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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









Introduction


Shackled was originally published in 1997, when the internet was in its infancy, a point that’s worth remembering as you read this book. Many have gotten the idea that I based this book on actual accounts I uncovered in my research. That is not the case. While inspired by the rash of Satanic ritual abuse stories that arose in the late 1980s and early 1990s – none of which yielded any evidence or arrests despite a great deal of investigation by law enforcement, and which amounted to little more than urban legends – Shackled is a work of fiction that came entirely from my imagination.









A Boy


Vallejo, California


It was a cold and rainy autumn day in the second week of September, and seven-year-old Samuel Walker rested his elbows on the sill of the living-room window. He nearly pressed his dark, round face to the glass, and watched as the raindrops pattered playfully against the pane. It almost seemed as if they were tapping on the window to get his attention, to ask him to come out and play with them.


His chin was cradled in both palms and his dark chocolate fingers were curled over the line of his jaw as he smiled out at the rain.


Behind him, his three-year-old sister Anice was crying about something or other and his mother was trying to comfort her from the other end of the house, Samuel could hear the muffled rat-a-tat-tat of his dad’s typewriter as he worked on this weekend’s sermon.


The house was warm. Flames crackled quietly in the living room’s tiny fireplace and the rich smell of the dinner stew cooking in the kitchen moved through the house like a comforting ghost. Everything around him was comfortable and cozy and, most of all, dry. And yet, Samuel wanted nothing more than to go outside in the rain.


A few minutes ago Samuel had been lying on the floor reading a bible storybook. He’d been rereading his favorite bible story, the one about Daniel in the lion’s den. His dad read him that story often as Samuel lay in bed, but the boy never tired of it. The heavy rain outside, however, reminded him of another bible story, another of his favorites: the story of Noah and the ark.


Samuel had closed the book and raced to the window to watch as the rain fell hard. In the story, no one had believed Noah when he told them a rain would come that would flood everything, when he told them that all of them were about to die in the flood sent by a god who was upset by their unrepentant bad behavior and horrible treatment of one another. No one believed then…


But as Samuel looked out the window now at the downpour, he decided he would have believed.


The rain was falling in staggered sheets from the dark sky, forming huge puddles everywhere and sending dirty water gushing along the curbs.


Yes, Samuel loved the rain. He loved the sound of it on the roof. He loved the smell of it outside. And, most of all, he liked to go out into it without an umbrella and splash through the puddles with his rubber boots.


In fact, as he watched it through that window, he wanted to go out there right now and enjoy it, play in it, dance and stomp in the puddles it brought.


“Mom?” he called, turning away from the window to his mother, who was on the sofa, embracing Anice and patting her back, murmuring into her ear to make her feel better.


“What, honey?” she called back, smiling across the room at him.


“Can I go outside?”


“But it’s rainin’, sweetie.”


“I know. That’s why I wanna go out! I’ll wrap up, I promise.”


“Mmmm… I don’t know. You go ask Dad. See what he says.”


Samuel hurried away from the window, left the room, and headed down the hall to the tiny room Dad called his study, where the sound of typing rattled with machine-gun speed. Samuel stood in the open doorway silently—Dad’s study was always left open—until the typing stopped and Dad leaned back in his squeaky office chair with a sigh, locking his hands behind his head, elbows jutting out at each side.


“Dad?” Samuel said quietly.


Pastor Ethan Walker spun around in his chair immediately and smiled, saying loudly “Hey, chummo, whatcha doin’?” He held out a big hand and Samuel moved forward quickly, taking the hand and moving close to his dad.


He liked the smell of his dad’s aftershave; it was comforting and always made him feel better, no matter what was wrong. Even though nothing was wrong now, it made him feel good.


“Can I go out and play in the rain?” Samuel asked, smiling. “Mom said I should ask you first.”


“Oh, she did, did she?” He picked the boy up and planted him on one knee. “Know what I used to do when I was your age? I used to put on my boots when it rained, go out, and run through all the puddles like I was stampin’ ’em with my approval,” he said, then laughed his deep, rolling laugh.


Samuel grinned. “That’s what I do. I like to stomp ’em.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Dad said, nodding enthusiastically. “I used to go through every single puddle, stomp it with my foot, and I wouldn’t stop till I ran out of puddles!”


Samuel laughed his small, staccato laugh.


“That what you were gonna do?” his dad asked.


“Yeah.”


“Well, then, you bundle up, put on your boots, and go out and do it. And you know what? In just a few minutes—it won’t be long, just a few minutes—I’ll be out there doin’ it right along with you, stompin’ those puddles and splashin’ that water. Whatta you say to that?”


“Really?” Samuel cried, his eyebrows shooting up high.


Dad frowned comically. “You think I don’t like stompin’ puddles anymore just ’cause I’m a grown-up?”


Samuel giggled.


“I’m almost done here. It’ll just take me a few more minutes and I’ll be out there with you, okay?”


Samuel nodded furiously as he slid off his dad’s knee. “You gonna splash through ’em, too?”


“We’ll see who can make the biggest splashes,” Dad said, cocking a brow and narrowing his eyes mischievously.


“Awright!” Samuel cried, shooting a little fist into the air. He turned and hurried to the foyer closet, where he bundled up for the cold, wet weather outside.


“And exactly where are you going?” his mom asked.


“Dad said it was okay to go outside and play!”


“Well, stay out of the mud!” she said with a laugh, but Samuel barely heard her, because he was already out the door, which he pulled closed behind him.


The rain pattered against the hood that covered his head and it sounded like applause from an approving audience, just like on the TV shows. He laughed at the thought as he went down the front walk and made his way along the sidewalk in front of all the other houses.


He walked along the edge of the curb, keeping one foot on the sidewalk and stomping the other into the puddles that had gathered on the pavement along the curb. Water splashed up around his leg each time, dampening his jeans above the rubber boots he wore.


Samuel was looking, forward to seeing his dad join him in puddle-splashing. In fact, he couldn’t wait.


But for the moment, the splashing was all that was on his mind. He headed farther and farther down the sidewalk along Brodley Street until he came to the end of the block. But there were still more puddles. They were spread out from one block to the other.


Samuel made sure he looked from side to side again and again to see if any cars were coming. There were none in sight. So he crossed the street, continuing down Brodley, hopping from one puddle to another to see how much water he could send splashing into the air.


He couldn’t wait until his dad came out to join him; he couldn’t imagine his dad enjoying puddle-hopping, but he’d said he did, right?


Once he reached the next block, he decided to change the strategy with which he’d been attacking the puddles. Rather than using just one foot to stomp the puddles of water, he decided to hop.


He walked along the sidewalk until he found a series of puddles, then he pressed his legs together, hopped with both feet into one puddle, then back onto the sidewalk, then into the next puddle, then again, and again.


The heel of Samuel’s boot caught on the curb. He fell, and he fell hard. His right knee hit the edge of the curb and he cried out in pain as sharp needles shot up his leg. Then, much to his shame, he began to cry. He cried hard because it hurt bad. It felt—for the moment, anyway—as if his kneecap had been ripped off, and rain pelted his face as his cries cut through the gray day like razors.


Samuel was lying beside the curb, holding his knee and crying when the car drove up.


It was a big black car, with no shine to it. Lots of dents—some little, some pretty good-sized—and little scratches. It had two doors. There was only one man in the car, sitting behind the wheel and grinning through the passenger’s window at Samuel. He leaned over, popped the latch, and threw the passenger door open. “You okay, son?” he asked.


Teeth clenched in pain, Samuel looked up at the grinning, skinny man behind the wheel. “I fell,” he said.


“Yeah, I can see that. An’ it looks like it hurts like the dickens, too.” The man got out on the driver’s side and came around the car to Samuel. He wore a long gray coat, unbuttoned. He bent down and put a hand on Samuel’s shoulder. “Jumping in the puddles, weren’t you?” he asked with a smile.


Wincing from the pain, trying to hold back any further tears, Samuel nodded.


“I used to do the same thing when I was your age. I’d slam into those puddles like, a giant meteor landing in the ocean. But you missed the mark, didn’t you?”


Samuel gave another nod.


“Where do you live?”


“Just a few houses down there,” Samuel said, jerking his head toward his house.


The man’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh, you’re the pastor’s boy, aren’t you?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Well, how about that. I know your dad, known him for years.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, sure, we go way back. I did some carpentry work in his church. In fact, last time I saw you, well, you were just a tiny little baby. You’ve sure grown into a handsome young fella.”


Out of politeness, Samuel tried to smile at his dad’s friend, but it was difficult because of the pain.


“But you won’t be growing much more if we don’t get you out of this rain and take care of you. Why don’tcha let me give you a ride? You don’t look like you can walk back, tha’s for sure.”


Samuel’s parents had always told him never to take rides from strangers. But this man wasn’t a stranger—at least not to Samuel’s dad. And besides, Samuel had fallen, he was in pain, bad pain. Dad would probably like to see his friend, anyway. Samuel decided that this particular situation was different from the other situations his parents had warned him about.


“Yeah,” Samuel said, trying to get up.


“No, no, let me help you.”


The man hooked a hand under Samuel’s arm, lifted him to a standing position, hefted him into the car, and closed the door. He walked around the car and slid behind the wheel, slamming the door behind him.


“Now,” the man said, “let’s get you taken care of.”


He put the car in gear and drove away from the curb. But instead of turning around to head back toward Samuel’s house, he went straight ahead and drove out of the neighborhood…


Pastor Walker left the house bundled in warm clothes and gloves and a pair of rubber boots, a warm smile decorating his face as he anticipated meeting up with his son to attack some puddles in the rain with their rubbered feet.


He started down the front walk, looking for Samuel, turning his head this way and that. The boy was nowhere in sight.


Must’ve gone down the block, stomping puddles along the curb, just like I used to do, he thought.


He stopped on the sidewalk and looked first to his left, then to his right, up and down Brodley, wondering which direction the boy had gone. But he saw no sign of him on either side.


Pastor Walker planted his hands on his hips for a moment, looking from side to side, trying to decide which way to go to find his son. He knew the boy could not have gotten far because it hadn’t been that long since he’d left the house—ten, maybe fifteen minutes at most.


He decided to go to the right. He had no idea, of course, that he’d gone in the very direction his son had gone just a few minutes earlier.


But Samuel was nowhere in sight.


He walked one block… two blocks… three, and then four, quickening his pace with each block… and still, he did not find Samuel.


Finally, soaked by the rain, Pastor Walker turned around and started back, thinking that perhaps he’d taken the wrong direction, going the other way to search for him. But once again, he covered block after block and still did not find his son. His stomach began to curdle. His breath began to come in short little gasps as he realized that in the short time that had passed since he’d last seen Samuel, the boy could not have gotten this far in either direction… and yet he could not find him.


Pastor Walker crossed the street and covered block after block. He even knocked on doors and asked if anyone had seen his son. Everyone he talked to was friendly, even concerned, but none of them had seen Samuel.


After a while, the rain began to fall harder, splashing to the ground in great drenching sheets. But Pastor Walker hardly-noticed. He walked up and down the sidewalks on either side of the street, his short, black, tightly kinked hair growing soggier and soggier, sparkling with moisture as he searched the neighborhood for his son.


But Samuel was gone.


He was just… gone.


Pastor Walker began to walk very quickly along the sidewalk. Then, after a few moments, he began to jog. It wasn’t long before he was running through the rain toward his house, the corners of his mouth pulled downward in a stern, trembling frown, his boots making wet slapping sounds on the sidewalk as he got closer and closer, until he burst into the house, shot down the hall and into the bedroom, where he swiped his keys from the dresser.


“What?” his wife Loraina gasped, rushing into the bedroom after him, a pink and white hand towel dangling from her right hand. “What’s the matter?”


“I’m takin’ a ride. You just keep an eye out for Samuel, hear?”


“Keep an eye out for him?” she cried, following him back down the hall. “Where did he go? What’s happened to him?”


Pastor Walker spun around at the door and held his wife’s shoulders, smiling. “Look, honey, he’s just gone farther than he should’ve, that’s all. I’m just gonna go dig him up and give him a little lecture. But if he should happen to show up before I get back, I want you to call him into the house, that’s all.”


“Oh,” Loraina sighed. “Well, okay. Sure, I’ll do that.”


