her personal "For this I went to college?" mug. On a counter across the room waited a foot-high stack of LRs--legislative requests--the first stage in the life cycle of a bill. Bob, one of the two token men in Proofreading, strolled over to the coffee corner, worried loose a styrofoam cup from the package next to the coffee maker, and poured some for himself. "Yo--I see we're partners today," he said, lounging against the wall.

"Oh, good--I didn't check the list. Too busy reading the message of doom."

"Yeah, we'd better make sure to walk out together so you guys can protect me." They both laughed, then carried their cups to one of the cubicles, divided by portable acoustic panels, that lined both sides of the large room. Jenny trundled her swivel chair, labeled with her initials, into her place on one side of the desk.

Bob fiddled with pens and pencils while she tugged off her damp boots to slip on her loafers, just as a tiny brass handbell jingled from the supervisor's desk in the center of the room. All eyes turned to Eve Jorgensen, their boss, who stood waiting for the chitchat to stop. A slim, energetic brunette in her fifties, she wore a long-sleeved blue dress whose calf-length skirt swirled in rhythm with her quick movements and the tinkle of her bracelets.

"Morning, all. I hope you read the memo on the sign-in table. This is serious, folks. When we break at four, all of you move your cars from the stadium to C lot, and don't even think of walking out there alone after dark. We'd hate to lose any of you."

She punctuated the remark with a smile and continued briskly, "Yesterday a first reader went through with last year's date on it. Wake up, gang--let's give it two hundred percent effort. The session of an election year is especially sensitive." Everybody murmured acknowledgement. From what the veterans said, though, Jenny suspected every session was sensitive for one reason or another. Last year, it had been the abortion filibuster. This year, probably more of the same, and who knew what else?

Eve went on to sketch out the day's priorities. She finished with, "Any questions? Yes, we do have to do this."

Jenny swiveled her chair around and picked up her first LR. From the shelves on the back wall she collected an armful of bulky red and black law volumes. She squinted at the scrawled notes in the margin of the draft. "Giving us a spelling test for this job wasn't enough. They should have tested us for decoding ability."

After last night's dream--the pleasant part of it--she had a hard time keeping her mind on legislation. It drifted to Kurt Ballard and their first meeting, actually a telephone shouting match. Back in November, when Kurt, a newly graduated lawyer, had just started working here, Jenny had read one of his very first LRs. And it was a mess.

"You have to ask him to fix it," Eve told her.

She waved off Jenny's squeaks of protest: "How am I supposed to tell some lawyer I've never met what to do?"

"Hon, you have to learn sometime. Don't worry, they're usually nice about it."

Kurt, however, had not been nice.

The phone call started bad and went downhill. She remembered how embarrassed she'd been to hear herself repeating with feeble persistence, "But you can't add before you repeal, and anyway the articles in the functions should match the order of articles in the bill. And you definitely can't rearrange subsections."

"Will you stop telling me what I can't do!"

"Well, you can't. Not only that, your synopsis is all screwed up." 

"What the hell are you talking about? I can't understand half of what you're saying," he snapped.

"Fine! Then come up here and look at it!" Jenny snapped back.

A couple of minutes later he had marched into the office. She'd expected an ogre. Instead, Kurt turned out to be a trim six feet plus, with wavy black hair and a moustache that reminded her of Clark Gable in Gone with the Wind. He wore a dark suit and white shirt with a burgundy tie that flapped as he stormed across the room. She'd wanted to shrink into the corner of her cubicle when he'd barked at Eve, "Where's Jenny Cameron?"

Gathering her courage, Jenny stood up and planted her hands on her hips. "Right over here, and quit yelling. I don't care how many law degrees you have. Sit down and let me show you what's wrong with this LR."

The other proofreaders barely kept from applauding. Kurt pulled up a chair and listened while Jenny worked through the draft step by step. They both lingered a little too long, glancing at each other and quickly away, shuffling papers, rearranging pens and paper clips. Kurt's face was almost the shade of his tie by the time he apologized for his outburst and got up to leave.

Later that week he'd helped her jump-start her car. After that, the friendship had progressed from casual conversations to shared lunches in the cafeteria. Those meetings weren't "dates", Jenny insisted to herself, since they each paid their own way. Still, every time she thought about Kurt, she flushed with pleasure.

She became aware that Bob was staring at a sheaf of computer-printed pages, his red pen poised, waiting for her to read aloud to him. Get your mind on the job, girl. "File code--what do you think this is, a B or a G?" She held up the pink sheet for Bob to examine.

