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Prologue





  Jenson grabbed the radio mike. His thumb froze on the speak button. He looked again at the upstairs window of the old, Victorian house across the street, and saw only the sheen of the moon on the glass pane. He lowered the mike to his lap.




  Then a beam of light again flashed inside the dark house.




  He raised the mike to his mouth. He forced his thumb down on the button. ‘Jenson to headquarters.’




  ‘Headquarters, go ahead.’




  ‘We’ve got a prowler in Beast House.’




  ‘Ten-nine, Dan. What’s the matter with you? Speak up.’




  ‘I said we’ve got a prowler in Beast House!’




  ‘Jeezus! You’d better go in.’




  ‘Send me a back-up.’




  ‘Sweeny’s ten-seven.’




  ‘So phone him, for Christsake! He never eats anyplace but the Welcome Inn. Phone him.’




  ‘Just go in, Jenson.’




  ‘I’m not going inside that fucking place alone. You get Sweeny out here, or we can forget the whole thing.’




  ‘I’ll try to raise Sweeny. You stay put, and keep an eye on the place if you’re too yellow to go in. And watch your language on the airways, buddy.’




  ‘Ten-four.’




  Patrolman Dan Jenson put down his radio mike and looked at the distant upstairs window. He saw no sign of the flashlight. His eyes moved to other windows, to the hooded darkness of the balcony over the porch, to the windows of the room with the peaked roof, then back again.




  There, in the nearest window, the slim white beam of a flashlight made a quick curlicue and vanished. Jenson felt his skin shrivel as if spiders were scurrying up his back. He rolled up his window. With his elbow, he punched down the lock button of his door. The spiders didn’t go away.




  Inside the house, the boy was trying hard not to cry as his father pulled him by the arm from one dark room to the next.




  ‘See? Nothing here. Do you see anything?’




  ‘No,’ the boy whimpered.




  ‘No ghost, no boogie man, no monster?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘All right.’




  ‘Can we go?’ the boy asked.




  ‘Not yet, young man. We haven’t seen the attic yet.’




  ‘She said it’s locked.’




  ‘We’ll get in.’




  ‘No. Please.’




  ‘The monster might be waiting for us in the attic, right? Now where was that?’ He pulled open a hall door and shined his flashlight inside. The beam illuminated an empty closet. Roughly, he pulled the boy behind him towards a door farther up the narrow corridor.




  ‘Dad, let’s go home.’




  ‘Afraid the beast will get you?’ The father laughed bitterly. ‘We’re not stepping outside this cruddy old house until you admit there is no beast. I won’t have a son of mine cowering and whimpering his way through life, jumping at shadows, afraid of the dark.’




  ‘There is a beast,’ the boy insisted.




  ‘Show it to me.’




  ‘The guide, she said . . .’




  ‘The guide handed us a load of bull. That’s her job. You’ve gotta learn to know bull when it smacks you in the face, young man. Monsters are bull. Ghosts and goblins and witches are bull. And so is the beast.’ He grabbed a knob, jerked open the door, and swung the beam of his flashlight inside. The staircase was a steep, narrow tunnel leading upward to a closed door.




  ‘Come on.’




  ‘No. Please, Dad.’




  ‘Don’t no me.’




  The boy tried to free his arm from his father’s grip, but couldn’t. He began to cry.




  ‘Stop blubbering, you little chicken.’




  ‘I want to go home.’




  The man shook him violently. ‘We-are-going-up-those-stairs. The sooner we get into the attic and look for this monster of yours, the sooner we’ll leave here. But not a minute earlier, do you hear me?’




  ‘Yes,’ the boy managed.




  ‘Okay. Let’s go.’




  At his father’s side, he started up the stairs. The wooden steps groaned and squeaked. The flashlight made a bright, small disc on each stair as they climbed. A halo surrounded the disc, dimly lighting their legs and the walls, and the next few stairs.




  ‘Dad!’




  ‘Quiet.’




  The disc of light swung up the stairway and made a spot on the attic door high above them.




  The boy wanted to sniff, but was afraid to make a sound. He let the warm fluid roll down to his upper lip, then licked it away. It tasted salty.




  ‘See,’ the father whispered. ‘We’re almost . . .’




  From above them came a sound like a sniffing dog.




  The man’s hand flinched, squeezing pain into his son’s arm. The boy took a single step backward, probing for the stair behind him as the attic door swung slowly open.




  The flashlight beam pushed through empty darkness beyond the door.




  A throaty laugh crept through the silence. It sounded to the boy like the laughter of a very old, dry man.




  But it wasn’t an old man who leapt through the doorway. As the flashlight dropped, its beam lit a snouted, hairless face.




  When the scream came, Dan Jenson knew he couldn’t wait for Sweeny. Pulling his 12-gauge Browning off its mount, he threw open the patrol-car door and leapt to the street. He dashed across it. The ticket booth was lighted by a streetlamp. The big wooden sign above it spelled ‘BEAST HOUSE’ in dripping letters meant to resemble blood.




  He shoved the turnstile. It held fast, so he vaulted it.




  More screams came from the house, screams of pain torn from a child.




  Sprinting up the walkway, Jenson took the porch steps two at a time. He tried the door. Locked. He pumped a cartridge into the shotgun chamber, aimed at the lock face, and pulled the trigger. The 00 shot slammed a hole through the door. He kicked. The door whipped back. He stepped into the foyer.




  From above came tearing sounds and breathless animal grunts.




  Enough moonlight poured through the front windows to show him the foot of the staircase. Grabbing the bannister post, he swung himself on to the stairs. Blackness swallowed him. With one hand on the railing to guide him, he climbed. At the top of the stairs, he stopped and listened. Grunting, snarling sounds came from the left.




  Cocking the shotgun, he jumped into the hallway and whirled to the right, ready to fire.




  All was dark except for a puddle of brightness spilling across the hall floor. It came from the end of a flashlight.




  Jenson wanted that flashlight. Needed it. But it lay far down the hall, close to the black centre of the quick, loud, gasping sounds.




  Shotgun pointed up the hallway, he dashed towards the flashlight, his shoes pounding echoes, his own sharp breaths masking the rasp of the other breathing. Then his foot came down on something round like a club, but soft. Maybe an arm. His other foot kicked a hard object, and he heard its teeth clash shut as he stumbled headlong into the darkness. The shotgun mashed his fingers against the floor.




  Stretching his right arm, he reached the flashlight. He swung its beam in the direction of the grunts.




  The creature loosed its teeth from the nape of the boy’s neck. It turned its head. The skin of its face was white and puffy like the belly of a dead fish. It seemed to smile. It writhed, freeing itself from the boy.




  Jenson dropped the flashlight and tried to raise the shotgun.




  He heard soft, dry laughter, and the beast took him.




  
Chapter One





  1.




  Donna Hayes put down the telephone. She rubbed her trembling, wet hands on the covers, and sat up.




  She had known it would happen. She had expected it, planned for it, dreaded it. Now it was upon her. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour,’ he’d said, ‘but I knew you’d want to be informed immediately. Your husband was released. Yesterday morning. I just found out, myself . . .’




  For a long time, she stared into the darkness of her bedroom, unwilling to swing her feet down to the floor. Darkness began to fade from the room. She could wait no longer.




  The Sunday morning air was like cold water drenching her skin as she stood up. Shivering, she bundled herself into a robe. She stepped across the hallway. From the slow breathing inside the room, she knew that her twelve-year-old daughter still slept.




  She went to the edge of the bed. A small shoulder, covered with yellow flannel, protruded from the top of the covers. Donna cupped it in her hand and gently shook it. Rolling on to her back, the girl opened her eyes. Donna kissed her forehead. ‘Good morning,’ she said.




  The girl smiled. She brushed pale hair away from her eyes and stretched. ‘I was having a dream.’




  ‘Was it a good one?’




  The girl nodded seriously. ‘I had a horse that was white all over, and so big I had to stand on a kitchen chair to get on him.’




  ‘That sounds awfully big.’




  ‘It was a giant,’ she said. ‘How come you’re up so early?’




  ‘I thought you and I might just pack our bags, get in the Maverick, and take ourselves a vacation.’




  ‘A vacation?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘Right now.’




  ‘Wow!’




  It took nearly an hour to wash up, dress, and pack enough clothes for a week away from the apartment. As they carried their luggage down to the carport, Donna fought a strong urge to confide in Sandy, to let the girl know that she would never return, never spend another night in her room or another lazy afternoon at Sorrento Beach, never see her school friends again. With a sense of guilt, Donna kept quiet about it.




  Santa Monica was grey with its usual June morning overcast as Donna backed on to the road. She looked up and down the block. No sign of him. The prison authorities had left him at the San Rafael bus depot yesterday morning at eight. Plenty of time for him to arrive, look up her address, and come for her. But she saw no sign of him.




  ‘Which way do you want to go?’ she asked.




  ‘I don’t care.’




  ‘How about north?’




  ‘What’s north?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘It’s a direction – like south, east, west . . .’




  ‘Mom!’




  ‘Well, there’s San Francisco. We can see if they’ve painted the bridge right. There’s also Portland, Seattle, Juneau, Anchorage, the North Pole.’




  ‘Can we get there in a week?’




  ‘We can take longer, if we want.’




  ‘What about your job?’




  ‘Somebody else can do it while we’re gone.’




  ‘Okay. Let’s go north.’




  The Santa Monica Freeway was nearly deserted. So was the San Diego. The old Maverick did fine, cruising just over sixty. ‘Keep an eye out for Smokey,’ Donna said.




  Sandy nodded. ‘Ten-four, Big Mama.’




  ‘Watch that “Big” stuff.’




  Far below them, the San Fernando Valley was sunny. The smog’s yellow vapour, at this hour, was still a barely noticeable smudge hanging low over the land.




  ‘What can your handle be?’ asked Sandy.




  ‘How about “Mom”?’




  ‘That’s no fun.’




  They nosed down towards the valley, and Donna steered on to the Ventura Freeway. After a while, Sandy asked permission to change the radio station. She turned it to 93 KHJ and listened for an hour before Donna asked for an intermission, and turned the radio off.




  The highway generally followed the coast to Santa Barbara, then cut inland through a wooded pass with a tunnel.




  ‘I’m sure starving,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Okay, we’ll stop pretty soon.’




  They stopped at Denny’s near Santa Maria. They both ordered sausage and eggs. Donna sighed with pleasure as she took her day’s first drink of coffee. Sandy, with a glass of orange juice, mimicked her.




  ‘That bad?’ Donna asked.




  ‘How about “Coffee Mama”?’ Sandy suggested.




  ‘Make it “Java Mama,” and we’ve got a deal.’




  ‘Okay, you’re “Java Mama.”’




  ‘Who are you?’




  ‘You have to name me.’




  ‘How about “Sweetie-Pie”?’




  ‘Mom!’ Sandy looked disgusted.




  Knowing they would have to stop for gas within an hour’s driving, Donna allowed herself three cups of the dark hot coffee with breakfast.




  When Sandy’s plate was clean, Donna asked if she was ready to leave.




  ‘I have to make a pit stop,’ the girl said.




  ‘Where’d you pick that up?’




  Sandy shrugged, grinning.




  ‘Uncle Bob, I bet.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Well, I have to make a pit stop, too.’




  Then they were on the road again. Just north of San Luis Obispo, they pulled into a Chevron station, gassed up the Ford, and used the toilets. Two hours later, in the bright heat of the San Joaquin Valley, they stopped at a drive-in for Cokes and cheeseburgers. The valley seemed to go on forever, but finally the freeway curved upward to the west, and the air lost some of its heat. The radio began to pick up San Francisco stations.




  ‘Are we almost there?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘Where?’




  ‘San Francisco.’




  ‘Almost. Another hour or so.’




  ‘That long?’




  ‘Afraid so.’




  ‘Will we spend the night?’




  ‘I don’t think so. I want to go far, don’t you?’




  ‘How far?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘The North Pole.’




  ‘Oh, Mom.’




  It was after three o’clock when Highway 101 sloped downward into a shadowy corner of San Francisco. They waited at a stoplight, turned, watched for signs marking 101, and turned again: up Van Ness Avenue, left on to Lombard, finally up a curving road to the Golden Gate.




  ‘Remember how disappointed you were the first time you saw it?’ Donna asked.




  ‘I’m still disappointed. If it isn’t golden, they shouldn’t say it is. Should they?’




  ‘Certainly not. It is beautiful, though.’




  ‘But it’s orange. Not golden. They ought to call it the Orange Gate.’




  Glancing out towards the open sea, Donna saw the front edge of a fog mass. It looked pure white in the sunlight. ‘Look at the fog,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it lovely?’




  ‘It’s okay.’




  They left the Golden Gate behind.




  They passed through a tunnel with a mouth painted like a rainbow.




  They sped by the Sausalito off-ramp.




  ‘Hey, can we go to Stinson Beach?’ Sandy asked, reading the sign for the turn-off.




  Donna shrugged. ‘Why not? It won’t be as fast, but it’ll be a lot prettier.’ She flicked on her turn signal, followed the curving ramp, and left 101 behind.




  Soon they were on the Coast Highway. It was narrow: far too narrow and far too crooked, considering the steep drop just across the left-hand lanes. She drove as far to the right as the road would allow.




  The fog lay just offshore, as white and heavy as cotton batting. It seemed to be moving slowly closer, but was still a good distance away from shore when they reached the town of Stinson Beach.




  ‘Can we spend the night here?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘Let’s keep going for a while. Okay?’




  ‘Do we have to?’




  ‘You’ve never been to Bodega Bay?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘That’s where they filmed that movie The Birds.’




  ‘Oooh, that was scary.’




  ‘Should we try for Bodega?’




  ‘How far is it?’ the girl asked.




  ‘Maybe an hour.’ She ached, especially in her back. It was important, though, to keep going, to put more miles behind them. She could stand the pain for a while longer.




  When they reached Bodega Bay, Donna said, ‘Let’s keep going for a little while.’




  ‘Do we have to? I’m tired.’




  ‘You’re tired. I’m dying.’




  Soon after they left Bodega Bay, fog started to blow past the windshield. Fingers of it began reaching over the lip of the road, sneaking forward, feeling blindly. Then, as if they liked what they felt, the whole body of fog shambled on to the road.




  ‘Mom, I can’t see!’




  Through the thick white mass, Donna could barely make out the front of the hood. The road was only a memory. She stepped on the brakes, praying that another car hadn’t come up behind them. She steered to the right. Her wheels crunched gravel. Suddenly the car plunged down.




  2.




  An instant before the stop threw Donna into the steering wheel, she flung an arm across her daughter’s chest. Sandy folded at the hips, knocking the arm away. Her head hit the dashboard. She started to cry. Donna quickly turned off the engine.




  ‘Let’s see.’




  The soft dashboard had left a red mark across the girl’s forehead.




  ‘Are you hurt any place else?’




  ‘Here.’




  ‘Where the seat belt got you?’




  She nodded, gulping.




  ‘Good thing you had it on.’ Her mind pictured Sandy’s head breaking through the windshield, jagged glass ripping her body, then the last of her disappearing into the fog, forever lost.’




  ‘Wish I hadn’t.’




  ‘Let’s undo it. Hold on.’




  The girl braced herself against the dash, and Donna unlatched the seat belt.




  ‘Okay, let’s get out now. I’ll go first. Don’t do anything until I say it’s all right.’




  ‘Okay.’




  Climbing out, Donna slipped on the fog-wet grassy covering of the slope. She clung to the door until she found her footing.




  ‘Are you okay?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘So far, so good.’ Holding herself steady, she peered through the fog. Apparently the road had curved to the left without them, and they had nose-dived into a ditch. The rear of the car remained at road level: unless the fog was too thick, it would be visible to passing cars.




  Donna worked her way carefully down the slippery embankment. The Maverick’s front bumper was buried in the ditch. Steam hissed from the crevices of the hood. She crawled across the hood, got down on the other side, and climbed the slope to Sandy’s door. She helped the girl out. Together they slid and stumbled to the bottom of the ditch.




  ‘Well,’ Donna said, in a voice as cheerful as she could muster, ‘here we are. Now let’s have a look at your wounds.’




  Sandy untucked her plaid blouse and lifted it out of the way. Donna, squatting, lowered the girl’s jeans. A wide band of red crossed her belly. The skin over her hip bones looked tender and raw, as if layers had been sandpapered off. ‘I’ll bet that stings.’




  Sandy nodded. Donna began to lift the jeans.




  ‘I’ve gotta go.’




  ‘Well, pick a tree. Just a second.’ She climbed up to the car and took a box of Kleenex from the glove compartment. ‘You can use these.’




  Carrying the box of tissue with one hand and holding up her jeans with the other, Sandy walked along the bottom of the ditch. She vanished in the fog. ‘Hey, here’s a path!’ she called.




  ‘Don’t go far.’




  ‘Just a little ways.’




  Donna heard her daughter’s feet crushing the forest mat of dead twigs and pine needles. The sounds became faint. ‘Sandy! Don’t go any farther.’




  The footfalls had either stopped, or faded so completely with distance that they blended with the other forest sounds.




  ‘Sandy!’




  ‘What?’ The girl sounded annoyed, but her voice came from far away.




  ‘Can you get back all right?’




  ‘Geez, Mom.’




  ‘Okay.’ Donna leaned back until the seat of her corduroy pants pressed against the car. She shivered. Her blouse was too thin to keep out the cold. She would wait for Sandy, then get jackets out of the back seat. Until the girl’s return, she didn’t want to move. She waited, staring into the grey where Sandy had gone.




  Suddenly, the wind tore away a shred of fog. ‘That was a longer-than average pit stop,’ Donna said.




  Sandy didn’t answer, or move.




  ‘What’s the matter, hon?’




  She just stood there, above the ditch, motionless and mute.




  ‘Sandy, what’s wrong?’




  Feeling a prickling chill on the back of her neck, Donna snapped her head around. Nothing behind her. She looked back at Sandy.




  ‘My God, what’s wrong?’




  Pushing from the car, she ran. She ran towards the paralysed, silent figure at the forest edge. Ran through the grey, obscuring murk. Watched the shape of her daughter twist into a crude resemblance as the fog thinned until, a dozen feet away, nothing remained of Sandy but a four-foot pine sapling.




  ‘Oh, Jesus,’ Donna muttered. And then she shrieked, ‘Sandy!’




  ‘Mom,’ came the distant voice. ‘I think I’m lost.’




  ‘Don’t move.’




  ‘I won’t.’




  ‘Don’t move. Stay right where you are! I’m coming!’




  ‘Hurry!’




  A narrow path through the pines seemed to point in the voice’s direction. Donna hurried.




  ‘Sandy!’ she shouted.




  ‘Here.’




  The voice was closer. Donna walked quickly, watching the fog, stepping over a dead pine trunk blocking the path.




  ‘Sandy?’




  ‘Mom!’




  The voice was very close now, but off to the right.




  ‘Okay, I’ve almost reached you.’




  ‘Hurry.’




  ‘Just a minute.’ She stepped off the path, pushing between damp limbs that tried to hold her back. ‘Where are you, darling?’




  ‘Here.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Here!’




  ‘Where?’ Before the girl could answer, Donna shoved through a barrier of branches and saw her.




  ‘Mom!’




  She was clutching the pink box of Kleenex to her chest as if it would somehow keep her from harm.




  ‘I got turned around,’ she explained.




  Donna hugged her. ‘That’s all right, honey. It’s all right. Did you take care of business?’




  She nodded.




  ‘Okay, let’s go back to the car.’




  If we can find it, she thought.




  But she found the path without difficulty, and the path took them to the opening above the ditch. Donna kept her eyes down as she stepped past the pine sapling she had mistaken for Sandy. Silly, she knew, but the thought of seeing it frightened her; what if it looked like Sandy again, or like someone else – a stranger, or him?




  ‘Don’t be mad,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Me? I’m not mad.’




  ‘You look mad.’




  ‘Do I?’ She smiled. Then the two of them climbed down the slope of the ditch. ‘I was just thinking,’ Donna said.




  ‘About Dad?’




  She forced herself not to react. She didn’t gasp, didn’t suddenly squeeze her daughter’s hand, didn’t let her head snap towards the girl in shock. In a voice that sounded very calm, she said, ‘Why would I be thinking about Dad?’




  The girl shrugged.




  ‘Come on. Out with it.’




  Ahead of them, the dark bulk of the car appeared through the fog.




  ‘I was just thinking about him,’ Sandy told her.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘It was scary back there.’




  ‘Is that the only reason?’




  ‘It was cold, like that time. And I had my pants down.’




  ‘Oh God.’




  ‘I got afraid he might be watching.’




  ‘I bet that was plenty scary.’




  ‘Yeah.’




  They stopped at the side of the car. Sandy looked up at Donna. In a very small voice Sandy said, ‘What if he gets us here? All by ourselves?’




  ‘Impossible.’




  ‘He’d kill us, wouldn’t he?’




  ‘No, of course not. Besides, it can’t happen.’




  ‘It might, if he escaped. Or if they let him out.’




  ‘Even if they did, he’d never find us here.’




  ‘Oh yes he would. He told me so. He said he’d find us wherever we went. He said, “I’ll sniff you down.”’




  ‘Shhhh.’




  ‘What?’ Sandy whispered.




  For a moment, Donna held to the hope that it was only the sound of the ocean surf beating the rocky shore. But the surf was across the road, and far down the cliff. Besides, why hadn’t she heard it before now? The sound grew.




  ‘A car’s coming,’ she muttered.




  The girl’s face went pale. ‘It’s him!’




  ‘No, it’s not. Get in the car.’




  ‘It’s him. He escaped! It’s him!’




  ‘No! Get in the car. Quick!’




  3.




  She first saw the man in the rear-view mirror, hunched over the back of the car, turning his head slowly as he looked in at her. His tiny eyes, his nose, his grinning mouth, all seemed far too small, as if they belonged to a head half the size of this one.




  A gloved fist knocked on the rear window.




  ‘Mom!’




  She looked down at her daughter crouched on the floor below the dashboard. ‘It’s okay, honey.’




  ‘Who is it?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Is it him?’




  ‘No.’




  The car rocked as the stranger’s hand tugged the door handle. He knocked on the window. Donna turned to him. He looked about forty, in spite of the deep lines carved in his face. He seemed less interested in Donna, than in the plastic head of the lock button. He pointed a gloved finger at it, pecking the window glass.




  Donna shook her head.




  ‘I’ll come in,’ he called.




  Donna shook her head. ‘No!’




  The man smiled as if it were a game. ‘I’ll come in.’ He let go of the door handle and leapt to the bottom of the ditch. When he hit the ground, he almost fell. Steadying himself, he glanced over his shoulder as if to see whether Donna had appreciated his jump. He grinned. Then he started hobbling along the ditch, limping badly. The fog nibbled at him. Then he was gone.




