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Chapter One


Sandy’s Story – August, 1980


‘Ow!’ Sandy said. ‘Watch it with those teeth, buster. There. There, that’s better. Little monkey. Are you my little monkey? Huh, are you?’


Through the open window behind her, she suddenly heard footfalls crunching the forest mat of pine needles and twigs near her trailer home.


Fear knocked her breath out.


Eric stopped sucking, as if he sensed her alarm. He let go of her nipple, tipped back his head and looked up at her face.


‘It’s all right,’ she whispered.


Eric made a tiny whimper of concern.


‘Shhhh.’ Turning her head, Sandy looked over her shoulder. The curtains behind her were shut. She kept them that way most of the time, even though her trailer was hidden away in a clearing and strangers rarely stumbled upon it.


You just never knew.


Watching the curtains, she could see the gloom of dusk through the thin yellow fabric. But she saw no movement, no trace of the intruder.


At least he can’t see us, either.


She wondered how she knew it was a man.


Maybe because of the heavy, sure sound of the footsteps.


He had already walked past the area directly behind her window. He kept going, and the crunching sounds faded a little.


Maybe he’s leaving.


More likely, though, he was circling the trailer – heading for the side with the door.


Just go away! Whoever you are, get out of here!


For a few seconds, she couldn’t hear him walking anymore.


Eric took her nipple into his mouth and resumed sucking.


Then the intruder climbed the stairs. The wood creaked and groaned.


Sandy turned her head and gazed at the door. It was directly across the narrow room from where she sat. It had no window.


Did I lock it?


I always lock it.


But did I?


She’d been awfully upset when she came in – hardly able to think straight.


I must’ve locked it.


No sound came from the other side of the door.


Sandy heard her heart pounding hard. And she heard the quiet suck and slurp of Eric at her breast.


The intruder knocked on the door.


Sandy flinched and Eric nipped her.


‘Who is it?’


‘Marlon Slade.’ The voice was rich and deep like Darth Vader. ‘We met this morning.’


‘I know that.’


‘I’d like to speak with you for a moment, Miss Blume.’


‘What about?’


‘May I please come in?’


‘I don’t think so. My dad’ll be getting home from work any minute. He doesn’t like me to have company when he isn’t here.’


‘Miss Blume, the mosquitoes are eating me alive. Please let me in.’


‘Can’t. I can hear you just fine through the door.’


The knob rattled. The sound sent a cold wash of panic through Sandy. ‘Hey!’ she shouted, springing to her feet. ‘Don’t do that!’


The door stayed shut.


She had locked it.


‘I’d rather not discuss this through a door.’


‘There’s nothing to discuss.’


‘If you don’t think so, I’ll wait out here and speak with your father. I’m sure he’ll be interested in the offer, even if you’re not.’


Standing in the middle of the room with Eric clutched in her arms, she shook her head and said, ‘I told you I don’t want to be in your movie.’


‘Of course you want to be in it. Now, please be a dear and open the door.’


‘No, thank you.’


Something thumped hard against it, making it jump.


Making Sandy jump.


Eric turned his head to look at the door.


‘Stop that!’ Sandy shouted.


Silence.


But no sound of retreat. Marlon Slade was still standing on the top stair in front of her door.


‘We can talk about it tomorrow,’ Sandy suggested. ‘I’ll come down to town, and . . .’


‘No,’ he said, just as if he knew she was lying. ‘Let’s talk about it now. I came all the way up from the road to this godforsaken . . . trailer. I will not go all the way down until we’ve spoken face to face about the situation.’


‘There isn’t any situation.’


‘You’re refusing to be in my film. I do not accept your refusal. That, young lady, is a situation. I’d like to discuss it with you face to face, like civilized people. Please! The mosquitoes are horrendous out here!’


‘Then go away. It’s simple.’


‘I tell you what. I’ll give you a hundred dollars if you let me in. Cash. You get it whether or not you agree to be in The Horror. How does that sound?’


‘I don’t need your money. I do all right.’


‘I’m surprised Miss Kutch pays you anything.’


‘I get generous tips.’


‘I’m sure you do. You’re a very beautiful young lady.’


Scowling at the door, she said, ‘I’m a good guide.’


‘Five hundred. I’ll give you five hundred dollars in cash if you let me in.’


That was a lot of money, too much to turn down without a very good reason. If all she had to do was let him in and listen to his offer . . .


What’ve I got to lose?


‘Okay. Just wait a minute. I’ll be right back.’


She hurried up the hall to Eric’s small bedroom. Leaning over the bars of his crib, she eased him onto the mattress. Then she lowered the lid, fastened the hasp and padlocked it.


‘Now keep still, honey,’ she whispered.


On her way out, she slid the door shut.


‘I’ll be right there,’ she called. She rushed into her own room.


The tan shorts and shirt of her guide uniform still lay rumpled on her bed where she’d thrown them. Her underwear and socks had already gone into the clothes hamper, but she hadn’t figured out what to do about her uniform – there would be no more tours of Beast House for weeks, maybe not for a couple of months – so she’d left her uniform on the bed.


She grabbed the shorts, hopped into them, pulled them up, and fastened them. The moment her belt was buckled, she snatched her shirt off the bed and raced down the hall. As she hurried along, she worked her arms into the sleeves. When she reached the door, she turned her back to it and scanned the room while she fastened her shirt buttons.


Except for the rumpled old towel on the sofa, there was no evidence of the baby.


There was evidence of Sandy’s father, though: an ashtray on the lamp table; an open pack of Camel cigarettes; copies of Field and Stream magazine, The American Rifleman and Hustler scattered about; and a nearly full bottle of Jim Beam bourbon on the kitchen counter. They were all positioned in plain sight.


Sandy fastened her last button, then tossed the towel behind the sofa.


She scanned the area once more.


That’ll do it.


She went to the door, unlocked it, and swung it open. Marlon Slade started to enter. She blocked his way. ‘That’ll be five hundred bucks,’ she said, putting out her hand.


‘Ah, yes. It nearly slipped my mind.’ Smiling but looking miffed, he dug into the back pocket of his slacks. They were the same tan color as Sandy’s uniform, and their legs were tucked into the tops of black leather riding boots. Marlon’s shirt was black silk. Around his neck, he wore a green ascot. Sandy supposed he was trying to look the way he thought a film director ought to look.


To her, he seemed like a pudgy kid playing dress-up.


He brought out his wallet and opened it. The bill compartment was fat with money.


‘You’re loaded,’ Sandy said.


‘I’ll be considerably less loaded after I’ve paid the extortion.’


‘It was your idea,’ she reminded him.


He counted out hundreds and fifties into her waiting hand.


When she had the promised amount, she said, ‘Thank you,’ and stepped away from the door. Marlon entered. He shut the door.


Sandy folded the money. As she stuffed it into a pocket of her shorts, she saw that she’d buttoned her shirt crooked.


She met Marlon’s eyes. He’d noticed, too.


‘I had to put it on in a hurry,’ she muttered, blushing.


He grinned. ‘Sorry if I came at a bad time.’


‘It’s all right.’ She almost told him that she’d just finished taking a shower. But she stopped herself in time. Better to leave him wondering than to get caught in a lie.


‘Could I get you a drink?’ she asked.


‘That would be spiffy.’


Spiffy?


‘My dad drinks bourbon,’ she said, and nodded toward the bottle.


‘Perfect. I’ll have mine straight up.’ He eased himself down on the sofa.


On her way to the counter, Sandy smiled over her shoulder and asked, ‘Are you old enough to drink? I wouldn’t want to corrupt you.’


He chortled. ‘I’m older than I look.’


‘That’s good, because you look like you’re ten.’


‘Aren’t we amusing?’


‘Yep.’ She took down a jelly glass and poured bourbon into it. Then she picked up the glass and started toward him.


‘Won’t you be joining me?’ he asked.


‘I’m a minor.’


‘At the very least. How old are you?’


‘A lady never tells her age.’


‘Fourteen, fifteen?’


‘I’m older than I look.’


‘Is that so?’


‘Sure is.’


‘I’m twenty-four,’ Marlon said.


‘Congratulations.’


‘And how old are you?’


‘None of your business.’ She handed the glass to him, then stepped back, crossed her arms and shifted her weight so she was standing mainly on her left leg with her hip shoved out.


Marlon took a sip of his drink, then sighed and said, ‘Sit down. Please.’ He patted the sofa cushion beside him.


‘I’m okay right here.’


‘Suit yourself.’


‘How did you find my place?’ she asked.


His eyes dipped, sneaking a look at her chest, then hurried up to her face. ‘Agnes Kutch gave me directions,’ he said.