Pastor Walker leaned forward, placed a hand on her cheek, and said, very quietly, with a smile, “The pretty lady is on guard.” Then he gave her a big, cheerful kiss and went out the front door.


It wasn’t until he reached the car that he realized he was trembling. Once he’d gotten in, it took a few clickety tries before he got the key into the ignition. He started the car, backed into the road, and began to drive down Brodley.


Pastor Walker drove slowly, his head moving back and forth, looking down each and every side street as he prayed silently, prayed that he was just overreacting, that he’d just seen so many of those smeared and splotchy faces of missing children on milk cartons and grocery bags that he’d gotten paranoid. He prayed that the sick feeling in his gut was just wrong, plain and simple.


That feeling in his gut said that what he’d told his wife was a lie. That feeling wasn’t often wrong and he was worried. In fact, he was terrified. He knew what could happen. He knew how easily and quickly it could happen. He’d heard the stories. In fact, it had happened to a family in his own congregation. Children disappeared.


They simply disappeared, right out from under parents’ noses, sometimes right out in front of their own houses. They disappeared the way car keys disappeared in the house, the way the pen by the telephone just dropped out of sight, the way one sock disappeared from a pair, never to be seen again. But rather than leaving an empty space on a dresser corner or a lone sock without a match, a child disappeared and tore a ragged, gaping hole in a family.


So he was looking… looking. He left Bradley and drove up and down the streets of the neighborhood. He drove up and down them again and again, until he realized that his son was on none of these streets… until he realize that his son had visited none of those blocks… until he realized that his son was…


… gone.


He parked the car and walked through the rain, knocking on the doors of houses that Samuel might have gone to visit, houses where friends and acquaintances lived, some with children who were Samuel’s age, children with whom Samuel had played often. The men and women who answered the doors were friendly at first, then concerned when they saw the look on his face.


Samuel had visited none of them.


No one had seen him outside on the sidewalk.


Pastor Walker drove around some more. After a while it began to rain so hard that he couldn’t see through the windshield even with the wipers on high. Then he realized that it wasn’t raining hard at all; tears were blurring his vision and trickling hotly down his cheeks.


An odd thought occurred to him that made him feel as if this were his fault: What am I going to tell Loraina?


He kept looking…









A Girl


San Francisco, California


As Pastor Walker was looking frantically for his son on that rainy September day, sixteen-year-old Lacey Ryan was wondering whether bus stations were intentionally built in the worst part of town or if the worst part of town oozed in around them later like a clinging black fog.


Lacey scanned the vast and grimy bus station, wondering to herself exactly what she had done and how she had ever managed to muster the courage to do it, even after thinking about it for so long.


She had full blond hair that fell over her shoulders, gathering on her gray wool coat in curls and waves. Her cheeks were gently rounded, her skin smooth, and her eyes a dark brown that stood out beneath the dark blond hair. Even the heavy wool coat that reached almost to the knees of her blue jeans could not completely hide the generous curves beneath it as she stood with both hands holding her only suitcase before her and with her purse slung over her left shoulder. Those curves were generous enough to make her look older than her real age and to inspire more than a few young men—and some not so young—to come on to her. Lacey hated those curves, hated them with as much passion as she’d seen in the eyes of some of the men who admired them, and she tried her best to hide them.


Before her, orange chairs of molded plastic, all attached back to back, formed row after row, stretching through the noisy, cavernous station. Some of the chairs had small coin-operated television sets attached to them so you could sit down, drop in a quarter or more, and watch something while you waited.


The chairs were grimy and stained, occupied here and there by people leaning forward in their seats looking tired and dejected, others with their heads back and mouths open as they slept, and still others who looked nervous and jittery, unable to hold still for very long. Some stared with blank expressions at the blaring television sets, the screens casting flickering, purplish glows on their faces.


She’d come south from Cottonwood and had a one-hour and twenty-minute wait before she could continue on to Los Angeles. But she could tell from the smells and the sounds and the people all around her—some pathetic, others menacing—that an hour and twenty minutes in this place would probably seem like a lot longer. Like forever, maybe.


But she had nowhere else to go and nothing else to do, so she started into the station to look for a seat that was far from anyone and hoped she could just sit and wait and be invisible until it was time to go.


She passed by a long bank of video games and pinball machines as she looked for an isolated seat, and the bleeps and bells and buzzes that came from the games echoed harshly off the cold walls and grated on her, made her wince.


Lacey found a chair that was a comfortable distance from anyone else—one that, thankfully, was not equipped with one of the sticky-looking television sets—and dropped into it, exhausted. She put her suitcase on the floor beneath the chair and her purse in her lap, clutching her hands together on top of it. She’d gotten little sleep in the last three days and she was exhausted. Of course, she seldom slept well anyway, but lately she had been too busy and frantic planning her escape to sleep.


She knew she would have found the hard, cold, plastic chair uncomfortable at any other time, but not now; it felt almost plush now. She’d been sitting on the bus to San Francisco, of course, but had been too scared to sleep. Besides, the numbing grumble of the engine, the jostling of the ride, and the fact that she knew she’d get sick if she closed her eyes prevented even a little catnapping. Now she was so tired, she could almost ignore all the sounds and smells around her enough to fall asleep. But she wouldn’t let herself. She was too scared. So many of these people looked so… scary.


Lacey’s hometown, Cottonwood, California, was very small, with a population of about twenty-five hundred. It was too small to have its own bus station, so she’d had to arrange a ride with her girlfriend Pam, in the middle of the night, to the Greyhound station in Red Bluff, about fifteen miles south of Cottonwood. She hoped Pam wouldn’t get into trouble. Most of all, she hoped she’d see Pam again someday; Lacey was going to miss her.


She’d awakened her eight-year-old sister Daphne just before sneaking out of the house in the dark and secret hours of the morning. Daphne had never quite awakened entirely, just enough to murmur groggily, “Whassamatter?”


“Nothing, Daph. I just wanted to say good-bye.”


In a half-sitting position, her eyes almost completely closed, Daphne asked, “G’bye? Where y’goin’?”


“I’m… going away, hon. But I wanted to tell you something, and I want you to remember it, okay? I want you to think about it often, keep it in your head all the time!” she hissed.


“Whassat?” Her eyes were open now, but squinting, and she rubbed one with a knuckle.


“Be careful of Daddy. Be very careful of him. Be afraid of him.”


“But Daddy loves me.”


“I know, Daph, I know how nice he is to you and how he pampers you and treats you like a queen, and that’s nice. But he did the same thing to me when I was your age. And then, one day, he started… touching me. He’d come into my room at night and, and he’d touch me… in private places… make me do things. He’s still doin’ it to me. But I’m older now. And I’m getting even older. So he’s gonna start doin’ that to you someday. Real soon, in fact. I just know that’s what he’s doin’, he’s gettin’ you ready. And what I want you to remember is this: Don’t let him do it. Don’t make the same mistake I did. Tell somebody. Let somebody know he’s doin’ it as soon as he starts.”


“Like Mom?”


“No, no, she won’t listen. I tried that and it didn’t work. Tell a teacher or a neighbor or a… even a policeman. Just don’t let him do it.” She placed a hand gently to the side of her little sister’s face and breathed, “I don’t want him to do to you what he did to me.”


“Okay, sis,” Daphne said, then flopped back down on her pillow. “C’n I go back t’sleep now? I’m tired.”


“Sure.” Lacey kissed her sister’s cheek.


Daphne closed her eyes and mumbled, “See ya in th’morning.”


No, Lacey thought as she stood up from Daphne’s bed, no you won’t.


It had been on her mind for a long time, this idea of running away, of just disappearing sometime when no one expected it. She’d been wanting, for a long time, to leave that house filled with pictures of Jesus—some of him on the cross, others of him smiling down at groups of children with a glowing golden halo over his head—but it had taken her a while to save up enough money to buy a ticket to Los Angeles. Most of it had been pilfered, now and then, from her mother’s purse.


She wasn’t sure why she’d chosen Los Angeles. It was at the other end of the state, for one thing, a long way from her father. But other than that… well, she didn’t especially want to be an actress or a singer or anything like that. She just knew that it was a big city, and if it was so big, then surely there would be plenty of opportunities for her to start a life—some kind of life—better man she’d been having with her parents.


With her mother, who floated around the house silently wearing a numb, frozen smile.


With her father, who was not silent at all and who smiled with great enthusiasm and lust in Lacey’s bedroom.


Lacey stared straight ahead at a poster on the wall that invited her to be all she could be by joining the army. She stared at that poster without really seeing it, because her mind was back in Cottonwood, back in years to that first night her father had entered her room in the late hours…


He’d always been so kind to her, giving her gifts, taking her places, telling her stories as she sat on his lap. Hardly a weekend passed that he didn’t buy her one or two Missile Pops, the long, cylindrical, rainbow-colored popsicles that were her favorites. He hugged her constantly, kissed her, held her on his lap, and ran his big fingers through her blond hair.


But as she got a bit older, things had begun to change slowly. When he held her, his hands moved to parts of her body they’d never touched before. When he kissed her, sometimes his tongue darted out to move over her lips. And sometimes, when she sat on his lap, she felt something hard pressing against her behind as he put his hand on her lap and wriggled his fingers between her thighs.


And then the night had come when she’d been awakened by the sound of her bedroom door opening. Squinting into the darkness, she saw the familiar figure of her father moving toward her. He sat on the edge of the bed and put a hand on her knee.


As he spoke, his hand moved up her body slowly, stopping occasionally to caress her through the blanket, to squeeze here and press there. Sleepy as she was, it made her feel… funny.


“Hey, Princess,” her father whispered. She couldn’t see him very well, but she could tell from the sound of his voice that he was smiling. “Prob’ly woke you up, huh?”


“Mm-hmm.” She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “Somethin’ wrong?”


“Oh, no, no, nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to come see my little princess. Sometimes… I miss you. I thought, since there’s no school tomorrow and you don’t have to get up early, we could play a little game.”


“What kinda game?”


“Well, a, uh… a pretending game. Um, you know those popsicles you like so much? The ones I’m always buying you? What’re they called, uh, Missile Pops? The long ones?”


“Mm-hmm.”


“Well, I don’t have one for you right now, but… whatta you say we pretend I do have one?”


“Yeah?”


“Would you like to play a pretend game like that?”


“Mmmm,” she murmured, shrugging. She was so tired.


“Well, see, I have something like a Missile Pop. And I’d like you to suck on it and pretend it’s a Missile Pop. Sound okay?”


“Guess so.”


He stood and Lacey heard the rustling of clothes.


“Open your mouth,” he said with that smile in his voice.


Lacey was barely nine years old then. It had continued until now, until she’d left… until she’d run away.


As she stared at the army poster, she thought of poor little Daphne. She was next in line. She’d been watching her father do to Daphne what he’d done to her for so long: the pampering the gifts, the constant affection, the royal treatment, and… the popsicles.


Lacey had never been able to eat another Missile Pop. In fact, if she walked into a convenience store and saw them in the ice cream case, she backed away with a shudder.


She shuddered now as she stared at the poster and thought of that first night, and the countless nights that had followed. She shook her head hard, trying to throw from it the horrible thoughts that had been filling her mind. She sent up a silent prayer for the well-being of her little sister, then tried to relax and think of nothing.


She was able to clear her mind of bad thoughts and find a comfortable position in the chair. She was not, however, able to keep her eyes from fluttering closed or her head from bobbing forward. Her breathing took on a slow rhythm and her hands became limp in her lap, fingers twitching now and then as, slowly, she began to fall asleep…


Lacey awoke with a start and a gasp, the sounds of echoing voices and footsteps and the bleepings of video games all rushing into her ears at once. Lacey shot forward in the chair, her hands clutching her knees.


She sat there for a while, her breaths coming in rapid gasps, shoulders rising and falling, until she finally began to calm down and realize that something was… missing.


Lacey looked down and stared at her lap. There was something wrong with it. Her head was still filled with sleep and she had no idea how much time had passed—in fact, for all she knew, she’d missed her bus—but she did know that there was something wrong with her lap.


Then it hit her.


Her purse wasn’t in it. Just a moment ago, it had been sitting right there on her… or had it been a moment ago?


She leaned even farther forward and looked down at the floor around her, hoping the purse had slipped off her lap.