  ‘What’s he doing now?’ Sandy asked from the floor.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Did he go away?’




  ‘He’s in the ditch. I can’t see him. The fog’s too thick.’




  ‘Maybe he’ll get lost.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Who is he?’




  ‘I don’t know, honey.’




  ‘Does he want to hurt us?’




  Donna didn’t answer. She saw a dark shape in the fog. It slowly became distinct, became the strange, limping man. In his left hand he carried a rock.




  ‘Is he back?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘He’s on his way.’




  ‘What’s he doing?’




  ‘Honey, I want you to sit up.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Get up in your seat. If I tell you to, I want you to jump out and run. Run into the woods and hide.’




  ‘What about you?’




  ‘I’ll try to come, too. But you go when I say, regardless.’




  ‘No. I won’t go without you.’




  ‘Sandra!’




  ‘I won’t!’




  Donna watched the man climb up the embankment to the car. He used the door handle to pull himself up. Then he thumped the window, like before, pointing at the lock button. He made a smile. ‘I’ll come in,’ he said.




  ‘Go away!’




  He raised the grey, wedge-shaped rock in his left hand. He tapped it lightly against the window, then looked at her.




  ‘Okay,’ Donna said to him.




  ‘Mom, don’t.’




  ‘We can’t stay in here,’ she said quietly.




  The man grinned as Donna reached over her shoulder.




  ‘Get ready, hon.’




  ‘No!’




  She flicked up the lock button, levered the door handle and thrust herself against it. The door swung, jolted, and knocked into the man. With a yelp of surprise, he tumbled backward, the rock flying from his hand. He did a crooked somersault to the bottom of the ditch.




  ‘Now!’




  ‘Mom!’




  ‘Let’s go!’




  ‘He’ll get us!’




  Donna saw him motionless on his back. His eyes were shut. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Look. He’s knocked out.’




  ‘He’s playing possum, Mom. He’ll get us.’




  Hanging on to the open door, one foot down on the slippery grass, Donna stared at the man. He certainly looked unconscious, the way his arms and legs were splayed out in such strange, grotesque ways. Unconscious, or even dead.




  Playing possum?




  She raised her foot inside the car, pulled the door shut, and locked it. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘we’ll stay.’




  The girl sighed, and lowered herself, once again, to the floor in front of the seat.




  Donna managed a smile for her. ‘You okay?’




  She nodded.




  ‘Cold?’




  Another nod. Awkwardly, Donna turned and stretched an arm over the back of the seat. She reached Sandy’s coat first, then her own.




  Curled against the passenger door, Sandy used the coat to cover all but her face.




  Donna got into her blue windbreaker.




  The man outside hadn’t moved.




  ‘It’s almost dark,’ Sandy whispered.




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘He’ll come for us when it’s dark.’




  ‘Do you have to say that kind of stuff?’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ the girl said.




  ‘Besides, I don’t think he’s coming for anybody. I think he’s hurt.’




  ‘He’s pretending.’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Bent forward with her chin on the steering wheel, Donna watched him. She watched for the movement of an arm or leg, for a turn of the head, an opening eye. Then she tried to see if he was breathing.




  In his fall, the sweatshirt under his open jacket had pulled up, leaving his belly exposed. She watched it closely. It didn’t seem to be moving, but the distance was enough that she could easily miss the subtle rise and fall of his breathing.




  Especially under all that hair.




  He must be a mass of hair from head to toe. No, the head was shaved. Even the top. There seemed to be a bristly crown of dark stubble on top, as if he hadn’t shaved it for several days.




  He ought to shave his belly, she thought.




  She looked at it again. Still, she couldn’t see any movement.




  His grey pants hung low on his hips, showing the waistband of his underwear. Baggy boxer shorts. Striped. Donna looked down at his feet. His sneakers were soiled grey, and held together with tape.




  ‘Sandy?’




  ‘Hmmm?’




  ‘Stay inside.’




  ‘What are you doing?’ Fright in the girl’s voice.




  ‘I’m going out for a second.’




  ‘No!’




  ‘He can’t hurt us, honey.’




  ‘Please.’




  ‘I think he might be dead.’




  She opened the car door and climbed out carefully. She locked the door. Shut it. Tried it. Fingering the side of the car for balance, she eased herself down the slope. She stood above the man. He didn’t move. She zipped her windbreaker, and knelt beside him.




  ‘Hey,’ she said. She jiggled his shoulder. ‘Hey, are you okay?’




  She pressed a hand flat against his chest, felt its rise and fall, felt the light throbbing of his heart.




  ‘Can you wake up?’ she asked. ‘I want to help you. Are you hurt?’




  In the growing darkness, she didn’t notice the moving, gloved hand until it grabbed her wrist.




  4.




  With a startled yelp, Donna tried to twist free. She couldn’t break the man’s stiff grip.




  His eyes opened.




  ‘Let go. Please.’




  ‘It hurts,’ he said.




  His hand squeezed more tightly. His grip felt strange. Glancing down, Donna saw that he was holding her with only two fingers and the thumb of his right hand. The other two glove fingers remained straight. With a vague stir of revulsion, she realized there were probably no fingers inside those parts of the glove.




  ‘I’m sorry it hurts,’ Donna said, ‘but you’re hurting me, now.’




  ‘You’ll run.’




  ‘No. I promise.’




  His tight grip eased. ‘I wasn’t going to hurt you,’ he said. He sounded as if he might cry. ‘I just wanted in. You didn’t have to hurt me.’




  ‘I was frightened.’




  ‘I just wanted in.’




  ‘Where are you hurt?’




  ‘Here.’ He pointed at the hack of his head.




  ‘I can’t see.’




  Groaning, he rolled over. Donna saw the pale shape of a rock on the ground where his head had been. Though the night was too dark to be certain, there didn’t seem to be blood on his head. She touched it, feeling the soft brush of his hair stubble, and found a lump. Then she inspected her fingers. She rubbed them together. No blood.




  ‘I’m Axel,’ the man said. ‘Axel Kutch.’




  ‘I’m Donna. I don’t think you’re bleeding.’




  ‘Dah-nuh.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Donna.’




  ‘Axel.’




  He got to his hands and knees and turned his face to her. ‘I just wanted in.’




  ‘That’s okay, Axel.’




  ‘Do I have to go now?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Can I stay with you?’




  ‘Maybe we can all go away. Will you drive us somewhere for help?’




  ‘I drive good.’




  Donna helped him to stand. ‘Why don’t we wait for the fog to lift, then you can drive us somewhere for help.’




  ‘Home.’




  ‘Your home?’




  He nodded. ‘It’s safe.’




  ‘Where do you live?’




  ‘Malcasa Point.’




  ‘Is that nearby?’




  ‘We’ll go there.’




  ‘Where is it, Axel?’




  He pointed into the darkness. North.




  ‘We’ll go home. It’s safe.’




  ‘Okay. But we have to wait for the fog to lift. You wait in your car, and we’ll wait in ours.’




  ‘Come with me.’




  ‘When the fog lifts. Good-bye.’ She feared he would try to stop her from getting into the car, but he didn’t. She shut the door and rolled down the window. ‘Axel?’ He limped closer. ‘This is my daughter, Sandy.’




  ‘San-dee,’ he said.




  ‘This is Axel Kutch.’




  ‘Hi,’ Sandy greeted him, her voice soft and uncertain.




  ‘We’ll see you later,’ Donna said. She waved goodbye and rolled up the window.




  For a few moments, Axel stared silently in at them. Then he climbed the slope and was gone.




  ‘What’s wrong with him?’ the girl asked.




  ‘I think he’s . . . slow.’




  ‘You mean a retard?’




  ‘That’s not a nice way to put it, Sandy.’




  ‘We’ve got them like that at school. Retards. Know what they’re called? Special.’




  ‘That sounds a lot better.’




  ‘Yeah, I guess. Where’d he go?’




  ‘Back to his car.’




  ‘Is he leaving?’ Sandy’s voice was eager with hope.




  ‘Nope. We’ll wait for the fog to thin out, then he’s going to drive us out of here.’




  ‘We’re going in his car?’




  ‘Ours isn’t going any place.’




  ‘I know, but . . .’




  ‘Would you rather stay here?’




  ‘He scares me.’




  ‘That’s just because he’s strange. If he wanted to do us harm, he’s had plenty of opportunity. He certainly couldn’t find a better location for it than right here.’




  ‘Maybe, maybe not.’




  ‘Anyway, we can’t just stay here.’




  ‘I know. Dad’ll get us.’ The girl’s eyes were black holes in the oval of her face. ‘Dad’s not in prison anymore, is he?’




  ‘No, he’s not. The district attorney . . . remember Mr Goldstein? . . . he telephoned this morning. They let Dad out yesterday. Mr Goldstein called to warn us.’




  ‘Are we running away?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The girl on the floor lapsed into silence. Donna, resting against the steering wheel, closed her eyes. At some point, she fell asleep. She was awakened by a quiet sob.




  ‘Sandy, what is it?’




  ‘It won’t do any good.’




  ‘What won’t?’




  ‘He’ll get us.’




  ‘Honey!’




  ‘He will!’




  ‘Try to sleep, honey. It’ll be all right. You’ll see.’




  The girl became silent except for an occasional sniff. Donna, leaning on the steering wheel, waited for sleep. When it finally came, it was a tense, aching half-sleep feverish with vivid dreams. She stood it as long as she could. At last, she had to get out. If the rest of her body could endure the torment, her full bladder couldn’t.




  Taking the box of Kleenex from the floor beside Sandy, she climbed silently from the car. The chilly air made her shake. She breathed deeply. Rolling her head, she tried to work the stiffness out of her sore neck muscles. It didn’t seem to help much. She locked the door and pushed it quietly shut.




  Before letting go of its handle, she looked over the top of the car. On the shoulder of the road, less than twenty feet from the rear of the Maverick, was a pick-up truck.




  Axel Kutch sat on the roof of its cab, legs hanging over the windshield. His face, turned skyward, was lighted by a full moon. He seemed to be staring at it, as if entranced.




  Silently, Donna crept down the slope. From the bottom of the ditch, she could still see Axel’s head. She watched it as she opened her corduroys. The huge head was still tilted back, its mouth gaping. She crouched close to the car.




  The breeze was cold on her skin.




  I was cold, like that time. And I had my pants down.




  Everything will be fine, she thought.




  He’ll sniff us down.




  When she finished, Donna climbed the slope to the roadside. Axel, sitting on the roof of his truck cab, didn’t seem to notice.




  ‘Axel?’




  His hands flinched. He looked down at her and smiled. ‘Donna,’ he said.




  ‘The fog’s gone. Maybe we can leave now.’




  Without a word, he jumped down. When he hit the asphalt road, his left leg buckled, but he kept his balance.




  ‘What’s going on?’ Sandy called to them.




  ‘We’re leaving.’




  The three of them unpacked the Maverick and transferred the suitcases to the bed of the pick-up truck. Then they climbed inside, Donna sitting between Axel and her daughter.




  ‘Help me remember where the car is,’ she told Sandy.




  ‘Will we come back for it?’




  ‘We sure will.’




  Axel steered his truck on to the road. He grinned at Donna. She grinned back.




  ‘You smell good,’ he said.




  She thanked him.




  Then he was quiet. On the radio, Jeannie C. Riley sang about the Harper Valley PTA. Donna fell asleep before the end of the song. She opened her eyes, sometime later, saw the truck’s headlights opening a path through the darkness of the curving road, and shut them again. Later, she was awakened when Axel started to sing along in his thick, low voice, with ‘The Blind Man in the Bleachers.’ She drifted again into sleep. A hand on her thigh woke her up.




  Axel’s hand.




  ‘Here we are,’ he said. Lifting the hand away, he pointed.




  The headlights lit a metal sign: ‘WELCOME TO MALCASA POINT, pop. 400. Drive with Care.’




  Looking ahead through the bars of a wrought-iron fence, Donna saw a dark, Victorian house: a strange mixture of bay windows, gables, and balconies. At one end of the roof, a cone-shaped peak jabbed at the night. ‘What’s this place?’ she asked in a whisper.




  ‘Beast House,’ said Axel.




  ‘The Beast House?’




  He nodded.




  ‘Where the murders were?’




  ‘They were fools.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘They went in at night.’




  He slowed the truck.




  ‘What are you . . .?’




  He turned left on to an unpaved road directly across from the ticket booth of Beast House. Ahead of them, perhaps fifty yards up the road, stood a two-story brick house with a garage.




  ‘Here we are,’ Axel said.




  ‘What if this?’




  ‘Home. It’s safe.’




  ‘Mom?’ Sandy’s voice was like a moan of despair.




  Donna took the girl’s hand. The palm was sweaty.




  ‘It’s safe,’ Axel repeated.




  ‘It doesn’t have windows. Not a single window.’




  ‘No. It’s safe.’




  ‘We’re not going in there, Axel.’
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  ‘Isn’t there some place else we can spend the night?’ Donna asked.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Isn’t there?’




  ‘I want you here.’




  ‘We won’t stay here. Not in that house.’




  ‘Mother’s here.’




  ‘It’s not that. Just take us some place else. There has to be some kind of motel or something.’




  ‘You’re mad at me,’ he said.




  ‘No, I’m not. Just take us some place else, where we can stay till morning.’




  He backed the pick-up on to the road, and drove through the few blocks of Malcasa Point’s business section. At the north end of town was a Chevron station. Closed. Half a mile beyond it, Axel pulled into the lighted parking lot of the Welcome Inn. Overhead, a red neon sign flashed the word ‘VACANCY.’




  ‘This is just fine,’ Donna said. ‘Let’s just unload our luggage, and we’ll be all set.’




  They climbed from the truck. Reaching into the back, Axel pulled out the suitcases.




  ‘I’ll go home,’ he said.




  ‘Thanks a lot for helping us like you did.’




  He grinned and shrugged.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Sandy. ‘Same here.’




  ‘Wait.’ His grin became very big. Reaching into a hip pocket, he pulled out his billfold. The black leather looked old, shiny with a dull gloss from so much use, and ragged at the corners. It flopped open. He spread the lips of its bill compartment, which was bloated more with a thick assortment of papers and cards than with money. Holding the billfold inches from his nose, he searched it. He began to mutter. He looked at Donna with a silent plea for patience, then made a quick, embarrassed smile at Sandy, ‘Wait,’ he said. Turning his back to them, he ducked his head and bit the fingertips of his right-hand glove.




  Donna glanced at the motel office. It looked empty, but lighted. The coffee shop across the driveway was crowded. She could smell french fries. Her stomach rumbled.




  ‘Ah!’ Glove hanging from his teeth, Axel swung around. In his hand – or what there was of a hand – he held two blue cards. The skin of his hand was seamed with scars. Half-inch stumps remained of the two missing fingers. The tip of his middle finger was gone. Two flesh-coloured bandages wrapped his thumb.




  Donna took the card, smiling in spite of the heavy thickness she suddenly felt in her stomach. She started to read the top one. ‘COMPLIMENTARY’ was printed in block letters. The small type beneath it was difficult to see in the lights of the parking lot, but she struggled with it, reading aloud. ‘This ticket entitles the bearer to one free, guided tour of Malcasa Point’s infamous, world-renowned Beast House . . .’




  ‘Is that the scary old place with the fence?’ Sandy asked.




  Axel nodded, grinning. Donna saw that his glove was on again.




  ‘Hey, that’d be neat!’




  ‘I work there,’ he said, looking proud.




  ‘Is there really a beast?’ the girl asked.




  ‘Just at night. No tours after four.’




  ‘Well, thank you for the tickets, Axel. And for driving us here.’




  ‘Will you come?’




  ‘We’ll try to see it,’ Donna said, though she had no intention of touring such a place.




  ‘Are you the tour guide?’ asked Sandy.




  ‘I clean. Scrub-a-dub-dub.’ Waving at them, he climbed into his truck. Donna and Sandy watched it roll out of the parking lot. It disappeared down the road towards Malcasa Point.




  ‘Well.’ Donna took a deep breath, relishing the relief she felt at Axel’s departure. ‘Let’s get registered, and then we’ll grab a bite to eat.’




  ‘A bite won’t be enough.’




  ‘We’ll buy the joint out.’




  They picked up their suitcases and walked towards the motel office.




  ‘Can we take the tour tomorrow?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘We’ll see.’




  ‘Does that mean no?’




  ‘If you want to go on the tour, we’ll do it.’




  ‘All right!’




  
Chapter Two





  Roy rang the doorbell of Apartment 10 and waited. He heard nothing from inside. He jammed the button five times, quickly.




  Goddamn bitch, why wouldn’t she open up?




  Maybe she’s not home.




  She has to be home. Nobody’s out on a Sunday night, not at eleven-thirty.




  Maybe she’s asleep.




  He pounded the door with his knuckles. Waited. Pounded again.




  Down the hallway, a door opened. A man in pyjamas looked out. ‘Knock it off, would you?’




  ‘Go fuck yourself.’




  ‘Look, buddy . . .’




  ‘You want me to kick the shit out of you, just say one more word.’




  ‘Get out of here, or I’ll call the cops.’




  Roy started towards him. The man slammed the door. Roy heard the rattle of a guard chain.




  Okay, the guy’s probably dialling right now.




  It’d take the cops a few minutes to get here. He decided to use those minutes.




  Bracing himself against the wall opposite Apartment 10, he threw himself forward. The heel of his upraised shoe caught the door close to the knob. With a crash, the door shot open. Roy ducked, slid up his right pants leg, and unsheathed the Buck knife he’d bought that day at a sporting goods store. Knife out, he entered the dark apartment.




  He turned on a lamp. Crossed the living room. Rushed down a short hallway. The bedroom on the left, probably Sandy’s room, was deserted. Same with the one on the right. He opened its closets. Most of the hangers were bare.




  Shit!




  He ran out of the apartment, down the stairs, and out the back way to the alley. Across the alley was a row of garages. He ran past the end garage and found a gate. He pushed it open. A walkway led down the side of an apartment building. He followed it to the street.




  No cars coming.




  He dashed across.




  This block had houses instead of apartment buildings. Much better. He crouched behind a tree and waited for a car to pass. When it was gone, he started along the sidewalk, inspecting each house, looking for the one that seemed most promising.




  He chose a small, stucco house that was dark at the windows. He didn’t choose it because of the darkness, he chose it because of the girl’s-style bicycle he saw in the front yard.




  Careless, leaving it there.




  It could’ve been stolen. Maybe they thought the little fence would protect it.




  The fence wouldn’t protect anything.




  Roy reached over the gate and carefully lifted the latch. The gate squeaked as he pushed it open. He shut it gently and hurried up the walkway to the front stoop. The door had no peephole. That would make things easier.




  He knocked hard and fast. He waited a few seconds, then hit the door three more times.




  Light appeared in the living-room window.




  ‘Who’s there?’ a man asked.




  ‘Police.’ Roy backed away and crouched slightly, right shoulder towards the door.




  ‘What do you want?’




  ‘We’re evacuating the neighbourhood.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘We’re evacuating the area. A gas main broke.’




  The door opened.




  Roy lunged. The guard chain snapped taut. It’s mounting shot from the doorjamb. The door slammed into the man, knocking him backward. Roy dived into him, covered his mouth, and jabbed the knife into his throat.




  ‘Marv?’ a woman called. ‘What’s going on out there?’




  Roy shut the front door.




  ‘Marv?’ Fear in her voice. ‘Marv, are you all right?’




  Roy heard the whirr of a spinning telephone dial. He ran to the hall. Near the end, light shone through an open door. He rushed towards it. He was almost there when a girl stepped out of a dark doorway, glanced at him, and gasped. Roy grabbed her hair.




  ‘Mommy!’ Roy called. ‘Hang up the phone or I cut your daughter’s throat.’




  ‘God in heaven!’




  ‘Let me hear it.’ He yanked the girl’s hair. She cried out.




  The phone clattered. ‘It’s down! I put it down!’




  Roy twisted the girl’s hair, making her turn around. ‘Walk,’ he said. Knife blade poised across her throat, he walked behind her to the far bedroom.




  The woman stood next to her bed, stiff and trembling. She wore a white nightgown. Her pale arms were crossed tightly as if she were trying to warm herself.




  ‘What . . . what did you do to Marv?’




  ‘He’s all right.’




  Her eyes lowered to Roy’s knife hand. He glanced down. His hand was shiny red. ‘So I lied,’ he said.




  ‘God in heaven! O merciful God!’




  ‘Shut up.’




  ‘You killed him!’




  ‘Shut up.’




  ‘You killed my Marv!’




  He shoved the girl roughly towards the bed and ran at the hysterical woman. Her mouth gaped wide to scream. Clutching the front of her nightgown, he jerked her forward and punched the knife into her stomach. She sucked air as if her wind had been knocked out. ‘Gonna shut up now?’ Roy asked, and stabbed again.




  She started to sag, so Roy let go of the nightgown. She sank to her knees, both hands pressing her belly. Then she slumped forward.




  The girl on the bed didn’t move. She just stared.




  ‘Now, you don’t want to get stabbed, too, do you?’ he asked her.




  She shook her head. She was trembling. She looked ready to scream.




  Roy glanced down at himself. His shirt and pants dripped blood. ‘I guess I’m a mess, aren’t I?’




  She said nothing.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Joni.’




  ‘How old are you, Joni?’




  ‘I’ll be ten.’




  ‘Why don’t you come along and help me clean up?’




  ‘I don’t want to.’




  ‘Do you want me to stab you?’




  She shook her head. Her lips trembled.




  ‘Then come with me.’ Taking her hand, he pulled her off the bed. He led her down the hallway until he found the bathroom. He turned on its light, and pulled her inside.




  The bathroom was long, with a sink and counter close to the door, a space, and then the toilet. The bathtub, set into the wall opposite the toilet, had frosted shower doors.




  Roy led the girl to the toilet. The seat was already down. Its green, fuzzy cover matched the carpet. ‘Sit there.’




  Joni obeyed.




  Kneeling in front of her, Roy unfastened the buttons of her pyjama top. She sobbed. ‘Knock that off.’ He slipped the pyjamas down her arms. ‘We’ll get good and clean,’ he said. He unsnapped the waistband, tugged the pants out from under her, and down her legs. She clamped her knees together. Arms crossed over breasts no more developed than a boy’s, she bent far down, bringing her shoulders almost to her knees.




  Roy turned on the hot water. As it splashed into the tub, he undressed himself. When all his clothes lay heaped on the floor, he plugged the bathtub drain. He adjusted the water so it was hot, but not scalding.




  Joni still sat on the toilet seat, hunched over and hugging her knees.




