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PROLOGUE



After a long while Valerie rose from her slumped, broken position like a puppet whose dangling strings have at last been gathered and pulled. She looked down at herself, running hands over arms, legs, breasts, stomach, and a triumphant smile stretched across her face. Without haste, she walked down the short hallway from the bedroom to the bathroom, and stared into the soap-spotted mirror above the sink.


The smile grew harder and brighter. But although the triumph in it doubled, shining out of the mirror, the odd golden gleam in Valerie’s eyes, almost like a glimpse of flame, had no reflection.


‘Yes,’ she said, testing her voice. ‘Yes, you’ll do. You’ll do for now. A temporary home.’ She leaned closer to the mirror, intent upon the reflection, studying her face. ‘I’ll make some changes, of course. I’ll take better care of you, Valerie, than you ever took of yourself.’ She laughed, a rich, satisfied chuckle, all the while watching the face in the mirror to see how she looked when she laughed.


Her hands had been resting lightly on the porcelain rim of the sink, unneeded and unnoticed as she concentrated on face and voice. Now, still unnoticed, they moved. The right arm lifted and reached in an old, familiar gesture, and the right hand took hold of the drinking glass that hung on the wall. That hand then brought the glass down, cracking it against the side of the sink with a deft flick of the wrist. Half the glass sheared away and fell to the floor, leaving behind a curved glass dagger in a heavy base.


Hardly more than a second had passed; the tinkling crunch of breaking glass had not yet registered on the mind of the woman who spoke to herself as to a stranger.


Left hand turned over, presenting the pale, veined throat of a wrist to the sacrificial knife. Right hand brought the glass blade jabbing down hard, then ripped inwards, towards the body, tearing the skin and letting a blood-river halfway to the elbow. Only then did Valerie look away from the mirror, down to see what her hands were doing.


‘No!’ she roared in someone else’s voice, and flung the broken glass away. It smashed to fragments against the hard side of the bathtub and flung out tiny jewels of crimson against the flesh-colored floor.


She clutched her left arm with her right hand – they were hers again – and tried to push the edges of skin back together. Her lips drew back from her teeth and she hissed in frustration as she fumbled about in the tiny bathroom, unable to find tape, gauze or bandages of any kind.


Blood continued to run in rivulets down her arms, dyeing her clothes and spattering walls and floor. She lurched into the bedroom and began jerking open bureau drawers. She found only heavy jeans, sweaters, nothing that would do, nothing she could tear easily.


‘Tell me!’ she roared in that other voice. ‘Find something! I won’t let you die, damn you, not yet!’


The next drawer yielded T-shirts. Valerie snatched up one and tore it down the seams. She managed to make a rough bandage of it, wrapping it tightly around the wounded arm. It was blood-soaked already, as she knotted it, but that didn’t matter; she had stopped the worst of the bleeding and Valerie would not die just yet.


But the moment she relaxed her vigilance the right hand was busy again, plucking at the knotted fabric, trying to let loose the blood.


Furious, Valerie slapped the left hand, then the right. Then her eyes rolled up in her head, her eyelids fluttered, and she collapsed on the floor.


Painfully, Valerie opened her eyes and saw the dirty floorboards. Her head hurt and she ached all over. Why was she on the floor? When she tried to move she felt as if someone had stabbed her. She gasped with pain, sitting up, then saw that her arm was wrapped in a blood-soaked cloth.


Quite suddenly the pain and dizziness turned to nausea. Valerie managed to move just enough to be sick on the floor rather than into her own lap, but afterwards she had not the strength to move away and remained staring dully into a pool of vomit, retching dryly every now and then.


Later – how much later? – she only knew that the room had filled with shadows. Valerie managed to stand, the puppet miraculously moving without strings, and stumble into the bathroom to rinse her mouth. A sharp new pain made her look down, and she saw that she had gashed her bare foot on a piece of broken glass. Broken glass, and blood, littered the floor. She stared dully, unable to make any sense of it.


Then a voice told her what to do. It was a relief to be spared thought, a relief to obey. Under direction, Valerie washed her wounded arm with antiseptic and bandaged it cleanly, cutting up two of her favorite T-shirts to make the dressing. She also tended her foot, picked the glass off the bathroom floor, and cleaned up her vomit. Finally the voice told her to go to bed and sleep and, a grateful automaton, she did.