‘Is that so?’


‘Of course.’


‘She wouldn’t do that. She doesn’t tell anyone.’


‘She told me.’


‘No, she didn’t. And nobody else knows where I live. What did you do, follow me?’


‘Of course not. I was otherwise occupied at the time you ran off.’


She scowled at him. ‘You had someone else follow me?’


He tried to look innocent, but the answer showed on his face.


‘Well,’ Sandy said, ‘that stinks.’


‘I needed to know where to find you.’


‘Who did you sic on me?’


‘One of my assistants.’


‘Who?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘It sure does! He’ll blab it around and pretty soon everybody will be coming up here.’


‘She won’t blab. I promise you that. You have my word of honor.’


‘Oh, well . . . Your word of honor. Whoop-de-doo.’


‘My word is gold.’


‘Sure.’ Keeping her arms crossed, she shifted her weight to her other foot. ‘This is just dandy. Just peachy.’


‘I want you in my film, Margaret.’


‘I already turned you down. Didn’t you believe me? You had to send a spy after me?’


‘I want you as my Janice.’


‘What?’


‘I want you to play Janice Crogan.’


‘That’s ridiculous.’


‘Not at all.’


‘You’re kidding, right?’


‘I never kid about such things.’


‘I thought you wanted me as a . . . an extra, or something.’


‘I want you as my lead. I would’ve explained that to you this morning if you hadn’t been so quick to run off.’


‘But what about . . . whoever she is? The one you hired to play Janice.’


He took another sip of bourbon. ‘Tricia Talbot. She threw in the towel.’


‘What?’


‘Quit. Last night.’


Sandy found herself smiling. ‘You’re kidding. Why’d she quit?’


‘We had . . . creative differences.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘She wanted to do things her way, not mine. I refused to give in, so she walked.’ He grinned. ‘Not only did she walk, but she drove. She packed up and hightailed it back to San Francisco last night, leaving us sans a Janice. And we start filming tomorrow. I need you tomorrow, bright and early.’


‘Can’t you just make a phone call, or something, and get yourself a real actress?’


‘Why would I want to do that, when you’re here?’


‘I’m not going to be in your movie, that’s why.’


‘You must be.’


‘No, I mustn’t.’


‘You’ll be perfect. You’ll be Janice Crogan.’


‘Why don’t you get Janice? She’s right here in town.’


‘She won’t be in the movie.’


‘Well, that makes two of us.’


‘Twenty-five thousand dollars.’


Sandy stared at him, shocked.


‘Twenty-five thousand?’ she asked, barely able to speak, her voice a whisper.


‘For just ten or twelve weeks of work.’


She murmured, ‘Can’t.’


‘And why can’t you?’


‘Just can’t. I’m not an actress.’


‘You don’t need to be an actress. I’ll make you a star.’


She smirked. ‘Oh, yeah. A star. Every day and twice on Sundays.’


‘You’ve got the look, Margaret.’


‘I don’t look much like Janice.’


‘There’s no reason why you should. We’ll color your hair, of course. You’ll be spectacular as a blonde.’


‘Think so?’


‘I know so.’


She grinned.


‘And what’s that about?’ Marlon asked.


She imagined herself saying, ‘I’ve got a little secret for you, buddy. Underneath this ugly brown dye job, I am a blonde.’


That’d sure open a can of worms.


‘Is something amusing?’ he asked.


‘I wouldn’t want to turn into a dumb blonde.’


‘It would only be for the role.’


‘I don’t want the role.’


‘I think you do, Margaret. I know you do. Everybody wants to be a star. And you have what it takes.’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘The look.’


‘Bull.’


Marlon took another sip of bourbon, then leaned sideways and set his glass on the lamp table. ‘Let me show you something,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Do you have a mirror?’


‘What kind of mirror?’


‘The largest you have.’


‘What do you want to do?’


‘Come, come, come.’ He swept toward Sandy, reaching for her.


She put out a hand to signal him back.


He took hold of it and drew her after him, striding toward the hallway.


‘Hey, what’re you doing?’


‘We’re off to see the mirror!’


‘My dad’ll be home!’


‘I doubt it. I’m a director. I know stage props when I see them. A smoker doesn’t live in this trailer.’


‘He does, too.’


‘My nose tells me otherwise. And it’s a wise nose.’


He pulled her into the bathroom and halted in front of the medicine cabinet mirror. ‘Surely we can do better than this!’ He barged past her and towed her along.


‘You live here alone,’ he said. ‘Admit it.’


‘I do not.’


‘Just like The Little Girl Who Lived Down the Lane. Jodie Foster. Did you see the movie?’


‘No.’


‘Bet you did.’


He stopped in front of Eric’s room.


He reached for the door.


Sandy gave his hand a hard jerk, tugging him away from it. ‘Not in there,’ she gasped. ‘It’s my dad’s room.’


‘Ah, Dad.’


‘I’ve got a big mirror in my room,’ she blurted.


‘Splendid!’


This time, Sandy led the way, rushing onward, pulling Marlon through the doorway of her bedroom. She stepped around the end of the bed and drew him to her side. They both faced her dresser.


And the mirror above it.


‘Fabulous,’ Marlon whispered. ‘But we need light. It’s far too dark in here. We must have light for the star to shine.’ He let go of her hand and said, ‘Stay. Observe the mirror. Observe yourself in the mirror.’


She went ahead and looked at herself.


‘Big deal,’ she muttered.


She could see Marlon in the mirror, too. He stood by the doorway, his hand on the light switch. ‘Behold!’ he proclaimed in a deep, resonant tone. Then he flicked the switch.


Crimson light filled the room.


‘My lord,’ Marlon said.


‘It’s just a red bulb,’ Sandy explained.


‘How remarkably gawdy.’ In the mirror, she watched him glide toward her, his arms spread like wings, his shiny black shirt fluttering. The shirt looked purple in the red glow.


She felt a tingle creep up her back.


Why does he have to act so weird?


He swooped in behind Sandy and put his hands on her shoulders.


He stood directly behind her. She could only see the ends of his fingers. The rest of Marlon was hidden behind her body.


Then his head tilted sideways and she saw his chubby face in the mirror as if she were wearing it on her left shoulder.


‘My glorious Margaret,’ he intoned, his voice thick and low. ‘My star.’ He started rubbing her shoulders. ‘You shall be my star.’


‘Don’t think so,’ she muttered.


‘Imagine yourself on the big screen,’ he said. His hands gently, firmly massaged her shoulders and the sides of her neck. ‘That’s no mirror in front of us, that’s a movie screen. And there you are, Margaret Blume, two stories high.’


‘I just look like I’ve got a real bad sunburn,’ she said, and yawned. Though she still felt a little jittery, the massage made her lazy, groggy. Her head began to wobble with the motions of the rubbing.


Then Marlon kissed the side of her neck.


‘Hey, don’t,’ she murmured.


‘Watch the mirror,’ he said, his breath tickling her skin.


‘Stop it.’


‘It’s all right. Nothing’s wrong. Look at yourself. See how beautiful you are. See what your audiences will see.’ His reflection smiled at her. Then his hands slid down over her shoulders, down her chest. ‘You are so glorious,’ he whispered, and closed his hands on her breasts. He rubbed them, gently squeezed them through the fabric of her shirt.


Sandy squirmed. ‘Quit it,’ she said.


‘You don’t mean that. It feels very good, doesn’t it? I know that it does.’


In the mirror, she saw herself squirm and grab his hands and try to peel them off her breasts.


But he kept them on her.


‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Don’t fight it. It feels good.’


‘No!’


He suddenly released her breasts, ripped her shirt open and jerked it backward and down off her shoulders. She glimpsed herself bare to the waist, her skin bathed in scarlet light, her breasts lurching as she tried to twist away.


He grabbed her arms and pinned them against her sides.


‘Look at yourself,’ he said, still sounding very calm. ‘That’s no mirror. You’re on the big screen, thousands of people staring up at you in awe. You’re a star. Everyone wants you. Everyone wants to look at you, to touch you, to fuck you.’


‘Leave me alone!’


‘You don’t want that. You want to be up on the screen, huge and spectacular. Look at yourself.’


‘Let go of me right now, you bastard!’


‘You love it, you love it. You love this. See how you’re watching yourself? You can’t take your eyes away. You love how you look. Now, imagine yourself a hundred times larger. Stop that squirming!’ He shook her roughly.


She watched her body jerk back and forth, her head bobbing, her breasts jumping.


He stopped shaking her. ‘Now stand still,’ he said, ‘and I’ll let go of you.’