Her suitcase was gone.


Everything… everything she had… was gone.


Lacey shot to her feet, eyes wide as she looked all around her.


A pale, gaunt young man with stringy dark hair wearing filthy clothes hunched over a pinball machine, slapping the flapper buttons on the sides. The game laughed at him cruelly and he stood straight, pounded it with a fist, then turned and looked directly at Lacey. His lips separated into an abomination of a smile, revealing dark teeth.


Lacey turned away from him quickly, but not without glancing down at his feet to see if he had her suitcase or purse. He did not.


She spun around, looking, looking. Her eyes darted to every suitcase and purse in sight. None of them were hers… none of them even resembled her bags.


The few clothes she’d brought… the little silver music box Daphne had given her for her birthday last year… all the money she’d saved… it was all gone.


She looked up at the clock and saw that she had been dozing for less than fifteen minutes. Lacey’s eyes teared up and she was crying before she was even aware of it. She put a hand over her mouth and looked around desperately for the rest room. She was being punished, that was it.


Her father had always told her that if she ever told anyone of the things they did together—“Things you like,” he’d always added with a laugh, “things you enjoy just as much as I do, and you know it”—she would be punished, that if she ever tried to leave him, ever tried to run away, she’d be punished. Not by him, no; her punishment would be far worse than that, the kind of punishment visited on those who offended god, the kind of punishment that would change her life forever, ruin it… crush it… and she would never be the same again.


That’s what was happening now, she was sure of it. She’d tried to run away and now she was trapped, lost. Now she was being punished.


She spotted the sign that read rest rooms. It seemed so far away, a football field away, but she started toward it, bumping into chairs and knees, stepping on feet and stumbling over bags, mumbling “excuse me”s as she wiped the tears from her eyes so she could see and fought back the sobs that were struggling to grip her in their clutches and shake her violently.


The sign got closer as she zigzagged between the rows of chairs, the ashtrays, the garbage cans, moving faster and faster, until she slammed into someone hard, tumbling backward, dancing to keep her balance, to keep from falling, until hands clutched her arms and held her up and a soft, kind voice spoke to her.


“Oh, honey, you okay? I’m so sorry!”An arm went around her shoulders and supported her.


“Oh, that’s—it was—I’m just—” She stopped talking and looked into the smiling face of a woman in her late thirties, maybe early forties, with short curly brown-gray hair and chubby cheeks beneath eyes that were so pleasant and comforting.


“What’s the matter with you, hon? You don’t look so well.”


“I was just… on my way… to the rest room.” She swiped the back of her hand over one eye, then the other.


The woman frowned. She was short, a little shorter than Lacey, and wore a blue quilted nylon jacket over a very plain blouse and above a pair of brown stretch pants that were just a little too tight on her more than ample thighs. “Honey, somethin’s wrong. Are you okay? Are you, um, in trouble or somethin’?”


The dam broke. The sobs came with a vengeance and Lacey’s shoulders began to shake hard as her face twisted into a tear-streaked mask of pain and fear.


“Okay, okay,” the woman said, “c’mon, let’s go, into the bathroom, you and me.” She began to lead Lacey toward the rest rooms. “Shouldn’t go in there by yourself anyway, a pretty girl your age in a place like this. Never know who’s gonna creep in there and do god knows what, know what I mean?” She patted Lacey’s back as they moved quickly beneath the rest rooms sign and headed down a staircase and into one of the biggest and dirtiest public rest rooms Lacey had ever seen.


“Now, you just sit down right here,” the woman said, seating Lacey in one of the rickety-looking chairs in the lounge. “I’ll get you some tissues and a cold paper towel and be right back.”


While she was gone, Lacey calmed down a bit. One of the things she’d told herself firmly before starting out on this strange and frightening journey into places unknown was that she would be extra careful of strangers. She’d watched the news, she’d heard stories… and the things she’d seen on A Current Affair and Hard Copy, all those terrifying stories of things that happened to girls, especially runaways… well, dear lord there were some sick and dangerous people out there—rather, out here. But this woman seemed so… so normal. In fact, she seemed positively motherly, with kindness and concern in her eyes, in the way she trotted her plump form to the sink to help Lacey.


But what was she doing here? In this place?


The woman returned hurriedly, sat down beside her, and put her arm around Lacey’s shoulders again, dabbing her cheeks with wadded toilet tissue.


“Here,” she said, handing Lacey a cold, wet paper towel. “I’ve found that sometimes when I’m upset about somethin’, it feels real good to put some cold water on my face and forehead, know what I mean?”


Lacey nodded absently.


“By the way, my name’s Carolee. What’s yours?”


“Lacey.”


“Lacey? Oh, that’s a pretty name. Such a pretty name. How old are you, Lacey?”


Lacey hesitated. “Suh-sixteen.”


Carolee’s eyes narrowed and she cocked her head in playful disbelief. “C’mon, now. I’m a walking lie detector, sweetie, you can’t fool me.”


After a moment of sniffling, “No, no, really. That’s how old I am. Really.”


Carolee backed away from Lacey, propped her hand on one chubby knee, and smacked her lips with exasperation. “What in the hell are you doing here?”


Lacey did not answer. She patted her face with the moist towel; it felt good, so good.


“Did you run away from home, sweetheart?” Carolee asked in a sad whisper.


Slowly Lacey bowed her head, then nodded shamefully, eyes closed.


“Well, don’t look so guilty,” Carolee said. “Maybe you had good reason, how do I know? I mean, lotsa times, kids have damned good reasons for running away from home. That’s why my husband and I never had kids. The planet sucks for kids. My husband’s Ron. He’s why I’m here. I’m waitin’ for his bus, y’know. So. Did you have a good reason for running away from home?”


Lacey blinked several times, her lashes glistening with tears. “My dad. He, um… he was… doing things to me. Since I was nine. Things… he shouldn’t’ve been doing to me.”


Carolee sighed, leaned forward, and gave her a hug, whispering, “Oh, baby. Baby.” Then she backed away and held Lacey’s hand tightly. “Yeah, I understand,” she whispered. “I know what you’re talkin’ about, honey, and that, in my book, is damned good reason to run your butt away from home.”


They were both silent for a long moment, then: “Have you eaten?” Carolee asked. “You hungry? Y’know, there’s a restaurant upstairs. We could have breakfast.”


Lacey hadn’t realized it until that very moment, but she was very hungry. Her stomach felt like a deep hole that had been dug in her abdomen.


“Yeah,” she said, nodding her head, “I am hungry.”


In a few minutes they were sitting in a booth in the coffee shop at the far end of the bus station with steaming cups of coffee before them and their orders on the way.


“Everything was stolen?” Carolee asked.


“Everything I had with me. Everything.”


“Well, don’t worry about it. Breakfast’s on me. And when my husband gets here, we’re gonna help you out.”


“Well, I don’t know how you could—I mean, what’re you gonna—I mean, you don’t have to—”


“Listen. You need help. I mean, you think I’d leave you here with all these people?” She stabbed a thumb over her shoulder toward the enormous bus station. “What’m I sayin’, people? Half of ’em are animals. Are you kidding? I’m not leavin’ you here, even if I have to drag you outta the place! I’m just gonna have to wait for my husband to get here, is all.”


“Oh, no, you don’t need to—”


“Yes I do! There’s no way, I mean, there’s just no way I’m leavin’ you here all by yourself with all your stuff gone. What would you do? Where would you go? Tell you what.”


She was interrupted by the arrival of their breakfasts. Carolee smiled up at the waitress and said, “Thank you very much,” while Lacey stared down at the plate before her. “Okay, listen up, Lacey,” she said. “When Ron gets here, we’re takin’ you home, you hear me? What you wanna do is up to you. I mean, you wanna go back home, fine. You don’t, fine. We’ll take you to one of those places where they’ll see to it you’re taken care of. But you’re gonna come home with us and figure out what you wanna do in a safe place, okay? You ‘understand? You’re not stayin’ here. And when Ron gets here, I promise you, he’ll agree. So.” She slapped the tabletop with her palm and gave Lacey a big, dimpled smile. “I’m not leavin’ you much choice, am I, sweetie?”


In spite of herself, Lacey leaned back in the booth and laughed. “Okay. Okay, if you say so.”


“Then it’s settled. Let’s eat.”


They ate their breakfasts, making small talk between bites of eggs and hash browns. They were nearly finished with their breakfasts when a tall man approached their table and said, “Carolee!”


Carolee looked up and grinned at the graying man carrying a suitcase, grinned and cried, “Sweetie-pie!” She slid out of the booth as he dropped the suitcase to the floor and they embraced, kissing each other’s cheeks.


“C’mon, c’mon,” Carolee said finally, “c’mon, sit down here and meet my new friend.” She introduced the two of them.


Ron was a tall, thin man with a rugged-looking face. His hair, thick and wavy, was dark with silver streaks and his blue eyes were piercing. He smiled and nodded at Lacey as Carolee began to explain her problem to him.


“So I told her she had to come home with us,” Carolee said, “so she’d have a safe place to decide what to do with herself. I mean, after all, she’s only sixteen!”


“Well, sure,” Ron said, his eyebrows huddling with concern. “Yeah, she should come home with us. We wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said, reaching over to pat Lacey’s hand. “Look, I travel a lot in my work, and I spend a lot of time in bus stations and airports. They’re dangerous places to spend any time in, especially for a young girl like you. So, you just finish your breakfast and come on home with us.”


Lacey and Carolee finished their breakfasts.


The waitress brought the check on a brown plastic tray.


Ron counted out a number of bills on the tray.


It was only as they were leaving the table that Lacey noticed that neither Ron nor Carolee wore a wedding ring.


She noticed it only in passing. It did not necessarily mean anything. There were a lot of married couples who did not wear wedding rings. In fact, some of Lacey’s parents’ friends were married but did not wear rings. Some people did not wear any jewelry—including wedding rings—for religious reasons. So that didn’t really mean anything… did it?


Ron picked up his suitcase and Lacey followed them through the station, then outside and across the parking lot to their car, a maroon-colored hatchback that was so clean and shiny that it looked brand-new.


Lacey got into the backseat on the passenger’s side. Ron put his suitcase in the back, then got behind the wheel and started the car.


They had already left the parking lot when Lacey noticed a yellow blanket that was thrown over a pile of something to her left, just behind the driver’s seat.


A small black crucifix swung back and forth on a chain as Ron drove.


Lacey’s eyes moved slowly, from the crucifix, to the blanket, and to the crucifix again.


Something wasn’t right about the black crucifix.


And there was something about that strap of leather sticking out from beneath the blanket.


First of all, the crucifix was black. Why black? Weren’t they usually gold or silver? But there was something else… something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, probably because the crucifix was so small and kept moving back and forth… back and forth, jiggling and jerking…


Then it struck her. The crucifix was hanging upside down.


Lacey’s head jerked down to look at the blanket, at the leather strap beneath it… the familiar brown leather strap with the tan stitching.


It was the shoulder strap of her purse.


Her eyes returned to the dancing upside-down black crucifix as the inside of her chest began to turn to ice…


… then back to the blanket. Her hand reached out slowly, trembling, almost resisting her will to move it forward, to take the corner of the blanket between thumb and forefinger. She pulled the blanket away.


Beneath it were her purse and her small light blue suitcase. They had been stolen in the bus station… but they were here, in this car, with these friendly, smiling strangers… and their upside-down black crucifix hanging from the rearview mirror…


As the car hummed along with Ron and Carolee sitting silently in the front seat, a scream began to bulge its way up from her chest. She swallowed hard, fought to gulp it back.


Finally, Lacey sat up and rasped, “My god, how come—”


But she froze because Carolee had turned around in her seat and was pointing a gun at Lacey’s face. It was a small gun, but it was a gun. Carolee was smiling.


“You just calm down, sweetie,” she said in her friendly way. “You’ll be all right, really. We aren’t gonna hurt you. And you know what? Before you know it, you’re gonna end up in Los Angeles after all, just like you wanted. Know what else? There’s even a job waiting for you there, how ’bout that? And it’s one you’ve had lots of experience at, too, so don’t go getting nervous about any job interviews, okay?” She grinned. “Just relax and everything’s gonna be okay.” After a moment her eyebrows rose curiously and she asked, “Did you enjoy your breakfast? Don’t they make the best damned omelettes there?”