Hours later she woke screaming.


She fumbled for the light and, blessedly, it came on. Valerie looked around, the sound of her own breathing harsh in her ears. She saw her clothes in untidy heaps on the floor; she saw the dirty, cream-colored walls; she saw the magic circle she had painted on the floor. From the corner of her eye she saw the awkward lump of bandage binding her aching arm, and she began to tremble again. It hadn’t been a nightmare, after all. What had happened to her was real.


It was true. Using spells learned from books, she had summoned up a spirit. Only it hadn’t gone as the books had promised. Something had gone wrong, despite all her care, despite the magic circle. The spirit – Valerie remembered suffocating, remembered drowning – the spirit had not obeyed her commands – the spirit had—


‘Possessed you,’ said a voice so close it might have come from a man in bed beside her.


A little wildly Valerie turned, but she was somehow unsurprised to find herself still apparently alone.


‘You tried to kill me!’ she cried to the air.


‘No. You tried to kill yourself.’


Valerie remembered the curving glass dagger she had made, and how she had plunged it into her own flesh and dragged it down, watching the blood bloom, feeling no pain.


‘I was trying to kill you,’ she said.


‘You cannot kill me,’ said the voice, ‘and how ungrateful of you to try. Did you not summon me?’


‘But you were supposed to obey me, not—’


‘Do you imagine you are worthy of being obeyed?’ said the voice with awful contempt. ‘But there is much I can do for you, many benefits to be gained by accepting my presence in your body.’


‘No,’ said Valerie dully. It was unthinkable. She had only the dimmest memories of what it had been like, but she could remember the sense of suffocation, the utter darkness, the helplessness, that that was enough, more than enough. ‘I’d rather die,’ she said.


‘Little fool. Yes, you made that clear. Don’t worry – I need not stay where I am unwanted, not when I have so many options.’


‘Why do you want a body at all?’ Valerie asked. ‘Why not just be – free, like you are now?’


The sound of laughter in the empty air made her skin crawl.


‘I need a body for the same reason you do, little Valerie. In order to live. When I left you, I found myself another temporary shelter.’


There was a soft thump against the window screen. Valerie sat up and looked across the room. Twin yellow flames glowed out of the darkness beyond the window. She caught her breath, and then heard a cat’s soft, inquisitive cry, and relaxed.


‘Let me in,’ said the voice in the air.


Valerie looked at the ceiling. ‘You’re … the cat?’


‘We are one.’


‘Poor little thing.’


‘Not at all. It is a mutually agreeable relationship. A fine, healthy cat which I shall keep fine and healthy for as long as I use its body.’


‘It would be better off dead,’ Valerie muttered.


‘Let me in,’ the voice said, more sharply. ‘I shall not ask again.’


Valerie got off the bed and crossed the room, not knowing if her body obeyed her own will or another’s. She decided it really didn’t matter. She unlatched the screen and the cat leaped in lightly past her, and onto the bed. There it sat and purred and regarded her with gleaming eyes.


‘A witch and her cat,’ said the voice. ‘How appropriate.’


She tried to shut out the voice and think. There had to be some way out, some way of escape if only she could figure it out. She was smart – everyone had always said so. Too smart for her own good. But this should not have happened. She had been so very careful to follow the rules as they were set out in the books she had studied, to say the right words, never to step outside the boundaries of the consecrated circle … All that care should have kept her safe, according to the books she had read.


‘Maybe you read the wrong books,’ said the voice, as silken-smooth as a cat’s fur.


Her stomach clenched, and she felt sick. It was reading her mind. That awful sense of invasion. Would she never be whole and alone again?


‘Remember why you summoned me?’ said the voice. ‘You can still have what you want. I can give you what you want.’


‘I just want you to go away and leave me alone.’


‘Oh, no, you don’t want that. I remember what you want, ah, yes. Money, and all the good things it can buy. A nice car, nice clothes, and lots of drugs. That’s what you want. That’s what was important to you, so important that you summoned me.’


Was that true? Valerie supposed that it was, but she could not remember what it had felt like, to want things, to think that money was important or even necessary. There was only one thing she wanted now, and it was a negative kind of want, the desire to be left alone.


‘You can have that, too, in time. I’ll leave you in peace – let you kill yourself, if you like. But first you must do something for me.’