‘Let go,’ she said. Her voice came out high and trembling. ‘Please.’


Marlon released his tight grip on her arms. He slid the shirt down them. As it fell to the floor, he reached around and caressed her belly with both hands. Then his pudgy fingers went to her belt buckle.


Flinching rigid, she clutched his wrists and gasped, ‘No!’


Marlon laughed softly and undid the buckle. Then he unfastened the button at her waist. As he started to pull her zipper down, Eric leaped out of the red glow, landed on the dresser, skidded to a halt and whirled to face them.


Marlon’s laughter stopped. His fingers stopped.


Eric stood in a crouch on top of the dresser, his body glistening and ruddy. He snarled, baring his fangs, and raised his arms like a miniature boogeyman.


And sprang straight for Marlon’s face.


As Eric flew at him, the director squeaked once in a high voice that sounded nothing at all like the rich resonance of Marlon Slade.


In the mirror, Sandy watched Marlon’s horrified, pudgy face vanish – hidden behind the body of her son.


Marlon’s fingers jerked away from the zipper of her shorts.


He stopped pressing against her back.


Her shorts fell to the floor.


They almost tripped Sandy as she whirled around and watched him stumble backward with Eric clinging to his face. He reached up to grab Eric. The bed knocked his legs out from under him. As he fell, he hurled the infant away.


‘No!’ Sandy cried out.


Her son crashed against the wall near the head of her bed. He bounced off and dropped to the floor, tumbling.


She kicked the shorts away from her feet, rushed over to him and crouched down.


He lay sprawled on his back, blinking up at her.


His teeth and muzzle were bloody. Sandy hoped the blood was all Marlon’s.


She heard the director whimpering behind her. Looking over her shoulder, she saw him on his hands and knees. He raised his head and gaped at her, his mouth open, his face shredded. ‘It’s . . . it’s one of them!’ he gasped. ‘Isn’t it? Isn’t it? My God! Did you see the little fucker attack me?’ He pushed himself up, stood on his feet, and stared past Sandy at the baby sprawled on the floor. ‘Look at that ugly fucker. Son-of-a-bitch! Where’d it come from? Good thing I was here, or it would’ve got you.’


Sandy glared at him and said, ‘I don’t think so. I’m his mom.’


‘What?’


‘He’s my kid.’


Marlon staggered toward them, blood spilling from his tattered face.


Sandy stood up in front of him.


‘Outa my way, bitch,’ he gasped. When he said ‘bitch,’ blood blew off his lips and sprayed Sandy in the face. ‘I’ve got some business to finish with your little monster, and then . . .’


She punched him in the nose.


His eyes bulged and he stumbled backward.


Sandy kicked one of his feet sideways. He tripped himself. With a gasp of alarm, he fell and landed on his rump. The trailer shook.


Sandy turned and lunged for the dresser.


Glimpsed a naked red woman rushing at the mirror.


Jerked open the middle drawer.


Snatched out her butcher knife.


‘You take this,’ Agnes Kutch had said, holding out the big, old knife to her. ‘You gonna be moving outa the house and living in that trailer out there, you gotta have a weapon. Wish I had a gun to give you, but this here is a real good knife. Mama, she used it on a fella once.’


‘I know,’ Sandy’d told her. ‘I was there. I saw her do it.’


She slammed the dresser drawer and turned to face Marlon.


He was already on his knees, struggling to stand up.


She raised the knife overhead.


Marlon screamed like a woman.


Afterward, Sandy took Eric into the shower with her. Standing under the hot spray, she held him to her chest.


Eric had a lump on his head. It must’ve been sore, because he winced when Sandy touched it – even when she kissed it. Otherwise, he seemed fine. Maybe a little more subdued than usual.


‘My little guy,’ she said, caressing him. ‘You’re such a brave little guy. You knew mommy was in trouble and you dashed to the rescue. My hero. Of course, I oughta spank your little ass for breaking the crib.’


She patted his little ass gently.


Then she started to cry.


Eric made quiet whimpery sounds against her neck.


After a while, Sandy sniffed and sighed. She said, ‘How do you feel about blowing this town, honey? ’Cause I guess we can’t stay. Not after this.’




Chapter Two


The Beast House Bus – June, 1997


As the bus started across the Golden Gate Bridge, the young woman in front stood up with her microphone and turned to face the riders. ‘Good morning, everyone! Welcome aboard! I’ll be your guide for the trip out to Malcasa Point this morning. My name is Patty – and yes, I’m Irish. My grandfather hails from Cork. His name is Bob.’


A few of the riders chuckled.


‘I know, I know,’ Patty said. ‘Lame joke.’


‘What a dip,’ Monica muttered.


Owen nodded and gave her a slight smile. He thought it was a bit early in the game to be calling Patty a dip. Monica, obviously, had taken an instant dislike to her. Monica took instant dislikes to a great many things, but especially to other women . . . and most especially to attractive ones.


Patty was more attractive than most. Owen supposed she was about twenty-five years old. Her deeply tanned skin and short brown hair made her look athletic. Though you couldn’t call her slender, she wasn’t fat, either. Stout, maybe. Or built. Owen thought she looked very good in the tan shirt and shorts of her guide uniform.


‘We’re now crossing San Francisco’s famous Golden Gate Bridge,’ Patty said. ‘If you look out the windows, you’ll see that it is not golden, at all. It’s red. It used to be golden, but the Bridge Authority changed its color to blood red in 1981 in honor of its gory neighbor to the north, Beast House.’


Several riders chuckled and a few even clapped.


‘That’s God’s-own-truth,’ Patty said, raising her right hand.


Monica leaned over and whispered to Owen, ‘That isn’t true, is it?’


‘Sure, I think so,’ he said.


‘Can’t be. They wouldn’t paint it red because of some stupid tourist trap. Besides, that place is like ninety miles away.’


‘You’re probably right.’


‘As you may already know,’ Patty continued, ‘the Golden Gate Bridge was given its name in honor of the famed heavenly Golden Gates belonging to Saint Peter. That’s because so many people have entered Saint Peter’s Golden Gates by jumping off this one.’


With that, Patty received general laughter and applause.


‘Thank you, thank you. None of what I’ve just told you is true, of course. My grandfather Bob from Cork did kiss the Blarney Stone, and passed its gift of the gab down to me. It’s in my genes, but we won’t get into that. Anyhow, this is the Beast House Bus. If you want the facts about Golden Gate Bridge, take a Gray Line Tour – though I don’t recommend it. I took the Gray Line city tour recently and found myself sitting in a rear seat, which was uncomfortably close to the bus’s toilet. But you don’t want to hear about that. I don’t want to think about it. Let’s get to the serious stuff. You must all be wondering what you’re doing here . . .’


‘She’s sure got that right,’ Monica whispered.


‘. . . overview of what’s ahead. We have a fairly long ride, to begin with. It’s something more than a two-hour drive up the coast to Malcasa Point. And – guess what? – two or so hours back to San Francisco.’


‘Two hours of this?’ Monica whispered.


‘We’re scheduled to reach our destination at about ten-thirty. At that point, you’ll be free to disembark and enjoy all the creepy delights of Beast House. Your price of admission will include a self-guided audio tour which usually takes people about an hour to complete. But feel free to spend as long as you wish in the house. Some people enjoy lingering around the murder sights and immersing themselves in the ambiance.’


Several riders chuckled about that. Monica rolled her eyes upward.


‘In fact, you’ll have plenty of time not only to tour Beast House, but to visit the gift shop and enjoy a leisurely lunch on the grounds. Beast House has a very good snack shop with great chili cheese dogs. I love them chili dogs!’


‘And it shows,’ Monica whispered.


‘You should definitely check out the snack shop’s menu. If nothing suits you, though, there are several good places to eat along the main street of town, easy to walk to. The bus doesn’t leave Malcasa Point until one-thirty p.m., so you’ll have three hours. That’s a pretty fair amount of time. Make sure you don’t miss Janice Crogan’s Beast House museum on Front Street. If you still have time left over, you might take a stroll down to the beach. The beach is only a few hundred yards from Beast House. You might order a take-out lunch from the snack shop, and have yourselves a picnic. Just make sure to keep an eye on your watches. You’ll be amazed at how fast those three hours fly by, and we don’t want you missing the bus back to town. We like to pull out at one-thirty on the nose. That gets you back to your hotels by about four, so you’ll have time to rest and clean up before you go out for your evening fun. I hope you all have big plans for tonight – maybe a nice dinner at Fisherman’s Wharf. Now, I have some matters to take care of. I’ll get back to you in a few minutes, and we’ll talk a little about the history of Beast House.’