  Roy grabbed her arm. She tried to pull free, so he slapped the side of her head. She yelped, but didn’t move. Standing in front of her, Roy grabbed both arms and jerked her to her feet. She cried, ‘No!’ as he swung her into the bathtub. Her feet whipped. She kicked the metal spout and cried out in pain. Roy nearly lost his grip but managed to keep from falling backward. She splashed the water, rump first. Roy climbed in, facing her.




  He knelt in the water. ‘I’ve about had it,’ he warned. ‘Sit still.’




  She kicked. Her heel caught him in the thigh.




  ‘Okay.’




  Clutching her ankles, he lifted her legs and pulled her forward. Her head slipped underwater. Her eyes and mouth were puckered shut. Her hands slapped the sides of the tub, reached up blindly for something to hold, found nothing, and splashed water. Roy watched the frantic girl, enjoying the struggle, excited by the sight of her skinny body and the cleft at the hairless joining of her legs.




  He let her ankles down. The girl’s face broke the surface, eyes and mouth gaping as if surprised. She gasped air. Roy let her sit up.




  ‘No more trouble,’ he said.




  She sniffed, and wiped her runny nose with the back of her hand. Then she crossed her arms and bent forward.




  Roy twisted sideways. He turned off the cold faucet, and let just the hot water run for a while. The water level rose. Soon it was good and hot and deep. He turned off the water.




  ‘Let’s switch places,’ he said. Standing, he stepped over her. She scooted forward, her rump squeaking on the enamel. Roy sat down, leaned against the cool back of the tub, and stretched out his legs on each side of her.




  ‘Now we’ll get all clean,’ he said.




  He lifted a bar of soap from its tray and began to rub her back. When that was slick, he eased her closer so she was reclining against him. Reaching over her shoulders, he soaped her chest, her belly. Her skin was warm, pliant, slippery. He pulled her more tightly against him. He put the soap in the tray. He reached down between her legs.




  That’s when the mother staggered up to the tub, raising a butcher’s knife. Roy’s left hand rammed the sliding door shut. The knife point thumped the door, and scraped down it. Roy shoved the girl forward. He kneed her away. Pressing the edge of the door to keep it shut, he got his feet under him. The mother lurched sideways. Her left hand let go of her sopping, bloody nightgown and reached for the rear half of the sliding door. Roy held it shut with his other hand. As if there were no door, the women plunged the knife towards Roy’s face. It’s point hit, shaking the door. She stabbed again and again. The sound from her throat was part growl, part an outcry of pain or frustration.




  Joni gripped Roy’s leg and started to pull.




  ‘Bitch! Let go!’




  He released the right-hand door long enough to bat Joni’s face with the back of his fist. Her head jerked with the impact. It thudded the tile wall.




  The mother reached for the free door. Roy got to it first and held it shut. Growling with rage, she grabbed the top runner of the doors. She climbed and pulled herself until she was standing on the tub’s edge. Her face appeared above Roy, eyes wild. She swung her right arm down, slashing towards him. He ducked below the knife’s arc.




  Inches from his eyes, the mother’s red, clinging nightgown smeared blood on the door. She was pressed tightly to the door, her bare feet on the rim of the tub.




  She grunted. The blade whished above him. She propped her left knee on the towel bar halfway up the door.




  Shit, she’s climbing it!




  Roy jerked the door. It slid open, slamming the wall at the front of the tub. Reaching forward with both hands, he clutched the woman’s right ankle. He pulled. His hands slipped on the bloody skin, but he kept his grip. With a cry of horror, she flopped backward. She hit the floor first with the back of her head. She went limp. Still holding her right ankle, Roy climbed out of the tub. He picked up her other leg and swivelled her away from the tub.




  He picked up her knife. He cut her throat with it, then returned to the tub.




  Joni, sitting sideways, looked up at Roy with blank eyes.




  He squatted in the tub. The water felt tepid. He turned on the hot water. When the temperature felt hot enough, he turned the water off and stepped to the rear of the tub.




  He sat and leaned back.




  Taking Joni under the arms, he slid her close between his spread legs until he could feel the press of her against his penis.




  ‘Now,’ he said, and picked up the soap. His throat was tight. This was what he’d wanted for so long, so long. This was what he’d always wanted. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘we’re all set.’




  
Chapter Three
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  The Nubian guards, dressed like pimps, came at Rucker from all sides. Their black faces were glossy with sweat, their big teeth white and shiny. Some aimed handguns at his face, other began spraying him with automatic fire from AK-47 assault rifles. He cut them down, but more came running, shrieking, brandishing cutlasses. His American 180 stitched holes across their bright shirts. They fell, but more came.




  Where the hell are they coming from? he wondered.




  From Hell.




  He kept firing. One hundred and seventy rounds in six seconds. A mighty long six seconds.




  They still came. Some had spears. Some, now, were naked.




  He dropped the ammo drum, stuffed another into place, and kept firing.




  Now all of them were naked, their black skin shimmering in the moonlight, their smiles big and white. None had guns. Only knives, swords, and spears.




  I’ve killed all the pimps, he thought. Who’re these? The reserves. When I get them, I’ll be home free.




  But stark fear whispered a message of death in his ear. Looking down, he saw the alloy barrel of his rifle droop, melting.




  Oh Jesus, oh Jesus, they’re gonna get me now. They’ll lay me low. They’ll cut off my head. Oh Jesus!




  Gasping, heart racing, he bolted upright. He was alone in the bedroom. A trickle of sweat slid down his back. He ran a hand through his wet hair and wiped it dry on the sheet.




  He looked at the alarm clock.




  Only five past midnight. Damn. This was a lot earlier than usual. When the nightmares got him at four or five, he could go out for breakfast and start the day. When they got him this early, it was bad.




  He got out of bed. The sweat on his naked body turned cold. In the bathroom, he dried himself with a towel. Then he put on a robe and went into the living room of the apartment. He turned on all the lights. Then the television. He flipped through the channels. The Bank Dick was on. It must’ve started at twelve. He got a can of Hamms from the refrigerator, a can of peanuts from the cupboard, and returned to the living room.




  As he reached for the flip-tab, he watched his hand shake.




  It never shook on a job.




  Judgement Rucker’s got balls of brass.




  If they could only see him now.




  It’s those damned nightmares.




  Well, those would ease off. They always did. Just a matter of time.




  Watch the movie.




  He tried.




  When he ran out of beer, he went into the kitchen for  another. He popped its tab and looked out the window. Moonlight made a silver path on the water. Across the bay, fog matted the hills above Sausalito as white as a bank of snow. Fog wrapped most of the Golden Gate Bridge, too. All but the top of its northern tower, with its red flashing light, was hidden in fog. Probably the other tower was poking through, too, but Belvedere Island blocked that part of his view. He listened to the low groan of a foghorn, then carried his beer into the living room.




  He was about to sit on the couch when a harsh, male scream of horror slashed the stillness.
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  Jud listened at the door of Apartment 315. From inside came the sound of a man taking quick gasps of air. Jud rapped the door quietly.




  At the end of the hallway, a woman in curlers peered out her doorway. ‘Let’s keep it down, huh? You can’t keep it down, I’ll call the cops. Do you know what time it is?’




  Jud smiled at her. ‘Yes,’ he said.




  The anger pinching her face seemed to let go. She made a tentative smile. ‘You’re the new tenant, aren’t you? The one in 308? I’m Sally Leonard.’




  ‘Go to bed now, Miss Leonard.’




  ‘Something the matter with Larry?’




  ‘I’ll take care of it.’




  Still smiling, Sally pulled her head back inside her apartment and shut the door.




  Jud knocked again on 315.




  ‘Who is it?’ a man asked through the door.




  ‘I heard a scream.’




  ‘I’m sorry. Did it wake you?’




  ‘I was already up. Who screamed?’




  ‘Me. It was nothing. Just a nightmare.’




  ‘You call that nothing?’




  Jud heard the slide of a guard chain. The door was opened by a man in striped pjamas. ‘You sound as if you know nightmares,’ the man said. Though his sleep-tangled hair was as white as the fog, he seemed to be no older than forty. ‘My name’s Lawrence Maywood Usher.’ He offered his hand to Jud. It was bony, and damp with sweat. The feeble grip had a weariness that seemed to sap strength from Jud’s hand.




  ‘I’m Jud Rucker,’ he said, entering.




  The man shut the door. ‘Well, Judson . . .’




  ‘It’s Judgement.’




  Larry immediately perked up. ‘As in Judgement Day?’




  ‘My father’s a Baptist minister.’




  ‘Judgement Rucker. Fascinating. Would you care for some coffee, Judgement?’




  He thought about the open can of Hamms in his apartment. What the hell, he could use it tomorrow for cooking. ‘Sure, Coffee’d be great.’




  ‘Are you a connoisseur?’




  ‘Hardly.’




  ‘Nevertheless, this should be a treat for you. Have you ever tasted Jamaican Blue Mountain?’




  ‘Not that I know of.’




  ‘Well, opportunity has knocked. Your ship has come in.’




  Jud grinned, astonished at the new liveliness of the man who’d screamed.




  ‘Will you join me in the kitchen?’




  ‘Sure.’




  In the kitchen, Larry opened a small brown bag. He tilted its opening towards Jud’s face. Jud sniffed the sharp coffee aroma. ‘Smells good,’ he said.




  ‘It ought to be. It’s the best. What line of work are you in, Judgement?’




  ‘Engineering,’ he said, using his usual cover.




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I’m with Brecht Brothers.’




  ‘Sounds like a German coughdrop.’




  ‘We build bridges, power plants. How about you?’




  ‘I teach.’




  ‘High school?’




  ‘God forbid! I had my fill of those rude, insolent, foul-mouthed bastards ten years ago. Never again! God forbid!’




  ‘What do you teach now?’




  ‘The elite.’ He cranked, grinding down the coffee beans. ‘Upper division, mostly, at USF. American Lit.’




  ‘And they’re not foul-mouthed?’




  ‘The oaths are not directed at me.’




  ‘That would make a difference,’ Jud said. He watched the man spoon coffee grounds into the basket of a drip machine and turn it on.




  ‘All the difference. Shall we sit down?’




  They went into the living room. Larry took the sofa. Jud lowered himself into a recliner, but didn’t recline.




  ‘I’m certainly glad you dropped by, Judgement.’




  ‘How about Jud?’




  ‘How about Judge?’




  ‘I’m not ever a lawyer.’




  ‘From your looks, however, you are a good judge. Of character, of situations, of right and wrong.’




  ‘You can tell all that from my looks?’




  ‘Certainly. So I’ll call you Judge.’




  ‘All right.’




  ‘Tell me, Judge, what possessed you to come knocking at my door?’




  ‘I heard the scream.’




  ‘Did you realize it was inspired by a nightmare?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Perhaps I was being murdered.’




  ‘That occurred to me.’




  ‘But you came, nonetheless. And unarmed. You must be a fearless man, Judge.’




  ‘Hardly.’




  ‘Or perhaps you’ve known such fear that the possibility of being confronted by a mere murderer seemed trifling.’




  Jud laughed. ‘Sure.’




  ‘Nonetheless, I’m certainly glad you came. For terrors of the night, there’s no antidote like a friendly face.’




  ‘Do you have your terrors often?’




  ‘Every night for the past three weeks. Not quite three weeks – that would be twenty-one nights, and I’ve only had the nightmares for the past nineteen. Only! I must tell you, it seems like years.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Sometimes, I wonder if there ever was a time before the nightmares. Of course, there was. I’m not loony, you realize, just upset. Nervous, very very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad?’




  ‘I didn’t.’




  ‘No, of course not.’ He grinned with one side of his mouth. ‘That’s Poe. “The Tell-Tale Heart.” About another distressed fellow. Distressed to the point of madness. Do I look mad?’




  ‘You look tired.’




  ‘Nineteen nights.’




  ‘Do you know what triggered your nightmares?’ Jud asked.




  ‘Let me show you.’ From beneath a Time magazine on the coffee table, he took a newspaper clipping. ‘You may read this while I see to the coffee.’ He got up from the sofa and handed the news article to Jud.




  Alone in the room, Jud eased back on the recliner and read:




  THREE SLAIN IN BEAST HOUSE




  (MALCASA POINT) – The mutilated bodies of two men and an eleven-year-old boy were found late Wednesday night in Malcasa Point’s grisly tourist attraction, Beast House.




  According to local authorities, police patrolman Daniel Jenson entered the house at 11:45 P.M. to investigate possible prowlers. When he failed to contact headquarters, a car was dispatched to the location. With the aid of the volunteer fire department, officers cordoned off the area and entered the mysterious house.




  The body of Patrolman Jenson was found in the upstairs corridor, along with the bodies of Mr Matthew Ziegler and his son, Andrew. All three were the victims of apparent knife assault.




  According to Mary Ziegler, wife of the deceased, Matthew was angered by their son’s frightened reaction to a public tour of Beast House earlier in the day, and vowed to ‘show him the beast.’ Shortly after 11 P.M. Wednesday night, he drove the boy to Beast House with the intention of breaking in and forcing young Andrew to ‘face up to’ his fears.




  Beast House, built in 1902 by the widow of Lyle Thorn, leader of the infamous Thorn Gang, has been the scene of no fewer than eleven mysterious killings since the time of its construction. The present owner, Maggie Kutch, moved out of the house in 1931 after her husband and three children were ‘torn asunder by a raving white beast’ that reportedly entered the house through a downstairs window. Shortly after the brutal slayings, Mrs Kutch opened the house for daylight tours.




  No further incidents were reported until 1951, when two twelve-year-old boys, residents of Malcasa Point, entered the house after dark. One boy, Larry Maywood, escaped with minor injuries. The mutilated body of his friend, Tom Bagley, was found at dawn by investigators.




  Commenting on the most recent slayings, the seventy-one-year-old owner of the house explained, ‘After dark, it belongs to the beast.’ According to Malcasa Point Police Chief Billy Charles, ‘No beast is responsible for the deaths of Patrolman Jenson and the Zieglers. They were slain by a man wielding a sharp instrument. We expect to apprehend the perpetrator in short order.’




  Beast House tours have been suspended for an indefinite period, pending completion of the homicide investigation.




  Jud sat forward in the recliner and looked at Larry’s nervously smiling face as the man brought two cups of coffee into the room. He accepted one of the cups. He waited for Larry to sit down. Then he said. ‘You introduced yourself as Lawrence Maywood Usher.’




  ‘I’ve always been a great admirer of Poe. In fact, I suppose, it was largely his influence that inspired me to explore Beast House that night with Tommy. It seemed only fitting, when I finally decided a new name was essential for my emotional survival, to take the name of Poe’s haunted Roderick Usher.’
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  Lawrence Maywood Usher sipped coffee from his fragile, bone-china cup. Jud watched him hold the liquid in his mouth like wine, savouring it before swallowing. ‘Ah, delicious.’ He looked eagerly at Jud.




  Jud lifted his cup. He liked the heavy aroma, and took a sip. It tasted stronger than he preferred. ‘Not bad,’ he said.




  ‘You’re a master of understatement, Judge.’ Concern furrowed the gaunt man’s face. ‘You do like it?’




  ‘It’s fine. Very good. I’m just not used to this kind of thing.’




  ‘Never become used to anything you love. It blunts the edge of appreciation.’




  Jud nodded and took another drink. This time the coffee tasted better. ‘Are your nightmares about Beast House?’ he asked.




  ‘Always.’




  ‘I’m surprised it took a newspaper story to start them, considering what you must’ve gone through at the time.’




  ‘The story, more or less, reactivated the nightmares. I had them constantly for several months following my . . . encounter. Doctors suggested psychiatric treatment, but my parents wouldn’t hear of it. Perceptive people that they were, they considered psychiatry to be the pursuit of fools and madmen. We moved away from Malcasa Point, and my nightmares rather quickly lost their intensity. I’ve always considered it a victory of common sense over quackery.’ He smiled, apparently delighted by his wit, and indulged himself in another taste of coffee.




  ‘Unfortunately,’ he continued, ‘we weren’t entirely able to leave the incident behind. Every now and then, an eager journalist would track us down for a story on the miserable tourist attraction. That would always start the nightmares again. Every major magazine, of course, has done the story.’




  ‘I’ve seen a couple of them.’




  ‘Did you read them?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Lurid bunk. Reporters! Do you know what a reporter is? “A writer who guesses his way to the truth and dispels it with a tempest of words.” Ambrose Bierce. The single time I did allow one of those scavengers to interview me, he twisted my words so that I appeared a gibbering idiot. He concluded that the encounter had unhinged me! After that, I changed my name. Not one of those bastards has tracked me down, so far, and I’ve been free of nightmares about the beast until now . . . now that it’s killed again.’




  ‘It?’




  ‘Officially, since the time of the attack on the Thorns, it’s been a he, a knife-wielding maniac, something on the order of Jack the Ripper. Each attack, of course, is a different killer.’




  ‘And it’s not?’




  ‘Not at all. It’s a beast. Always the same beast.’




  Jud didn’t try to conceal the expression of doubt he knew was beginning to appear on his face.




  ‘Let me refill your cup, Judge.’
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  ‘I don’t know what the beast is,’ Larry said. ‘Perhaps nobody knows. I’ve seen it, though. With the exception of old Maggie Kutch, I’m probably the only living person who has.




  ‘It is not human, Judge. Or if it is human, it’s some kind of unspeakable deformity. And it is very, very old. The first known attack occurred in 1903. Teddy Roosevelt was President then. That’s the year the Wright brothers flew at Kitty Hawk, for heaven’s sake. The beast killed three people that year.’




  ‘The original owner of the house?’




  ‘She survived. That was Lyle Thorn’s widow. Her sister, though, was killed. So were Lilly’s two children. The authorities blamed the atrocity on a mental defective they found on the outskirts of town. He was tried, convicted, and hanged from the house balcony. Even then, apparently, cover-up was the order of the day. They had to know the fellow was innocent.’




  ‘Why did they have to know that?’




  ‘The beast has claws,’ Larry said. ‘They’re sharp, like nails. They shred the victim, his clothes, his flesh. They pierce him to hold him down, while the beast . . . violates him.’ The cup began to clatter against its saucer. He set it down on the table and folded his hands.




  ‘Were you . . .?’




  ‘My God, no! It never touched me. Not me. But I saw what it did to Tommy there in the bedroom. It was too . . . overcome . . . to bother with me. It had to finish with Tommy, first. Well, I put one over on it! The window gave me some nasty cuts, and I broke my arm in the fall, but I got away. I got away, goddamn it! I lived to tell the tale!’




  He managed another drink of coffee. His trembling hand set the cup back down on the table. The drink seemed to help restore his calm. In a quiet voice, he said, ‘Of course, no one believes the tale. I’ve learned to keep it to myself. Now I suppose you think I’m mad.’ He looked at Jud, despair in his weary eyes.




  Jud pointed towards the newspaper clipping. ‘That says eleven people have died in Beast House.’




  ‘Its facts are correct, for a change.’




  ‘That’s a lot of killing.’




  ‘Indeed.’




  ‘Somebody should put a stop to it.’




  ‘I’d kill it myself, if I had the courage. But God, to think of entering that house at night! Never. I could never do it.’




  ‘Has anybody gone in after it?’




  ‘At night? Only a fool . . .’




  ‘Or a man with a very good reason.’




  ‘What kind of reason?’ Larry asked.




  ‘Revenge, idealism, money. Has a reward ever been offered?’




  ‘For killing it? Its existence isn’t even admitted, not by anyone but old Kutch and her crazy son. And they certainly don’t want it harmed. That goddamned beast, and its reputation, is their sole source of income. It’s probably all that keeps the town afloat, for that matter. Beast House is no Hearst Castle or Winchester House, but you’d be surprised how many people will pay four bucks a head for a guided tour of an old place that not only boasts a legendary monster but that also was the scene of eleven brutal murders. They come from all over California, from Oregon, from every state in the union. A family driving through California can’t pass within fifty miles of Malcasa Point without its kids screaming to tour Beast House. Tourist dollars are the lifeblood of the town. If somebody were to kill the beast . . .’




  ‘Think of the tourists its carcass would bring,’ Jud suggested, grinning.




  ‘But the mystery would be gone. The beast is the heart of that house. The house would die without it. Malcasa Point would follow close on its heels, and the people don’t want that.’




  ‘They’d rather have the killing continue?’




  ‘Certainly. An occasional killing does wonders for business.’




  ‘If the town is that way, it doesn’t deserve to live.’




  ‘A perceptive man your father was, naming you Judgement.’




  ‘You said you would kill the beast yourself, if you could.’




  ‘If I had the courage, yes.’




  ‘Have you ever thought of hiring someone to do it for you?’




  ‘Who could I hire for a job like that?’




  ‘Depends on what you’re willing to pay.’




  ‘What’s a good night’s sleep worth, eh?’ The grin on his hollow face looked grotesque.




  ‘You might look upon it as a contribution to humanity,’ Jud said.




  ‘I assume you know someone who might be willing, for a large sum of money, to enter the house at night and dispatch the beast?’




  ‘I might know someone,’ Jud told him.




  ‘What would it cost?’




  ‘That depends on the risk involved. He’d have to know a lot more before making a firm commitment.’




  ‘Can you give me a rough idea?’




  ‘His minimum would be five thousand.’




  ‘His maximum?’




  ‘No maximum.’




  ‘My funds aren’t bottomless, but I believe I’d be willing to invest a considerate portion of them, if necessary, in a project of that type.’




  ‘What are you doing tomorrow?’




  ‘I’m open to suggestions,’ Larry said.




  ‘Why don’t the two of us drive up the coast, bright and early, and pay a visit to Beast House.’
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  The two cups of coffee didn’t keep Jud awake when he got back to his apartment. He fell asleep at once, and if he dreamed at all, he remembered none of it when the alarm clock blared at 6 A.M. Monday.




  
Chapter Four





  Roy woke up in a king-sized bed. Next to him, face down with her hands tied behind her back, lay the girl Joni. She was naked. A short length of clothesline led from her wrists to Roy’s right hand. He untied his hand, then both of hers.




  He rolled Joni on to her back. Her eyes were open. She looked up at him, through him, past him. Almost as if she were blind.




  ‘Sleep well?’ he asked.




  She didn’t seem to hear.




  He placed a hand on her chest, feeling the steady beat of her heart, and the rise and fall of her breathing.




  ‘Where’s your spirit?’ he asked, and laughed.




  She didn’t blink or move. Not when he pinched her. Not when he stroked her body, nor sucked it, or bit it. Not when he entered her. Not when he shuddered with an orgasm. Not when he pulled out and got off the bed.




  He tied her again, anyway.




  He dressed in the father’s clothes. He made coffee. While it percolated, he prepared six slices of bacon, three eggs over easy, and two pieces of toast. He carried them into the living room and turned on the television.




  The phone rang. He picked it up.




  ‘Hello?’ he asked.




  ‘Hello?’ The woman’s voice sounded confused. ‘May I speak to Marv, please?’