It was reading her mind. It could read her thoughts, and there was no way out. Revulsion made her convulse, and she bent over, coughing and heaving, but there was nothing left to bring up. She staggered back to the bed and sat down, wiping tears from her eyes and shivering uncontrollably. Why couldn’t she just die? She had to escape.


The cat was purring, making the bed vibrate softly. Think, think, she had to think, but she didn’t dare, not when the demon could read every thought.


Valerie stretched out her hand. ‘Here, kitty,’ she said absently, and the cat came and fitted its sleek head into the palm of her hand just like any ordinary cat. She stroked it, feeling the delicate, fragile skull beneath the fur. She looked across the room at the magic circle, where she should have been safe.


Numbly, she rose and began to dress herself, trying to keep her mind a blank, trying to think of nothing. A plan, the barest image of a means of escape, had presented itself to her, but to think of it was to risk warning her enemy, and to be lost forever.


She slung her heavy leather purse over one shoulder and wondered if he would let her leave the house. She felt rather than heard the cat bound lightly off the bed behind her and, not thinking but simply doing, Valerie turned and bent as if to pet it. But instead of stroking, her fingers closed on the back of the cat’s neck and gathered up a wad of loose skin. The cat let out a hiss of surprise as it was hauled firmly into the air, and claws shot out and legs flailed wildly.


Valerie held the cat away from her, not looking at it, clutching the scruff so tightly that the animal would have had to shed its skin to escape, and she carried it into the dubious protection of the magic circle. It was the only hope she had.


The cat was howling now and struggling furiously, body whipping around with a strength and agility that seemed supernatural. Valerie was aware of the burning pain as claws once, twice, connected with the flesh of her arms, but that did not matter. Her wounded arm was bleeding freely again, too, but nothing mattered so long as she could still move. The pain, because she could feel it, was almost a relief after her earlier numbness.


She rummaged one-handed and with difficulty inside her purse, fingers trembling until they closed upon the solid handle of the knife. Terror and triumph rose in her like a sickness, and she withdrew the knife and looked down at the cat. At that moment it went limp in her grasp. But although it was not struggling physically, fury blazed out of the golden eyes, and Valerie felt his power like a hand which grabbed her heart and squeezed. But she would not give in; she would die first. This time, her will would be done.


It was shockingly easy. Valerie had expected a queasy struggle of hacking and sawing, but the knife bit easily into the cat’s furred throat. Fur and skin parted before the sharp blade as if they were water. Warm blood ran over her hands and spattered everywhere. The cat jerked once and was still.


Valerie stared at the dead animal, hardly daring to believe. The golden eyes were blank and empty now. The demon was gone. A silvery-gray line moved through the fur, and Valerie realized she was watching the fleas abandon the body. Already they knew their host was dead.


Her voice trembling, Valerie recited the prayers and exhortations she had memorized for this moment, the formulae designed to lay evil spirits. Now he would show himself, she thought, and her body was tensed, anticipating an attack. Now he would make a mockery of her attempt to escape.


But nothing happened. The cat stayed dead in her hand and the room was empty and still, filling gradually with the thin, gray light of early morning.


Valerie dropped the knife back into her purse, careless of the blood. Her arms and hands were sticky with it – some of it the cat’s, some her own – and her wounded arm throbbed with pain, but she did not care. She had won. The demon had needed a body to live, and she had killed that body. She was free.


As she stepped out of the circle, he struck.


She felt his return as a body-blow which knocked the breath out of her. She fell forward onto the floor, unable to cry out, or even to try to break her fall. The limp, warm body of the cat was crushed beneath her. Her body vibrated with agony. For a moment she knew she was dying, and she was grateful.


Then the pain subsided, and she knew he would not let her go so easily. Tears started to her eyes, and she gasped for air. The hated, familiar voice was in her ear.


‘When will you learn it is useless to fight me? When will you learn that you are mine, to use as I will?’


She could not speak. If she could have made a sound it would have been an anguished scream. She would never have another chance. She had failed.


‘You will obey me. You will bring me what I require.’


With one blow, he had knocked all the hope, all the will to fight out of her. Now she wished only to avoid his presence and to wait for oblivion. Of course she would obey him. She had no choice, no resistance left. Perhaps, if she served him well, he would let her die before too much longer.