Lacey pressed her back into the seat hard, thinking, Yes, it’s true… it’s just like Daddy said… I’m being punished… punished… punished…
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Bent was on the telephone when the man walked into his tiny, cluttered office.


“I assure you, Mrs. Liedecker,” Bent was saying, “the story will not reflect that at all.”


“It’s just that I’m so upset about, y’know, about what you saw when you were here,” the woman said. “I know my husband was drunk. He’d had a few too many beers and was—”


“Look, it’s no problem, Mrs. Liedecker.”


“—no, really, really, I just don’t want you to think he’s that way, because he’s not most of the time, he’s just—”


“I assure you, Mrs. Liedecker, the story I’m writing has nothing to do with your husband’s drinking. I’m only concerned about the demons you say have infested your house.”


“Whatta you mean, the demons I say have infested my house? You mean you don’t believe me?”


Bent rolled his eyes and then looked up at the man in his office. He stared at him a moment, silent, not sure who he was or why he was there, but he motioned to the only other chair in the room anyway, silently telling him to take a seat.


“Mrs. Liedecker, if I didn’t believe you—”


“I just can’t understand how you couldn’t believe us after all we—you think we weren’t tortured! You think we weren’t sodomized by those demons!”


“No, no, it’s not that. You told me the stories, you showed me your journal—and what about the Polaroids of your husband bent over the sink like that, huh? So why would I have flown out from Los Angeles to see you and your family and spend time in your house? Why would I have gone to that trouble? In fact, why would I have this job? Did you ever think about that? Why would I be working for the Global Inquisitor, then, huh? If I couldn’t believe a story like yours? No, no, I don’t think so. Rest assured, all I meant by what I said was this.”


Think fast, buddy, think fast, he thought to himself, eyes closed as he rubbed his temples with the thumb and forefinger of one hand, elbow pressed hard against the edge of the desktop as he tried hard to pay no attention to the fact that he had an audience.


“You see,” he said, “the important thing is that you were astute enough to recognize that—”


“I was what enough? What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Astute. That means you were, you were, um… sensitive enough, that’s what I meant, sensitive enough to think that your house was infested with demons, sensitive enough to realize it.”


“Oh, okay.”


“I mean, think of all the people out there who have demons in their houses but don’t even know it, because they don’t think the way you do, they’re not as open-minded as you are.”


“Not as ass-tute as I am?”


“Exactly. You see what I mean, then, Mrs. Liedecker?”


There was a pause on the other end of the line in which Bent could hear her breathing; she sounded like she had a rather wet sinus problem.


“Yes,” she said thoughtfully, “yes, I think I do. And you’re right. Yes. Yes, I think you are definitely right.”


“Good, good, I’m glad. You have no reason to worry. My story is not going to be about your husband’s drinking prob—his, I mean, his drinking. I understand that sort of thing, really, and it has nothing to do with this story.”


“And my son? I mean, his… his drug problem?”


“What drug problem?”


She laughed with relief. “Thank you so much, Mr. Noble. You’ve made me feel a lot better.”


“I’m glad. Now, I promise you we’ll be in touch. Give my best to your nice family and you take care, okay?”


“Thank you.”


He replaced the receiver with a grumbling sigh and sat there for a moment with his elbows on the desk and his face in his hands.


Bentley Noble was a quarter inch short of six feet, thin and not very muscular, with black hair that was beginning to recede and a black beard and mustache, which he kept closely trimmed. His skin had an olive tone that led most people to believe he had a tan when he really didn’t because, in fact, he despised the sun and despised even more the practice of wasting time lying beneath it. His mother was a full-blooded Greek with the raging temper to prove it, while his father was a mixture of British and Portuguese. Both were dark and had passed that on to Bentley. Sometimes when he looked at pictures of his father when he was at the age Bent was now, he was stunned by the resemblance, right down to the formation of his receding hairline. Threads of gray ran through his black hair, especially above his ears, and even in his beard, all of which brought out his light sea-green eyes, just like those pictures of his father.


Bent finally lifted his face from his hands and smiled brightly at his visitor as he said, “Hi, there. And what can I do for you?”


The man was in his late thirties, maybe even forty or so, rugged-looking with a jaw shadowed by stubble that held a hint of gray. He wore faded blue jeans, a blue chambray work shirt beneath a dusty denim jacket, and a cap over his thick dirty-blond hair that had an oval-shaped patch on the front that read:


POLLIMAR CONSTRUCTION CO.


PUNCTUALITY & PERFECTION


He was lean and muscular and his face was knotted in a mask of worry and distracted concern.


“Hiya,” he said with a weak smile. His voice was low, a little shy-sounding.


Seeing how very uncomfortable the man was, Bent stood from his chair, leaned forward, and held out his hand to shake, still smiling as he said, “Bentley Noble. You can call me Bent. Everybody does.”


The man stood, too, and they shook.


“Yeah, I know who you are,” he said pleasantly. “I’m David Kotter.”


“Well, Mr. Kotter, what brings you to my office? In fact, how the hell did you find my office?” He laughed, leaning back in his chair and folding his hands beneath his chin, elbows on the chair’s armrests. “Half the time, I can’t find my office.”


“Actually,” Mr. Kotter said, fidgeting in his chair, “my wife was the one who found it. Y-you, um, got some letters from her. I dunno if you remember ’em or not, but you got’em.”


“Your, um, wife? And what would her name be?” Bent leaned forward and folded his hands on his desk.


“Nattie? Nattie Kotter?”


“Hmm, Nattie Kotter. And what might those letters have been regarding?”


“Uuhh, Lib… um, Liberace.”


“Liberace? Well, let me think. Uh, Liberace, Liberace, let’s see…” He leaned back in the chair again and touched a knuckle to his chin, cocking his head back as he thought, eyes closed. “Hmm. Was she the one—” He leaned forward again, snapping his fingers. “—she was receiving messages from Liberace about, um… sex, wasn’t it? About how she should, uh… well, have sex with her husband? Who would… of course… be you.”


Kotter winced and looked away. “Yeah, those’re the letters.”


“Well, I’m sorry to say I haven’t been able to answer them. In fact, I’m afraid I don’t remember them all that well. Things have been pretty busy around here, as I’m sure you noticed when you came in,” Bent said, gesturing toward the telephone. “I’m afraid you’ll just have to fill me in on what your wife had to say.” Actually, Bent did remember those letters well and knew right away he was in for an embarrassing conversation. It would be a little less embarrassing, however, if he let Kotter give all the gory details and just sat back and listened.


“Oh. Well.” It was Kotter’s turn to roll his eyes, then lower his face into his palm as he sat silently in the chair. “Okay,” he said finally and firmly, slapping his hands onto his knees decisively and digging his fingers into them hard. “Okay, here’s the deal. Y’see, she thinks Liberace’s talkin’ to her, y’see. She thinks he’s given’ her these, uh… well, y’know, these messages.”


Bent shuffled over his desk and found his notebook, poised a pen to take notes, then asked, “What exactly are these messages, Mr. Kotter?”


“Well, y’know, like you said… um, they were about sex. About sex between us… her and me… about the, um, kinda sex we have.”


Bent leaned his head back and scratched under his chin with two fingers as he asked slowly, “Do you and your wife engage in a particular sexual practice of which Liberace disapproves?”


“Well, um…” He looked down at his lap where his fingers fumbled with one another as he shrugged with one shoulder. “Yeah. Yeah, um, it’s… oral sex,” he muttered.


“I’m sorry? Did you say oral sex?”


Kotter nodded.


Bent took some notes and continued jotting things down now and then through the rest of the conversation. “Did Liberace say why he was so opposed to you and your wife having oral sex?”


“Well… look, Mr. Noble, you gotta remember… this is comin’ from my wife, okay? Not me.”


“I understand.”


“Okay. Well, Liberace, see, says that… that his mother says it isn’t right. She says that someone as devoted to him as Nattie is should be living a clean life, setting an example. Something like that. And she says that oral sex is dirty, so Liberace has been telling her she shouldn’t do it because… well, like my wife says… he does whatever his mother tells him.”


“I see.” Bent began tapping the eraser end of his pencil lightly on the notebook. “Why have you come to me with this, exactly? Not that I mind, of course. I’m just curious.”


“Well, see, Liberace says—” He closed his eyes and sighed. “I mean, Nattie says that Liberace says that he has other things to say, and that she should contact you so you can write those things down and publish them in your paper.”


“Mm-hm. Any idea what those things are?”


Kotter shook his head. “She won’t tell me—only you. I think they were in some of her latest letters to you. All I know is that she doesn’t want you to write about the sex thing. She’s got somethin’ more important to tell you. Whatever that is. Guess you’ll have to talk to her.”


“Why didn’t she come?”


“Well, see, she’s a little, um… upset with you for not answering her letters. And she says you have to come see her. It’s important that you come out to the trailer,” he said. “Important to her, I mean.”


“Mm-hm. And is she still, uh, denying you the, uh…” He waved the pencil through the air vaguely.


“Oh, yeah. Yeah, she sure is. That’s why I came to you. See, Nattie says that Liberace says that if you’ll listen to what he has to say and you agree to write it for your paper, he might be able to persuade his mother to relax about the, uh… y’know, the other thing.”


“So, you want me to come out to your place… have a talk with your wife… write a piece about what Liberace has to say… and then publish it so your wife will—”


Kotter suddenly interrupted in a burst of breath, “Boy, Mr. Noble, I sure wish you would.”


“Why didn’t you call me first? Save yourself the trip?”


“We, um… we don’t have a phone, for one thing. And I guess I preferred to meet with you in person.”


“I see. So, my coming to see your wife is important to you, too.” Bent said with a slight smile. “Well, I don’t know, Mr. Kotter. I can’t promise you any of it would end up in the Inquisitor because, of course, that sort of thing is all up to my editor. But, um…” Bent chewed on the pencil, frowning as he tried hard to think of a way out of this. If the messages were coming from Elvis, he could pass it on to Kelsey at the Elvis Desk, but he’d never touch a Liberace story. In fact, there hadn’t been a Liberace story since the guy died.


Of course, Bent could take it himself. He could see the headline:


LIBERACE WARNS WOMAN OF


IMMORALITY OF ORAL SEX


It did have a certain resonance to it, considering how the guy died. But, he had to ask himself if he really wanted to spend a few hours talking to a woman who’d gone cold to her husband because Liberace’s mother was offended by blow jobs.


Then again, it was better than watching cops pull the sliced-up, rat-chewed bodies of murder victims out of a smelly tenement in New York, wasn’t it? That was, after all, why he was working on the Global Inquisitor these days. Wasn’t it?


“Look, Mr. Noble,” Kotter said, leaning forward, suddenly concerned, “I don’t want you to misunderstand me. I know what you must be thinkin’ about all this. Prob’ly the same thing I been thinkin’ ever since she told me about it. It’s crazy, I know. B-but… I really do love my wife, y’know. I mean, hell, we been married nearly twenty-two years. Got married right outta high school.” A wistful smile crossed his face for just a moment. “Spent most of our lives together, y’know? Hell, even if Nattie never… y’know, did that, that thing again, y’know, I’d still love her. That don’t mean I wouldn’t miss it, a’course. But, see,” he went on, a little hesitant now, “Nattie’s been, um… well, she’s not very well.”


Thank god one of them realizes that, Bent thought as he said, “Oh? Well, I’m very sorry to hear that.”


“No, I mean, not sick like dyin’ sick. Sick like… well, we could never afford the kinda doctors she needs, so… well, I just keep hopin’ it’ll go away on its own, y’know? The messages from Liberace and her sittin’ in that room lookin’ at her pictures of Liberace, talkin’ to herself…”


“She talks to herself?”


David looked embarrassed. “Well… sometimes, yeah. But she’s just… well, she’s not herself.”


“I see,” Bent said quietly with a nod.


“Really, Mr. Noble, you just gotta talk to her. If you want to, I mean. I wish you would. It’d mean a lot to Nattie. To me, too.”


“I’m sure it would.”


“I’d be glad to drive you out there and back if you’d like.”


“Where do you live?”