  ‘He isn’t here. Can I take a message?’




  ‘This is Esther. His secretary?’




  ‘Oh. You must be wondering why he didn’t show up at work.’




  ‘He didn’t even call in.’




  ‘Oh, well, no. He had a heart attack last night. Early this morning, actually.’




  ‘No!’




  ‘I’m afraid so. Last I saw, they were loading him into an ambulance.’




  ‘Is he . . . is he alive?’




  ‘Last I heard. I’m staying with Joni. You know, baby-sitting. I haven’t heard a thing since they left.’




  ‘What hospital was he taken to, do you know?’




  ‘Let me think. Gee, you know, I’m not really sure. Everything was so confused.’




  ‘Could you let us know when you hear any word of his condition?’




  ‘I’d be glad to.’




  She gave him the office telephone number. He didn’t copy it. ‘I’ll be sure to get back to you,’ he said, ‘the minute I get any news.’




  ‘Thank you so much.’




  ‘You’re welcome.’




  He hung up, went back to the couch, and began to eat. His breakfast was still warm.




  When he finished it, he searched for the telephone book. He found it in a kitchen drawer under a wall extension. He poured himself another cup of coffee and returned to the living room.




  First, he looked up Hayes. No Hayes, Donna. Only the Hayes, D., that he had checked last night. It had been her apartment, no question about that. He’d recognized some of the furniture.




  He wondered if she still worked for that travel agency. What was its name? Had a catchy slogan. ‘Let Gold be your guide? Not gold, Gould. Gould Travel. He thumbed through the white pages, found it, and dialled.




  ‘Gould Travel Service, Miss Winnow.’




  ‘I’d like to speak to Mrs Hayes, please.’




  ‘Hayes?’




  ‘Donna Hayes.’




  ‘We have no Donna Hayes at this number. This is Gould Travel Service.’




  ‘She works there, or she did.’




  ‘Just a moment, please.’ He waited for almost a minute. ‘Sir, Donna Hayes left our employ several years ago.’




  ‘Do you know where she went?’




  ‘I’m afraid not. May I be of service to you? Were you thinking of a cruise, perhaps? We have some marvellous cruises . . .’




  ‘No thank you.’ He hung up.




  He looked up Blix, John. Donna’s father. Her parents would know where she’d gone, for sure. He copied the address and phone number.




  Shit, he didn’t want to see them. They were the last people he wanted to see.




  What about Karen? He grinned. He wouldn’t mind seeing Karen, at all. In fact, he wouldn’t mind seeing a lot of her. Maybe she’d know where to find those two bitches.




  Worth a try.




  Even if she didn’t know, a visit could still turn out worthwhile. He’d always liked the looks of her.




  What was the name of that guy she’d married? Bob something. Something like a candy bar. Milky Way? No. Mars Bar. Bob Mars Bar. Marston.




  He looked up Marston, found a Robert, and copied the address and telephone number.




  He’d pay them a nice visit. Not now. He didn’t want to leave quite yet. What was the hurry? He might as well stick around for a while, enjoy himself.




  He went into the bedroom. ‘Hi there, Joni. What you been up to?’




  She stared at the ceiling.




  
Chapter Five
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  Sunlight and screeching seagulls woke Donna. She tried to fall asleep again, but the narrow bed, sway-backed with age, made it impossible. She got up and stretched her stiff muscles.




  Sandy was still asleep on the other bed.




  Quietly, Donna crossed the cool wood floor to the front window. She raised the blind and looked out. Across the courtyard, a man weighted down with suitcases was leaving a small, green-painted cabin. A woman and a matching pair of children waited for him inside a station wagon. Half the cabins of the Welcome Inn had either a car or a camper parked in front. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked. She pulled the blind.




  Then she looked for the telephone. The room didn’t have one.




  While she was dressing, Sandy woke up.




  ‘Morning, honey. Did you sleep well?’




  ‘Fine. Where are you going?’




  ‘I want to find a telephone and call Aunt Karen.’ She tied her sneakers. ‘I don’t want her worrying about us.’




  ‘Can I come?’




  ‘You can stay here and get dressed. I’ll only be a minute, then we’ll go get some breakfast.’




  ‘Okay.’




  She buttoned her plaid cotton blouse and picked up her handbag. ‘Don’t open the door for anyone, right?’




  ‘Right,’ the girl said.




  Outside, the morning air was fresh with the scent of pine, a smell that reminded her of warm, shadowed trails in the Sierra where she used to backpack with her sister. Before Roy. The way Roy acted in the mountains, she quickly lost the taste for the wilderness. Once she was rid of him, she should have taken up backpacking again. Maybe soon . . .




  She climbed steps to the porch of the motel office and saw a telephone booth at the far end. She headed for it. The wood groaned under her feet, sounding like the weathered planking of an aged pier.




  She stepped into the booth, dropped coins into the telephone slot, and dialled Operator. She charged the call to her home phone. The call went through.




  ‘Hello?’




  ‘Morning, Karen.’




  ‘Uh-oh.’




  ‘Is that any kind of greeting?’




  ‘Don’t tell me, your car broke down.’




  ‘You’re clairvoyant.’




  ‘Do you need a lift?’




  ‘No, I’m afraid I’ll have to beg off, for today.’




  ‘Poor loser.’




  ‘It’s not that.’




  ‘They changed your days off? And we were having such good times on Mondays. What’ve you got now, Friday-Saturday, Tuesday-Wednesday?’




  ‘Your clairvoyance has slipped.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I’m calling from the glamorous resort town of Malcasa Point, home of the infamous Beast House.’




  ‘Are you crocked?’




  ‘Sober, unfortunately. As near as I can figure, we’re about a hundred miles north of San Francisco. Give or take fifty.’




  ‘Christ almighty, don’t you know?’




  ‘Not exactly. I’m sure, if I could see a map . . .’




  ‘What are you doing way the hell-and-gone up there, anyway?’ Before Donna could answer, Karen said, ‘Oh God, is he out?’




  ‘He’s out.’




  ‘Oh my God.’




  ‘We thought we’d better make ourselves scarce.’




  ‘Right. What do you want me to do?’




  ‘Let Mom and Dad know we’re okay.’




  ‘What about your apartment?’




  ‘Can you have our stuff put into storage?’




  ‘Sure, I guess.’




  ‘Call Beacon, or someone. Let me know what it comes to, and I’ll send you a cheque.’




  ‘How am I gonna let you know anything?’




  ‘I’ll keep in touch.’




  ‘Are you ever coming back?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘How could they let him out? How could they?’




  ‘I guess he behaved himself.’




  ‘Christ!’




  ‘It’ll be all right, Karen.’




  ‘When am I gonna see you again?’ She sounded close to tears.




  ‘This’ll blow over.’




  ‘Sure it will. If Roy happens to drop dead of a coronary, or drives into a bridge abutment, or . . .’ A sob broke her voice. ‘Christ, this sort of thing . . . how can they let it happen?’




  ‘Hey, don’t cry. Everything’ll be fine. Just tell Mom and Dad we’re okay, and we’ll be in touch.’




  ‘Okay. And I’ll . . . take care of your apartment.’




  ‘Take care of yourself, while you’re at it.’




  ‘Sure. You too. Tell Sandy hi for me.’




  ‘I will. Goodbye, Karen.’




  ‘Bye.’




  Donna hung up. She breathed deeply, fighting for control of her own shaken emotions. Then she crossed the porch. As she started to climb down, she heard the squeak of an opening door.




  ‘Lady?’




  She looked around at a teenage girl standing in the office doorway. Probably the owner’s daughter. ‘Yes?’




  ‘Are you the lady with the car trouble?’




  Donna nodded.




  ‘Bix from the Chevron called. Him and Kutch went after it. Bix said he’d see you when he gets back.’




  ‘They don’t have the keys.’




  ‘Bix doesn’t need ’em.’




  ‘Did he want me to do anything?’




  The girl shrugged one shoulder. It was bare except for the strap of her tank top. She was obviously wearing no bra, her nipples pressing dark and turgid against the thin fabric. Donna wondered why the girl’s parents allowed her to dress that way.




  ‘Okay. Thanks for the message.’




  ‘Any time.’




  The girl spun away. Her cut-off jeans were slit up the sides, revealing tawny leg almost to the hip.




  The girl’s going to get herself raped, Donna thought. If Sandy ever dressed like that . . .




  Donna climbed down the porch steps and crossed the parking area to their cabin. She had to wait while Sandy finished in the bathroom.




  ‘Do you want to eat here at the Inn?’ Donna asked. ‘Or should we try our luck in town?’




  ‘Let’s go into town,’ Sandy said, her voice eager. ‘I hope they’ve got Dunkin’ Donuts. I’m dying for a doughnut.’




  ‘I’m dying for a cup of coffee.’




  ‘Java Mama.’




  They went outside. Sandy, squinting, opened her denim handbag and took out her sunglasses. Their round lenses were huge on her face. Donna, who rarely wore sunglasses, thought they made her daughter look like a bug – a cute bug, bit still a bug. She was careful never to mention the resemblance.




  ‘What did Aunt Karen say?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘She said to tell you hi.’




  ‘Were you gonna play tennis today?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘I bet she was surprised.’




  ‘She understood.’




  They reached the roadside. Donna pointed to the left. ‘Town’s that way,’ she said. They started towards it. ‘From the way Aunt Karen sounded, I don’t think she’d ever heard of Malcasa Point. It is a beautiful place, though, isn’t it?’




  Sandy nodded. Her sunglasses slipped down her nose. With a forefinger, she poked them into place. ‘It’s pretty around here, but . . .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Oh, nothing.’




  ‘No, tell me. Come on.’




  ‘How come you told Aunt Karen?’




  ‘Told her what?’




  ‘Where we are.’




  ‘I thought she ought to know.’




  ‘Oh.’ Sandy nodded, and adjusted her glasses.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Do you think it was a good idea, telling her? I mean, now she knows where we are.’




  ‘She won’t tell anyone.’




  ‘Not unless he makes her.’




  They stepped off the roadside and waited on the rutted shoulder until an approaching car whooshed by.




  ‘What do you mean, “makes her”?’ Donna asked.




  ‘Makes her tell. Like he used to make you tell things.’




  Donna walked in silence, no longer enjoying the cool, piny air. She imagined her sister stretched naked on a bed, tied firm, Roy beside her using a cigarette lighter to heat the shaft of a screwdriver.




  ‘You never saw what he did to me, did you? He always locked the door.’




  ‘Oh I never saw that. Not what he did in the bedroom. Just when he hit you. What did he do in the bedroom?’




  ‘He hurt me.’




  ‘It must’ve been awful.’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘How did he hurt you?’




  ‘Lots of ways.’




  ‘I bet he does that to Aunt Karen.’




  ‘He wouldn’t dare,’ Donna said. ‘He wouldn’t dare.’




  ‘When can we leave here?’ the girl asked nervously.




  ‘As soon as the car’s ready.’




  ‘When’ll that be?’




  ‘I don’t know. Axel went out there this morning with a man from the service station. If it doesn’t need repairs, we can go as soon as they get here with it.’




  ‘We’d better,’ Sandy said. ‘We’d better get out of here fast.’
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  They chose to eat breakfast at Sarah’s Diner across from the Chevron station. After seeing the selection of doughnuts displayed on a counter-top cake stand, Sandy decided against them. She ordered bacon and eggs, instead.




  ‘This place is gross,’ she said.




  ‘We won’t eat here from now on.’




  ‘Ha ha.’




  Sandy put a hand underneath the table, and crinkled her nose with disgust. ‘There’s gum under the table.’




  ‘There’s always gum under tables. Some of us have sense enough to keep our hands off it.’




  Sandy sniffed her fingers. ‘Gross.’




  ‘Why don’t you go wash your hands?’




  ‘I bet the john is really the pits,’ she said, and got up from the table as if eager to verify her theory.




  Smiling, Donna watched her step smartly towards the far end of the diner. The waitress came and filled Donna’s heavy, chipped cup with coffee.




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘Welcome, sweetie.’




  She watched the waitress head for another table. Then the opening door caught her eyes.




  Two men entered the diner. The emaciated one seemed far too young to have white hair. Though nicely dressed in a blue leisure suit, he had a harassed look like a refugee. The man beside him might have been his keeper. With deep blue eyes in a face that made her think of carved, highly polished wood, he had the confident look of a cop. Or a soldier. Or the guide in Colorado, many years ago, who led her and Karen on a deer hunt with their father.




  The two men sat at the counter. The strong one had light brown hair neatly clipped above his shirt collar. His wide back filled the tan shirt, pulling it taut. The black belt looked stiff and new in jeans so old that one of the belt loops hung loose, dangling over his rear pocket. His rubber-soled hiking boots looked older than the jeans.




  As if attracted by the intensity of her gaze, the man looked over his shoulder. Donna fought an urge to turn away. She met his eyes for a moment, then glanced at the next man, then on down the counter casually. She lifted her coffee cup. Steam no longer rose from the coffee. An oily film on the dark surface reflected swirling colours like a rainbow, or spoiled roast beef. She drank, anyway. Setting down the cup, she allowed herself another glance at the man.




  He was no longer watching her.




  Disappointment shadowed Donna’s relief.




  She drank more coffee and watched him. His head was turned as he listened to the nervous, white-haired man. A shoulder blocked her view of his mouth. She saw a slight rise on the ridge of his nose, apparently from an old break. A scar slanted from the corner of his eyebrow down to his cheekbone. She looked back into her coffee, afraid she might again attract attention.




  When she heard quick, familiar footsteps, she saw the man’s head turn. He glanced at Sandy, then Donna, then looked back at his friend.




  ‘All clean?’ Donna asked, perhaps too loudly.




  ‘They didn’t have anything to dry my hands on,’ Sandy told her, and sat down.




  ‘What’d you use?’




  ‘My pants. Where’s the food?’




  ‘Maybe we’ll be lucky and it won’t come.’




  ‘I’m starved.’




  ‘I guess we can give it a try.’




  The waitress soon came, bringing plates of eggs, sausage links, and hash browns. The food looked good, oddly enough. As Donna sliced into her sausage, her stomach rumbled loudly.




  ‘Mother!’ Sandy giggled.




  ‘Must be a thunderstorm on the way,’ Donna said.




  ‘Can’t trick me. That was your gut.’




  ‘Gut isn’t polite, honey.’




  The girl grinned. Then, with an expression of wrinkled distaste, she picked a sprig of parsley off her hash browns and flicked it over the edge of the plate.




  Donna glanced at the man. He was drinking coffee. As she ate and talked with Sandy, she looked up at him often. She realized that he wasn’t eating. Apparently he and his friend had only come into Sarah’s for coffee. Soon they got up from the counter.




  The man reached into his hip pocket as he headed for the cash register. His nervous friend protested, and lost. After he paid the bill, he took a thin cigar out of his shirt pocket. He unwrapped it. As he wadded its cellophane wrapper into a tiny ball, he scanned the area near the counter, probably searching for a trash container. Finding none, he stuffed the ball into his shirt pocket. He clamped the cigar between his teeth. His eyes swung suddenly towards Donna. They fixed upon her, held her stunned like a doe in headlights. The eyes stayed on her while the man struck a match and sucked its flame to the tip of his cigar. He shook out the match. Then he turned, and pushed through the door.




  Donna let out a deep, trembling breath.




  ‘You okay?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘Nothing. Everything’s fine.’




  ‘You don’t look so fine.’




  ‘Are you about done eating?’




  ‘All done,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Ready to go?’




  ‘I am. Aren’t you gonna finish?’




  ‘No, I don’t think so. Let’s be on our way.’ She picked up the bill. Her hand shook as she reached into her purse. She tucked three quarters under the edge of her plate, and got up quickly.




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘I just want to get outside.’




  ‘Okay,’ the girl said doubtfully as she followed Donna to the cash register.




  Outside, Donna looked down the sidewalk. A block off, an old woman with a poodle was stepping awkwardly off a curb. No sign of the two men from the cafe. She checked the other direction.




  ‘What’re you looking for?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘Just trying to decide which way looks best.’




  ‘We’ve already been that way,’ the girl said, and nodded towards the left.




  ‘Okay.’ So they turned right, and began walking.




  ‘Do you think we can leave this morning?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘I don’t know how long it’ll be. I think we’re a good hour or so from where we left the car. The girl at the motel didn’t say what time Axel went to get it.’




  ‘If we aren’t gonna leave right away, can we go see Beast House?’




  ‘I don’t know, honey.’




  ‘It’s half-price for me.’




  ‘Are you certain you really want to see a place like that?’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘It’s supposed to be the home of a horrible beast that kills people and tears them up. It’s where those three people were murdered a few weeks ago.’




  ‘Oooh, that place?’




  ‘Yes indeed.’




  ‘Wow! Can we see it?’




  ‘I’m not sure I’m up to it.’




  ‘Oh come on. We’re almost there. Please?’




  ‘Well, it wouldn’t hurt to see what time the tours start.’
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  Standing at the northern corner of the wrought-iron fence, Donna looked at the bleak, weathered house and felt a reluctance to approach it.




  ‘I’m not sure I want to do this, honey.’




  ‘You said we can check on the tours.’




  ‘I’m not sure I want to go in there, at all.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Donna shrugged, unwilling to put words to her dark chill. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.




  She moved her eyes from the slanted bay window to the veranda with its balustraded balcony overhead, past a gable to a tower at the south end. The tower windows reflected emptiness. Its roof was a steep cone: a witch’s cap.




  ‘Afraid it’ll gross you out?’




  ‘Your language is enough to gross me out.’




  Sandy laughed, and adjusted her slipping sunglasses.




  ‘Okay, we’ll have a look at the tour schedule. But I’m not guaranteeing anything.’ They started towards the ticket booth.




  ‘I’ll go alone, if you’re scared.’




  ‘You will not go in there alone, young lady.’




  ‘It’s half-price for me.’




  ‘That’s not the point.’




  ‘What is?’




  You might never come out, Donna suddenly thought. She took a deep breath. The air, scented like high mountain pine, calmed her.




  ‘What is the point?’




  Donna made her grin as evil as she could, and muttered, ‘I don’t want the beast to eat you.’




  ‘You’re awful!’




  ‘Not as awful as the beast.’




  ‘Mother!’ Laughing, Sandy swung her denim handbag.




  Donna blocked it with her forearm, looked up, and saw the man from the cafe. His eyes were on her. Smiling at him, Donna fought off another assault by her daughter.




  She saw a blue ticket in his hand.




  ‘Okay, honey, that’s enough. We’ll go on the tour.’




  ‘Can we?’ she asked, delighted.




  ‘Shoulder to shoulder, we’ll confront the awful beast.’




  ‘I’ll smash it with my purse,’ Sandy said.




  As she approached the line at the gate, Donna saw the man turn casually to his nervous friend and start talking.




  ‘Look.’ Sandy pointed at a wooden clockface near the top of the ticket booth. The sign above it read, ‘Next tour departs at,’ and the clock indicated ten. ‘What time is it now?’




  ‘Almost ten,’ Donna said.




  ‘Can we do it?’




  ‘All right. Let’s get in line.’




  They stepped behind the last person in line, a pudgy teenage boy whose hands were folded judiciously across his belly. Without moving his feet, he swivelled enough to cast a critical eye at Donna and Sandy. He made a quiet ‘Humph,’ as if insulted by their presence, and swung his shoulders towards the front.




  ‘What’s his problem?’ Sandy whispered.




  ‘Shhh.’




  Waiting, Donna counted fourteen people in line. Though eight seemed to be children, she only saw two who might qualify for the ‘children under twelve’ discount. If none of the others had complimentary tickets, she figured the tour would net fifty-two dollars.




  Not too shabby, she thought.




  The man from the cafe was three from the front.




  A young couple with two blond girls stepped up to the ticket booth.




  ‘That makes sixty-four,’ Donna said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Dollars.’




  ‘What time is it?’




  ‘Two minutes to go.’




  ‘I hate waiting.’




  ‘Look at the people.’




  ‘What for?’




  ‘They’re interesting.’




  Sandy looked up at her mother. Even with sunglasses hiding most of her face, Sandy’s scepticism was obvious. But she sidestepped out of line to check the people more closely.




  ‘Fiends!’ someone shrieked from behind. ‘Ghouls!’




  Donna swung around. Crouched in the middle of the street, a thin pale woman pointed at her, at Sandy – at all of them. The woman was no older than thirty. She had the trim, short hair of a boy. Her sleeveless yellow dress was wrinkled and stained. Dirt streaked her white legs. Her feet were bare.




  ‘You and you and you!’ she screeched. ‘Ghouls! Grave sniffers! Vampires, all of you, sucking the blood of the dead!’




  The ticket-booth door slammed open. A man ran out, his gaunt face scarlet. ‘Outta here, damn you!’




  ‘Maggots!’ she shouted. ‘All of you, maggots, paying to see such filth. Vultures! Cowards!’




  The man jerked his wide leather belt free of its loops, and doubled it. ‘I’m warning you!’




  ‘Corpse fuckers!’




  ‘That about does it,’ he muttered.




  The woman scampered backward as the man rushed her, belt high and ready. Stumbling, she fell hard on to the pavement. ‘Go ahead, maggot! The ghouls love it! Look at ’em gawk. Give ’em blood! That’s what they’re here for!’ Rising to her knees, she ripped open the front of her dress. Her breasts were huge for a woman so small. They swung over her belly like ripe sacks. ‘Give ’em a show! Give ’em blood! Tear my flesh! That’s what they love!’




  He raised the belt overhead, ready to bring it down.




  ‘Don’t.’ The word shot out, quick and sharp.




  The man looked around.




  Turning, Donna saw the man from the cafe step out of the line. He walked forward.




  ‘You just stay put, bud.’




  He kept walking.




  ‘We don’t have need of interference.’




  He said nothing to the man with the belt, but walked past him to the woman. He helped her to her feet. He lifted the dress, covering her shoulders, and pulled it gently shut in front. With a shaking hand, the woman held the torn edges together.




  He spoke quietly to her. She thrust herself against him, kissed him wildly on the mouth, and sprang away. ‘Run! Run for your lives!’ she yelled. ‘Run for your souls!’ And then she dashed away down the street.




  A few people in the crowd laughed. Someone mumbled that the madwoman was part of the show. Others disagreed. The man from the cafe came back and stood silently beside his friend in the line.




  ‘Okay folks!’ called the ticket man. He walked towards them, threading his belt through its loops. ‘We ’pologize for the delay, though I’m sure we can all appreciate the gal’s dilemma. Three weeks back, the beast took her husband and only child, tore ’em to ribbons. The experience unhinged the poor gal. She’s been hangin’ around here the past couple days, since we started doin’ the tours again. But now here’s another woman, a woman who passed through the purifyin’ fire of tragedy, and came out the better for it. This woman’s the owner of Beast House, and your personal guide for today’s tour.’ With a grand, sweeping gesture, he led the eyes of the crowd towards the lawn of Beast House where a stooped, heavy woman hobbled towards them.