The crushing weight lifted, and Valerie sat up, feeling like a mechanical doll. She didn’t mind the feeling. She would do what she was told. Nothing mattered.


‘You learn slowly, but you learn,’ said the voice. ‘You will bring someone to the house, someone young and physically healthy, but someone pliant. A woman, I think. An attractive young woman who is alone and unhappy. Someone who will be more receptive to me than you. After you have found her and brought her to me, I will let you go. Oh, and I will give you what you need for your new life. I will give you what you wanted. You will have the money, and the car, and the drugs … and there will be someone to look after you, to make sure you don’t take too many of those drugs, until I have done with you.’


She felt a pain as if a knife were cutting through her brain, but that didn’t matter. The dead cat, her painful, bleeding arm, her failure, the numbness inside – none of it mattered. Valerie nodded her acceptance.


‘And to help you in your search—’


An invisible hand seemed to push her head to one side. Valerie looked towards the doorway that led into the kitchen and saw something out of place on the mottled pink and brown linoleum. Something about the size of her fist, something like a clod of earth – but it moved.


It hopped forward, over the threshold into the bedroom, and Valerie saw that it was a toad, gray-brown and hideous, glistening slightly as if it were wet.


At one time Valerie would have recoiled, scrambled to her feet and backed away, face twisted in disgust. Snakes, lizards, toads – whether harmless or not they were all the same, all horrible. The idea of touching one would make her skin crawl. But she didn’t move now as the toad came towards her. She felt as if she were very far away, watching this happen to someone utterly unimportant. And so she did not flinch when the toad came closer still and hopped onto her leg. She bent down to take a closer look. They stared at each other, eye to eye. The toad’s eyes were yellow. She knew them well.





CHAPTER ONE



The house was out of the way, on the west side of town, and much too large for one person, but Sarah wanted it.


It stood well back from the road on a huge corner lot, a weathered green frame house surrounded by trees. Even now, in mid-October, with the leaves beginning to fall, the house was nearly invisible from the street. Only the gray cement steps, a glimpse of the black tarpaper roof, and the bright red splotch of a crookedly leaning mailbox revealed the house to a passing observer.


The first sight of it made Sarah’s heart beat more quickly. She could live there, yes, she could. She responded to this solitary, unkempt house almost with recognition, a feeling more positive than any she’d had in a week of examining sterile apartments and dreary, refurbished duplexes. To have a whole house, all to herself … She followed the gleaming black Ferrari off the street and up a short concrete ramp, the merest fragment of a driveway, and parked behind the house.


Valerie, a thin, young redhead dressed in blue jeans, high leather boots and a dirty yellow sweater, climbed out of the Ferrari. Sarah switched off her engine, but didn’t get out of her car. Something about the other woman, something she couldn’t quite define, made her nervous. She wondered if she had made a mistake in coming here.


The house had been built on a slope, so that while the back door was only three wooden steps from the ground, an imposing flight of cement stairs rose more than ten feet to the sagging wooden porch and the front door. The lawn – if anything so wild and weedy could be called a lawn – rolled out before the house, down to the street below and vanished on either side into a little wilderness of bushes, trees and creeper vines. Behind the house there was only a small patch of bare ground, lightly sprinkled with gravel broken up by the occasional hardy plant, which provided space for cars to be parked. The back boundary was defined by a high wire fence. Curious, nerves forgotten, Sarah got out of her car and nodded towards the fence. ‘What’s that?’


‘Camp Mabry. National Guard,’ the other woman said in a dull, uninflected voice. She gestured along the fence, westward. ‘All that down there is wilderness, government owned, no trespassing. You’ll hear them sometimes, on weekends, playing war games. Other than that, it’s very quiet here. Very quiet.’


Sarah nodded. The isolation pleased her. There were no near neighbors, the nearest house being on the other side of the four lanes of West 35th Street. Living here, she would never be bothered by the sound of neighbors quarreling, never have to worry about keeping quiet herself, or suffer another’s fondness for high-volume disco. Here she would have plenty of room, plenty of peace, plenty of the solitude she had always lacked.


I’ll be alone, she thought, and in that moment the idea of solitude became not a longed-for treat but a punishment. Why was she doing this, sentencing herself to loneliness? Did she have to look for the biggest, most isolated house she could find?