With a smile, Patty lowered her microphone and turned away.


‘My God,’ Monica said, ‘it’s the whole day.’


‘We knew that,’ Owen told her. ‘The brochure . . .’


‘I know we knew it. It’s just now sinking in, that’s all.’


‘If you didn’t want to do this, I wish you would’ve spoken up. I mean, it’s a bit late to be changing our minds.’


‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It just seems like sort of a waste, when we’ve only got a week in San Francisco, to spend one entire day doing something like this. And our first day, too. We haven’t even had a chance to see any of the city yet.’


Owen was tempted to remind her that, after checking into their hotel late yesterday afternoon, they’d spent several hours roaming Fisherman’s Wharf. They’d eaten a fine dinner at Fisherman’s Grotto, inspected souvenir shops, visited the Wax Museum, and hiked to Pier 39 where they’d gone on a couple of rides, watched a juggling show, and explored more souvenir shops. It seemed to him that they’d seen at least something of San Francisco. But pointing it out to Monica would be a big mistake. So he said, ‘If I’d known you felt that way, we could’ve done something else. We didn’t have to do this.’


‘Well, that’s all right.’ She smiled gently and patted his leg. ‘We’ll get it over with today, and then we’ll have the whole rest of the week for other things.’


Get it over with.


Oh, man.


‘We didn’t have to do it at all,’ he told her. ‘If you’d only let me know that you didn’t want to . . .’


‘Why would I want to? What’s the big attraction of going to some crummy old house where a lot of people got murdered? In fact, I think the whole idea’s a little sick. They shouldn’t even allow tours of a place like that. And if they do, people ought to have the good sense not to go. It’s perverted. And it’s four hours on a damn bus.’


Owen stared at her. He felt as if he’d been bludgeoned.


‘Are you calling me a pervert?’ he asked.


She laughed and said, ‘Don’t be a dope,’ and gave his leg a pat. ‘I didn’t mean you.’ Mouth close to his ear, she whispered, ‘I love you, silly. Do you think I’d love you if you were a pervert?’


‘I am, you know.’


‘Oh, ho ho. You’re so funny. You’re such a dope. But I love you anyway.’ She kissed his ear, then eased away and treated him with her wanton growl.


God only knows where she’d picked it up. Probably from some movie.


Monica’s wanton growl.


A soft grumble in the throat, accompanied by a slight baring of her teeth and a sultry gaze.


Owen hated it.


He’d hated it from the first time she tried it on him, six months ago.


Like Owen, Monica was a first-year teacher at Crawford Junior High School in Los Angeles. He’d met her at the start of the fall semester, back in September of the previous year. And he hadn’t liked her one bit. His friend Henry, another teacher starting out at Crawford, hadn’t liked her either. He’d said, ‘She’s such a fucking know-it-all,’ and Owen had agreed. ‘She acts like she thinks her shit smells like roses.’ Owen had agreed with that, too. ‘Too bad,’ Henry had said, ‘’cause she’s sort of a fox. I wouldn’t mind playing a little hide-the-salami with her, if you know what I mean.’ To that, Owen had responded, ‘Not me. Hide the salami, it’ll probably freeze and break off. And there you’d be, salamiless-in-Gaza.’


Though conceited, condescending, stiff and humorless and generally annoying, Monica was almost beautiful. She looked very similar to the way Elizabeth Taylor had looked in her early twenties. Similar, but different.


The differences were not to Monica’s advantage.


But nobody ever mentioned them to her.


What they pointed out were the similarities.


It had probably been going on since Monica’s early childhood – friends and relatives and teachers and kids in school and strangers stopping her on the street to tell her, ‘Do you know, you’re the spitting image of Elizabeth Taylor? It’s absolutely uncanny. I can’t believe my eyes.’


It must’ve been constant.


And, of course, she’d bought it.


In spite of the evidence of mirrors.


Owen figured it was little wonder that she’d grown up thinking she was the queen of the universe.


Henry had said, ‘To know her is to loathe her.’


And Owen had agreed.


During the entire fall semester, he’d done his best to stay out of Monica’s way. He’d wanted nothing to do with her. But they’d often been thrown together by circumstances. Since both were first-year English teachers at the same school, it was inevitable.


And Owen just had to be nice to her.


Whenever an encounter couldn’t be avoided, he smiled and spoke to her in a friendly way as if he liked her. He was that way with everyone.


She seemed to react with her usual cold disdain.


Until that December morning when she asked him for a ride to the Christmas party. Cornering him in the teacher’s lounge, she said, ‘Could I ask you a big favor, Owen?’


‘Sure, I guess so.’


‘Are you planning to go to the faculty Christmas party?’


‘Yeah, I guess so.’


‘Will you be driving?’


Oh, no.


‘Yes.’


‘Are you taking a date?’


If only.


‘No, probably not.’


‘The reason I’m asking, Owen – I simply can’t drive myself to the party. It’s so dangerous for a woman to be out by herself, especially late at night.’


‘It sure is. Dangerous for anybody.’


‘But it’s worse for a woman.’


‘Sure. I’m sure it is. Worse.’


‘And the party probably won’t get over till sometime after midnight. I can’t possibly drive home all by myself at an hour like that. So would you mind terribly taking me to the party? I don’t think I’ll be able to go, otherwise.’


Owen didn’t want to do it. He didn’t like her. But he’d already confessed his intention of going to the party without a date – blowing his best possible excuse. On the spur of the moment, he could think of no halfway decent reason to turn her down. So he smiled and said, ‘Sure, I’d be glad to give you a ride.’


It turned out to be more than a ride: it turned out to be a date. After their arrival at the party, she wouldn’t go away. She stayed by Owen’s side. She held on to his arm. She led him here and there, keeping him while she chatted with an assortment of faculty members and their spouses – usually the very teachers Owen liked least and would’ve avoided, given the chance.


Finally, Owen managed to sneak away from her. He got himself a cupful of red, potent punch, then spent a few minutes with his friends, Henry and Jill and Maureen.


Three minutes, maybe four.


Then Henry, keeping lookout, said, ‘Oops, here comes trouble. You’re up Shit Creek now, buddy.’


Owen said, ‘Delightful,’ and gulped down his punch.


‘If you can’t stand her,’ Maureen said, ‘why not tell her to take a leap?’


‘I can’t do that.’


Monica, arriving, greeted everyone with a rigid smile. Then she grabbed Owen’s arm and said to the others, ‘Will you excuse us, please?’


‘Can’t,’ Henry said. ‘You’re inexcusable.’


‘Oh, ho ho. Very amusing.’ With that, she led Owen away from his friends. As she hurried him along, she said with a pout, ‘I thought you’d deserted me. You can’t just bring a girl somewhere and leave her stranded, Owie.’


He hated to be called Owie.


He hated the tone of her voice, as if she were talking to a three-year-old.


He also hated to dance. But she squeezed his arm and said, ‘How about tripping the light fantastic for a while?’


‘I’m not much of a dancer,’ he said.


‘That’s all right. I’m a wonderful dancer. And a wonderful teacher. I’ll have you cutting the rug like Fred Astaire.’


‘Fred Astaire’s dead.’


She smiled, shook her head, and said, ‘Don’t be morbid, darling.’


Darling? Oh, my God.


‘I’d really rather not dance,’ he said.


He despised dancing in general, but was appalled by the idea of dancing with Monica – especially at the faculty Christmas party, surrounded by teachers, counselors, secretaries, vice principals . . . the principal himself. People he had to see every working day. People who knew him.


‘You can’t just bring me here and not dance with me. How would that look?’


You’re not my date! he wanted to shout. I gave you a ride! Say ‘Thanks for the lift,’ and leave me alone!


He thought it, but didn’t say it. Her feelings wouldn’t just be hurt, they’d be trampled.


He finally said, ‘I guess I can give it a try.’


She led him downstairs to the recreation room. It was decorated with red and green streamers, and dark except for the glow of Christmas tree lights strung across the ceiling. Owen noticed that there were no clear bulbs, no white bulbs. They were all deep, rich colors: blue and red and green and orange. They looked gawdy and wonderful, but didn’t illuminate much.


Just as well, Owen thought.


The floor was crowded with dancing couples. Half of nearly every pair was somebody Owen knew from school. Many nodded, smiled, or spoke brief greetings as they made their way to the middle of the floor.


Stopping, Monica turned to him and gazed into his eyes.


She is pretty, Owen thought.