  ‘Do you still want to do it?’ Donna asked.




  Sandy shrugged. Her face was pale. She had obviously been shocked by the hysterical woman. ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘I guess so.’




  
Chapter Six
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  They passed through the turnstile, and gathered on the lawn in front of the old woman. She waited, ebony cane planted close to the side of her right foot, her flowered dress blowing lightly against her legs. In spite of the day’s warmth, she wore a green silken scarf around her neck. She fingered the scarf briefly, then spoke.




  ‘Welcome to Beast House.’ She said it reverently, in a low, husky voice. ‘My name’s Maggie Kutch, and I own it. I began showing the house to visitors way back in ’31, shortly after tragedy took the lives of my husband and three children. You may be asking yourselves why a woman’d want to take people through her home that was a scene of such personal grief. The answer’s easy: m-o-n-e-y.’




  Quiet laughter stirred through the group. She smiled pleasantly, turned, and limped up the walkway. At the foot of the porch stairs, she wrapped a spotted hand over the newel post and pointed upward with the tip of her cane.




  ‘Here’s where they strung up poor Gus Goucher. He was eighteen at the time, and on his way to San Francisco to join his brother working at the Sutro Baths. He stopped here on the afternoon of August 2, 1903, and split firewood for Lilly Thorn, the original owner of the house. She fed him a meal in payment, and Gus was on his way. That very night, the beast struck for the first time. No one, but only Lilly, lived through the attack. She ran into the street screaming as if she’d met the devil himself.




  ‘Right away, the town got up a posse. It searched the house from cellar to attic, but no living thing was found. Only the torn, chewed bodies of Lilly’s sister and two little boys. The posse tromped through the wooded hillside yonder and found young Gus Goucher fast asleep.




  ‘Well, some of the townspeople recalled seeing him by the Thorn place that afternoon, and figured this was their man. They gave him a trial. Weren’t no witnesses with everybody dead but Lilly, and her raving. They judged him guilty quick enough, though. A mob broke him outta the old jail, that night. They dragged the poor lad to this very spot, whipped a rope over the balcony post up there, and hoisted him.




  ‘Course, Gus Goucher didn’t kill no one. It was the beast done it. Let’s go in.’




  They climbed six wooden stairs to the covered porch.




  ‘You can see this is a new door, here. The original got shot up, three weeks back. You probably saw it on the news. One of our local police shotgunned the door to get inside. He’d of been better off, course, staying out.’




  ‘Tell me,’ asked the critical boy, ‘how did the Zieglers get inside?’




  ‘They got in like thieves. They broke a window out back.’




  ‘Thank you.’ He cast a smile towards the rest of the group, apparently pleased with the service he’d performed.




  ‘Our police,’ Maggie Kutch continued, ‘spoiled an antique lock we had on the door here. But we did preserve the hinges and the knocker.’ She tapped the brass knocker with her cane. ‘It’s supposed to be the paw of a monkey. Lilly Thorn stuck it here. She was partial to monkeys.’




  Maggie opened the door. The group followed her inside. ‘One of you get the door, if you would. Don’t want the flies to get in.’




  She pointed her cane. ‘Here’s another monkey for you.’




  Donna heard her daughter groan, and didn’t blame the girl a bit. The stuffed monkey, standing by the wall with its arms out, seemed to be snarling, ready to bite.




  ‘Umbrella stand,’ Maggie said. She dropped her cane into the circle of the monkey’s arms, then snatched it up again.




  ‘Now I’ll show you the scene of the first attack. Right this way, into the parlour.’




  Sandy took Donna’s hand. Sandy looked up nervously at her mother as they entered a room to the left of the vestibule.




  ‘When I came into this house, way back in ’31, it was just the same as Lilly Thorn left it the night of the beast attack twenty-eight years before. Nobody’d lived in the house since then. Nobody’d dared.’




  ‘Why did you dare?’ asked the chubby, critical boy.




  ‘My husband and I were duped, pure and simple. We were made to believe that poor Gus Goucher did the dirty work on the Thorn people. Nobody let on about no beast.’




  Donna glanced at the man from the cafe. He was standing ahead of her, next to his white-haired friend. Donna lifted her hand. ‘Mrs Kutch?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Is it definitely known, now, that Gus Goucher was innocent?’




  ‘I don’t know how innocent he was.’




  Some of the people laughed. The man looked around at her. She avoided his eyes.




  ‘He might’ve been rowdy and a sneak and a no-good. He was surely a stupid man. But everyone in Malcasa Point knew, the minute they clapped eyes on the poor man, that he didn’t attack the Thorns.’




  ‘How could they tell?’




  ‘He didn’t have claws, sweetie.’




  A few in the group tittered. The chubby boy arched an eyebrow at Donna and turned away. The man from the cafe still looked at her. She met his eyes. They held her, penetrated her, set warm fluid spreading in her loins. He didn’t look away for a long time. Shaken, Donna tried to recover her composure. She finally returned her attention to the tour.




  ‘. . . through a window out in the kitchen. If you’ll just step around the screen here.’




  As they moved to the front of a three-panelled papier-mâché screen that partitioned off a corner of the room, someone screamed. Several members of the group gasped with shock. Others mumbled. Some groaned with repugnance. Donna followed her daughter around the screen, glimpsed an outstretched bloody hand on the floor, and stumbled as Sandy bolted back.




  Maggie chuckled at the group’s reaction.




  Donna led Sandy around the end of the screen. Lying on the floor, one leg propped high on the dusty cushion of a couch, was the form of a woman. Her shiny eyes gazed upward. Her bloody face was twisted in a grimace of terror and agony. Tatters of her stained linen gown draped her body, covering little except her breasts and pubic area.




  ‘The beast tore down the screen,’ said Maggie, ‘and leapt over the back of the couch, taking Ethel Hughes by surprise while she was reading The Saturday Evening Post. This is the very magazine she was reading at the time.’ Maggie stretched her cane across the body and poked the magazine. ‘Everything is just as it was on that awful night.’ She smiled pleasantly. ‘Except for the body, of course. This replica was created in wax by Mssr Claude Dubois, at my request, way back in 1936. Every detail is guaranteed authentic, down to the tiniest bite mark on her poor neck. We used morgue photos.




  ‘Of course, this is the gown that Ethel actually wore that night. These dark places are made by her blood.’




  ‘Was there sexual assault?’ the white-haired man asked in a strained voice.




  Magie’s pleasant eyes hardened, flicking towards his face. ‘No,’ she said.




  ‘That’s not what I heard.’




  ‘I can’t be responsible for what you heard, sir. I only know what I know, and I know more about the beast of this house than any other person, living or dead. The beast of this house has never carnally abused its victims.’




  ‘Then I apologize,’ he said in a cold voice.




  ‘When the beast was done with Ethel, it rampaged through the parlour. It knocked this alabaster bust of Caesar off the mantle, breaking the nose.’ The nose rested on the fireplace mantle beside the bust. ‘It dashed half a dozen figurines into the fireplace. It upset chairs. This fine rosewood pedestal table was thrown through the bay window. The racket, of course, awakened the rest of the household. Lilly’s room was right up there.’ Maggie pointed towards the high ceiling with her cane. ‘The beast must’ve heard her stirring. It went for the stairs.’




  Silently, she led the group out of the parlour and up a broad stairway to the second floor hall. They turned to the left. Maggie stepped through a side doorway and into a bedroom.




  ‘We’re now above the parlour. Here’s where Lilly Thorn was sleeping the night of the beast attack.’ A wax figure, dressed in a lacy pink gown, was sitting upright, staring fearfully over the brass scrollwork at the foot of the bed. ‘When the commotion woke Lilly up, she dragged the dressing table from there’ – she pointed her cane at the heavy rosewood table and mirror beside the window – ‘to there, barricading the door. Then she made her escape through the window. She jumped to the roof of the bay window below, then to the ground.




  ‘It’s always been a wonder to me that she didn’t try to save her children.’




  They followed Maggie out of the bedroom.




  ‘When the beast found that he couldn’t get into her room, he came down the hall this way.’




  They passed the top of the stairs. Ahead, four Brentwood chairs blocked the centre of the corridor. Clothesline was strung from one chair to the next, closing off the centre space. The members of the group squeezed between one of the lines and the wall.




  ‘This is where we’ll put our new display. The figures are already on order, but we don’t expect to have them much before spring.’




  ‘That’s a shame,’ the man with the two children told his wife in a sarcastic voice.




  Maggie entered a door to the right. ‘The beast found this door open,’ she said.




  The windows of the room faced the wooded hillside behind the house. The room’s two brass beds looked much like the one in Lilly’s room, but the covers were heaped in disarray. A rocking horse with faded paint stood in one corner, next to the wash stand.




  ‘Earl was ten,’ Maggie said. ‘His brother, Sam, was eight.’




  Their wax bodies, torn and chewed, lay sprawled face down between the two beds. Both wore the remains of striped nightshirts that concealed little except their buttocks.




  ‘Let’s go,’ said the man with the two children. ‘This is the most crude, tasteless excuse for a voyeuristic thrill I’ve ever come across.’




  His wife smiled apologetically at Maggie.




  ‘Twelve bucks for this!’ the man spat. ‘Good God!’ His wife and children followed him out of the room.




  A trim woman in a white blouse and shorts took her teenage son by the elbow. ‘We’re going, too.’




  ‘Mother!’




  ‘No argument. We’ve both seen too much already.’




  ‘Aw geez!’




  She tugged him out the door.




  When they were gone, Maggie laughed quietly. ‘They left before we got to the best part,’ she said.




  Nervous laughter whispered through the remaining members of the group.
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  ‘We lived sixteen nights in this house before the beast struck.’ She led them through the corridor, past the blocking chairs and past the stairway. ‘My husband, Joseph, he had a distaste for the rooms where the murders happened. That’s partly why we left ’em well enough alone, and settled ourselves elsewhere. Cynthia and Diana weren’t so squeamish. They stayed in the boys’ room we just left.’




  She took the group through a doorway on the right, across from Lilly’s bedroom. Donna hunted the floor for wax bodies, but found none, though a four-panelled papier-mâché screen blocked one corner and window.




  ‘Joseph and I were sleeping here. The night was the seventh of May 1931. That’s more than forty years back, but it’s burned in my mind. There’d been a good deal of rain that day. It slowed down after dark. We had those windows open. I could hear the drizzle outside. The girls were fast asleep at the end of the hall, and the baby, Theodore, was snug in the nursery.




  ‘I fell asleep, feeling all peaceful and safe. But long about midnight, I was awakened by a loud crash of glass. The sound came from downstairs. Joseph, who also heard it, got up real quiet and tiptoed over here to the chest. He always kept his pistol here.’ Opening a top drawer, she pulled out a Colt .45 service automatic. ‘This pistol. It made a frightful loud sound when he worked its top.’ Clamping her cane under one arm, she gripped the black hood of the automatic and quickly slid it back and forward with a scraping clamour of metal parts. Her thumb gently lowered the hammer. She returned the gun to its drawer.




  ‘Joseph took the pistol with him and left the room. When I heard his footsteps on the stairs, I stole out of bed, myself. Quiet as I could, I started down the hall. I had to get to my children, you see.’




  The group followed her into the corridor.




  ‘I was right here, at the top of the stairway, when I heard gunshots from downstairs. I heard a scream from Joseph such as I’d never heard before. There were sounds of a scuffle, then scampering feet. I stood right here, scared frozen, listening to footsteps climb the stairs. I wanted to run off, and take my children to safety, but fear held me tight so I couldn’t move.




  ‘Out of the darkness below me came the beast. I couldn’t see how it looked, except it walked upright like a man. It made kind of a laugh, and then it leapt on me and dragged me down to the floor. It ripped me with its claws and teeth. I tried to fight it off, but of course I was no match for the thing. I was preparing myself to meet the Lord when little Theodore started crying in his nursery at the end of the hall. The beast climbed off me and ran to the nursery.




  ‘Wounded as I was, I chased after it. I had to save my baby.’




  The group followed her to the end of the corridor. Maggie stopped in front of a closed door.




  ‘This door stood open,’ she said, and tapped it with her cane. ‘In the light from its windows I saw the pale beast drag my child from the cradle and fall upon him. I knew that little Theodore was beyond my power to help him.




  ‘I was watching, filled with horror, when a hand tugged at my nightdress. I found Cynthia and Diana behind me, all in tears. I took a hand of each, and led them silently away from the nursery door.’




  She took the group again past the rope-connected chairs.




  ‘We were just here when the snarling beast ran out of the nursery. This was the nearest door.’ She opened it, revealing a steep, narrow staircase with a door at the top. ‘We ducked inside, and I got the door shut only a second ahead of the beast. The three of us ran up these stairs as fast as our legs could carry us, stumbling and crying out in the darkness. At the top, we passed through that door. I bolted it after us. Then we sat in the musty blackness of the attic, waiting.




  ‘We heard the beast come up the stairs. It made laughing, hissing sounds. It sniffed the door. And then, somehow, with such quickness we couldn’t move, the door burst open and the beast sprang among us. In the first moments, it killed Cynthia and Diana. Then it leapt on to me. It held me down with its claws, and I waited for it to tear out my life. But it didn’t. It just stayed on top of me, breathing its foul breath against my face. Then it climbed off. It scampered down the attic and vanished. I have never seen the beast since that night. But others have.’
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  ‘Why didn’t it kill you?’ asked the girl whose round face bloomed with acne.




  ‘I’ve often wondered that. Though I’ll never know, this side of the grave, I sometimes think the beast let me stay alive “to report its cause aright to the unsatisfied,” as the dying Hamlet asked Horatio to do. Maybe it didn’t want another Gus Goucher strung up for its crimes.’




  ‘It seems to me,’ said the white-haired man, ‘that you give this beast a great deal of credit.’




  ‘Let’s see the attic,’ said the chubby, critical boy.




  ‘I don’t show the attic. I keep it locked – always.’




  ‘The nursery, then.’




  ‘I never show that, either.’




  ‘You don’t have more dummies?’




  ‘There’re no wax figures of my kin,’ she said.




  With arched eyebrows, the boy scanned the group as if looking for others who shared his disdain for the woman’s selective presentation of history. ‘Well, what about those other two guys? They weren’t your kin.’




  ‘The two guys this young man refers to, they’re Tom Bagley and Larry Maywood.’ She shut the door to the attic staircase and led the group back down the corridor to her bedroom. ‘Tom and Larry were twelve years old. I knew both of them well. They came along on several tours, and probably knew more about Beast House than just about anyone.




  ‘Lord knows why they didn’t have more sense than to come in here at night. They weren’t ignorant like those Ziegler characters: they knew good and well what to expect. But they come breaking in, anyhow. This was back in ’51.




  ‘They were in the house a long spell, nosing around. They tried to pick the locks of the nursery and attic, but couldn’t. They were snooping through this room when the beast came.




  ‘It took down little Tom Bagley, and Larry Maywood ran for the window.’




  Maggie pulled aside the papier-mâché screen that blocked the window and several feet of floor space in front of it. Some of the group jumped back. The girl with acne whirled away, gagging. A woman muttered, ‘Really,’ her voice rich with disgust.




  The wax figure of Larry Maywood, trying to raise the window, was looking back at the same mangled body as the other spectators in the room. Its clothes were shredded, leaving it bare except for the buttocks. The skin of its back was deeply scored. Its head lay half a foot from the pulpy neck, face up, eyes open, mouth twisted wide.




  ‘Leaving his friend at the mercy of the beast, Larry Maywood jumped from . . .’




  ‘I’m Larry Maywood!’ cried the white-haired man. ‘And you are lying! Tommy was dead! He was dead before I jumped. I saw the beast twist off his head! I’m no coward! I didn’t leave him there to die!’




  Sandy squeezed Donna’s hand tightly.




  One of the children began to cry.




  ‘This is slander! Out-and-out slander!’ Spinning away, the man marched out of the room. His friend from the cafe followed.




  ‘I’ve seen about enough,’ Donna whispered.




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘That concludes our tour for this morning, ladies and gentlemen.’ Maggie left the room, followed by the group. ‘We do have a gift shop on the first floor, where you can purchase an illustrated booklet on the history of Beast House. You can also purchase 35 mm colour slides of the house, including the murder scenes. We have Beast House T-shirts, bumper stickers, and all sorts of fine souvenirs. The Ziegler display will be ready next spring. You won’t want to miss it.’




  
Chapter Seven
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  ‘Imagine the gall of that hag, suggesting I ran out on Tommy to save my own skin! That miserable bag of guts, that abomination! I’ll take legal action!’




  ‘I wish you hadn’t leaked your identity.’




  ‘Well, I’m sorry.’ He shook his head, frowning in misery. ‘But really, Judge, you heard what she said about me.’




  ‘I heard.’




  ‘The contemptible vial of swamp gas!’




  ‘Excuse me!’ a woman’s voice called from behind.




  ‘Oh dear,’ Larry muttered.




  They looked around at the woman hurrying up the sidewalk towards them, a blond girl in tow. Jud recognized them both.




  ‘We’ll make a run for the car,’ Larry whispered.




  ‘I don’t think that’s necessary.’




  ‘Judge, please! She’s undoubtedly a reporter or some other species of uncouth snoop.’




  ‘She looks couth to me.’




  ‘Oh for heaven’s sake!’ He stamped his foot. ‘Please!’




  ‘You go to the car, and I’ll check her out.’ Jud held out the keys. Larry snatched them away and hurried off several paces ahead of the woman. ‘He has a healthy fear of the press,’ Jud told her.




  ‘I’m not the press,’ she said.




  ‘I didn’t think so.’




  She smiled.




  ‘But if you’re not the press, why did you chase us?’




  ‘Afraid you’d get away.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Yes.’ Head tilted to one side, she shrugged. ‘I’m Donna Hayes.’ She offered a hand. Jud held it lightly. ‘This is my daughter, Sandy.’




  ‘I’m Jud Rucker,’ he said, still holding her hand. ‘What can I do for you?’




  ‘We saw you at breakfast.’




  ‘I didn’t,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Well, I did.’




  Jud frowned, enjoying himself and still holding her hand. ‘Oh yes,’ he finally said. ‘You were at the table behind me, weren’t you?’




  Donna nodded. ‘We were on the tour, too.’




  ‘Right. Did you enjoy it?’




  ‘I thought it was dreadful.’




  ‘I liked it,’ the girl said. ‘It was so gross.’




  ‘It was gross, all right.’ He turned his eyes to Donna and stayed quiet, waiting.




  ‘Anyway,’ she said. She took a deep breath. In spite of her smile, she looked worried.




  ‘How’d you like that crazy woman before the tour?’ Sandy asked him.




  The worry suddenly vanished from Donna’s face. In a voice thick with sincerity, she said, ‘That’s why I wanted to see you, why I . . . chased you the way I did.’ She smiled shyly. ‘I wanted to tell you how refreshing it was, the way you stuck up for that woman. The way you helped her. It was such a thoughtful thing to do.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘You should’ve given that turkey a knuckle sandwich,’ Sandy told him.




  ‘I gave the matter lots of thought.’




  ‘You should’ve punched out his lights.’




  ‘He backed off.’




  ‘Sandy has a taste for violence,’ Donna said.




  ‘Well,’ said Jud. He let the single word stand like a period, ending his part of the conversation.




  ‘Well,’ Donna echoed. Though she kept her smile, Jud could see her start to deflate. ‘I just wanted to let you know . . . how much I admired the way you helped the woman.’




  ‘Thank you. Nice to meet both of you.’




  ‘Nice to meet you,’ Sandy said.




  Donna started to pull her hand away, but Jud tightened his grip. ‘Do you have time for a Bloody Mary?’ he asked.




  ‘Well . . .’




  ‘Sandy,’ he said, ‘how about a Coke or 7-up?’




  ‘Sure!’




  ‘How about it?’ he asked Donna.




  ‘Sure. Why not?’




  ‘I think the Welcome Inn should have what we’re looking for. Are you on foot?’




  ‘We’ve been on them all morning,’ said Donna.




  ‘In that case, I’ll personally chauffeur you to the door.’ He walked beside them to his Chrysler, and found it locked. Larry grinned out at him, brimming with satisfaction. Jud made a cranking motion. With a humming sound, the passenger window opened.




  ‘Yes?’ Larry asked innocently.




  ‘They’re friends.’




  ‘Maybe your friends.’




  Jud turned to Donna. ‘Charm him.’




  She bent beside the car. At eye level with him, she said, ‘I’m Donna Hayes.’ She reached a hand into the window. Larry met it with his hand and shook it briefly, making a smile that seemed to strain his face.




  ‘Admit it,’ he said. ‘You’re a reporter.’




  ‘I’m a passenger-service agent with TWA.’




  ‘You’re not.’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘She is,’ said Sandy.




  ‘Who asked you?’ he snapped.




  Sandy began to giggle.




  ‘Who’s she?’




  ‘That’s Sandy, my daughter.’




  ‘Daughter, eh? Then you’re married?’




  ‘Not anymore.’




  ‘Ah-ha! A feminist!’




  Sandy turned away, laughing out of control.




  ‘Don’t you like feminists?’ Donna asked him.




  ‘Only with Béarnaise sauce,’ he said.




  When Donna laughed, the corners of Larry’s mouth began to tremble with concealed mirth. ‘I suppose . . .’ He swallowed. ‘I suppose I’ll be relegated to the back seat with Little Miss Giggles.’ He unlocked the door and climbed out.




  Donna stepped into the car. She scooted to the middle of the front seat. ‘Miss Giggles can manage the back seat on her own.’




  ‘A lady! I’ve met a lady!’ Larry got in beside her. She unlocked the driver’s door for Jud, while Larry reached behind him to get the lock of the back door.




  ‘Where to?’ Larry asked, slapping his thighs.




  ‘The Welcome Inn,’ said Jud. ‘For drinks and lunch.’




  ‘Wonderful. A party. I love parties.’ He looked over his shoulder. ‘Don’t you love parties, Miss Giggles?’




  ‘I find them enchanting,’ replied Sandy, and burst into a new fit of hysteria.




  As they were passing the Chevron station, Sandy called out, ‘There’s our car!’




  ‘Is it sick?’ Larry asked.




  Donna said, ‘We had a little accident last night.’




  ‘Nothing serious, I hope.’




  ‘Just bruises and scrapes.’




  ‘Would you like me to stop?’ Jud asked.




  ‘Would you mind?’




  He pulled into the station. Larry climbed out to let Donna through. Then he got back in and shut the door.




  ‘I suppose it’s never difficult for a woman to demolish a car,’ Larry said, looking around at the girl. ‘How did your mother accomplish it?’