“Well, we got a little trailer out past San Berdo? Y’know, San Bernardino? Out there in the desert? It’s in the middle of nowhere, you wanna know the truth. It’s kind of a long drive, but I’d be happy to take you.”


Bent nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “Okay, Mr. Kotter, I’ll tell you what. Let me have a little chat with my editor, and, uh—” He checked his watch; it was only nine-forty “—it’s early and I’ve got a pretty light day, so why don’t we just head out and see your wife this morning?”


Kotter’s face split into a large grin and he leaned forward and clutched the edge of Bent’s desktop. “Really?”


I’m afraid so, Bent thought as he said with a smile, “Really.”


Bent left Kotter in his office with a cup of coffee and a poppy-seed muffin, then headed down the corridor to the office of his editor, Bernie Fleck.


In the outer office, Fleck’s secretary, Karen, looked up from the fax machine and gave him a big smile. She wore a bright red ribbed cotton knit dress that was, of course, too short and too tight, all the better to show off the full and curvy shape beneath it.


“Hi, Bent,” she said, reaching up to lightly touch her auburn hair. “How’s it going?”


“Much better now that I’ve seen you, Karen, my dear. Is our esteemed editor-in-chief on the premises?”


“No, he’s on the phone.”


“Fine.” He gave her a smile and went into the office unannounced, where Fleck was just hanging up the telephone.


Bernie Fleck was a short, squat man, fifty-two, with a face that often reminded people of Edward G. Robinson, except it was gentler, softer, the face of a man who loved children, was respectful toward women, and who had a glimmer of romance in his small blue eyes. But, other than the resemblance to Edward G. Robinson, the people who thought that were all wrong, completely and entirely wrong.


“You know what that shriveled twat wants now?” Fleck grumbled. He had a tendency to talk quietly out of the left side of his mouth when he was angry, almost as if that side of his mouth had a fat, invisible cigar clenched in it tightly.


“Who?”


“How many shriveled twats you know?”


“Oh. Ms. Bergenstern.” Barbara Bergenstern was the owner and publisher of the Global Inquisitor and had few, if any, friends among her employees.


“Who else?” He rubbed his hands together. There was an open bag of red pistachios on his desk and his meaty fingers were stained a light pink.


“What’s she want?” Bent took a seat in front of the desk.


“Human interest,” Fleck growled.


“Beg pardon?”


“Human interest, you believe that?” He ran his thick, pink-tipped fingers through his thinning light brown hair with the stripes of gray that were so symmetrical they almost looked fake.


“Well, uh… you know, we deal in a lot of things here, Fleck, but the way I see it, very, very few of them are human interest. In fact, very few of them are, by any stretch of the imagination, related even vaguely to humanity. So. What’s the deal?”


Fleck sighed and leaned back in his chair, which screeched like a banshee. He locked his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. “I’m not too sure yet, but it goes something like this. You see, Ms. Burgercunt seems to think that because the country is in such bad shape, what with the economy in the toilet and the crime rate going through the roof and new diseases spreading like melted butter and cities exploding with riots, see, she thinks that the readers of the Inquisitor want more uplifting stories, more happy stories.”


“More human interest stories.”


“Bingo. And Burgercunt thinks she’s found one that’ll be perfect, one that we can stretch out into a series of sweet little uplifting feel-good pieces that’ll probably give the two of us diabetes before we’re through.”


“Us? We? Fleck, I’m not so sure I understand the relationship between those two words and this conversation.”


“She wants you… to write it.”


“Ah. I see.”


“She thinks with your past experience—the prestigious New York Times, and all—you’d be the best man for the job.”


“Uh-huh. Yeah.”


“She wants to have a meeting about it this afternoon. She wants you to be there. And remember, she won’t be asking you to do this story. This’ll be a telling kind of a thing, if you know what I mean. Like a command performance.”


“Well. I’m touched. In fact, I’m underwhelmed.” He grinned and cocked his head. “I don’t even know what the story is yet and already I can feel my scrotum shrinking.”


“You want to know what the story is? Doesn’t seem to be anything uplifting about it, you ask me, but she has her own way of thinking. It’s a—”


“Don’t have time.”


“What? Huh?”


“I’m on my way out.”


“Where you going?”


“I’ve got a story. I’m hot on the trail of a woman who’s been getting messages from Liberace.”


Fleck leaned forward and his chair screeched again. “What kinda messages?”


“That she should stop giving her husband head because it offends his mother. Liberace’s mother, that is.”


“A Liberace story. Elvis stories’re a dime a dozen, but… Liberace. Well, what the hell’re you waiting for? She could have a stroke! She could choke to death on a sandwich! Get over there and get the story, dammit! Just make sure your ass is back here by four o’clock. What’m I saying—by three-thirty! Burgercunt wants this meeting at four and if I have to listen to her bitch at me anymore, about anything, I might kill her, and your absence would make you an accomplice, got it?”


“Got it,” Bent said, standing. “But it’ll be a long trip. Just wanted to make sure you thought it was worth looking into.”


“Worth looking into? At least half our readers are women over fifty-five who still think all that business about Liberace being a homosexual was a Communist plot! They still adore the son of a bitch, and unlike all those fat, sweaty, fried pork rind-eating Elvis fans out there, they have been deprived!” he shouted, stabbing a stiff index finger into the air. “This’ll be a cover headline, you dink, where the hell’s your head! This is news! You go to this woman right now, and if you have to kiss her feet and clean her house to get that story, you do it!”


He stood up. “Just make sure you’re back here by four or I’ll eat your lungs,” Fleck said quietly.


“No problem,” Bent said. “It’s early.” Bent smiled.


Fleck scowled and waved him out of the room.
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It was a long drive in the battered old Chevy pickup.


At first, Kotter talked a lot about construction, but he seemed to realize, after a while, that it just wasn’t a topic on which Bent was able to converse, so he changed the subject to Bent’s work.


“Y’know, I read that story you wrote about that kid who had a live lizard growin’ out of his chest.”


“Oh, really?”


“Yeah. Nattie liked it and she showed it to me, so I read it. But… I gotta question. Y’know that picture? Of that kid with that lizard comin’ outta his chest? That wasn’t real, was it?”


Bent turned to him with eyebrows curled in an expression of crushed disappointment. “Wasn’t real? What do you mean?”


“Well, I mean, you touched that picture up, right? You did somethin’ to it so it’d have that lizard comin’ outta that kid’s chest, right? Some kinda trick photography?”


Bent’s eyes widened in hurt disbelief. He spoke in a soft, breathy voice. “I didn’t get anywhere near that picture! You’re saying… I mean, you think… you really think that I’d lie about a… I’m a journalist. I’ve written for The New York Times, for crying out loud! I’ve been nominated for awards! You think that I would—”


“Oh, Mr. Noble, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest a thing like that! All I was sayin’ was, was, was that it was such a weird story, y’know? It was so… well, hard to believe, a kid with a lizard growin’ out of his chest, I mean, that’s damned strange… if you’ll excuse my French.”


“Oh, well, if that’s all you’re saying… yes, I understand. Sometimes I have a hard time believing the stories I write myself. This world is full of strange things, Mr. Kotter, things very few people ever see… and seldom believe. This world is filled with things so strange that the phrase ‘truth is stranger than fiction’ becomes an understatement at best.”


“Y’know, Mr. Noble, you can call me David.”


“Only if you call me Bent. Every time you say Mr. Noble, I keep looking around for my dad.”


Kotter laughed. “You’re okay. Y’know that, Mr.—I mean, Bent? You really are okay.”


Bent smiled. “I sure hope so. There are days when I have my doubts.”


They drove for what seemed a very long time along I-10 and then into the stark, flat desert, where only the occasional run-down gas station, convenience store, or sterile, styleless motel swept by at the edge of the freeway.


It was, in fact, a longer drive than Bent had expected. At least, it seemed to be. In any case, it was way out in the desert, and Bent began to wonder about whether or not he’d get back to the office in time for the meeting.


“Uh, when we get there… well, you’ll hafta excuse the place,” Kotter said quietly some time after he’d left the freeway and headed into the desert on a narrow, cracked, and bumpy road that twisted through the barren landscape like an aged, battered snake.


Bent spotted it some distance ahead of them. A small, battered trailer was planted in the desert just beyond a run-down-looking gas station with a faded wooden sign that read:


TEX’S FILL-ER-UP


GAS—SNACKS—DRINKS


“I haven’t been able to find work for a long time,” Kotter went on. “Things’ve been pretty tough. We had a house, but we had to give it up. It was a rental, y’know, I mean, we didn’t own it, or anything, but we couldn’t even afford the rent. So we got holda this trailer and I had this friend, see, the guy who owns this gas station, Tex. Went to high school with him. He owns this little spot of land up here, so he let us park the trailer on it till I could find something to support us and we could get a place again. There’s no electricity so, at night, we have to use Coleman lanterns. We got propane for cooking and for heat. We keep our meat next door in Tex’s freezer, and we got a big Igloo cooler to keep a few perishables and soft drinks cold. It’s kinda rough, not near like having our house back, a’course, but… well—” He chuckled. “—it’s a little like camping, so that kinda takes the edge off, if y’know what I mean. Makes it a little… well, fun. Even though sometimes… it’s not.” He forced a chuckle.


“I’m sorry to hear things have been so rough, David,” Bent said with genuine compassion. “I’ve been there myself, so I know what you’re talking about. These days, a lot of people are there, so you’re not alone.”


Kotter nodded bitterly as he turned off the road and parked in front of the trailer. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Things ain’t exactly a carnival out there these days.” He chuckled coldly. “The land of opportunity, huh?”


“You’re lucky to have a friend who’s willing to help you out. At least you’re not living in a cardboard box on the street.”


He killed the engine and they got out.


Bent had a tape recorder slung over one shoulder and, although he wasn’t sure he’d need it, a camera slung over the other, as well as a small notebook and a pen in the inside breast pocket of his sportcoat.


Their feet crunched over the hard, dry earth and Bent stood with the pickup door open, taking a moment to stretch his shoulders back and yawn after the long drive. He looked around and saw the hot sun beating down on a whole lot of nothing.


The gas station looked pretty old and obviously had not been kept up; what appeared to be small living quarters had been added onto the back of the store that had a broken neon Coors sign in the front window. Half of the rectangular shelter over the gas island was gone. The pumps looked dirty and Bent had a hard time believing they worked.


Other than the gas station and the trailer, there was only the desert and that narrow, pocked road that continued into oblivion.


He closed the car door and joined Kotter on the way to the trailer.


It was an old beat-up aluminum Airstream trailer, shaped sort of like a bullet and covered with dents and scrapes. A layer of dust clung to it like a thin skin; even the small windows—each of them with a blanket or towel hanging over it on the inside instead of curtains—were dirty, and the window on the door had a broad strip of silver duct tape placed diagonally from a top corner of the dusty glass to a bottom, perhaps covering a crack in the pane.


“If you’ll s’cuse me just a second,” Kotter said, “I’ll go inside and just make sure, y’know, she’s decent, and everything.”


“Sure. No problem.”


The door squeaked when it was opened and closed and the small trailer wobbled a bit, creaking as Kotter went inside and walked around.


Bent felt a little ache in his chest for them. In fact, it was for himself as well, because seeing a couple living like this reminded him of his poor days, when he and Camille—Cami, he’d called her—were living in something that resembled a graham cracker box more than an apartment, when paying bills was a juggling act and buying groceries was at the bottom of the list of priorities, so their meals had been made up of a lot of soup and beans.


Most of all, it made him hurt because it made him think of Cami. He’d worked hard to stop doing that—in fact, he’d worked hard at it for years—and he didn’t like the fact that something could still come up that would make him fall back into doing it again.


The trailer door opened, jarring Bent from his thoughts and wiping from his face the dark frown that had grown there. Kotter smiled and beckoned for him to come in.


Bent went up the single metal step with a loud creak and into the trailer, which was cramped and dim and filled with the greasy smell of recently cooked meat.


There was hurried movement at the other end of the trailer.