But he suspected that anyone would look good in the glow of all those Christmas tree lights. He could see the shine of them in Monica’s hair, their sparkle in her eyes. They softened her face, blurring its harshness, hiding the arrogance and suspicion that could usually be seen in her eyes and lips.


She really did resemble Elizabeth Taylor. For the first time, the similarities seemed to surpass the differences.


And she looked great in her angora sweater. It hugged her body in such a way that each breast swelled out separately – they were twin, fuzzy white mounds with a glen between them.


She might’ve looked great in her pleated plaid skirt, too. It was very short and drifted softly against her thighs. But she’d ruined the skirt’s appeal by wearing tights. The black tights encased her legs, showing off their slender curves but hiding every inch of skin.


‘Just do what I do, darling,’ she said.


With that, she stepped forward until their bodies met. She took hold of Owen’s left hand, placed her own left hand on his shoulder, and said, ‘Put your other hand in the middle of my back.’


He followed her instructions.


‘That’s right,’ she whispered.


A new tune began to flow from the speakers. ‘White Christmas,’ sung by Bing Crosby.


They started to dance.


It was a slow dance, and they held each other close. Owen followed Monica’s lead. It was easy; she hardly moved at all, just swayed back and forth and took small steps this way and that.


She smelled awfully good – some sort of perfume that filled Owen’s mind with images of balmy nights and soft breezes in the tropics. He’d been smelling it all evening. But now it seemed to radiate off her skin in warm, rich waves.


A wonderful, exotic aroma.


But not nearly as wonderful or exotic as the feel of Monica as they danced: her face resting on his shoulder; her hair tickling the side of his face; her left hand caressing his back while her right clasped his hand; her breasts pushing firmly but softly against his chest; her belly pressed to his belly; her crotch rubbing him in a subtle way that seemed almost accidental; her thighs brushing against his with every step she took.


Before Bing was halfway through the song, Owen started getting hard.


Oh, terrific.


Just what I need.


Hoping Monica hadn’t noticed it yet, he bent forward slightly to break contact down there.


‘Don’t be a silly,’ she said.


Her left hand went down and pulled at his rump until he was tight against her again.


‘Ooooh, Owen,’ she said. Then she tilted back her head, looked him in the eyes, and let forth with her wanton growl.


Immediately, he hated it. Though it seemed to express approval and lust, its blatant phoniness made it seem like mockery.


She probably thinks it’s a cute thing to do, he told himself. Maybe she even thinks it’s sexy.


‘A penny for your thoughts,’ Monica said.


‘Huh?’


‘What’re you daydreaming about?’


‘I’m not daydreaming.’


‘You’re always off in your own little world.’


‘I’m here,’ he told her, and tried to smile.


‘Now you are.’


‘Sorry.’


‘You’re such a silly.’ She gave his thigh a squeeze. ‘What am I going to do with you?’


‘Whatever you please,’ he said. Then he leaned forward and looked past Monica to see out her window. Just a few feet beyond the edge of the road, there seemed to be a drop-off. He could see nothing down there except the ocean. ‘Yikes,’ he said.


‘A thrill, isn’t it?’ She didn’t sound thrilled, but she was smiling as if she were the only person in on a joke. ‘If we die, guess whose fault it will be?’


‘The bus driver’s?’


‘Think again.’


‘Mine.’


‘Ding! You win. You insisted on coming.’


‘I didn’t exactly insist. It was more like a suggestion.’


‘We could be riding on a cable car right now.’


‘We can ride on cable cars tomorrow.’


‘If we’re still alive.’




Chapter Three


Tuck and Dana


Lynn Tucker, sitting at the kitchen table, set down her cup of coffee and smiled when Dana came in. ‘Hey, hey, look at you.’


Dana grinned and raised her arms. ‘Just call me Ranger Rick.’


‘You look great.’


‘Thanks, Tuck. You, too.’ Frowning, she said, ‘I wish my uniform looked like that.’ While Dana’s tan shirt and shorts were stiff and creased and dark, Tuck’s looked soft and faded. ‘Want to trade?’


‘Think mine’d fit you?’ Tuck asked.


‘Probably not.’


‘Probably.’ She laughed. ‘What are you, now, about six-nine, seven feet?’


‘Just six. But I’m dainty.’


Tuck pushed back her chair and said, ‘Sit down, Miss Dainty. I’ll get you a cup of coffee.’


‘I can get it.’


‘You’re my guest.’ Tuck stood up and headed for a cupboard. ‘Besides, it’s your first day. Tomorrow, I’ll let you get your own coffee.’


‘Okay,’ Dana said. ‘Thanks.’ She pulled out a chair and sat at the table.


‘As for your uniform,’ Tuck said, ‘it’ll be a lot better after a few washings. What you need to do is wash both your uniforms every night whether they need it or not. That’ll get the stiffness out. Before you know it, you’ll look like an old hand.’ She took down a cup and turned around. ‘So, how did you sleep last night?’


‘I zonked. I tell you, Tuck . . . I still can’t believe I’m here. This is such a great place!’


‘I thought you might like it.’ She picked up the coffee pot and brought the clean cup over to the table. As she filled the cup for Dana, she said, ‘One thing, okay? Try not to call me Tuck when we’re over at the house. You know, in front of the others.’


‘I’ll try. Might be tough, though. I’ve been calling you Tuck since we were kids.’


‘For which I’ve never properly repaid you.’


‘Think nothing of it,’ Dana said.


‘Anyway, try to avoid it, okay? The thing is, I’m the boss of things over there. It’s bad enough that I look like I’m only about fifteen years old.’


‘A mature fifteen.’


‘I’m also only twenty damn years old and have to go around giving orders to all these older people. All I’d need is to have them hear you calling me Tuck.’


‘Don’t they know your name’s Tucker?’


‘Maybe, maybe not. Nobody uses my last name over there, but they all know Janice is my stepmother. Maybe they think my name’s Crogan.’


‘She should’ve changed her name when she married your dad.’


‘Would you change your name to Tucker?’


‘If I married a guy named Tucker.’


‘Anyway, she didn’t. Just don’t call me Tuck in front of the employees, okay?’


‘You don’t call me Moose, I won’t call you Tuck.’


‘I never called you Moose.’


‘Right. You preferred Bullwinkle.’


‘Okay, I won’t call you Bullwinkle. I promise. Nothing but Dana. Or Miss Lake, if I have to berate you for doing something stupid.’


‘Would I do something stupid?’


‘Oh, not you.’


‘So,’ Dana said, ‘what should I call you?’


‘Boss lady.’


Dana cracked up, and Tuck grinned. She waited for Dana’s laughter to subside, then said, ‘Lynn would be fine.’


Nodding, Dana lifted her cup. Steam drifted off the dark surface of the coffee. She blew it gently away, then took a sip. ‘Mm, good.’


‘Do you want something to eat?’


‘No, I’m fine.’


‘Good. We don’t have much time. We can grab a bite at the snack shop after we get there. Or we can stop for doughnuts on the way. Are you still a doughnut hound?’


‘You bet,’ Dana said. ‘But I’m not that hungry right now. I don’t usually eat much in the morning.’


‘About ready to go?’


‘Yep. You said to be ready by nine. I’ve been ready since I walked in.’ She took another sip of coffee, then another.


‘Take your time. We don’t have to rush off right away. I’m the boss, after all.’


‘Yeah, but you shouldn’t be late.’


‘Even if we don’t get there till nine-thirty, I’ll still be the first one to arrive. Nobody’s all that gung-ho. It’s just a job to them, you know?’


‘What is it to you?’


‘A passion!’


Dana laughed. ‘Right.’


‘Do you want the truth?’


‘If you’re up to it.’


‘I love it all. I really do. I love being the boss . . .’


‘You’ve always been great at giving orders.’


‘It isn’t just that, either. There’s something about Beast House. It’s got history, you know? An awful history, but . . . There’s something sort of old and romantic and mysterious about the place. I just love it there. It’s like a strange little piece of the past is still alive . . . I mean, you can feel it.’


‘If you say so.’


‘Did you feel it yesterday?’


‘Mostly, I just felt a little spooked.’


Tuck grinned. ‘Good. You’re supposed to. But after you get used to the place, it probably won’t seem so creepy anymore.’


‘Probably?’


‘Well, it actually seems to get worse instead of better for some people. That’s pretty rare, though.’


‘I hope that doesn’t happen to me.’


‘Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. Me, I like the place more all the time.’


‘Someday, maybe it’ll be yours.’


‘I ain’t gonna hold my breath,’ Tuck said.


‘You’re Janice’s only heir, aren’t you?’