‘Let’s go inside. You have to go inside.’ Valerie had made another of her disturbing transfers from dullness into a feverish liveliness. Her voice had become shrill, and she was jigging slightly with impatience, or some other ill-repressed emotion. Sarah moved away, back towards her car, reluctant to follow this woman anywhere, fearful of some trap.


She looked back up at the house and felt it again, that basic attraction, the desire to live here. It was an old, worn house, old-fashioned and somehow rural in appearance. It reminded her of an old farmhouse near Bellville, where she had spent many happy weekends as a child. Well, why not? Why shouldn’t she be happy here?


She looked at Valerie’s tense, miserable face and wondered if it was pills, or an incipient nervous breakdown. Whatever it was, surely she didn’t have to be afraid of this poor thing, younger and frailer than she was herself. Sarah prided herself on her ability to cope.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Let’s go inside. I’d like to see it.’


Valerie moved away and bounded up the three wooden steps to the back door.


Sarah blinked, startled, and followed more slowly. Valerie’s movements had reminded her of some animal running free, and that type of grace was completely at odds with the neuroses she sensed in Valerie’s behavior.


The back door led onto an enclosed porch; there, a heavy wooden door with a window opened into the kitchen. Sarah realized that Valerie had opened both doors without using a key.


‘Don’t you lock your house?’


Valerie shook her head. ‘Why bother? If anyone wants to get in, he’ll get in. Locks don’t work, they just fool you into thinking you’re safe. There’s a lock here, see, but it’s just a button – anyone could pick it. And there’s a skeleton key for the front door, if you want to use it.’


The bitter fatalism in Valerie’s voice made Sarah faintly queasy. She would have bolt locks put in, she decided, and a screen or burglar bars to protect the pane of glass in the center of the inner door.


‘Did you get broken into, while you lived here?’ she asked Valerie.


She was startled by Valerie’s laugh, which had more of pain than amusement in it. ‘Oh, God,’ she said. ‘Don’t ask me that, don’t ask me! Just go – no, stay. Stay.’ She shut her eyes and stood, swaying slightly, in the middle of the floor. Her messy hair was an aureole of pinkish light around her thin, bleached face. ‘I don’t care,’ she muttered, scarcely moving her lips.


Sarah wished herself elsewhere. Seeking an escape from the embarrassment of Valerie, she looked around the kitchen. It was huge and dirty, with hideous, splotchy linoleum which Sarah suspected had never looked clean. There was an old gas range, the burners encrusted with black accretions of grease, and a mammoth white refrigerator.


‘The stove and the fridge both work OK,’ Valerie said in a normal voice. She had opened her eyes. ‘The freezer door’s off, so you have to keep defrosting it, that’s all. Come on, I’ll show you the rest.’


Not wanting a repeat performance, Sarah resolved she would say nothing more to Valerie beyond what was strictly necessary. She followed her into the next room, which was long and bare with scratched, cream-colored walls, a wooden floor, and four or five windows which let in the leaf-dappled sunlight.


‘This is the living room and dining room,’ Valerie said flatly. She walked on, her boots clopping loudly and echoing in the empty house. Sarah lingered, looking around and envisioning her posters and prints on the walls, her own odds and ends of furniture filling the bareness and making it a home. One wall jutted out oddly, an unexpected corner breaking the room’s smooth geometry.


‘There are two bedrooms,’ Valerie said from another doorway, and Sarah joined her, glancing curiously at the front door as she passed. It had been painted a hideous burnt orange.


‘You could use this as an office or a guest room,’ Valerie said, ‘or as your own bedroom, I guess. I never did anything with it, myself.’


Sarah looked around the large, square room, imagining bookshelves hiding the dirty walls, all her books neatly arrayed with her desk at the cozy center. There were four windows, the two on the east side latticed with leaves, the two in the south wall offering a view, only slightly obscured by branches, of the long, weedy front lawn and the street below. Sarah stood looking out, long enough to see several cars glide past. The street was far enough from the house that the sounds from it could be heard, but were not a noisy distraction. Living here, she thought, she would get to know this view well. She imagined herself waiting here, watching for some visitor to arrive, and when she turned away she felt a sense of dislocation at the sight of the bare room, shocked by the disappearance of the furniture she had felt behind her.