“She’s comin’,” Kotter said. “Why don’t you have a seat?” He motioned toward the small sofa that sagged in the middle and had a tattered brown blanket over it. A spring complained as Bent seated himself at one end of the sofa and it pressed hard against his ass. As he put his camera and recorder on the sofa beside him, he noticed three stacks of back issues of the Global Inquisitor beneath a tiny, scuffed-up coffee table. They hadn’t exactly been expecting him, so he suspected those stacks were always there, continued to grow and were probably moved to other parts of the trailer so they wouldn’t take up so much space in the boxlike living room. Did this woman really buy the Inquisitor with such regularity when they were so obviously short of money?


Bent swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the hot lump of guilt that was rising in his esophagus.


On the wall across from him, Bent noticed a burl wood clock with Liberace’s smiling, squinting face set beneath the hands and numbers; at the other end of the sofa, on a little table, he saw a little lamp made up of a small black piano with a candelabra set on top at which there was seated a small replica of Liberace, hands poised over the keys, so detailed that Bent could see the gaudy, oversize rings on the pianist’s fingers. Bent’s eyebrows rose high and he pressed his lips together hard as he sighed very quietly.


“Would you like something to drink?” Kotter asked a bit nervously. “We got some cola and coffee—just instant, I’m afraid.”


Bent really didn’t want anything, but how could he turn down such an eager, almost childlike offer.


“Uh, sure. How about, let’s see… a Coke.”


“Well… it’s just a cola… sort of.”


“Fine.”


“We’ve only got some old mugs to drink out of… or would you rather just drink it out of the can?”


“The can’s fine.”


Kotter turned and clumped into the kitchen, then returned with his head sagging just a little, as if he were ashamed. In his hand was a white can that read on the side, in black letters, simply cola.


Kotter smiled sheepishly and said, with some apology in his voice, “I’m sorry, but… this stuffs the cheapest, y’know?”


“Hey,” Bent replied with a big smile, “a cola’s a cola’s a cola, right?”


Kotter laughed with relief as he handed the can to Bent. “Yeah, I guess so. Well, at least it’s cold.”


Bent popped the can open, took a sip, then held it up as if in a toast and said, “Thank you very much.”


Kotter seated himself in a small chair, the old aluminum-framed kind that belonged at a Formica-topped kitchen table.


“Well,” he said quietly, nodding his head. He was silent a moment, nervous, obviously not used to having guests. “I sure do appreciate you comin’ out with me like this.”


“No problem at all. It’s what I do. In fact, I’ve had to—”


Clumping footsteps hurried toward them from the other end of the trailer, and in a moment Nattie Kotter appeared in the living room.


She was a slight woman, short, even bony. Her short, mussed hair was a mousey light brown and she wore no makeup on her pale, gaunt face. She wore a plain, shapeless avocado-green housedress and tan slipper shoes on her feet.


She stopped in the middle of the living room, her fingers waggling nervously at her side as she stared at Bent with a rather befuddled expression on her face, her wide brown eyes taking him in as if he were a ghost she’d stumbled across.


“Mr. Nuh-Noble?” she asked nervously.


Bent stood, smiled, and held out his hand, palm up, as he said “Mrs. Kotter, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


She moved forward cautiously, as if she were afraid of him, and put her hand in his. He squeezed it gently, still smiling, then let go.


“Your husband told me all about you this morning, and I’ve been very anxious to meet you,” he said with a nod.


She said, almost in a whisper, “Well, you have no idea what a… I mean, I’ve been reading your work for… it’s just that I think you’re the best reporter in… well, in the whole wide world, I s’pose!” She spread her arms suddenly as she finished, then let them slap at her sides as she grinned. A lower front tooth was missing, leaving a black, rectangular gap, and as she grinned, the cracks in her chapped lips opened to reveal a glistening, pale pink.


“Well, thank you very much,” Bent said, still smiling. “That’s high praise indeed. I see you collect the Global Inquisitor.”


Her eyes widened even more, as if she were shocked that he might think otherwise. “I keep every issue.”


“That’s very flattering.”


“So… so, um…” Her nervous hands joined before her.“… you got my letters?”


“Yes, I did, Mrs. Kotter, and I’m afraid I owe you an apology. Things have been extra busy at the office and I just haven’t had a second to do anything. I hope you understand.”


“Of course, of course, I know you’re a busy man.”


“Well, there’s little excuse for not responding to your kind letters. But—” He pointed a finger to the ceiling. “—I’m here now, and I’ve come to hear your story. In fact—” He turned to the sofa and sat down again. “—I’ve brought a tape recorder to catch every word you have to say to me.”


Her eyes widened even farther and her mouth opened and closed as if she were a fish. For a moment Bent thought she would collapse on the old, worn brown and orange carpet in a heap of thinly disguised bones.


“You’ve really come to, um… you want to hear what I have to say?” she sputtered. “About, um… Liberace?” She spoke the performer’s name the way fanatical Christians speak the name Jesus Christ.


“Exactly,” Bent replied with a nod. “I listened to everything your husband had to say, and I must admit, I was very intrigued by the story. I mean, by the messages he said you were receiving from the late Liberace. I spoke with my editor and he was thrilled. You see, we get countless Elvis stories, but Liberace… well, I have to say he has been sadly ignored, although his fans are innumerable.”


“His fans are what?” Nattie asked, frowning slightly.


“Well, I mean, um… you can’t count the number of people who still have a great deal of affection for him and devotion to him even though he’s passed on.”


Nattie’s face split into a broad grin and her head began to nod frantically. “Yes—yes—yes. You understand! Yes, that’s exactly the problem. No one realizes how many of us there are. I mean, how many of Liberace’s fans—he calls us his ‘dear ones’—there really are. Yes—yes, you really do understand.”


“Well, why don’t you come over here, Mrs. Kotter,” Bent said, moving his camera and recorder to make space for her on the sofa, “and sit down so you can tell me your story.”


She placed four fingertips over her mouth as her brows rose and said, “Oh… oh, well…” She approached the sofa cautiously, seated herself at the opposite end with the fingers still over her mouth, and faced him, looking embarrassed.


Bent removed the small recorder from its case and turned to Nattie Kotter. “Now, what I would like you to do is tell me everything that’s happened—I mean everything regarding the messages you’ve received from Liberace—in your own words. When you’re ready to start, I’ll turn on my recorder and get every word on tape. That sound okay to you?”


She nodded, closed her eyes a moment, then opened them and said quietly, “I’m ready.”


“Okay. Be sure to speak up so we can hear you on the tape.”


“Oh, yeah, sure.” She closed her eyes again for a brief moment, hands folded in her lap, then opened them and smiled and said in a clear voice, “Okay, I’m ready.”


Bent hit the record button and held the recorder in his lap, then said, “Go ahead.”


Nattie’s eyes turned toward the ceiling, she opened her mouth wide and took in a deep breath, then began: “He’s been talkin’ to me for a little over eight months, or so. Pretty much since we moved here in this trailer. Liberace, I mean. He’s the one’s been talkin’ to me.”


Bent asked, “When Liberace speaks to you, what does he say?”


“What does he say? Um, well… lots of things, but the one thing he keeps telling me, over and over and over again, is that I should tell you—nobody but you—what I’ve been seeing through my telescope.”


“Your… telescope?”


“Yeah. My telescope.”


“Do you mean things like… well, um, UFOs?”


“Oh, no—no—no! None of that crazy stuff. See, I won my telescope in a drawing! In the back of your paper! Only thing I ever won in my life. It’s somethin’ to pass the time. I can look up at the stars… or into the desert. That’s what I usually do. Look in the desert. That’s how I see the things I see.”


Kotter suddenly leaned forward in his chair and said—rather loudly so that he would be picked up by the recorder—“She goes out almost every night, ’cause she don’t sleep very well. Nattie spends a lotta time lookin’ through that thing.”


She nodded and said, “Yeah, that’s right. I do spend a lot of time lookin’ through it.”


“And what did you see that Liberace thought you should tell me about?”


“The Satanists.”


There was a long silence; she said nothing more, as if waiting for Bent to respond.


“You saw Satanists?”


“I saw’em. Yes. I saw ’em sacrificing children.”


“Children?”


“Sometimes even babies. Out in the desert.”


“How, um… how did you know they were Satanists?”


“They were wearing black robes with hoods. And they had a fire. With an altar.”


Bent’s eyebrows went up as the corners of his mouth went down, and he thought, Yeah, sounds like Satanists to me, I guess.


“They’re evil, Mr. Noble,” Nattie Kotter said. “That’s why Liberace keeps tellin’ me to tell you about them. Because they’re evil. What they’re doin’ is wrong. Little children, and sometimes even babies. You have to report it. And stop it!”


With the thumb and forefinger of his right hand, Bent rubbed his eyes. He’d come to hear about a woman who was refusing her husband oral sex because Liberace had told her to, but now he was getting some story about Satanists sacrificing babies and children in the desert. He pulled his hand away and asked, “What, um… what about the things Liberace told you about you and your husband? I mean, about the kind of things you do together… in bed?”


Her back stiffened and her head shot back. “That is not what’s important, Mr. Noble!” she said sharply. “I told you about that in my first letters because I wanted you to know Liberace was communicating with me, talking to me. What’s important is what’s been goin’ on out in that desert. He’s very upset about it, and so am I. And he says you’re the only person who can help.”


“I’m sorry,” Bent said. “I’m very sorry. Please understand that I came here not knowing what story I was going to be hearing. So I’m just sort of… well, I’m groping, know what I mean?”


Nattie Kotter took a deep breath as she closed her eyes for a moment, then she smiled at Bent and said, “Yes, yes, I understand. Really. I do. The story Liberace wants you to write is the one I just told you—about the Satanists. What David and I do—” She glanced at him. “—well, that’s private.”


Kotter diverted his gaze, embarrassed.


Trying not to sound reluctant, Bent said, “Okay. I won’t write about that.” He closed his eyes a moment and bowed his head, thinking about the laborious drive to the trailer, thinking about the reason he’d come out here—that juicy anti-blow-job advice from Liberace—and became very depressed. Then he lifted his head and opened his eyes, smiling, and continued the interview. “So, exactly how does Liberace speak to you?”


She frowned. “How do you mean?”


“I mean, does he show you things? Does he appear to you? Do you just… hear his voice!”


“Well, I don’t exactly hear his voice. It’s more like I, um, I feel it. In my head. It’s almost like a thought, but not my own thought. It’s like a thought somebody else has put there.”


“And you think it’s Liberace? How can you be sure?”


“Because it’s his voice in my head. He has a very distinctive voice, y’know. Surely you’d know Liberace’s voice if you heard it, wouldn’t you, Mr. Noble?”


Bent’s eyebrows rose again and he pressed a knuckle to his closed lips, thinking, How do you know it wasn’t Rich Little? Then he felt bad for thinking such a thing. Nattie Kotter looked so sincere, so sad, and… well, so undeniably crazy that he felt guilty for such a smart-ass thought and felt bad for her at the same time. Of course, a subject’s craziness had never stopped the Inquisitor from getting a story before… and that made him feel a little worse, as it always, always did.


But it’s better than blood, he thought as he said, “Yes, I think I would. Okay, Mrs. Kotter, why don’t you tell me about the things you’ve seen through your telescope.”


“Well, they’ve sacrificed children, like I said. Babies, too. With knives. Big knives. Then they put ’em on a big fire and burn ’em up while they do some… well, it’s like a worshiping… bowing sorta thing… walkin’ around in a circle and holdin’ hands.”


“Would you mind showing me your telescope?”


“Oh, sure, sure.” She stood from the sofa immediately and beckoned him to follow her.


Bent took his recorder with him as he stood, and Kotter followed him out of the trailer.


They went behind the trailer, where a telescope stood on a three-foot-tall tripod in front of a worn old lawn chair. It was aimed into the vast desert that stretched out behind the trailer like a dirty worn-out old blanket.


“This is it,” Nattie Kotter said, gesturing toward the telescope. “This is how I saw’em.”


“Through this telescope?” Bent asked, his recorder in hand, still catching every word.


“Yep. Right through here.”


“May I?” Bent asked, leaning toward the telescope.


“Go right ahead.”


Through the telescope, Bent could see for what appeared to be miles. The distant desert rushed toward him, became close, as if he were standing very, very far from the trailer and right in the middle of the barren, dry, and lonely nowhere that, an instant before, had surrounded them at a distance. But the rocks, bushes, and squat trees were distorted by the heat vapors rising from the desert floor, seeming to quiver this way and that, as if he were looking at them after having a bit too much to drink.