‘Well, shit, I guess so. She doesn’t have any brothers or sisters, and you know what happened to her parents.’ Tuck frowned as if thinking about it for a few moments, then said, ‘Other than Dad and me, she’s got nobody else except an uncle and cousin. But Janice is just in her thirties, for godsake. I doubt if she’ll be pitching forward on her nose in the near future. Besides which, she might even have a kid of her own someday.’


‘She hasn’t so far.’


‘Yeah, but she’s only been married for a couple of years.’


‘She’s how old?’


Tuck frowned for a moment, then said, ‘Thirty-six.’


‘Well, that’s not terribly old to be starting a family.’


‘For all I know, she might already be knocked up. And if she’s not, she probably will be by the time they get back from the cruise. I mean, two months together in the South Pacific? I damn near get pregnant just thinking about it.’


‘Have they been trying to have a baby?’ Dana asked.


‘Jeez! How would I know? She’s a great gal and everything and we really like each other, but it’s not like being with you. She my dad’s wife. I mean, I can’t just ask her about stuff like that.’ Tuck raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you want any more coffee?’


‘Nope, I’m fine.’


‘Maybe we’d better get going.’ She reached across the table for Dana’s cup. ‘I’ll rinse these out and batten down the hatches. You might want to grab your windbreaker. You never know when the fog’ll come rolling in. It can get pretty nippy.’


Five minutes later, Dana followed Tuck into the three-car garage. They walked past the eighteen-foot cabin cruiser, then past a Mercedes, before climbing into the red Jeep Wrangler.


‘I don’t know how you can stand living in such squalor,’ Dana said.


‘It’s tough.’ As the automatic door rolled upward, Tuck started the Jeep’s engine. ‘I’ll probably have to move out if I ever get married.’


‘Don’t get married. No guy would be worth it.’


‘Nobody I know,’ Tuck said. Laughing, she backed out of the garage.


As she turned the Jeep around, Dana gazed at the front of the house. With its many outside stairways, its passageways and balconies, the enormous stucco house looked more like a nice hotel than like a private home. ‘It’s really fabulous,’ she said.


‘Amazing what you can do with a few million bucks, isn’t it?’


‘I wouldn’t mind living in a place like this.’


‘You are living in a place like this,’ Tuck said. ‘All summer.’ She aimed the remote over her shoulder. As the garage door started to close, she put the remote away and headed down the long, narrow driveway.


The morning air blew Dana’s hair. She took deep breaths. She could smell the woods and the ocean.


Though the area immediately in front of the house was bright with sunlight, the driveway soon took them into thick woods. There, in shadows as heavy as dusk, the rays of the sun looked like golden pillars slanting down though the trees. Haze drifted like smoke in the gold.


Dana smiled at Tuck, and shook her head.


‘Not exactly like Los Angeles, is it?’ Tuck asked.


‘Not exactly. I can’t believe I’ll be spending the whole summer here.’


‘Neither can I. Man, am I ever glad you could come.’


‘You’re glad!’


‘You bet I am.’ Tuck picked up speed on the downhill. She took the curves awfully fast.


Too fast for Dana’s taste.


Even with the seatbelt on, Dana felt her body being shoved from side to side as they raced around the bends.


It’s okay, she told herself. Tuck knows what she’s doing. She’s probably driven in and out of this place thousands of times.


Tuck glanced at her and grinned, then faced the front again. Her long, blond hair was streaming behind her in the breeze. ‘We’re gonna have a great time,’ she said.


‘I hope so.’


If she doesn’t slam us into a tree.


‘And you know what?’ Tuck asked. ‘I couldn’t have stayed home this summer if you hadn’t agreed to come.’


‘What? What do you mean?’


‘They were all set to drag me along with them on their damn cruise.’


‘Oh, that would’ve been a fate worse than death.’


‘I hate cruises. Yuck!’


‘Are you out of your mind?’


‘Have you ever gone on one?’


‘No.’


‘Just wait.’ Some hair blew across her face. She fingered it out of the way with one hand while she steered around a curve with the other. ‘It’s like being on a floating prison full of chipper weirdos. But Dad didn’t want me staying here alone. So I’d be out somewhere on the briny sea, right now, if you hadn’t come to stay. I owe you bigtime.’


Shrugging, Dana said, ‘I’m sure you could’ve gotten somebody else.’


‘I didn’t want anyone else. You’re my best friend. Besides, you’re the only person Dad would’ve agreed to. It was you or nobody.’


‘How come?’


‘Hell, don’t ask me. He likes you. He trusts you. He thinks you’re a regular Girl Scout.’


‘I’ve got him fooled.’


Tuck smiled at her. ‘No you don’t. He’s right.’


‘Aw, shucks.’


‘Anyway, I thought you should know. It’s not like I’m doing you all the big favors. You’re doing a major one for me just by being here.’


‘Why don’t you do me a favor and slow down?’


‘This is nothing. You wanta see me really go fast?’


‘That’s all right. Some other time. When I’m not in the car, for instance.’


‘All right, all right.’ Tuck eased her foot down on the brake pedal, and the Jeep slowed down.


‘Thank you,’ Dana said.


‘You’re always so cautious.’


‘You’re always so reckless. Maybe that’s why your dad didn’t want you to stay by yourself.’


‘I don’t think that’s why.’


‘Was he afraid you might throw wild parties?’


‘Nah. It was the whole idea of me being alone in the house. You know, it’s so enormous and there’s nothing around it but the woods. No neighbors or anything. It can get a little creepy when you’re there by yourself. Anyway, I think Dad had visions of the Manson family or Hannibal Lecter coming for me.’


‘In which case, a lot of good I’d be.’


‘It’s just some sort of mental aberration on Dad’s part. He seems to think I’ll be fine if you’re staying with me. It’s not because you’re such a big, strapping brute, either.’


‘I hope not.’


‘Not that you aren’t.’


‘I see that living in the lap of luxury hasn’t robbed you of your native charm.’


‘Nope. Thank God, huh?’


‘Yeah. It would’ve been a major loss. Anyway, if they’d forced you to go on the cruise with them, what would they have done about Beast House?’


‘Put Clyde in charge.’


‘Who’s Clyde?’


‘Clyde Bennett. You met him yesterday. He’s a charmer. He’s gotta be thrilled to death about me being head honcho this summer.’


‘Does he give you a hard time?’ Dana asked.


‘He used to.’


As they glided around a bend, the two-lane public road came into sight. Tuck slowed the Jeep and came to a complete stop. ‘This is where you’ve gotta start being careful,’ she explained. ‘Some of the people around these parts drive like maniacs.’ She eased forward, checking in both directions, then stepped on the gas. ‘Beast House,’ she yelled, ‘here we come!’




Chapter Four


The Story According to Patty


‘Hello again,’ Patty said.


Owen, relieved by the interruption, settled back in his seat and leaned sideways a little to look up the aisle at the guide.


‘Is everyone enjoying the scenery?’ she asked. ‘It’s pretty terrific, isn’t it?’


Looks good from here, Owen thought.


Patty was standing casually with the microphone close to her mouth. She held on to a support pole with her other hand. The hand was high, as if she’d raised her arm to ask a question.


‘This section of Pacific Coast Highway can be a little frightening,’ Patty said. ‘But you folks probably enjoy a good scare, or you wouldn’t be on your way to Beast House. Am I right?’


Some of the passengers responded, ‘Right.’ Others chuckled.


‘To put your minds at ease, I can tell you that we haven’t lost a bus over the cliffs in the past three weeks. That trip, I hear, was very exciting for a few seconds. But I miss the guide. She and I were pretty good friends. Her name was Bubbles.’


‘Give me a break,’ Monica muttered.


‘Not Sandy?’ asked a man in an aisle seat just in front of Patty.


‘Good one,’ she told him.


‘How about Rocky?’ suggested another passenger.


‘Actually, all three perished. It was a terrible accident. But I’m sure we’ll fare better. Won’t we, Al?’ The driver raised his arm and gave a thumbs-up. ‘He doesn’t let a little thing like cataracts get in his way.’ After a short pause, Patty asked, ‘How many of you have been to Beast House before?’


Looking around, Owen saw eight or ten of the passengers raise a hand.


‘What’s that, about one out of five? Pretty good. That’s about typical. We get a lot of repeats. There’s something about Beast House that just keeps drawing people back to it. Especially weirdos. No offense.’


A lot of riders laughed at that one.


‘The house has had a long and colorful history. Mostly, the color has been red. I won’t get into much of that, though. What I want to do, now, is tell you a few things that won’t get covered to any extent on the tour.