Valerie, too, had vanished, along with the imagined books and desk. Sarah walked through the far door into a short hallway. She glanced into the tiny bathroom. The floor was tiled in pink and brown, the fixtures and the wooden walls were white. It was no cleaner than the rest of the house – there were some spots and smears which looked unpleasantly like bloodstains. Sarah wrinkled her nose and moved on hastily. She’d give it a good cleaning. It was never a good idea to speculate on how or why something had gotten dirty.


The back bedroom was also empty, with the same cream-colored walls as the rest of the house, but the floor was covered by a stretch of hideous carpet. Whatever color it might have been originally had been altered by age and dirt to an extremely unpleasant pinkish-brown, and it gave off a faint but definite odor of mildew and ancient dust. The windows on the east wall must be invisible from the street, covered as they were by a tangle of bushes. Walking closer, Sarah saw that an accumulation of primal cobwebs filled the narrow space between the screens and the glass. The back windows were cleaner, and the view from them was unobstructed. Sarah looked out at the two parked cars, the fence, and the wilderness beyond before turning back into the room. First thing, she decided, she would get rid of that horrible carpet. Then she’d paint the walls pale blue, and the ceiling white. She wouldn’t need much furniture, just a bed and a chest of drawers. Then she smiled, amused at the way her imagination had taken over and was already settling her into this place.


Some small sound distracted her from her pleasant musings and she turned to see Valerie standing in the doorway, staring at her with a ferocious intensity that made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.


Valerie blinked, and seemed to return from some other place. ‘All right, you’re OK,’ she said. ‘When do you want to move in?’


‘I’m not sure,’ Sarah said, lying coolly. ‘I’m not sure it’s right for me. I’d like some time to think about it. Can I call you?’


‘No, you can’t.’ The edge of hysteria was back in Valerie’s manner; in a moment, Sarah thought uneasily, Valerie would go white and rigid, her eyes would close, and she would sway in the breeze of her own madness. ‘Tell me now, you have to. Do you want it or not? Will you live here?’


She had known from the moment she set eyes on the house that she wanted to live here, but something, perhaps just her visceral response to Valerie, made Sarah hesitate and even doubt her own feelings. Why did she want this house, why should she? She could list the drawbacks of it as easily as she could list the positive aspects – perhaps they were the same. The size, the isolation … Was she about to rush into something she would later regret? Was it just her angry pride which made her want this house, to show the world – and Brian in particular – how happy she was to live all alone?


‘Why are you moving?’ Sarah asked, staring hard at Valerie. ‘If it’s such a good house, and the rent is so low, why are you moving now, six weeks into the semester?’


Valerie’s mouth quirked into a tight, unhappy smile. ‘Why are you?’


Of course. She’d walked right into that one, despite her best intentions. Sarah crushed the paranoid suspicion that Valerie somehow knew the answer already and was laughing at her. She drew a deep breath, determined not to reveal her distress, and said calmly, ‘I broke up with the man I was living with.’


It burned her throat like a lie. But it wasn’t a lie, not wholly. She made it sound like a matter of choice, her choice, and only that part was untrue. But she wouldn’t think about it now.


Valerie made a sound that might have been laughter. ‘All right. I don’t care. I … didn’t want to live here anymore. I’m living somewhere else now, somewhere much nicer. With someone who is very rich. He gives me lots of nice things.’ She sounded anything but happy about it, and Sarah felt a twinge of pity for this stranger and her problems.


‘Now tell me,’ said Valerie. ‘If you won’t live here, then I have to find anyone else. I … I don’t want to waste any more time. You can see I’ve already moved out, and … the house shouldn’t be empty.’


It would be silly to say no to a perfect house just because the former tenant was a little crazy. And it would be cowardly to say no because she was afraid of the isolation and solitude – isolation and solitude were just what she wanted.


‘I want the house,’ Sarah said firmly.


Valerie smiled, and the feral, self-satisfied nature of the smile gave Sarah goosebumps, made her for one wild moment want to retract her agreement and run like hell.


‘I’ve given Mrs Owens your name,’ Valerie said. ‘She’s the owner. There’s no lease, no deposit. She was grateful to me for finding someone to take my place. She’s very old, and she doesn’t like the bother of showing the house. She trusted me to find someone who wouldn’t be any trouble, someone who would pay the rent on time. You won’t be any trouble, will you?’