  Jud didn’t listen to the girl’s reply. All his attention was focused on Donna: on the way the sun shimmered in the flow of her brown hair, on the inward curve of her back and how the mounds of her buttocks shifted under her corduroy pants as she walked. In front of the office, she met a man wearing coveralls and a smirk. They talked. Donna tossed her rump to the left and slid a hand down her rear pocket. She nodded. With a graceful pivot, she followed the man to her car, where he opened the hood and shook his head.




  Jud watched her hair sweep down the side of her face as she ducked to look under the hood. She straightened up, talking.




  ‘Uh-oh,’ he heard Sandy say.




  The man slammed the hood shut.




  Donna talked to him, and nodded while he spoke. She pushed both hands into her hip pockets, and shifted again to her left leg. Then she swung around. She walked with long strides towards Jud’s car, shrugged, made a face to show exasperation, and smiled.




  Larry climbed out to let her in.




  ‘Well,’ she told Jud, ‘it’s still among the living. He has to send to Santa Rosa, though, for a new radiator.’




  ‘It’ll take a couple of days, won’t it?’




  ‘He said we might be able to leave tomorrow.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’ Sandy sounded worried.




  ‘There’s no way around it, honey.’




  ‘Do you need to get somewhere in a hurry?’ Jud asked, and pulled on to the road.




  ‘No, not especially. Two days in this town is just about two days longer than we’d planned on, that’s all.’




  ‘I spent twelve years in this marvellous berg,’ said Larry. ‘You’d be amazed at the variety of activities available to you.’




  ‘What sort of things?’ asked Sandy.




  ‘The most popular sport, by far, is sitting at the corner of Front and Division to watch the traffic lights change.’




  ‘Oh boy.’




  ‘Do you have a place to stay?’ Jud asked.




  Donna nodded. ‘We’ve got a room at the Welcome Inn.’




  ‘Why, isn’t that a joyful coincidence!’ Larry proclaimed. ‘So do we! Do all of us play bridge?’




  ‘Never touch the stuff,’ Jud said.




  ‘Don’t brag!’




  ‘Besides, we’ve already got plans for tonight.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘We have some business to take care of,’ he told Donna.




  ‘Are you just in town for today?’ she asked.




  ‘We may be around for a few days. It’s hard to say, at this point. Depends on how things go.’




  ‘What sort of business are you in?’




  ‘We’re with . . .’ He suddenly knew that he didn’t want to lie. Not to this woman. The need to retain a cover wasn’t as great as usual, and not worth the loss. ‘I’d rather not go into it,’ he said.




  ‘Oh. Fine. I’m sorry if I pried.’




  ‘No, don’t . . .’




  ‘I’d be happy to tell you our business.’




  ‘Larry!’




  ‘We’re going to . . .’




  ‘Don’t!’




  ‘Kill the beast.’




  ‘What?’ Donna asked.




  ‘Wow!’ cried Sandy.




  ‘The beast. The monster of Beast House. Judgement Rucker and I are going to lay it low!’




  ‘Are you?’ Donna asked, turning to Jud.




  ‘Do you believe there is a beast?’ he asked.




  ‘Something killed all those people, I guess.’




  ‘Or someone,’ Jud said.




  ‘The killer of Tom Bagley was not human,’ Larry insisted.




  ‘What was it?’ asked Sandy.




  ‘We’ll show you its cadaver,’ Larry said, ‘and you may decide for yourself.’




  ‘What’s a cadaver?’




  ‘It’s a corpse, honey.’




  ‘Oh, gross.’




  ‘What we plan to do,’ Jud said, ‘is find out what – or who – killed the people in that house. Then we’ll deal with it.’ He smiled at her. ‘Bet you didn’t realize you were riding with a couple of lunatics. Are you still up to a Bloody Mary?’




  ‘Now I may need two.’




  2.




  ‘Excuse me,’ Donna said. She scooted back her chair. ‘If the drinks come while I’m gone, don’t wait on me.’




  ‘I’ll come, too,’ said the girl.




  Jud watched them walk across the crowded dining room. Then he leaned close to Larry. In a low voice, he said, ‘You screwed up real good, back there. If one more person finds out what we’re doing in this town, it’s all over. I keep my advance, drive back to San Francisco, and that’s the end of it.’




  ‘Really, Judge. What possible harm . . .?’




  ‘One more person.’




  ‘Oh, all right. If you must be that way.’




  ‘I must.’




  Nobody spoke of Beast House during cocktails or lunch. As they were finishing, Larry told of a footpath that led down a gorge to a beach.




  After lunch, they all went to the motel office and registered for another night. Then the two groups split up, giving Donna and Sandy a chance to put on their swimsuits. Jud relaxed on his bed, ankles crossed, hands folded behind his head. He fell asleep.




  ‘There they are!’ Larry announced, waking him. The nervous man left the window and inspected himself in a mirror over the dressing table. ‘How do I look?’




  Jud glanced at the red-flowered shirt and white shorts. ‘Where’s your Panama hat?’




  ‘I could hardly pack everything on such short notice.’




  They left their cabin. Larry rushed ahead to meet the two women, but Jud hung back to have a long look at Donna. She wore a blue shirt with sleeves rolled up her forearms. Below the hanging shirt tails, her legs were slim and dark. No trace of a swimsuit was visible.




  ‘I do hope you’re not au naturel under that blouse,’ Larry said.




  ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’




  ‘Oh please, give us a peek. Just a teensy one.’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘Oh please.’




  Sandy lunged forward laughing, and swung her denim handbag at Larry. He spun away, ducking. The bag whunked his back. ‘Cruel midget!’ he cried out.




  The girl started to swing again.




  ‘That’s enough, honey.’




  ‘But he’s weird,’ Sandy gasped, laughing.




  ‘Is he always this way?’ Donna asked Jud.




  ‘I only met him last night.’




  ‘Is that true?’




  ‘Judgement never lies,’ Larry said.




  They got into Jud’s Chrysler, and Larry gave directions that took them down Front Street past the Chevron station, past Sarah’s Diner, and down two more blocks of shops. Beast House loomed ahead, on the left. The talking and laughter abruptly stopped, but nobody mentioned the house.




  Larry broke the silence. ‘Turn right on this dirt road.’




  Jud made the turn.




  ‘Is that where Axel’s mother lives?’ Sandy asked, pointing to the brick house.




  ‘That’s the place,’ said Donna.




  Jud looked at the brick house to his left and saw that it had no windows. ‘Strange,’ he muttered.




  ‘Indeed,’ said Larry. He asked Donna, ‘How do you know Axel?’




  ‘He gave us a ride into town last night.’




  ‘There’s a weird duck.’




  ‘He’s retarded,’ Sandy explained.




  ‘Who wouldn’t be, with a mother like Maggie Kutch?’




  ‘What?’ asked Sandy.




  ‘Axel’s mother is Maggie Kutch, the owner of Beast House, the tour guide.’




  ‘Her?’




  ‘Yes indeed.’




  ‘Did she remarry after the killings?’ Donna asked.




  ‘Keep to the right, Judge. No, she did have visitors, though. Town speculation had it that Wick Hapson fathered Axel. He’s been working with Maggie from the start, and they live together.’




  ‘The man in the ticket booth?’ Donna asked.




  ‘Right-o.’




  ‘Charming family,’ Jud said. ‘It looked like the house didn’t have any windows.’




  ‘It doesn’t.’




  ‘How come?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘So the beast can’t get in, of course.’




  ‘Oh.’ The girl sounded as if she regretted asking.




  The dirt road widened and ended.




  ‘Ah, we’re here! Just park anywhere, Judge.’




  He turned the car around so it headed out, and parked off to the side of the road.




  ‘You’ll absolutely adore this beach,’ Larry said, getting out.




  Before opening his door, Jud watched Donna. As he’d assumed, she was wearing a swimsuit under the shirt: the bottom part of one, at least. Its blue fabric shined at him when she bent to climb out.




  He joined the others beside the car. The wind felt good, cutting the heat like a cool spray.




  ‘Are we off?’ Larry asked Donna.




  ‘We off?’ she asked Jud.




  ‘I’m ready. You ready, Sandy?’




  ‘You’re all weird.’




  They walked single file along a narrow trail that angled downward between two sandy hills. Jud squinted into the wind. It fluttered in his ears, batting away all but the loudest words as Larry told of a childhood experience at the beach.




  After they rounded a curve in the trail, the ocean came into view. Its choppy blue was frothing with rows of whitecaps. Waves slammed against a rocky point. Just this side of the point, the waves washed quietly on to a stretch of sand. Jud could see nobody down there.




  ‘Ah wonderful!’ Larry yelled, spreading his arms and sniffing a deep breath. ‘Last one to the beach is a rotten egg!’ He began to run. Sandy chased after him.




  Jud turned to Donna. ‘Don’t you feel like racing?’




  ‘Nope.’ Wind threw strands of hair across her face. Jud brushed them away. He couldn’t look away from her eyes.




  ‘I bet I know why,’ he said.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You’re afraid I’ll beat you.’




  ‘Is that it?’ Her eyes were amused, but serious, as if she wouldn’t permit herself to be distracted by his banter.




  ‘That’s it,’ he said.




  ‘Is your name really Judgement?’




  ‘It really is.’




  ‘I wish we were alone, Judgement.’




  He put his hands on her shoulders and drew her against him, feeling the press of her body, the light touch of her hands against his back, the smooth, moist opening of her lips.




  ‘We’re not alone,’ she said after a while.




  ‘I guess we’d better quit, huh?’




  ‘While the quitting’s good.’




  ‘I wouldn’t say it’s good,’ Jud said.




  ‘Me neither.’




  Holding hands, they walked down the trail. Below, Sandy was running across the beach just ahead of Larry. She splashed into the water. Larry stopped at the water’s edge and dropped to his knees. The girl waved for him to come in, but he shook his head. ‘Come on!’ Jud heard through the noise of the wind and surf.




  Sandy pranced in the water, crouched and splashed at Larry.




  ‘We’d better hurry,’ Donna said, ‘before my charming daughter gets carried away and drags him in.’




  Even as she said it, the girl ran ashore and began to tug one of Larry’s arms.




  ‘Leave him alone, Sandy!’




  Larry, still on his knees, managed to look around. ‘It’s really all right, Donna,’ he called. ‘She’s nothing I can’t handle.’




  Letting go of his arm, Sandy circled behind him and leapt on to his back. ‘Giddyap!’ she shouted.




  He lunged and twisted, scrambling through the sand on hands and knees, making a noise that sounded, at first, like the whinny of a horse. Then he was on his feet. Sandy, clutching him tightly around the neck, looked back at Donna and Jud. Though she said nothing, her face showed fear. Larry swung himself in a circle, tugging at the girl’s arms, and Jud saw terror in his wide eyes. His whinnies were ragged gasps of panic. He pranced and bucked, trying to tear himself free.




  ‘Oh my God!’ Donna cired, and broke into a run.




  Jud raced past her towards the girl now screaming in horror.




  ‘Larry, stop!’ he yelled.




  The man didn’t seem to hear. He kept jumping and writhing, pulling frantically at the girl’s arms.




  Then Sandy was falling backward, her legs still hugging Larry’s hips but her arms loose and flailing. One of her small hands clutched Larry’s collar. The shirt split down his back, and he screamed. Jud caught the falling girl. He pulled her free.




  Larry spun, looking at them, his eyes wild. He began backing away. He fell. Propping himself on an elbow, he still gazed at them. Slowly, the strangeness left his face. His harsh breathing grew calm.




  Jud left Sandy in her mother’s arms and went to him.




  ‘She shouldn’t . . . have jumped on my back.’ His voice was a high whine. ‘Not on my back.’




  ‘It’s all right now,’ Jud said.




  ‘Not on my back.’ He lay on the sand, covering his eyes with his forearms, and wept silently.




  Jud knelt beside him. ‘It’s all right, Larry. It’s all over.’




  ‘It’s not over. It’ll never be over. Never.’




  ‘You gave the kid a terrible scare.’




  ‘I kno-o-o-w,’ he said, stretching the word like a groan of misery. ‘I’m sor-ry. Maybe . . . if I apologize.’




  ‘Might help.’




  He sniffed, and wiped his eyes. When he sat up, Jud saw the scars. They criss-crossed his shoulders and back in a savage tracery more white than his pale skin.




  ‘They’re not from the beast, if that’s what you think. I got them from my fall. The beast never touched me. Never.’




  
Chapter Eight





  Roy made certain, once again, that Joni was securely tied. Probably it didn’t matter. She’d obviously lost her marbles. But Roy wanted nothing left to chance.




  In the living room, he bent down and lit the candle. He patted the newspaper wads to make certain, once again, they were touching the candle stick. Then he headed for the kitchen, stepping high, his feet crushing the newspaper wads and clothes he’d scattered along the floor.




  The fire might not destory all the evidence, but it couldn’t hurt.




  He put on sunglasses and a faded Dodger cap that had belonged to Marv, and went out the back door. Pulling it shut, he twisted his hand to smear prints on the knob. He trotted down three steps to the patio, then hurried to the driveway. Looking towards the street, he saw that a gate blocked the driveway. He walked casually to it, unlatched it, and opened it.




  The neighbour’s house was very close. He watched its windows, but saw nobody looking out.




  He walked up the driveway to the garage. A two-car garage, with two doors separated by a beam. He raised the left-hand door. Inside was a red Chevy. He climbed into it, glanced at the three sets of keys he’d brought from the house, and easily found the Chevrolet keys.




  He started the car and backed out of the garage. He stopped close to the kitchen door. Then he got out and opened the trunk. He brought Joni out of the house, set her inside the trunk, and slammed the lid shut.




  The trip to Karen’s house took less than ten minutes. He’d expected to recognize the house, but it didn’t look familiar at all. He checked the address again. Then he remembered that she and Bob moved just before the trial. This was the right house.




  He parked in front. He checked his wristwatch – Marv’s wristwatch – his now. Nearly two-thirty.




  The neighbourhood seemed very quiet. He looked up and down the block as he walked to the front door. Four houses to the right, a Japanese gardener was whacking limbs from a bush. To the left, a lawn away, a lone tabby cat crouched, stalking something. Roy didn’t bother trying to spot its prey. He had some prey of his own.




  Grinning, he rang the doorbell. He waited, and rang again. Finally he decided nobody was in.




  He headed around the side of the house, took two steps past the rear corner, and stopped abruptly.




  There she was. Maybe not Karen, but some woman on a chaise longue, listening to music from a transistor radio. The longue was facing away, so its back blocked Roy’s view of all but her slim, tanned legs, her left arm, and the crown of her hat. A white hat, like a sailor’s.




  Roy scanned the yard. High shrubbery enclosed its sides and rear. Good and secluded. Bending low, he raised his pants leg and slipped the knife from its sheath.




  Silently, he stepped closer until he could see over the back of the longue. The woman was wearing a white bikini, its straps hanging off her shoulders. Her skin was glossy with oil. She held a folded magazine in her right hand, keeping it off to the side so it wouldn’t cast a shadow on her belly.




  Her hand jerked, dropping the magazine as Roy clutched her mouth.




  He pressed the knife edge to her throat.




  ‘Don’t make a sound, or I’ll open you up.’




  She tried to say something through his hand.




  ‘Shut up. I’m gonna take my hand away, and you’re not gonna make a sound. Ready?’




  Her head nodded once.




  Roy let go of her mouth, flung the sailor’s hat off her head, and clutched her brown hair. ‘Okay, stand up.’ He helped by pulling her hair. When she was up, he jerked her head around. The tanned face belonged to Karen, all right. He could tell that, even through the sunglasses. ‘Not a word,’ he muttered.




  He guided her to the back door.




  ‘Open it,’ he said.




  She pulled open the screen door. They stepped into the kitchen. It seemed very dark after the sunny yard, but Roy couldn’t spare a hand to take off his sunglasses. ‘I need rope,’ he said. ‘Where do you keep it?’




  ‘You mean I’m allowed to talk now?’




  ‘Where’s some rope?’




  ‘We don’t have any.’




  He put pressure on the blade. ‘You’d better hope you do. Now, where is it?’




  ‘I don’t . . .’ She gasped as he yanked her hair. ‘We have some with the camping gear, I think.’




  ‘Show me.’ He lifted the knife off her throat, but kept it half an inch away, his wrist propped on her shoulder. ‘Move.’




  They went out the kitchen, and turned left down a hallway. They walked past closed doors: closets, probably. Past the bathroom. Into a doorway on the right. The room was a study with bookshelves, a cluttered desk, a rocking chair.




  ‘Any kids?’ Roy asked.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Too bad.’




  She stopped at a door beside the rocker. ‘In there,’ she said.




  ‘Open it.’




  She pulled open the door. The closet held nothing but camping gear: two mummy bags suspended from hangers, hiking boots on the floor, backpacks propped against the wall. A metal-tipped walking stick hung from a hook. Beside it were two soft felt hats. Yellow foam-rubber pads, strapped neatly into rolls, stood upright beside the packs. On the shelf was a long red stuffbag, probably containing a mountain tent. On hangers were outdoor clothes: rain ponchos, flannel shirts, even a pair of grey leather Liederhosen.




  ‘Where’s the rope?’




  ‘In the packs.’




  He let go of her hair. He took the knife away from her throat and touched the point to her bare back. ‘Get it.’




  She stepped into the closet and knelt down. She flipped back the red cover of a Kelty pack. She tipped the pack forward, reaching into it, and rummaged through it. Her hand came out with a coil of stiff, new clothesline.




  ‘Is there more?’ He took it from her and tossed it behind him.




  ‘Isn’t that enough?’




  ‘Look in the other pack.’




  She turned to it without closing the first one. As she peeled back its cover, her arm seemed to freeze.




  ‘Don’t.’ Roy slipped the blade through Karen’s hair until its point stopped against the back of her neck. She sucked a quick breath. Keeping the knife at her neck, Roy bent down. He reached over her shoulder and lifted the hand axe out of the pack. Its haft was wood. A leather case enclosed its head. He tossed the axe behind him. It thumped heavily on the carpeted floor.




  ‘Okay, now get the other rope.’




  She searched inside the pack and brought out a coil of clothesline much like the first, but grey and soft with wear.




  ‘Get up.’




  She stood.




  Roy swung her around to face him. ‘Hands out.’ He pulled the rope away from her. He slid his knife under his belt and tightly bound her hands together. He stepped away from her, paying out rope. Then he picked up the hand axe and the spare coil. Pulling the rope, he led her out the doorway and into the hall. He found the master bedroom at the end of the hall. He pulled her into it.




  ‘Guess what happens now,’ he said.




  ‘Aren’t I too old for you?’




  He grinned, remembering Joni. ‘You’re way too old for me,’ he said. He led her across the carpeted room to a closet. He opened its door halfway and shoved Karen against the wall. With the door between them, he passed the rope over its top and pulled.




  ‘Damn it!’ she muttered.




  ‘Shut up.’




  ‘Roy!’




  He yanked the rope. The door knocked against him as Karen hit its other side. He saw her fingertips over its top. No doorknob on the inside. Shit! He ran the taut line down to the bottom of the door. Crawling, he brought it under the edge to the front. He lifted one of Karen’s feet. She kicked at him. He punched her behind the knee, making her cry out. Then he brought the rope up between her legs and crossed it over her right leg. He tied it to the knob, next to her hip.




  He stepped back and admired his work. Karen stood pressed to the door, arms stretched to the top. The rope appeared at the bottom of the door, near the centre, and angled to the right, passing over her leg to the doorknob.




  ‘Now tell me what I want to know.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘Where’re Donna and Sandy?’




  ‘At their place?’ she asked. In spite of her situation, her voice maintained a sarcastic edge.




  Roy sliced through one shoulder strap of her bikini, then the other. ‘They aren’t there, and you know it.’




  ‘They aren’t?’




  He cut through its back. He reached to her side, and tugged the bikini top from between her body and the door. ‘Tell me where they are.’




  ‘If they aren’t at home, I wouldn’t . . .’




  He sliced through the left side of her bikini pants. The edges flopped away. She clamped her legs shut to keep the pants from slipping down.




  ‘What time does your husband get home?’




  ‘Soon.’




  ‘What time?’ He pulled the pants down to her ankles.




  ‘Maybe four-thirty.’




  ‘It’s only three now. That gives us lots of time.’




  ‘I don’t know where they went.’




  ‘Oh?’ He laughed. ‘You may be able to take a lot of pain. I’ll be happy to give it to you. But let me tell you something: if you love that husband of yours, you’ll tell me what I want to know before he gets home. When you tell me where they are, I’ll leave. I won’t hurt you, I won’t hurt your husband. If I’m still here when he gets home, though, I’m going to kill you and him both.’




  ‘I don’t know where she is.’




  ‘Sure you do.’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘Well then, that’s too bad for both of you, isn’t it?’




  She said nothing.




  ‘Where did they go?’




  Crouching, he drew a question mark on the white flesh of her left buttock, and watched it bleed.




  
Chapter Nine





  1.




  From his position on Front Street near the south corner of the wrought-iron fence, Jud watched half a dozen people leave Beast House. The final tour of the day was over. He looked at his wristwatch. Almost four.




  Maggie Kutch left the house last, and locked the door. She made her way slowly down the porch steps, leaning heavily on her cane. The strain of guiding tourists showed plainly in the weariness of her walk.




  At the ticket booth, she met Wick Hapson. They finished locking up. Then, taking her arm, Wick walked with her across Front Street. They went slowly up the dirt driveway and finally disappeared into the windowless house.




  Jud slid a cigar out of his shirt pocket. He tore the wrapper off, crumbled it into a tiny ball, and flipped it  onto the car floor. Then he took a book of matches from the same pocket. He lit the cigar and waited.




  At four twenty-five, and old pick-up truck backed out of the garage beside the Kutch house and came down the driveway trailing a cloud of dust. It turned on to Front Street and headed towards Jud. He pretended to study a road map. The truck slowed and swung across the street.




  Looking up from his map, Jud saw a man leap to the ground and hobble towards the fence. At the corner was a wide gate, chained shut and padlocked. The short, heavy man opened the lock, unwound the chain, and pushed the gate open. He drove through, then locked the gate again.




  Jud watched the truck move over tyre tracks worn into the lawn, and park at the side of Beast House. The driver climbed out. He let down the truck’s tailgate and hopped into its bed. Bending down, he slid a board ramp to the ground. Then he rolled a power lawnmower down the ramp.




  As soon as the man started the mower, Jud made a U-turn. He drove slowly, studying the left side of the road. Two miles south of Malcasa Point, he found a fire road leading into the forest. Nothing closer. It was no good. He used it to turn around, and headed back toward town.




  A hundred yards behind the spot where he’d parked to watch the house front, he pulled completely off the road. He got out of his car. Nothing was in sight except the bending road and wooded slopes. He stood motionless for a few seconds, making sure.