‘Beast House has been a popular tourist trap . . . attraction . . . since 1932. For those of you who aren’t whizzes at math, that’s a while ago. The Great Depression was going on. Herbert Hoover was President of the United States. Edward the Eighth sat on the throne of Great Britain. Germany’s comeback kid, Adolph Hitler, was defeated that year in a run-off election for the presidency when a guy by the name of Hindenburg burst his balloon . . . so to speak.’


‘Oh, the humanity,’ someone threw in.


‘Exactly,’ Patty said. ‘In 1932, the Japanese invaded Shanghai. Al Capone was sent to prison in Atlanta. The Lindberg baby got himself kidnapped and murdered. Amelia Earhart was still among the unvanished. Gary Cooper starred in A Farewell to Arms and Shirley Temple made her first movie. Not only that, but 1932 marked the birth of Senator Edward Kennedy and Elizabeth Taylor.’


‘There you go,’ Owen whispered to Monica. ‘Liz.’


‘But the real highlight of 1932 was the opening of Beast House. The Victorian-style house had already been standing for thirty years, but as a private home. It took Maggie Kutch to turn the place into one of America’s most bizarre and infamous tourist attractions.


‘Beast House had been built in 1902 by Lilly Thorn, widow of Lyle Thorn. Lyle, the leader of the Thorn Gang, was an outlaw known throughout the west during the latter years of the nineteenth century. You name it, he did it. He robbed banks, stage coaches, and trains. He rustled cattle and horses. It’s said that he committed so many murders and rapes that nobody could keep track of them all. The brutal massacres of several entire families in the Arizona territory have been attributed to Lyle Thorn and his gang, but that’s mostly speculation. Some people think the massacres were the work of Apaches. Nobody knows for sure. Nor does anyone know the fate of Lyle Thorn or his gang. Their depredations simply stopped in the early 1890s. We can only assume that he and his band of cutthroats came to a sudden, violent end.


‘On their way to the end, however, they worked up a ton of bad karma. Lyle must’ve passed it on to his wife and children, and I think it all ended up in Beast House.


‘As I mentioned, his wife’s name was Lilly. They were Lyle and Lilly Thorn. But nobody around Malcasa Point ever saw Lyle. He had apparently “bought the ranch” before Lilly and the kids ever showed up in town. The boys were named Sam and Earl. It’s believed that Lyle was their father, but nobody knows for sure.


‘Anyway, Lilly and the two boys arrived in town in early 1902. And they were loaded. Apparently, Lyle’s life of crime had been very lucrative. Before you know it, Lilly had a crew hard at work building her dream house.


‘And they all lived happily ever after in the dream house until August 2, 1903, when the beast came up out of the cellar and ran amok, committing wholesale slaughter on her family. You’ll hear all about that on the tour, though, so I won’t get into it now.


‘For now, we want to skip ahead about twenty-eight years. During most of that time, the Thorn house stood deserted. Nobody wanted to live there because of the killings. But in 1931, the Kutch family bought it and moved in. Maggie Kutch lived in the house with her husband, two little girls, and her baby son. For just about two weeks. Then one rainy night, her entire family was brutally slain by what she described as a “raving, white beast.” Maggie was the only survivor.


‘You might think that Maggie would’ve left town after such a tragedy. But she stayed and built a home for herself directly across the street from the old Victorian. Her new house was a fortress made of brick. And it didn’t have a single window. You’ll see it today. Unfortunately, the tour doesn’t include the Kutch house. Maggie’s daughter still lives there, so it’s off limits.’


A blond kid a few rows ahead of Owen raised his hand.


‘Question?’ Patty asked.


‘Yeah. If Maggie’s whole family got slaughtered by the beast, how come she still has a daughter?’


‘Good question. What’s your name, friend?’


‘Derek.’


‘Well, Derek, here’s the thing. Maggie gave birth to this daughter after the massacre. This one – her name’s Agnes – was born several years later.’


‘But you said her husband got killed by the beast.’


‘He did. Later on, though, Maggie met someone else. This new man in her life became Agnes’s father.’


‘Oh, I get it. Okay. Thanks.’


‘Thank you for asking, Derek. Now . . .’ Patty frowned. ‘Let’s see, we’d just gotten Maggie moved into the brick house. Nobody quite knew what she was up to . . . why she would want to live there, right across the road from the house where the beast had murdered her family. That place was abandoned, boarded up. Some of the townfolk thought it should be torn down or burnt. At that time, they called it Massacre House. They said it was a blight on the good name of the town.


‘But it remained standing, and pretty soon, large, mysterious crates began to arrive. The crates were carried up the porch stairs and into Massacre House. Can anyone tell me what was in them? Lab equipment for godless experiments? Or maybe . . .’


Derek raised his hand. Before Patty could call on him or anyone else, he blurted, ‘I know what they had in them! Wax dummies of the dead guys!’


‘That’s right. Wax dummies of dead guys and gals. At the time, however, nobody had any idea what might be in the crates. They didn’t get their answer until the summer of 1932. First, a ticket booth went up. Then a few signs. A sign at the top of the ticket book read, BEAST HOUSE. Another sign gave the times and prices of the tours. Back in those days, a tour cost only twenty-five cents. That’s a far cry from what they’ll be charging you people today. But a quarter meant something back in 1932. A lot of things did.


‘Maggie put up one other sign before she opened Beast House to the public. My favorite. It was painted in red letters on an old wooden door. Unfortunately, it disappeared years and years ago. But you can see photos of it in Janice Crogan’s Beast House Museum on Front Street. It goes like this. “BEAST HOUSE! THE LEGENDARY, HISTORICAL SITE OF GHASTLY, MONSTROUS MURDERS! NOT ONE, BUT MANY! SEE WITH YOUR OWN EYES THE ACTUAL SCENES OF BRUTAL, BLOODY BUTCHERIES WHERE THEY HAPPENED! FEAST YOUR EYES ON AUTHENTIC REPRODUCTIONS OF THE BEAST’S RAVAGED VICTIMS – AS THEY WERE FOUND, IN THEIR ACTUAL DEATH GARMENTS. HEAR THE TRUE TALES OF THE BEAST AS TOLD BY ITS ONLY KNOWN SURVIVOR, MAGGIE KUTCH, PROPRIETOR OF BEAST HOUSE AND YOUR PERSONAL GUIDE.”’


Patty grinned and said, ‘Love it. Plenty of the townfolks didn’t, though. They tried to stop Maggie from opening the house, but she wasn’t someone easily stopped and the first tour of Beast House took place, as scheduled, on July 1, 1932.


‘Only a few people showed up for it. They were mostly locals. Some were the very people who’d protested against the place. Apparently, they were eager to see just how bad it really was. According to newspaper accounts, what they found was worse than they’d expected. The good folks were shocked and outraged. Several fainted. Others ran from the house, shrieking.


‘Now that they’d seen the tour, they considered it an offense against human decency, God, motherhood, and good taste. One published report called it “An obscene display of vulgar savagery unfit for the eyes of civilized human beings.” An editorial went this way: “Has our community now sunk into such a mire of depravity as to find entertainment in the lewd and gory depiction of scantily clad murder victims such as can be found in every corner of the blasphemy known as Beast House? For shame!”’ Grinning and shaking her head, Patty said, ‘I like that, “For shame!”’


‘Those people hated Beast House. They kept trying to shut it down. They couldn’t manage that, but the town did pass an ordinance prohibiting children under the age of sixteen from going in.


‘As the weeks went by, though, a funny thing happened. Local merchants began to notice they had more money in their cash registers at the end of the day. Pretty soon, it dawned on them that the extra cash had come from the pockets of strangers. There seemed to be a regular flow of visitors coming into town. They spent money at the gas station, the café, the ice-cream parlor, the pharmacy, the grocery store. You name the business, and out-of-towners were spending money there. And what was behind this influx of visitors?’


‘BEAST HOUSE!’ a girl shouted, beating Derek to the punch.


Derek frowned over his shoulder at her.


‘That’s right!’ Patty said. ‘Beast House! People were coming to Malcasa Point from nearby towns and farms, even all the way from Marin County, San Francisco and the East Bay, just to take the Beast House tour. But they didn’t only take the tour; they were spending their money all over town. Suddenly, nobody had a bad word to say about Beast House and nobody wanted to shut it down anymore. Also, the restriction against kids was removed. Everyone was allowed to take the tour, regardless of age.


‘Ever since then, Beast House has been drawing visitors to Malcasa Point. Not always in great numbers, though. For the first couple of decades, the numbers were pretty low, especially by today’s standards. Some old records show that somewhere between thirty and fifty people per week were taking the tours.