“And it was through this telescope, in this position, that you saw the Satanists?” he asked, moving away from the scope.


“Yes. Oh, yes, yes, that’s exactly how I saw them. I don’t, uh… well, I gotta admit, I don’t know it was that exact position, but… it was out there somewhere.”


He waited a moment, then hit the stop button on the recorder. He turned to Nattie Kotter with a smile and said, “I think that’s all I need.”


“That’s all?” she asked in a whimper, clearly disappointed. “I mean, don’tcha wanna take some pictures’re somethin’? That’s all? You just record a few things an’ leave?”


Bent clenched his teeth a moment, thinking hard and fast. “Well, you see, the Inquisitor is interested in pictures of the actual focus of the story… which would be, of course, either the Satanists or… or Liberace himself. But the Satanists aren’t there at the moment and… well, you said Liberace doesn’t appear to you, so…” He shrugged, not knowing what else to say.


“Then you should see my Liberace room.”


“Your Liberace room?”


“Yes, my Liberace room! It’s inside.”


“Well, you didn’t say anything about a Lib—”


She grabbed his hand and began pulling him back around the trailer, saying excitedly, “C’mon! And get your camera ready!”


They went back inside, and on their way through the living room, he grabbed his camera, keeping his recorder slung over his shoulder.


Down the narrow hall and to their left, he glanced into a room that was obviously their bedroom. It was a mess and emitted a stuffy smell, like old laundry.


Nattie Kotter pulled him to the right into what had apparently been intended as a second bedroom, but which had been converted into a dim, claustrophobic shrine. The walls were covered with pictures, posters and clippings the way walls are usually covered with wallpaper.


There were countless signed photographs of Liberace, the kind of publicity photos that celebrities send out with form letters in response to letters from their fans. There were also enormous posters of movies in which Liberace had either appeared or starred: Footlight Varieties, The Loved One, Sincerely Yours, South Sea Sinner, and When the Boys Meet the Girls. (That last one made Bent smirk.) And, tacked on the walls sloppily on every side, there were dozens and dozens of snapshots of Nattie and David in Las Vegas at Liberace’s museum standing beside his pianos and cars and rows and rows of fur coats hanging on racks.


Then, arranged haphazardly around the room on tables and shelves, there were pieces of Liberace memorabilia. Liberace plates, Liberace figurines—some depicting him standing, others taking a bow, and still others seated at the piano, all with his trademark rings depicted in painstaking detail—Liberace ashtrays, coffee mugs and drinking glasses, Liberace pillows, and many, many more. There was even a darkened, unplugged Liberace lava lamp with the pianist himself emblazoned on the side, grinning from his trademark grand piano.


In one comer of the room, decorated with nothing, was a simple old wooden rocking chair, nicked and scratched on the arms and legs.


“This is where it happens,” Nattie Kotter said.


“Where… what happens?” Bent asked.


“Where he speaks to me. I come in here sometimes, just to sit and read, y’know. Sometimes I come in here to read your stuff! This is where I read the Inquisitor! And sometimes… sometimes I come in here just to look at him.”


“And this room is the only place where Liberace speaks to you, um… inside your head?”


She rolled her eyes and said, “Yeah, I know it sounds crazy. But if it was crazy, would you be here right now? Asking me these questions?”


Bent shook his head slowly. “No, I suppose not. And this is where he told you to contact me about the Satanists?”


“Yes. Well… his mother sorta pushed him to do it. She didn’t like what was going on.”


“I understand his mother was a good woman.”


Her face became indignant. “She was a saint!” she said quietly, but with great feeling.


“And so Liberace told you that if you told me about what was happening… about the Satanists… then his mother would relax about the—”


Kotter poked him in the back hard and Bent stiffened.


“—then his mother would feel better about what was happening because someone would know,” he finished with a quiet gulp.


Nattie Kotter nodded rapidly. “Yes, yes. Someone who could spread the word, who could put it in print and tell everyone!”


“I see.” He nodded again.


“Well,” she said, rather impatiently, “aren’t you gonna take pictures? I mean, this is where it happens, y’know!”


“Yes, yes, of course.” He removed his camera from its case and snapped several shots of the room from all angles. The last two pictures he took were of Dave and Nattie Kotter standing in the corner of the Liberace room, their faces sad even though they were trying to smile. When he was done, he turned to her and smiled. “Well, I think that’s all I need.”


“So you’ll print my story?”


“Well, that sort of thing is up to my editor.”


“What does that mean? That you’re not gonna print my story?”


“You have to understand, Mrs. Kotter, that that sort of thing is entirely up to my editor. I have no say in the matter. He decides.”


She pressed her lips together so hard that they turned white, then spun around and hurried away from them, leaving the room to cross the hall. She went into the bedroom and slammed the door hard.


Bent turned to Kotter. “I’m very sorry.”


Kotter shook his head. “Don’t you worry ’bout it, Mr. Noble. That’s just the way my wife is. You did all you came to do, and I ‘preciate it. You want a ride back, now?”


“Yes, please.”


Kotter smiled, nodded, and Bent got his things as they headed out of the trailer and toward the car…
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The ride back was a silent one. Kotter’s silence seemed to come from embarrassment. But Bent’s came from constant twinges of guilt. He’d felt those twinges before, but he had not yet gotten used to them enough to ignore them. He knew others who had reached that point—other reporters at the Inquisitor—and who had reached it in a lot less time. It was taking longer for Bent. But that did not matter all that much because… it was still better than the blood… and the pain.


The pain was far, far worse. It was darker than the blackest shadow and when it engulfed him, as it had so often in the last years of his previous job, nothing else existed.


He’d worked the police beat for The New York Times and had seen the worst of everything. Murders, suicides, murder-suicides, gang-related killings, a few serial killings that included everything from necrophilia to cannibalism, things that stretched the human imagination beyond tolerance and made the mind recoil with revulsion. It didn’t take long for him to start thinking of New York City as nothing more than an enormous open grave waiting to be filled, because it was populated by three kinds of people: inhuman monsters, brutalized corpses, and living bodies that were simply standing in line waiting to become brutalized corpses.


When he started the job in 1980, he wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but like the others he worked with, he managed to build a shell around himself fairly quickly and learned to look at the horrible things he saw as if they were nothing more than special effects in a movie.


Aside from the usual rapes and shootings and gang violence, which made up a large percentage of the stories he covered, there were other things… like the things some people, usually drunk or on drugs, did to their children or to the children playing directly in the crossfire when a drug deal went sour. He heard a lot of hateful shouting, pained screaming, and too often saw blood spilled on sidewalks.


But it was his job, and he had the shell he’d developed around him for protection. Then he met Cami.


It was during their courtship that his job became the most tolerable. He was able to look at those horrible sights and block them out with thoughts of Cami: her beautiful smiling face; those sly, intelligent, green eyes; that short auburn hair that bounced ever so slightly when she walked. He knew that it was Cami he would be seeing at the end of the day (or the night, depending on which shift he was working), and not the ugly violence and blood and death he saw on the police beat.


Bent could find nothing about her that was not infinitely lovable. There was a childish innocence about her that mixed with her maturity and intelligence and drove, him wild. She was a photo-journalist who often had to take pictures of the very same sick and horrific things Bent saw in his work day after day. But in spite of that, she had something about her that kept her from being pulled down by what she’d seen. She always told him it was her belief in god that kept her going, her belief in a god who had a reason for everything and who would bring justice to everyone in the end, especially to those responsible for the crimes they saw in their work. While Bent came home angry some nights, wishing he could find the perpetrator of the horrible crimes he’d seen that day and kill him himself with his own bare hands, Cami separated herself from feelings of revenge and hatred, confident that her god would see that justice was done in the end. She attended church every week, but was not self-righteous about her beliefs. She treated everyone equally and did not care in the least whether or not they shared her beliefs. She did not shun anyone due to behavior or lifestyle; she did not cast a disapproving eye on anyone because of words spoken or deeds done. She told Bent again and again that that was not her job; she said that was god’s duty alone, and for her to take it upon herself to judge or punish would be to put herself in the place of god, which would be blasphemous.


In Bent’s eyes, she was pretty damned near perfect, and he wished more than anything that he could share her feelings. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t. There were times when he wanted to kill the people who created the mayhem he covered every day—times when he thought such actions would be undeniably just—and times when he thought that if he couldn’t kill them, then someone should. But Cami remained true to her beliefs. He envied her that, even though he’d seen things that made it very hard to believe in a god who was waiting around for Judgment Day to make things right. Though he didn’t understand them, he loved her for her purity and kindness and her ability to forgive and to let go.


But they’d had their arguments over their differences in philosophy. He’d had plenty of questions to throw at her.


Who knows when Judgment Day will be, so what about now? What about right here? Right here in the streets of this city? And so many other cities where people are killed, tortured, and mutilated for no other reason than that some pervert gets his kicks from it?


Cami was never able to answer his questions. She only said, “I can’t speak for god. All I know is that when the time comes, He’ll make things right.”


He admired her faith, but could not—no matter how hard he tried—share it. He had seen too many things that denied the existence of a caring god, too many things that shouted, We’re on our own here, folks! But that could not make a dent in his feelings for Cami. Her undying faith only made him love her more.


They were married by Cami’s pastor in his small study. Neither of them had family remotely close to New York, so their marriage was witnessed by a friend of Cami’s and a close friend of Bent’s from work, Stephen Colloway.


After their marriage, Bent was happier than he’d ever thought possible. Of course, at that time, no one called him Bent. He was Bentley to everyone he knew well.


But that was before his life changed… before he began to work at a paper that thrived on the stories of the mentally ill and made money from those ignorant enough to believe them.


That was before he came home with flowers one night, after four wonderful years Of marriage, with a smile and a happy, romantic disposition, looking forward to taking his beautiful wife to bed moments after he walked in the door, only to find a nightmare waiting for him… only to find that someone else had taken her to bed first…


The front door had been broken open. He found Cami sprawled on the bed naked, stabbed and sliced countless times all over her body, including her face and vagina. Sprawled and dead. For no reason at all.


He’d gone on with his job after a vacation that he had cut short, trying hard to forget about what he’d found in the apartment that day. He changed apartments, too, to avoid seeing that bloody image he saw every time he entered the bedroom; even though it had been cleaned away, it was always there, every time he went in, soaking the sheets and speckling the walls, so he had to move.


But in spite of the move, in spite of how hard he tried to forget, every time he covered a story about a sick and senseless murder, a sliced-up body that obviously had been dwelled upon and enjoyed by the killer, he broke down; he was unable to write an objective piece, unable to cover the story because of the blood that was splattered all over the walls… so very like what he’d found in his apartment that day he’d come home with flowers… roses, blood red roses… so very like what had been done so mercilessly to the flesh of his wife… to the woman he loved…


That was about the time he’d started to drink. It helped a lot. It numbed his mind to the things he had to see again and again in his work and muted the feelings that roiled up in him like vomit. But it did something else, too. It made him dependent on alcohol. It wasn’t long before he realized that if he didn’t drink, he began to shake and quiver and have desperate thoughts that didn’t seem to be his own. He began to feel as if his teeth might fall out if he didn’t have a drink, as if his very bones would melt and he would suck his own tongue down his throat like a raw oyster unless he had a drink… right now!


Finally, the drinking began to interfere with his work and it wasn’t long before he was fired. After that, he did what he knew best: he drank.


He had an inheritance tucked away. His mother had died when he was a child, but his father, who had been the owner of a chain of fast-food restaurants, had died a couple years before and had left him a good chunk of money. Some of it had been spent while Cami was alive; they’d gone on a couple of trips and bought a few toys. The rest, however, Bent had set aside for a rainy day. Well, it seemed to be raining cats and dogs right then, so Bent lived on that for a while… or, rather, he drank on that for a while.


Bent slept little during those months; the nightmares were too vivid.


He awoke one morning to find someone in his apartment. It was Stephen Colloway, Coll to everybody at work. They’d hit it off as soon as Bent had gotten the job, and Coll was the only person from work Bent saw socially, and one of the few people he could genuinely call his friend.