Now Sarah had a reason for her unease. How could Valerie have presumed to give Sarah’s name to the owner before Sarah agreed, before she had even seen the house? She could still back out—


Valerie dug into a pocket of her tight jeans and withdrew a scrap of paper. ‘This is Mrs Owens’ address, where you’ll send the rent. Don’t go bothering her; she doesn’t like to be bothered. That’s one reason the rent’s so low. You’ll have to keep the lawn mowed and do any minor repairs yourself.’ When Sarah did not move to take it, Valerie pushed the scrap of paper closer and flapped it impatiently in Sarah’s face. ‘Rent’s due the twenty-second of each month. Eighty-five dollars. Remember that.’


And when had Valerie had time to call Mrs Owens?


Valerie cocked her head and smiled slowly, mockingly. ‘Of course … if you want to change your mind … if you think you’d be scared, living out here all by yourself … ’


But Valerie was lying, of course. She was crazy. And what she said didn’t matter. This was Sarah’s house now, and she could just send Valerie away. Sarah plucked the piece of paper from Valerie’s hand, accepting the house, committing herself. ‘I’ll send Mrs Owens the first month’s rent next week.’


‘Good. Move in whenever you want, the sooner the better. He … Mrs Owens doesn’t want the house standing empty for long.’ Again Valerie dug into her jeans. ‘Here’s the key to the back door, since you were worried about it.’ She tossed a bit of light metal at Sarah, who managed to catch it in mid-air.


Halfway to the door, Valerie paused and looked back. The mad, sly smile was on her face again, and it still gave Sarah goosebumps. ‘Do you have a cat?’


Sarah frowned and shook her head. ‘No. Why?’


‘You might want to get one. I think there’s a rat in the cellar.’


‘Cellar?’


Valerie turned without answering and hurried away, almost running. She slammed the door so hard behind her that the house shook. Bemused, Sarah stood still in the empty house, listening for the sound of Valerie’s car. When she heard the Ferrari roar away, she moved again, walking into the kitchen and then making the same circle of the house that she had made first by following Valerie.


My house, she thought. My own. Home.


But the word home conjured another image. Against her will, she saw again the small, upstairs apartment she had shared with Brian for the past year and a half. One bedroom, one bathroom, a living room, and a kitchen barely large enough to turn around in, all made even smaller by the bulk of furniture, books and records, and a laissez-faire attitude towards housekeeping. It might have been comfortable for one, but it was not really large enough for two. Sarah and Brian had been forever bumping into each other. At first, they had found it romantic.


Although romantic wasn’t really the word for their relationship, Sarah thought. Necessary – that was more like it. Their constant companionship had been a necessity of life, like food or drink or sleep. They had been addicted to each other.


The realization of that had frightened Sarah. Sarah, who wasn’t afraid of flying, or of insects, or of going to the dentist, was afraid of what she felt for Brian. She’d had boyfriends before, but never had she felt this obsessive need which – it now appeared – was what everyone had meant all along by the word ‘love’.


And although this new life, this sense of being half of a greater whole, was nearly always pleasant and could be exhilarating, Sarah feared being trapped by it, becoming lost. When Brian proposed marriage, Sarah felt as if she’d been pushed out of an airplane: a giddy surge of pleasure, and then terror. She had seen herself taking the path she’d always sworn she would avoid, and turning into her mother, a hollow creature who hardly seemed to exist apart from her husband and children.


So she had put Brian off with excuses about being too young, and wanting to finish her degree, and how they should wait until they had both settled into careers. She had tried to tell him the truth – that she was frightened – but Brian, who seemed to know everything else important about her without the need for words, had not understood.


‘But what’s wrong with being happy?’ he had asked.


‘Nothing. It’s not the being happy … it’s being dependent on you in order to be happy.’


‘But my love, I’m every bit as dependent on you.’


She had given up trying to explain. The difference between them, she thought, was not that he was less dependent or less vulnerable, but that he didn’t find those states of being threatening, and she did. From that moment, she began to work at keeping her separate identity. She made plans that didn’t include Brian, she met old friends for lunch, she spent long hours in the library instead of studying at home, she briefly took up a political cause, and she stopped rushing home to share every meal with Brian. She imagined she could win back her old independence without losing Brian. She should have known better.


Brian had seen Sarah’s campaign to save herself as a sign of loss of interest in him, as a lack of love, as a threat and, finally, as a betrayal. And so, in the end, he had betrayed her: he had found someone else.