  He heard the far-off motor of the lawnmower. He heard the wind stirring leaves high overhead, and the sounds of countless birds. A fly buzzed near his face. He waved it away and opened the trunk of his car.




  He put on the parka, first. Then he hooked a web belt around his waist under the coat, and made sure the holster flap was snapped shut. He lifted out a backpack,  and put it on. He took out his rifle case. Then he shut the trunk.




  His trek through the pathless woods took him up the side of a hill, over rock clusters and fallen trees, and finally into the sunlight of a clearing at the top. He rubbed sweat out of his stinging eyes. He drank tepid water from his canteen. Then he started down the left side of the hill, seeking an outcropping of rock that he’d noticed that morning through the back windows of Beast House.




  He finally saw the rocks ahead. He made his way forward and easily climbed the outcropping, hopping from one rock to the next. When he peered over the top, a clear view of Beast House lay below him.




  The short, limping man, apparently finished with the front lawn, was now mowing the back. Jud watched him slowly walk the yard, disappear behind a weathered gazebo, and reappear.




  It would be a long wait.




  But he didn’t intend to do it this way, crouched and peeking over a ledge of rock. Too damned uncomfortable. He backed off. He found a level area between a pair of midget pines several feet from the top. There he set down his rifle case. He shrugged the pack off his shoulders and propped it against one of the pines. Then he removed his coat. The breeze cooled his sweaty shirt, He took the shirt off, used it to wipe his face, and spread it out on a rock to let the sun dry it.




  Next, he opened his pack. He pulled out his binoculars case, and a sandwich from a paper bag. Donna had made the sandwich for him earlier in the afternoon.




  They’d returned to the Welcome Inn after the scene with Larry at the beach. Donna and Sandy had changed out of their swimsuits, and Larry had wandered off, presumably to have a drink in the motel bar. Then Jud, accompanied by the two women, had walked into town. He bought the sandwich ingredients at a grocery store near Sarah’s Diner. Back in Donna’s cabin at the inn,  she put the sandwiches together. Four of them. When she asked where he would spend the night, he told her only that he would return in the morning.




  With the binoculars and sandwich, he scouted for a suitable watching place. Crouching at the top, he found it: a level area halfway down the face, protected by a shield of upthrust rock.




  Before moving down to it, he unwrapped his sandwich, a sourdough roll packed with mayonnaise, jack cheese, and salami. He ate, looking across the distance at the back of Beast House.




  The guy was still mowing.




  Jud watched through his Bushnell binoculars. The man’s hairless head was shiny with perspiration. In spite of the heat, he wore a sweatshirt and gloves. Occasionally he wiped a sleeve across his face.




  Poor bastard.




  Jud looked down at the sweaty man, appreciating his own comfort: the feel of the breeze on his bare skin, the piny smell of the air, the taste of his sandwich, and the good solid knowledge that he’d found a woman, today, who mattered to him.




  Done with the sandwich, he climbed down to the flat area where he’d left his pack and rifle. His shirt was still damp. He loaded it into the pack, along with his binoculars and parka, then returned to his observation point.




  2.




  After the pick-up left the grounds of Beast House, nothing moved inside the perimeter of the fence – nothing within the area visible to Jud, at least. That included the entire back of the house, and its southern side.




  Jud wasn’t much concerned about the front. In the Thorn and Kutch killings, the assailant had apparently  entered by breaking rear windows. He must’ve come across the yard from the woods behind the house.




  If anyone entered tonight, Jud would get a look at him.




  But not a shot at him.




  That would have to wait. You don’t take down a bastard just because he goes into a house at night, or because he’s wearing a monkey suit. You’ve gotta be sure.




  He scanned the area with his binoculars. Then he ate another sandwich, washing it down with canteen water.




  When the sun was too low to keep him warm, he put on his shirt. It was dry, now, and slightly stiff. He tucked it into his jeans.




  Lighting another cigar, he leaned back against the steep rock face. The protective uprise of rocks at the front of his ledge blocked some of his view. The entire backside of the house was still visible, though. He would settle for that. A fair exchange, so he wouldn’t have to squat or crouch his way through the night.




  After watching the house for an hour, he folded his parka and sat on it. Its thickness not only padded the hard ground but also gave him extra height, improving his view.




  As he watched, he thought of many things. He concentrated on what he’d learned of the beast, searching for the most plausible explanation of its identity Always, he came back to the time element: the first killings in 1903, the most recent in 1977. That certainly seemed to rule out the possibility that one man had performed all the killings.




  Yet he couldn’t buy the idea that the killer was some ageless, clawed monster. In spite of what Larry had said. In spite of Maggie Kutch’s stories.




  In spite of the scars on Larry’s back?




  A human could have made those scars. If not with fingernails, then with the claws of artificial paws. A human dressed up in a monkey suit – or a beast suit.




  What about the time element, then? Almost seventy-five years.




  Okay, several humans in beast suits.




  Okay, who and why?




  Suddenly he had a theory. The more he puzzled over his theory, the better it looked. As he began to reflect on ways to gather proof, however, he noticed that darkness had come.




  He crawled forward quickly to the stone lip. The house was black. Its lawn was a dark expanse, empty of detail like the surface of a lake on a cloudy night. Reaching into his pack, Jud pulled out a leather case. He opened its snap and removed a Starlight Noctron IV. Putting it to his eye, he made a quick scan of the house and lawn. In the eerie red light generated by his infrared scope, nothing seemed out of place.




  When his legs ached from squatting, he backed away from the front. He lowered the Starlight long enough to put on his coat. Then he stood, leaning back against the rock face, and continued his surveillance.




  If this theory was correct, he had nothing to gain by spending a cold night up here. He wouldn’t see any beast.




  Well, it couldn’t hurt to stick around.




  We should’ve put somebody inside the house. Bait.




  Who’d go in?




  Me, that’s who.




  Too early in the game for that. This is time for surveillance, a good look from a safe distance. Learn the nature of the enemy.




  If nothing else, I learn that the enemy didn’t enter the house tonight from the rear.




  The scope was growing heavy. He put it down and removed the final sandwich from his pack. As he ate it, he watched without the aid of his expensive scope, and could see little except darkness. He finished the sandwich quickly and returned to using the scope.




  After a while, he knelt and rested his elbows on the ledge of the rock. He scanned the yard, the edges of the forest, the gazebo, even the windows of the house, though their glass would block most heat that the scope might pick up.




  Leaving the scope in place on the rock, he stepped around his backpack and urinated into the darkness.




  He returned to the scope. He swept the grounds. Nothing. He glanced at his wristwatch. Just after ten-thirty. He settled down, then, and watched for nearly an hour without changing position.




  During that time, he thought about the beast. Thought about his theory. Thought about other nights he’d spent alone with a Starlight and a rifle. Thought a lot about Donna.




  He thought about the way she looked that morning in her corduroys and blouse, hands tucked into the hip pockets of her pants. They became his hands, stroking the warm smooth curves of her rump. Then he saw his hands unfastening the buttons of her blouse, slowly parting it, touching breasts he had never seen but could vividly imagine.




  Hard, his penis strained against the front of his pants.




  Think about the beast.




  Into his mind came the fat, black face of General Field Marshal and Emperor for Life Euphrates D. Kenyata. One of the big, round eyes vanished as a bullet ripped through it and took out the back of the Emperor’s skull.




  The Beast of Kampala was dead.




  And so was Jud’s erection.




  The guards – if they’d caught him. But they hadn’t. They hadn’t even come close. No closer than he’d allowed for, at least. Still, if they’d caught him . . .




  There!




  Just this side of the fence.




  He held the scope steady. Though something – probably a bush – blocked portions of the heat mage, he could see that the crouching figure had the basic shape of a human.




  It lay down flat. It shoved something forward, apparently through a gap beneath the fence. Then it squirmed under the fence, itself. On the other side, it picked up the object and stood upright on two legs. It looked both ways, turning.




  In profile, it had breasts.




  It ran to the back of the house, climbed stairs, and disappeared into a porch.




  A few seconds passed. Then Jud heard a quick, faint crash of breaking glass.




  3.




  When Jud reached the fence, gasping and hurting from his rush down the dark hillside, he didn’t take time to find the burrow. He tossed his flashlight through the bars of the fence, leapt up, and grasped the high crossbar with both hands. He flung himself upward. Stiff-armed, he braced himself above the bar. A muffled scream came from the house. His weight shifted forward too much, and he felt the point of a spike prod his belly. He leaned back, and kicked up his left leg. His foot found the bar. He shoved hard upward, letting go. His right leg cleared the spikes. He fell for a long time. When he hit the ground, he tumbled, rolled to his feet, and retrieved the flashlight. Then he sprinted to the back of the house.




  As he rushed up the porch steps, he unholstered his Colt .45 automatic. He wondered briefly if he should change clips – exchange the standard seven-shot magazine for the twenty-shot oversize he kept in his parka. Hell, if he couldn’t get it with seven . . . it?




  Inside the porch, the house door stood open. One of its glass panes was broken.




  He entered. He flicked on his flashlight, swung its beam. The kitchen. He ran through a doorway into a narrow hall. Ahead, he saw the stuffed-monkey umbrella holder, and the front door. He shined his light over his left shoulder. It lit the staircase bannister. He rushed to the foot of the stairs, checked to the left and right, then swung his beam up the stairway.




  Halfway up, it lit the red of a gasoline can lying on its side. He climbed to the can. Its caps were still in place. A three-foot length of rope had been passed through its handle and knotted, forming a sling. Liquid sloshed inside the can as he set it upright. He holstered his pistol and unscrewed one of the caps. He dropped it into his shirt pocket and sniffed the opening. Gasoline, all right. As he reached into his pocket for the cap, he heard breathing above him. Then a sound of parched laughter.




  His beam climbed the stairs, lit a bare leg running blood, a hip, a mauled breast, a face. Hair hung down the face. Blood trickled from its chin. A flap of forehead skin hung down, hiding one eye.




  More laughter came, as if trickling from her open mouth along with blood.




  ‘Mary?’ Jud called quietly up the stairs. ‘Mrs Ziegler?’




  She came forward in a strange, gliding way, her arms swinging loosely, her legs barely seeming to move.




  Jud lowered his flashlight enough to see that her feet were two inches off the floor.




  ‘Oh God,’ he muttered, and started to reach for his pistol.




  The body flew down at him.




  He dropped to a crouch, bracing himself. The body struck him, rolled over his back with soft liquid sounds, and fell away. It thudded, hitting the stairs below him.




  Then something else hit his back.




  He shot his elbow into soft flesh and heard an explosion of breath. Gagging at the sour stench, he drove his elbow backward once more and twisted his body. Something sharp raked his shoulder, tearing his parka and skin as the heavy weight left his back. In pain, he dropped his automatic.




  He clawed at the stairs, trying to find it. He found the gas can instead. He grabbed it. From below came grunting, snarling sounds.




  Swinging the can, he splattered gasoline into the darkness. A pale shape appeared, hunched and climbing. He heard gas spatter it. Its arms flailed, and it shrieked. It knocked the can from Jud’s hands. He backed up the stairs, reaching into his shirt pocket. Behind the cigar box was a book of matches.




  Claws tore his thigh.




  He ripped a match free, still climbing backward. He scratched it across the abrasive strip and saw a blue splutter.




  The match didn’t light.




  But the thing was in midair, vaulting the bannister.




  It grunted, hitting the floor far below. Then it scampered away towards the kitchen.




  Jud searched the stairs until he found his flashlight and gun. Then he sat down, somewhere above the ravaged body of Mary Ziegler, and listened to the house.




  
Chapter Ten





  Roy ached. Especially his shoulders and back. He felt as if he’d been driving forever. Only seven hours, though. He shouldn’t feel this bad, not after only seven hours.




  He reached into the bag beside him and felt the heat of the Big Macs. He started to pick one up. Then he set it down again. He could wait. He’d be stopping for the night, soon. That would be the time to eat.




  As he drove across the Golden Gate, he glanced to the right at Alcatraz. Too dark. He couldn’t see much except the signal light. Just as well. What did he want to see a fucking prison for, anyway?




  It’s not a prison, he reminded himself.




  Sure it is. Once a prison, always a prison. It could never be anything else.




  If he stayed on 101 another ten minutes, he’d be able to see San Quentin. Shit, as if he hadn’t seen enough of that scumhole.




  He didn’t want to think about it.




  He went ahead and took out a Big Mac. He unwrapped it. He ate slowly, watching the freeway signs. As he swallowed the last bite, he flicked on the turn signal and steered the Pontiac Grand Prix up the Mill Valley exit.




  Smooth. He liked the way it handled. Bob Mars Bar had good taste in cars.




  Mill Valley hadn’t changed much. It still had the feel of a small, country town. The Tamalpias Theater marquee was dark. The old bus depot looked the same as always. He wondered if it still had all those paperbacks. Over to the left, the old buildings had been replaced by a huge, wooden structure. The place was changing, but slowly.




  A big dog, part Lab, wandered into the intersection. Roy stepped on the gas and swerved to hit it, but the damn thing leapt out of range.




  At the end of town, he turned on to a road to Mount Tamalpais, Muir Woods, and Stinson Beach. It meandered into the wooded hills. For a while, he passed scattered, dark houses. Then they were gone. He drove deeper into the woods, sometimes slowing almost to a stop as he took the tight curves.




  When he came to a dirt turn-out, he pulled on to it and stopped. He shut off the headlights. Darkness wrapped the car. The dome light came on when he opened the door. He opened the back door and pulled a red Kelty backpack off the seat. After taking a flashlight from one of its side pockets, he shouldered the pack. He shut the car doors and stepped to the edge of the woods.




  The ground sloped gradually upward. Bushes caught at his jeans as he climbed. Soon after leaving the road, he tripped over a low strand of barbed wire. A barb punctured his pants, scratching his shin. He jerked his pants leg free and continued upward.




  At the top of the slope, he searched through the evergreens. They seemed closely packed. He was about to give up his search when the beam of his flashlight swept through a space that seemed fairly open. He stepped towards it and grinned.




  The clearing, about twenty feet around, had a good flat area for his sleeping bag. A circle of rocks remained where someone else had made a campfire. Inside the circle were half a dozen charred cans. Kneeling, Roy touched one of them. Cold.




  He scanned the area with his flashlight. All around the clearing, the forest seemed dark and silent.




  This would do fine.




  He lowered the backpack and opened it. On top was a plastic ground cloth. He spread it out. Then he took out a blue stuff bag, slipped the drawstring loose, and pulled out Bob’s mummy bag. He put it on top of the ground cloth.




  Should’ve brought one of those rubber pads, he thought. If only he’d thought of it.




  He wandered into the trees, gathering firewood. He picked up handfuls of kindling, and brought them to the circle of rocks. Then he gathered armloads of dead limbs until he had formed a high pile. He tossed the burned cans into the trees.




  With toilet paper from the pack, he started the fire. He fed it twigs. It grew, crackling and spitting. Its flames warmed his hands and cast fluttering light through the clearing. He added larger twigs. As the wood caught, he added more.




  ‘Now, there’s a healthy fire,’ he muttered.




  Three good fires in one day. He was getting a lot of practice.




  He stood over the fire, watching its flames leap and curl, feeling its heat on the front of his body. Then he stepped back, out of its heat. He picked up the flashlight.




  Once in a while, as he worked his way back through the thick woods, he looked over his shoulder. He could see the fire for a long time, its brightness shimmering on leaves over the clearing. By the time he reached the slope overlooking his car, no trace of the fire was visible.




  He climbed down slowly, carefully, to the car. From the front seat, he took the sack from McDonald’s. Then he stepped back to the trunk. He unlocked it. The lid swung up.




  Joni squinted when the light beam hit her eyes. She was lying on her side, covered by a plaid comforter.




  ‘Hungry?’ Roy asked.




  ‘No,’ she said in a pouty voice.




  The other times he’d opened the trunk, once every hour after leaving Santa Monica, she’d neither spoken nor moved. In fact, she hadn’t said a word since last night in the bathroom.




  ‘So, you’re not crackers after all.’ He pulled the comforter. Joni tried to hold on to it, but couldn’t. It jerked out of her hands.




  She curled herself more tightly.




  ‘Climb out of there,’ Roy said.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Do it, or I’ll hurt you.’




  ‘No.’




  He reached under her pleated skirt and pinched her thigh. She started to cry. ‘What’d I tell you? Now, get out of there.’




  On hands and knees, she climbed over the edge of the trunk, and lowered herself to the ground.




  Rou shut the trunk. He took the girl’s hand. ‘We’re gonna have a nice camp-out,’ he said.




  He climbed the slope, pulling Joni behind him. From her struggles and cries, he knew the undergrowth was punishing her bare legs. ‘Do you want me to carry you?’ he asked.




  ‘No.’




  ‘I’ll carry you piggyback, and the bushes won’t hurt.’




  ‘I don’t want you to. You’re bad.’




  ‘I’m not bad.’




  ‘Yes you are. I know what you did.’




  ‘I didn’t do anything.’




  ‘You . . .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You . . .’ And suddenly she was making a loud, grating, ‘Whaaaaa!’ like a baby.




  Roy muttered, ‘Shit.’




  Noisy sobs sometimes interrupted the droning wail, but it would only start again. There was no sign of a let-up. Not until Roy backhanded her cheek. That stopped the bawling. Only stifled sobs remained.




  ‘Sit down,’ Roy ordered when they reached the campsite.




  Joni dropped to the mummy bag and hugged her knees to her chest. She rocked back and forth on her rump, sniffing.




  Roy broke sticks across his knees and built up the fire. When it was high and snapping, he sat down beside Joni. ‘This is pretty nice, huh?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Have you ever been camping before?’




  She shook her head.




  ‘Know what I’ve got in here?’ He lifted the white McDonald’s sack towards her face. She turned away quickly, but not before Roy saw the craving in her eyes. He sniffed the sack. The aroma of french fries was overwhelming. He reached in, touched the fries, and pulled one out.




  ‘Look what I’ve got here,’ he said.




  He held it high, wiggling it like a pale worm. ‘It’s all yours. Open up.’




  She pressed her lips tight and shook her head.




  ‘Suit yourself.’ Roy tipped back his head, opened his mouth wide, and dropped it in. It tasted very salty.




  He took a can of beer from the pack. The can was dry and warm. He remembered how cold the cans had felt when he took them out of Karen’s refrigerator, how they’d left his hands wet. Well, warm beer was better than no beer. When he opened the can, beer sprayed Joni. She flinched, but didn’t bother to dry her face. Roy drank, washing the saltiness out of his mouth.




  ‘Have a french fry,’ he said, and offered her another one. ‘No? Okay.’ He ate it. He took the entire bag of fries out of the larger sack. ‘There’s a Big Mac in here. It’s for you.’ He chewed the fries, and washed them down. ‘I’m not gonna eat it. It’s yours.’




  ‘I don’t want it.’




  ‘Sure you do.’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘I bought it for you. You’re going to eat it.’




  ‘You’re not my father.’




  Dangerous territory. He didn’t want her bawling again. ‘Suit yourself. It’s yours, if you want it.’




  ‘Well, I don’t. You probably poisoned it.’




  ‘I didn’t poison nothing.’ He ate more fries, drank more beer. He finished the fries and the beer at the same time. He tossed the oily bag into the fire, and watched the flames take it. Then he got himself another beer. This time he shook the can and aimed it towards Joni, intentionally shooting the spray into her face. She bit her lower lip. Beer dripped from her nose and chin. Roy laughed. ‘You should see yourself.’




  He took the remaining Big Mac out of the sack and unwrapped it. ‘Want it?’




  ‘No.’




  He raised it. He opened his mouth wide. Joni’s eyes flashed towards it, then away. ‘You do want it.’




  She shook her head.




  ‘Yes you do. Here.’ He held it towards her face. She tightened her lips. ‘Open wide.’




  Again, she shook her head.




  Roy brushed the burger against her closed mouth, leaving a wet trail of juice and dressing. Then he lowered it and waited to see her tongue sneak out.




  Her mouth stayed shut.




  ‘Come on, open up.’ Again, he rubbed the burger on her closed mouth. ‘Do what I say.’




  ‘Mmmm-mmm.’




  Roy put down his beer can. He got to his knees.




  ‘Eat, Joni.’




  She shook her head.




  With his left hand, Roy pinched her nostrils shut and pushed her backward. He held her down tightly against the sleeping bag. For along time, she kept her mouth shut. Finally, with a gasp, she opened up. Roy stuffed in the hamburger: twisting it, breaking it, mashing it into her mouth and chin and nose. When she started to choke, he let go. He flung the remains of the hamburger towards the trees.




  Joni sat up, coughing. Her fingers scooped wads of beef and bun out of her mouth.




  ‘Don’t get crap on the sleeping bag,’ Roy warned. He shoved her forward.




  On hands and knees, head close to the fire, she coughed and spit.




  Roy watched the rear of her short, pleated skirt, and remembered dressing her that morning. He’d chosen a fresh white blouse, and green skirt. Joni, on the bed, had neither struggled nor cooperated. It had been like dressing a doll. Only different. This doll had real parts, and he’d enjoyed the feel of them. He hadn’t put underwear on her. He liked the idea of nakedness under the skirt.




  The choking had stopped, but Joni stayed there on her hands and knees, crying.




  Roy patted the back of her leg. His touch made her go rigid. He slid his hand up and down, enjoying the curve of the leg and the cool smoothness of the skin. He moved his hand higher. She turned and knocked it away.




  Grabbing her arm, Roy pulled her to him. Her mouth was dripping. He wiped it dry with his handkerchief, and threw the handkerchief into the fire.




  She hit at his hands as he unbuttoned her blouse. He ignored it. Then she hit his nose. That hurt. He grabbed her hair and twisted it tightly so the pain made her gasp. He kept hold of the hair. She didn’t srike him again. When the blouse was off, he let her go. She hugged herself, shivering, while he folded the blouse and set it inside the pack.




  ‘Cold?’




  She said nothing.




  Roy crawled behind her. He stroked her shoulders and back. He unbuttoned her skirt and lowered its zipper.




  ‘Stand up.’




  She shook her head.




  Roy pinched her back. ‘Stand up.’




  She did. Roy pulled the skirt down.




  ‘Keep standing.’




  ‘I’m cold,’ she murmured.




  ‘Stand closer to the fire.’




  She seemed reluctant to step off the smooth nylon cover of the sleeping bag, but she did. She moved close to the dwindling fire.




  ‘Put more wood on it, if you want.’




  He watched her bend down, lift sticks from the pile, and toss them on to the fire. He watched the flames rise. He watched the fluttering orange glow they cast on her skin. He watched her crouch down close to the fire, giving him only a side view of her body.