Coll’s thin wrinkles and graying hair made him look older than he really was. He was the boss’s baby, a hot reporter who cracked open stories with a pad, pen, and tape recorder like a wrecking ball cracked open buildings. He had a deep voice that could be very intimidating; in fact, when Coll got angry, that voice sometimes unsettled Bent, even though the anger wasn’t directed at him. Most of the time, though, that resonant voice sounded comforting, as if it were coming from the professor with the most tenure at the most prestigious university in the world.


Coll was kneeling beside the sofa, where Bent was sprawled with an empty vodka bottle lying on his chest. When he opened his eyes, he had to blink them several times to bring the face into focus through the pounding in his head.


“You’re killing yourself,” Coll said simply in that deep, rich voice. “You’ll be dead soon, you don’t stop this shit.” He nodded toward the bottle.


Bent gave him a crooked smile and slurred, “Really? How soon, you think?”


Coll shook his head. “Uh-uh. I’m not gonna let that happen. Listen. The Times is willing to take you back if you get off the booze. You’re good and they know it. They want you, you hear what I’m saying?”


Bent shook his head sloppily. “Can’t do it. No more. No more dead bodies… blood… cut-up people… no more a’that… not after Cami.” He looked up at Coll with bleary eyes. “Y-you know what blood smuh-smells like, don’t you?” he slurred.


Coll closed his eyes a moment and nodded. He’d covered plenty of those stories, too.


“Well… do you know how l-luh-long I’ve had that smell in my nuh-nostrils? J-just stuh-sticking there? Like somebody puh-painted the insides of ’em with it and… and it just stayed there… like it w-was always fruh-fresh?”


Coll nodded at the bottle and said, “That’s not the way to let go of it, Bentley. I know.”


“What, you think I’m tryin’ to leggo?” Bent asked with an ugly, wet laugh. “I’m jus’ tryin’ t’black it out, is all. An’ this’s workin’. So… thanks, Coll, thanks for the, y’know, the c’sidera-tion, but… I’m jus’ fine the way I a-am.”


“Okay, then.” Coll stood. “I’m having you put in a hospital. A place where they’ll make you stop this shit whether you like it or not” He still spoke quietly, but very firmly.


Bent struggled into a sitting position. “Whuh-what?”


“I’m gonna make you stop this whether you want to or not.”


Bent frowned. “I c’n stop drinkin’ anytime I want.”


Coll folded his arms, grinned, and laughed. “That’s a good one. Listen, there’s something you don’t know about me. I’m an alcoholic.” He said it casually, as if telling Bent what sign he was born under. “And if there’s one thing I know in this world, it’s this: You can’t stop drinking whenever you want! Not once you’ve gotten to the place you’re at. No, sir. Listen, you don’t wanna go back to work at the Times, fine. But if you don’t stop this shit, you’re gonna be out on the street pissing in gutters in six months or less. You’ll be eating bland, mushy food in missions and begging strangers for change. Believe me. I know. Now, if you don’t wanna go to the hospital, that’s okay. But you’re gonna stop this. And I’ll help you. ’Cause you can’t do it alone. Nobody can do it alone. But… if you don’t want me to help you stop, I’ll make you stop.” Again, he spoke as casually as if he were talking about the latest movie he’d seen. “It won’t be easy. In fact, you’ll go through hell. But I want you to do it now so you don’t go through the hell I did.”


And Coll was true to his word. He took time off work so he could stay with Bent through the shakes and the vomiting—and oh, dear god, they were bad, so bad, shaking as if his body were experiencing its own personal earthquake, and projectile vomiting that made The Exorcist look like a training film for expectant mothers. Coll held him when he thought he was going to die if he didn’t have a drink right now, when Bent got to the point where he was so sick he began to think it couldn’t possibly be withdrawals, it had to something serious, some sickness he’d contracted that would kill him if he didn’t get help right away, like maybe he was having a stroke or… god, AIDS, what if he had AIDS!


Coll had brought with him a sizable bottle of twenty-five-milligram Librium capsules, which he had obtained without the benefit of a prescription, and he gave Bent three or four at a time every three or four hours, sometimes more than that—and more often than that, if necessary. It was often necessary.


The Librium helped a little, but Bent still couldn’t hold still for more than a few minutes at a time, his whole body vibrating, couldn’t stop breaking into chilled shivers, then into a sweat, then into shivers again, couldn’t stop growling profanities at Coll, calling him every obscene name he could think of for putting him through such agony, threatening to kill him when it was all over, kill him with his bare hands for doing it to him.


“Wish I could take the blame for it, friend,” Coll always said quietly, unfazed, speaking in that deep, authoritative voice. “Wish I could.”


Finally, when it all began to calm down, when the worst part of it was over—“the Lost Weekend part,” Bent had always referred to it since—he had Coll to call up on the phone when he got the urge. He went to AA meetings with Coll and had long talks over coffee in smoke-clouded halls with others like him who had spent long nights thinking the world would end if they didn’t get their hands on some liquor.


During that time, he and Coll became very close. He’d had no idea that Coll was an alcoholic—not someone as solid and self-assured as he had always seemed—and their shared addiction ended up making them close friends.


Finally, when he was clear enough to decide what to do with himself, Bent decided he not only did not want to work for the Times, he didn’t want to work for any paper that might require him to cover a story about a dead, bloated body, about somebody who had eaten part of his victim… about someone who lay sprawled on a bed, cut and slashed to death for no reason whatsoever other than to satisfy the twisted cravings and urges of some monster in a human disguise.


In fact, Bent decided he’d even rather do something as unethical as making the stories up himself than to have to look at any of those things again.


And that was what had led him to the Global Inquisitor in Los Angeles, a place much brighter and more open than the murky, savage, claustrophobic cage of New York City. Los Angeles had about it an odd unreality that was comforting, that made Bent feel—in spite of the fact that plenty of monsters in human disguise lurked there, too—that he was in a vast, surreal amusement park, a place of fantasy and even safety.


But he kept in touch with Coll, who, not much later, fell upon his star-making story. It was a serial killer who had been dubbed “The Toolbox Killer,” after a bad slasher film of the same name, because he’d apparently worked his way into women’s apartments in the guise of a handyman, and then had gone about raping, torturing, and killing them with the equipment in his toolbox, and not necessarily in that order.


Coll had been assigned to the story, and he’d been the first reporter to establish a pattern, the only reporter to receive a letter from the killer… then another, and another… then a phone call from the killer, and a few after that. And after all the information he’d provided for the police from the things the killer had told him, Coll was the first reporter to get in on the actual capture of “The Toolbox Killer,” who turned out to be a small, sweaty, balding man with Coke-bottle glasses and a large, hairy mole on his chin.


After that, Coll began a book about the killer, and when it sold for a six-figure advance, he said so long to The New York Times, and to the city as well, moving to the one place he’d always dreamed of living: San Francisco, California. There, he worked freelance, writing a sequel to his first book—after more in-depth research, he’d discovered that “The Toolbox Killer” actually had been part of a strange cult, a sort of “killers’ club”—and others after that, all of which were drawn to the bestseller list like magnets.


Now and then, Bent spotted him on Oprah or Geraldo, discussing the latest story he’d covered in his latest bestseller for audiences that thrived on snipers, rapists, Satanic cults, and serial killers.


Meanwhile, it was a bit of a compromise for Bent to move to a tabloid; he still had to cover stories, just as before—he didn’t exactly make them up himself—but they were the kind of stories he might as well have made up anyway. And, of course, they weren’t the respectable stories Coll was turning into best-selling books. They were stories about Elvis sightings and alien abductions and women that gave birth to their own grandfathers and, of course—


—messages from Liberace.


“Well, thanks again, Mr. Nob—I mean, Bent,” Kotter said.


Bent realized suddenly, a bit startled, that they had stopped, and when he looked out the window, he saw that they had stopped in front of his building.


Bent blinked his eyes several times and said, “Oh, oh, yes, thank you, too, David, thank you very much.” He reached over and shook the man’s hand, smiling. “Please give your wife my regards and tell her I’ll do my very best to get her story in the paper.”


“I really ‘preciate it, Bent. Very much. You take care of yourself, okay?”


“I’ll do my best, David, my very best.”


Once in the building, going up the elevator, he checked his watch. It was a quarter after three. At least he was early, but he wasn’t looking forward to what Fleck was going to say about the story… or, rather, the non-story.


Once upstairs, he headed straight for Fleck’s office, sat down before his desk, and told him the whole story.


“Okay, fine,” Fleck said, his thick fingers drumming on the desktop. “But the story the man came to you with was that his wife wouldn’t give him head because Liberace told her not to, isn’t that right?”


“Yes, but what she really wanted to—”


“Then that’s the story we write.”


“Yeah, but, Fleck… she told me she didn’t want me to write that. She said she wanted me to report on these Satanists out in the desert who were sacri—”


“Yeah, yeah, okay, fine, maybe we can use that as a follow-up. But for now, we go with the blow jobs. I mean, can you imagine the headline? Do you know what we have here?” He laughed thickly. “We’re talkin’ one of the world’s flashiest, most famous—not to mention dead!—cocksuckers telling a woman that she shouldn’t be takin’ her husband’s dick into her mouth! You know what that is? That’s good stuff, that’s what that is!”


“But she asked that I not go into their sex lives in the—”


“What’re we talkin’ here, people who live in a trailer? In the desert? A guy who can’t get work? What’re they gonna do, sue us? These people can’t afford bologna, not to mention mayonnaise! Where the hell they gonna get a lawyer, huh? Okay, so I want you to write it up. On my desk by tomorrow morning so we can make next week’s cover. ’Cause this is a cover story, whether you like it or not. You did get pictures, right? I mean, of the two of’em?”


Bent thought about it a moment, considered saying no. But he knew that if he did, Fleck would just send him back out there to the desert to take some. “Yeah. I got pictures.”


“Great, great. They’ll look good on the cover beneath the headline.” He chuckled. “‘DEAD AIDS VICTIM LIBERACE TELLS WOMAN TO AVOID ORAL SEX!’ Huh? Huh? Sound good? Or, um, or maybe, um, ‘LIBERACE’S GHOST BEGS WOMAN NOT TO BLOW IT LIKE HE DID!’” He laughed and it sounded like someone rapidly pounding a plaster wall with a hammer.


“Yeah, well… I don’t approve.”


“You don’t approve. You don’t approve!” Fleck leaned across the desk and said quietly, “I don’t approve of this whole fuckin’ paper, Bent. You kidding? You think this is my idea of a respectable career, something I can be proud of? Get real. But I’ve got a good paying job, and so do you, so you’d better start thinkin’ the same way I do. Otherwise, you might end up in a little trailer out in the desert drinkin’ generic colas yourself, know what I mean?”


Bent sighed, chewing his lip. Fleck was right; he had a job, and he had to keep it. But he had to sleep with himself, too. “Tell you what, Fleck. I’ll compromise.”


Fleck squinted, cocked his head and said, in a high, pinched voice, “Huh? What’re you talkin’ about, compromise?”


“I’m serious about this, Fleck, no screwing around, okay? I’ll put both in the story… the blow jobs and the Satanists. But only if you put both in the headline. Okay? I’m serious, Fleck. All I’m asking is that you dilute it a little. These people don’t need any more pain than they already have.”


Fleck’s jaw moved back and forth a few times before he gave a single slight nod. But even though Bent waited for him to speak, he said nothing. Just smirked, looking Bent directly in the eyes.


“Okay then,” Bent said, “it’ll be on your desk in the morning.”


“Wonderful, wonderful,” Fleck growled happily. “Now, see? You got a great cover story and we didn’t even have to pay for the gas to get out in the fuckin’ desert, and it’s only the middle of the afternoon.”


Bent bowed his head slightly, deciding not to tell Fleck he’d given David Kotter gas money from his own pocket. He knew how tight the Kotters were, and he didn’t like the idea of them paying for a stupid trip that was going to end up hurting them anyway, as it turned out.


“Now,” Fleck said, “let’s not forget, we’ve got a meeting with Barbedwire Burgercunt at four. Be there. On time.”


“I’ll be there at three fifty-five,” Bent said, standing.


Fleck stood, too, came around the desk, and put an arm around his shoulders, patting him heartily. “That’s my boy!” He laughed. “You know why I’m so hard on you, don’t you? Because you’re my best. My best! See you at four.”


Bent left the office, thinking, Yeah, see you in hell.
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