All along, Sarah admitted, she had been pulling away from him, seeking her own freedom, but she had imagined that they were engaged in a balancing act. When she pulled away, she expected him to pull back. The one thing she had not counted on was that he might stop pulling – that he would let her go.


It’s over, Sarah told herself. It doesn’t matter how it happened, or who was right or who wrong – it’s over, and time to stop brooding. But she could not get Brian out of her mind.


Sarah leaned back against the living-room wall and closed her eyes. She might as well have a good old wallow while she was alone, she thought. Get it out of her system, for a time, at least, and maybe she wouldn’t break down in front of her friends again. She didn’t try to stop the tears as she remembered that terrible evening when Brian had told her he loved someone else.


‘I didn’t mean for it to happen, Sarah,’ he said. He sounded sincere; his broad, handsome face was more miserable than she had ever seen it. ‘But she needs me. Melanie needs me.’


‘What about me? Don’t I count anymore? I need you, too.’


He almost smiled. ‘It’s funny that you’ve never said that before.’


‘Did I have to? Is that what you need? Someone to feed your ego? Someone to go all helpless and cling to you, and worship you?’


Her fear of loss had come spilling out, sounding like anger, and Brian had turned her own bitter words against her: proof that she didn’t really need him, didn’t need anyone.


Oh, yes, Sarah thought. She had dug her own grave. She had opened the door and shown him the way out. It had been her own insistence on independence, her fear of showing any weakness that had led to this. If she had been able to give more, to let go a little – But, no, that wasn’t right, either. Did she really want a man who needed constant reassurance, who could only see his strength reflected in someone else’s weakness? If Brian couldn’t love her without pretense, for who she really was—


But Brian did love her – Sarah felt certain of that. Melanie was just a distraction. In time, Brian was bound to recognize his true feelings and come back to her. He had to. He couldn’t have loved her for so long, so intensely, and then simply stopped. He had to come back to her, because she needed him. Despite all her precautions and her carefully developed other interests – she needed him. She couldn’t go on forever with this emptiness inside, this aching, lonely feeling as if some vital piece of her had been amputated. Sometimes she imagined that, when she thought about it hard enough, her need must be tugging at Brian physically, reminding him that they were still in some way attached, pulling him inexorably back to her … 


Sarah tensed and her eyes snapped open, her wishful thoughts vanished like spray. She was not alone.


What had alerted her? What small sound? Sarah held very still and strained her ears to hear the echo of a footstep, the creak of a hinge, the heavy wooden slide of a window being opened, but there was nothing. Her imagination offered her the image of Valerie, returned for some insane, unknowable purpose, sneaking around outside the house, peering in at the windows. Sarah pushed herself away from the wall and went through the house, room by room, but found it as empty as ever.


She looked through each window as she passed, seeking some sign of a visitor, but saw nothing unusual. Her car still waited for her in the sunlight, parked alone on the flat, sandy ground. The doors were all still shut. Still Sarah could not relax. She could not shake off the feeling that someone was nearby, spying on her.


Back in the dining room, Sarah’s attention was drawn to the built-in cabinet in the east wall. Above were three shelves behind glass-fronted doors; below, two drawers and a second cabinet with plain wooden doors. Sarah opened one of the glass doors and looked inside at the deep shelves, wondering what they had been used for. A display of the best china? Idly curious, she pulled at one of the drawers. It moved sluggishly, and she pulled more firmly until it came open. Inside she found a few playing cards: Three of Spades, Queen of Hearts, Jack of Diamonds, Two of Clubs … and something, probably just another playing card, was stuck at the back of the drawer. Sarah could see a protruding white corner. Her fingers scrabbled at it uselessly until she realized that even if she did manage to catch hold and pull, it would probably tear. Finally she took the drawer out, struggling fiercely with it, shifting and tugging until it came free. The fragment she had been curious about proved to belong to a photograph stuck to the back of the drawer.


Carefully, Sarah peeled it away from the wood and examined it. It was an old snapshot, torn jaggedly in half. One figure remained: a dark-suited, unsmiling man in a hat. His features were shaded by the hat-brim, and the photograph was not very clear, but Sarah had the impression of an extremely attractive man. That impression might have come from the figure’s stance, or the symmetry of his features, or merely the mystery and romance of an old photograph.
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