  He unlaced his hiking boots. Pivattas. Bob had good taste in camping gear. He pulled off the boots.




  ‘Stand on the other side,’ he said. ‘Facing me.’




  That’s when she ran.




  Roy slid up his cuff, pulled his knife. Flipping it, he caught the blade between his thumb and forefinger. He hurled the knife. It whipped end over end, its blade flashing firelight.




  The girl almost reached the dark border of the clearing when the knife hit her. Roy heard the thud of its impact. He heard the girl’s startled gasp and saw her tumble forward.




  Roy took his time pulling on his boots. He didn’t bother lacing or tying them. He simply tucked the loose lace ends under the tongues, and got to his feet.




  Twigs and pine needles crushed under his soles as he walked towards the sprawled, white body of the girl.




  
Chapter Eleven





  1.




  A quiet knocking on the door woke Donna. Raising her face from the pillow, she saw that the window was wrong: off to the side instead of directly over the bed. Strange room. Still dark outside. Somebody knocking. Fear made an uneasy flutter in her belly.




  Then she recognized the room, and remembered.




  Jud. It must be Jud.




  She rolled out of bed. Cold. No time, in the darkness, to find her robe. She stepped quickly to the door and opened it a crack.




  Larry stood there in striped pyjamas, hugging himself against the chilly wind.




  ‘What is it?’ she whispered, alarm knotting her stomach.




  ‘Judge. He’s back. He’s been hurt.’




  She glanced over her shoulder at Sandy’s bed, and decided not to wake the girl. Twisting the handle button, she locked the door. She stepped out, pulled the door shut, and made sure it was secure.




  Following Larry across the parking area, she felt the cold breeze and the sway of her breasts inside her nightgown as if she were naked. It didn’t matter. Only Jud mattered. Besides, she could borrow something over there to put on.




  ‘How bad is he?’ she asked.




  ‘The beast got him.’




  ‘Oh my God!’ She remembered the wax figures, shredded and bloody. But he couldn’t be like that. Not Jud. He’s hurt, but not dead. He’ll be fine.




  Larry opened the door of Cabin 12. A lamp was on between the beds, but both beds were empty. One had obviously not been slept in. Donna surveyed the room. ‘Where is he?’




  Larry shut the door and locked it.




  ‘Larry?’




  She saw how he looked down her body as if surprised and distracted by the way it showed through the nightgown.




  ‘He isn’t here,’ Donna said.




  ‘No.’




  ‘If you think you can . . .’




  ‘What?’ Larry asked, and looked up from her breasts. His eyes were vague.




  ‘I’m leaving.’




  ‘Wait. Why? I’m sorry if I embarrassed you. I . . . I was just . . .’




  ‘I know what you were just doing. You just thought you’d use Jud as a pretext to lure me over here so you could . . .’




  ‘Oh heavens no. Good heavens.’ He laughed nervously. ‘Judge asked me to get you.’




  ‘Well, where is he?’




  ‘Over here.’




  She followed him across the room.




  ‘Judge didn’t want to leave blood on the bed, you see.’




  He opened the bathroom door. Donna saw a pile of clothes on the floor. Then she saw Jud sitting on the empty tub. Blood sheathed his back and stained the rear of his Jockey shorts. He finished taping a wide bandage on to his thigh.




  ‘That takes care of that,’ he said, and looked up at Donna.




  She dropped to her knees, leaned over the side of the tub, and kissed him. She pushed a hand through his damp hair.




  ‘You look awful,’ she said.




  ‘You should’ve seen me before I showered.’




  ‘Do you always shower in your shorts?’




  ‘I didn’t want to shock you.’




  ‘I see.’ She kissed him again, longer this time, taking pleasure in the warm spread of desire through her loins, and wishing Larry would go away.




  ‘I wouldn’t spend all night smooching,’ Larry said. ‘After all, the man is bleeding.’




  ‘Would you like to bandage my shoulder?’ Jud asked her.




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘Larry’s too squeamish.’




  ‘Blood nauseates me,’ Larry said, and left the bathroom.




  When Donna squeezed a washcloth above the shoulder wounds, water spilled down, rinsing off blood. ‘The beast did that?’




  ‘Something did,’ he told her.




  ‘They look like claw marks.’




  ‘That’s how they feel, too.’




  She patted them gently with the washcloth.




  ‘Pour on some hydrogen peroxide,’ Jud said. ‘It’s probably by your knees.’




  She let it spill over his cuts, fizzing and foaming. Then, with a large gauze pad from the first-aid kit on the toilet lid, she covered the wounds. ‘You sure come prepared,’ she said, taping the pad in place.




  ‘Mm-hmmm.’




  ‘Any place else need fixing?’




  ‘That should do it. Thank you.’




  ‘Now let’s clean you up. Can you keep your leg dry, if we run water?’




  ‘If it isn’t too deep.’




  She plugged the drain and turned on the water. With his knee up, Jud kept his thigh bandage above the rising water level. Donna shut off the faucets, and began to scrub his back with a soapy washcloth.




  ‘Did you go into the house?’ she asked.




  He nodded.




  ‘Boy, that’s the height of something.’




  ‘You don’t approve?’




  ‘You might’ve been killed.’




  ‘I came fairly close.’




  ‘How did you get away?’




  ‘I threw gas on him. I guess he was afraid he’d go up in flames.’




  Jud’s back was clean and slick. Leaning over the side of the tub, she kissed it. The skin made her mouth wet. ‘All done,’ she said.




  ‘Thank you, ma’am. Could you hand me a towel?’




  She gave him one, and watched him press it against his upper leg, to keep water from running on to the bandage as he stood.




  ‘I’ll be out in a minute,’ he said, climbing from the tub.




  ‘Will you?’ she asked, smiling at him and trying to look as if she didn’t know he was asking her to leave the bathroom.




  ‘Oh, you prefer to stay?’




  She nodded. Reaching behind her, she pulled the door shut. Its handle made a snapping sound as she locked it.




  ‘This isn’t the most comfortable place in the world,’ Jud said.




  ‘It’s fine with me.’




  Hands brushing her shoulders, Jud slipped the straps of her nightgown down. She let the nightgown fall. The effect on him was immediate. Dropping to one knee, Donna freed the erect penis from his shorts and tugged the shorts down his legs. Then she stood naked in front of him. First, his eyes caressed her. Then his hands traced the curves of her shoulders, the slopes of her breasts. He pulled her against him, the stiff penis prodding her belly.




  As they kissed, Donna’s hands explored the dips and rises of his back, the firm globes of his buttocks. She moved a hand to the front, and fingered his scrotum, the long smooth shaft of his penis. She felt his fingers down low between her legs, and moaned as they stroked.




  Jud kicked the pile of clothes aside. He spread two bathtowels on the floor, and Donna lay back on them, knees high and parted. Jud knelt over her.




  She felt the light touch of his tongue, first on one nipple, then on the other. Then came the slippery pushing. He went deep inside her.




  Gasping through her open mouth, she tried to stay quiet. Didn’t want Larry to hear. But her breath was coming louder now, and she couldn’t help the trembling sound of it. Then she no longer cared. There was only Jud on top of her, inside her, filling her, stroking her to an unbearable urgency that tightened and tightened and finally broke. He muffled her outcry with his mouth.




  2.




  ‘For heaven’s sake, what took you so long?’ Larry asked, looking up at them from the television.




  ‘I thought it was rather quick’ Donna said, smiling.




  Jud, wearing only a towel and his bandages, took a robe from the room’s closet. He put it on and removed the towel.




  ‘So,’ Larry said. ‘Now that we’re both here and you’re nicely patched up, would you be good enough to tell us what happened to you?’




  ‘Do you want to stay?’ Jud asked Donna.




  ‘I want to know,’ she said. ‘I’m chilly, though. May I?’




  ‘Help yourself.’




  She pulled back the covers of the bed that had not been slept in. She sat on it, propped the pillow against its headboard, and leaned back. ‘All set,’ she said, and pulled the blankets shoulder high.




  Jud told them what had happened: He told of watching the house from the hillside, of seeing the woman enter, of following her inside, of finding the gasoline can on the stairway.




  ‘Ah,’ Larry said. ‘Good woman. She was going to reduce the filthy place to ashes.’




  ‘I wonder why she waited so long,’ said Donna.




  ‘Could be a lot of things. She probably left town after the killings, to bury her husband and boy. Do you know where they’re from?’ he asked Larry.




  ‘Roseville, out near Sacramento.’




  ‘It’d only take a few days to bury them and get back here. What was she doing the rest of the time?’




  ‘Trying to figure out how to take her revenge, maybe. Then planning for it, making preparations. When I left there tonight, I used a hole under the fence. I think she probably dug that hole, herself. Once her preparations were made, she probably had to work herself up to actually getting in there and doing the job.’




  Larry frowned. ‘Why, for heaven’s sake, did you try to stop her?’




  ‘I didn’t go inside to stop her. I went in to find out who she was, and what she was up to. Until I heard the scream.’




  ‘Oh my God.’ Donna could feel a chill, in spite of the covers. ‘How badly was she hurt?’




  ‘She was dead.’




  ‘The same as the others?’ Larry asked.




  ‘The same as the gal in the parlour. Ethel? This one was in fairly much the same shape, if the wax figure was accurate. I gave her a close look, after the . . . killer . . . got away.’




  ‘Could you tell if she’d been sexually molested?’ Larry asked.




  Jud nodded. ‘It was fairly obvious.’




  The thought of it made Donna press her legs tightly together. She became aware that she could still feel Jud inside her, as if he had left an imprint. Her fear and repulsion subsided. She wondered, for a moment, how she might arrange to be alone with him again.




  ‘I knew she’d been molested,’ said Larry. ‘The beast . . . that’s its motive. Sexual gratification. Of course, I should be glad, I suppose. That’s what saved my life. The creature was more interested in satiating its lust with Tommy . . .’




  ‘I don’t think sex is the main thing.’




  ‘Oh?’ Larry sounded sceptical.




  ‘Let me give you my theory. I think this beast is a man.’




  ‘Then your theory’s shit.’




  ‘Just listen. It’s a man in a costume. The costume has claws.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Listen, damn it. You too, Donna, and see what you think. The original killings, the Thorn lady’s sister and kids, were done by Gus Goucher, the man they hanged.’




  ‘No,’ Larry said.




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘They were torn apart with claws.’




  ‘According to whom?’




  ‘According to morgue photos?’




  ‘Have you seen those photos?’




  ‘No, but Maggie Kutch has.’




  ‘If you believe her. Who has possession of the photos?’




  ‘Maggie, I suppose.’




  ‘Maybe we can get a look at them.’




  ‘I rather doubt it.’




  ‘Okay, we’ll let that go for the time being. It’s not that important. Gus Goucher’s jury must’ve seen the photos, must’ve heard testimony . . .’




  ‘According to the old newspaper accounts, they did.’




  ‘And what the jury heard was sufficient for them to condemn the man.’




  ‘Granted.’




  ‘We ought to check this, but I have the impression that, until the Kutch murders thirty years later, Goucher was pretty much accepted as being the Thorn killer.’




  ‘It Was made to look like he was. They needed a scapegoat.’




  ‘No. They needed a suspect. He was a likely one. And he was, quite possibly, the guilty one.’




  ‘They hanged Goucher,’ Donna said. ‘So he certainly wasn’t responsible for the attack on Maggie Kutch and her family.’




  ‘In a way, he might have been. Look at what Maggie did after the killings. She moved out of the house, took in Wick Hapson, and opened Beast House for tours. I think she and Wick decided they’d be happier without Mr Kutch, killed him using an MO similar to the Thorn murders, and cooked up this business about a beast to cover themselves. When they saw how much interest there was in this fictional beast of theirs, they decided to profit from it by opening the house for tours.’




  Larry shook his head and said nothing.




  ‘One thing,’ Donna said. ‘I can’t see a woman murdering her own children.’




  ‘That part threw me, too. It still throws me, in fact. For their beast story to hold up, though, the kids had to go.’




  ‘She wouldn’t do it. No mother could do that.’




  ‘Let’s say it’s unlikely,’ Jud corrected. ‘Mothers have been known to murder their own children. What’s more likely, though, is that Wick took care of the kids.’




  ‘Your theory is ridiculous,’ Larry said.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because there is a beast in that house.’




  ‘The beast is a rubber suit with claws.’




  ‘No.’




  Donna frowned. ‘Do you think it was Wick Hapson tonight?’




  ‘If it was Wick, he’s damn strong for a man his age.’




  ‘Axel?’




  ‘It can’t be Axel. He’s too short, too broad in the shoulders, too awkward in his movements.’




  ‘Then who?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘It’s the beast,’ Larry explained. ‘It’s not a man in a rubber suit, it’s a beast!’




  ‘Just tell us why you’re so sure.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘I know. The beast is not human.’




  ‘Will you believe me when I show you its costume?’




  Smiling strangely, Larry nodded. ‘Of course. You do that. You show me its costume, and I’ll believe.’




  ‘How’s tomorrow night?’




  ‘Tomorrow night will . . .’ He was silenced by a knocking on the door.




  3.




  Donna watched Jud cross to the door and open it. ‘Well hello,’ he said.




  ‘Is my mother here?’




  ‘Sure she is. Come on in.’




  Sandy, hair rumpled from sleep and her blue robe a bit too small on her, stepped into the room. When her eyes met Donna’s, Sandy sighed with exaggerated relief. ‘So there you are. What are you doing in bed?’




  ‘Keeping warm. What are you doing out of bed?’




  ‘You were gone.’




  ‘Just for a few minutes.’ She looked at Jud. ‘I guess I’d better get back now.’ She climbed out of bed, and moved with Sandy towards the door. Jud opened it for them. She wanted to kiss him good night, wanted to hold him tightly, feeling his strength and warmth against her body. Not in front of Sandy, though. Not in front of Larry.




  ‘See you in the morning,’ she said.




  ‘I’ll walk you back.’




  ‘That isn’t necessary.’




  ‘Sure it is.’




  He walked beside Donna, not touching her. Sandy ran ahead of them. She opened the door and waited.




  ‘You go on in,’ Donna told her. ‘I’ll just be a second.’




  ‘I’ll wait.’




  ‘Shut the door, honey.’




  The girl obeyed.




  Standing against the door, Donna held out her arms to Jud. He stepped close and embraced her. He smelled faintly of soap. ‘Cold out here,’ she said. ‘You’re so warm.’




  ‘This morning, you told Larry you’re not married.’




  ‘Divorced,’ she said. ‘How about you?’




  ‘I’ve never married.’




  ‘Hasn’t the right girl come along?’ she asked.




  ‘There’ve been a few “right” ones along the way, I guess. My line of work, though . . . it’s too chancy. I didn’t want to inflict that kind of life on anyone.’




  ‘What line of work is it?’




  ‘I kill beasts.’




  She smiled. ‘Is that so?’




  ‘Yep.’ He kissed her. ‘Good night, now.’




  
Chapter Twelve





  1.




  A frightened outcry startled Jud awake. He looked through the darkness at Larry. ‘You all right?’




  ‘No!’ The man sat forward and hugged his knees against his chest. ‘No. I’ll never be all right. Never!’ And he began to cry.




  ‘Once this thing is settled,’ Jud said, ‘you’ll be fine.’




  ‘It’ll never be settled. You don’t even believe there is a beast. A lot of good you are.’




  ‘Whatever it is, I’ll kill it.’




  ‘Will you?’




  ‘That’s what you’re paying me for.’




  ‘Will you cut off its head for me?’




  ‘None of that.’




  ‘I want you to. I want you to cut off its head, and its cock, and . . .’




  ‘Knock that off, will you? I’ll kill it. Nothing else. None of that dismemberment shit. I’ve seen enough of that.’




  ‘You have?’ The voice in the darkness sounded surprised and interested.’




  ‘I did some work in Africa. Saw a lot of heads lopped off. One fellow kept them in his freezer, and liked to shout at them.’




  Jud heard quiet laughter from the other bed. The laughter had a strange sound that made him nervous. ‘Maybe I ought to take you back to Tiburon tomorrow. I can finish the job alone.’




  ‘Oh no. No you don’t.’




  ‘We might both be better off, Larry.’




  ‘I’ve got to be here when you kill the beast. I’ve got to see it die.’




  2.




  At six o’clock, Jud’s alarm clock woke him up. The alarm didn’t seem to disturb Larry. Climbing from bed, Jud stood on the cool floor and removed his leg bandage. The four parallel lacerations were dry, dark marks about three inches in length. They hurt, but they looked as if they would heal without much problem. He went into the bathroom, dropped the blood-sodden bandage on top of his clothes heap, and put a new bandage on his leg. In the mirror, he checked his shoulder bandage. Some blood showed through, but it looked dry. Maybe later he could get Larry or Donna to change it.




  He washed up. After he dressed in clean clothes, his suitcase was nearly empty. He tossed its few remaining contents on to the bed, and took the suitcase into the bathroom. There, he piled his torn, bloody clothes into it. He dropped the old bandage in and latched the suitcase. Then he carried it outside.




  The morning was quiet, as if nothing were awake yet except a few birds. He glanced at Cabin 9. Donna would be in there, probably asleep. It was a beautiful morning, and he wanted her to be with him. But he wouldn’t try to wake her.




  He put the suitcase into the trunk of his car and quietly shut the trunk. Then he returned to his cabin. With a washcloth and bar of soap, he carefully scrubbed up every visible trace of blood in the bathroom. The white towels looked okay. So did the other washcloth. The one in his hand was pink with blood.




  He peered into the bathroom wastebasket. Its plastic lining held bits of tape and gauze, bandage wrappings, bloody toilet paper. He dropped the dirty washcloth into it and removed the lining.




  He carried his first-aid kit and the garbage bag out to his car. Nobody around. He put them in the trunk.




  Then, done with the clean-up, he sat on the cabin step and lit a cigar. It tasted fine, the flavour of its smoke blending with the scent of fresh, piny air.




  He leaned back, propping his elbows on the stair above him, and grinned. In spite of his wounds, he felt exceptionally fine.




  When he was done with the cigar, he drove down Front Street. The town was quiet. He slowed to give a shaggy brown dog time to amble out of his way. A blue-and-white police car was parked in front of Sarah’s Diner. The only moving car he saw was a Porsche that approached slowly, as if struggling to stay within a reasonable proximity to the town’s thirty-mile-per-hour speed limit.




  To his left, Beast House looked barren. To his right, nothing stirred on the property of the house without windows. He slowed when he could see the outcropping of rocks on the hillside behind Beast House. He would have to get up there soon and retrieve his equipment.




  But not now.




  Beyond town, he made a U-turn and came back. He passed the two houses. On the next block, he parked in front of a closed barber shop. He walked to the Beast House ticket booth.




  On its walls, newspaper clippings were framed in glass. Some told of the murders. Others focused on the tours. He read several of the articles. He wanted to read them all, but that would have taken too long. He didn’t want to draw too much attention to himself.




  He gazed up at the clock face above the ticket window. Then he checked his watch. The first tour wouldn’t start for nearly three hours, at ten o’clock.




  Stuffing his hands into his front trouser pockets, he strolled farther down the sidewalk. He paused to look at the weathered Victorian house, then started up again, trying his best to look like a tourist with time on his hands and a preference for morning walks.




  When he passed the bend, he stepped into the trees and made his way back.




  Several yards from the fence, he found an opening that gave him a view of the front of Beast House, but offered good concealment.




  Crouching, he began to wait.




  3.




  Just after nine-thirty, a camper van parked on Front Street. A man climbed out, checked the ticket booth, and returned to the van. Out came a woman and three children. Soon a young couple arrived in a VW.




  Jud made his way to the road, and walked up to the ticket booth. It was still deserted.




  So was the house, unless someone had entered before Jud began his surveillance: nobody had gone in the front while he’d been watching.




  As Jud waited near the ticket booth, more people arrived. He watched the windowless house across the street. Its door was shut. The green pick-up truck was still parked in front of the garage.




  Finally, ten minutes before the tour was to start, Jud saw Maggie and Wick leave the house. Braced against Wick, she carried her cane but didn’t use it. It took them a long time to reach Front Street. They waited for a station wagon to pass, then they crossed.




  Wick helped her up the curb, and let go of her arm. She leaned heavily on her cane. ‘Welcome to Beast House,’ she called out, her voice low but clear. ‘My name’s Maggie Kutch, and I own it. You may purchase your tickets from my assistant.’ She swung her cane towards the ticket booth. Wick was unlocking its door. ‘The tickets run four dollars per adult, only two dollars per child under twelve for the experience of a lifetime.’




  The people had listened, quiet and motionless. When Maggie stopped talking, those who were not in line already headed for the ticket booth.




  Maggie unlocked the turnstile and pushed through it.




  “Back for seconds, eh?’ Wick asked when Jud reached the ticket window.




  ‘I can’t seem to stay away.’ He slid a five-dollar bill under the glass.




  ‘Guess your lady friend didn’t show up.’




  ‘Who’s that?’




  ‘Your lady friend. The gal that cavorted in the street there, showing off her titties.’ Wick gave him the ticket and change.




  ‘I wonder where she is,’ Jud said.




  ‘More ’n likely in the loony bin.’ Wick chuckled, showing his crooked brown teeth.




  Jud went through the turnstile. When the entire group was gathered on the walkway, Maggie began to speak.




  ‘I started showing my house to visitors away back in ’31, right after the beast struck down my husband and three darling children. You may be asking yourselves why a woman’d want to take people through her house, when it was the scene of such personal tragedy. Well, the answer’s easy: m-o-n-e-y.’




  A few of the people laughed uneasily.




  Maggie limped up the walkway to the foot of the porch stairs. She pointed her cane upward at the balcony. ‘Here’s where they lynched Gus Goucher.’




  Jud listened carefully to the story of Gus Goucher, checking each detail against his theory that the man had, indeed, been guilty. Nothing she said contradicted his view. He followed Maggie up the porch steps. She told of the old door being shot open by Officer Jenson. She pointed out the monkey-paw knocker. Then she unlocked the door and pushed it open.




  The pungent odour of gasoline filled Jud’s nostrils.




  ‘I must ask your forgiveness for the smell,’ Maggie said, entering. ‘My son spilled gas yesterday. It won’t be so bad, once we’re away from the stairs.’




  Jud stepped inside.




  ‘You can see how it stained the carpeting there.’




  He manoeuvred around others in the group until he had a clear view of the stairway. Nothing. Where Mary’s body should have been, there was only a dark stain. All the blood had been nicely scrubbed before someone doused the carpet with gasoline.




  
Chapter Thirteen





  1.




  Sunlight on his face woke Roy. He lifted his head off his rolled jeans, and propped himself up with his elbows. The campfire was out. A sparrow, near the campfire remains, was plucking bread from a clump that Joni had probably spit out. The backpack stood upright, closed and safe.
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