He frowned at the form. "Looks like a B to me." 

"Sponsor, Senator Finlay. A bill entitled..."

By lunch, glad of the sunny day, Jenny decided on a walk in spite of the cold. After a stroll around State Circle, she ate her yogurt, apple, banana, two sandwiches, and granola bar at her desk. Chomping it down too quickly, she gazed into her now-empty brown bag with a small sigh. Lunch didn't fill her up these days.

Am I sick? Ridiculous--except for the bottomless appetite, she felt normal. Whatever it is, it'll go away by itself.

Just like the nightmares, right? Ordering the sarcastic inner voice to shut up, she crumpled her bag and pitched it into the trash can.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The sting of a cold wind, sharp coppery scents, the thrill of running free--

"Hey, wake up!"

Jenny's eyes snapped open. For a second she stared blankly at Bob. Good grief, I really was asleep--and dreaming! In the middle of the day!

"Earth to Jenny, there's a phone call for you over there," said Bob. When she got to the phone, Sharon handed it to her with a leer.

"He's consulting you about a bill, right?" Jenny stuck out her tongue. "Hi, Kurt."

"What time are you guys getting off tonight?"

"We're shooting for seven," she said, reaching over to the center table to snag a doughnut from a box someone had bought during the lunch hour. "You know lots of times we don't hear until half an hour in advance."

"They're predicting seven down here, too. How about I come up when we clear everything out and wait for you if you're not ready? I'd like to take you to dinner."

Jenny's pulse sped up. "Sure, love to. But you may have a long wait."

"So, I'll stand out in the hall and contemplate the wonders of the universe. See you then."

By seven, the most urgent work was done, and Jenny was jamming pens into the can on the desk, rinsing out her mug, and helping to turn off lights. Kurt didn't wait in the hall, but sat in a vacant chair near Eve's desk drinking coffee and reading a Dean Koontz paperback. He wedged the book into his back pocket when Jenny walked over to him loaded down with her coat, scarf, purse, and tote bag.

Grimacing at his coffee, Kurt gulped down the dregs and threw the cup away. "If it weren't for caffeine, we'd all perish within hours."

"Yeah, and the state government would fall apart."

He helped her into her coat. "Want to eat downtown or drive somewhere else?"

Despite breakfast, lunch, and snacks, Jenny was ravenous.

"Downtown, if you think we can get in anyplace right away."

"Sure, it's a week night." Outside, they crossed the small plaza between their building and the Governor's Mansion. The trees in the plaza, covered with white blossoms in the summer, looked especially bleak now that they'd been stripped of their December adornment of miniature lights.

"Feel like Chinese?" Kurt said, leading the way along the brick sidewalk next to the high fence around the Mansion.

"Not really." Actually, she felt like steak, something she couldn't tactfully request on a first date. Date? Yep, this is really a date.

"Me, neither, to tell the truth. If you don't mind waiting for a table after all--" He clasped her hand as they walked over to the head of Main Street, a one-lane, brick-paved half-mile between historic St. Anne's on Church Circle and the city dock. The street had been plowed and the sidewalks shoveled, piling the snow in dingy heaps next to the curb. A few minutes' brisk walk past a row of tourist-priced boutiques, galleries, and novelty shops led them to a crabs-and-ribs place near the waterfront.

Kurt and Jenny stood in line on the stairs waiting for a spot in the large, noisy second-floor dining room. Still holding her hand, he tucked it along with his into his overcoat pocket. The snug warmth generated by their gloved hands filled her whole body with an unfamiliar glow. She felt the blood warming her cheeks.

"So, do you think it'll snow again tonight? I hope not--I'd hate to see the roads freeze." Jeez, I'm talking about the weather!

Kurt responded with a noncommittal "Mmm." She tried again. "How's the new book?"

For a second he looked blank, then patted his back pocket as if he'd just remembered the paperback. "It's okay."

"I like his stuff, too. Can I borrow it when you're done?" 

"Sure," he said.

Jenny pretended to study the specials on the blackboard, while Kurt scanned the sailboat paintings on the wall. Finally, he turned to her with an apologetic smile. "Listen to us! I wait for weeks to ask you out, and now we sound like a couple of strangers on a blind date. Want to start over and do it by the book? This is where I'm supposed to ask you to tell me all about yourself."

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MARGARET L. CARTER

%Writers Exchange





OEBPS/images/wee-words-horizontal.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/images/flourish-17-1.png
WY,





OEBPS/images/flourish-17.png