‘But Beast House’s popularity grew during the 1950s, probably because a couple of kids broke in one night and ran into trouble. According to the survivor, the trouble was a beast. He escaped, but his friend wasn’t so lucky. You’ll hear all about it during your audio tour of the house, so I won’t go into the details. Because of the attack, however, interest in Beast House really surged in the fifties. Then it tapered off a little, but not very much. The House continued to pull in a steady stream of visitors until 1979.


‘Everyone knows what happened in ’79. If you didn’t know about it, most of you wouldn’t be riding on this bus today.’


‘And wouldn’t that be a shame,’ Monica whispered.


‘To make a long story short, in 1979 a lot of very nasty business hit the fan. And the fan was Beast House.’


Several passengers chuckled.


‘It’s all on the tour and in the books and movies, so I won’t pile the details on. Suffice it to say that the summer of 1979 was a festival of disappearances, abductions, rapes, rescues, and brutal murders.


‘To top it all off, the actual corpses of three beasts were discovered after the smoke cleared in ’79. Two of them quickly disappeared under mysterious circumstances. The third body, though, was preserved by a taxidermist. It was displayed at Janice Crogan’s Beast House Museum for several years until it was stolen in 1984. The museum still has photographs of it, and they can also be found in both of Janice’s books.’


Someone near the back of the bus must’ve raised a hand, because Patty nodded and asked, ‘Question?’


A man said, ‘Is it true that the stolen beast turned up in some sort of a freak show?’


Patty grinned. ‘And your name is?’


‘Marv.’


‘Well, Marv, you’re probably speaking of the Hairless Orangutan of Borneo. It wasn’t exactly in a freak show, but in an exhibit called Jasper’s Oddities at the Funland amusement park.’


‘Where’s Funland?’ Derek asked.


‘It’s in Boleta Bay,’ Patty explained. ‘On the coast just south of San Francisco.’


‘And it’s got the beast?’


‘Well, it had a creature on exhibit that might’ve been a beast. I saw it a long time ago, myself.’


‘So did I,’ said a man sitting a few rows ahead of Owen. ‘Name’s Wayne. Do you think it was the actual beast, or some kind of fake? I heard it was a fake.’


‘I can’t say for sure. Nobody can. Like so many other things that have to do with Beast House, it’s a mystery. And it’ll have to stay a mystery, because a positive i.d. was never made and the so-called Hairless Orangutan of Borneo disappeared in about 1988. All the Jasper’s Oddities exhibits vanished one night, and the building was demolished shortly after that.’


‘Did Janice Crogan ever get a look at the Hairless Orangutan?’ Wayne asked.


‘No, she never did.’


‘She should’ve taken it back,’ Derek said. ‘If it was her monster and somebody stole it . . .’


‘I talked to Janice about it, and she told me that she was glad to be rid of the thing. She didn’t want it back. When she was keeping it in her museum, she had to face it every single day. It was an awfully vivid reminder of those terrible experiences she’d had in 1979. Also, she told me that it didn’t smell terribly fresh.’


‘Oh, yuck,’ said the same girl who had cried out ‘BEAST HOUSE!’ a few minutes earlier.


‘And what’s your name, young lady?’ Patty asked.


‘None of your beeswax.’


‘And what an unusual name that is,’ Patty said. ‘Do you have a nickname? Wax?’


‘Try Bitch,’ Owen whispered.


Monica rolled her eyeballs upward.


‘Her name’s Shareel,’ said the man sitting beside her. Probably her father.


‘Thank you,’ Patty told him. ‘And thank you for your comment about the odor, Shareel. According to Janice, the odor was faint but very yucky. She said it smelled like a dead rat.’


Shareel went, ‘Ooooooo.’


‘Apparently, that’s what happens if taxidermy isn’t done just right.’


‘This is disgusting,’ Monica whispered.


‘Yeah,’ Owen said, smiling.


‘Don’t tell me you like it.’


‘Okay, I won’t.’


Patty pointed to someone and said, ‘Yes, Marv?’


‘What can you tell us about its apparatus?’


She grinned and blushed. ‘Its apparatus?’


‘You know.’


‘I certainly know, all right. But we don’t talk about that.’


‘It’s in the books.’


‘You’re right. It’s in the books. Not in the movies, though, and not on our tour. Not on this tour. If you’re really curious about that sort of thing, we do offer a special, adults only tour of Beast House. Maybe some of you have heard of it. The Midnight Tour? It’s quite an event. Saturday nights only. A trip through Beast House starting at midnight, with our best guide leading the way. It’s a hundred dollars per person, but the price includes a picnic dinner on the grounds of Beast House – with a no-host bar for the drinkers among you – followed by a special showing of The Horror at the town movie theater, and finally the special, unexpurgated tour in which you learn all the stuff that’s too nasty for our regular tours. If any of you are interested, you can make reservations at the ticket office.’


‘They only have it on Saturday nights?’ Marv asked.


‘That’s right. One night a week.’


‘Does the bus go out to it?’


‘There isn’t any special run for the Midnight Tour. What people sometimes do, though, is come in on the Saturday morning bus, spend the whole day, do the Midnight Tour, stay overnight at one of the motels in town, then catch the Sunday afternoon bus back to San Francisco. If you don’t have your own car, that’s about the only sensible way to do it. Imagine what it’d cost for a cab ride.’


‘But kids aren’t allowed?’ Derek asked, sounding disappointed.


‘No kids under the age of eighteen. Beast House rules.’


‘That stinks.’


‘I know. But, just figure, it’ll give you something to look forward to doing when you’re a little older.’


‘It still stinks.’


‘Well, there won’t be much said on the Midnight Tour that isn’t in Janice Crogan’s books. So if you’re really interested, Derek, read the books. Speaking of which, we’ve come back to where I was heading; one of the main participants in the Beast House mayhem of 1979 was an eighteen-year-old girl named Janice Crogan. You’ve all heard of her, right? She happens to be a very good friend of mine, and my employer.


‘After surviving her ordeal, she wrote a nonfiction book called The Horror at Malcasa Point. It contains portions of Lilly Thorn’s diary, a general history of Beast House, and a detailed account of the terrible experiences she had there in 1979. It also has quite a few photographs, including those photos I mentioned of the dead beast.’ She smiled toward someone at the rear of the bus and said, ‘Unfortunately, Marv, the photos don’t show the area you’re so interested in.’


‘I’m not that interested,’ he protested. ‘Just wondering if what they say is true, you know?’


‘Well, can you make the Midnight Tour?’


‘Not likely. I’ve gotta get back to Chicago on Saturday.’


‘In that case,’ Patty said, ‘I’ll let you in on a little secret. I have it on good authority that the matter you’re curious about is true. But you didn’t hear it here. For those of you who don’t know what we’re talking about, you can satisfy your curiosity by going on the Midnight Tour or by reading either of Janice’s books. One of which is The Horror at Malcasa Point, a nationwide bestseller published in 1980. How many of you have read it?’


Owen raised his hand. Looking around, he saw that only three other people had their hands up. One of them, a heavy bald guy near the back, he suspected of being Marv.


‘Four out of about fifty. Not bad, considering it is a book. How many of you have seen any of the Beast House movies?’


Owen raised his hand. So did Monica. So did nearly everyone on the bus.


‘Let’s not get into the movies just yet. I need to finish plugging Janice’s books. First came the big bestseller, The Horror at Malcasa Point. It only took her two months to write, which is a truly remarkable feat in itself, considering her injuries and all the horrors that she’d just gone through. I think it’s amazing that she was able to write about those things at all. But she’s such a strong person . . .’ Patty stopped and looked away for a few seconds. Then she faced the passengers again and continued. ‘Anyway, the book has been in print ever since 1980, and has been published in over fifteen different languages. If you’re interested in purchasing a copy, they’re available at the Beast House gift shop and at Janice’s museum. You can buy the book in paperback, hardbound, or in a special limited edition with a white leather binding that simulates beast skin. Janice is usually around to sign the books, but she’s off on an extended vacation with her husband. She did autograph a bunch of copies before she left, though, so nobody will have to be disappointed in that regard.’ A grin spread across Patty’s face. ‘Though why anybody cares about autographs is beyond me.’


‘It makes them more precious,’ said an elderly woman sitting near the front. She had a soft, sing-song voice. ‘I’m Matilda.’


‘Nice to meet you, Matilda.’


‘I have an autographed copy of A Light in August by Mr William Faulkner, and it just means the whole world to me.’


‘Well, Janice Crogan ain’t no Faulkner, as the saying goes. But she is a whole lot prettier. And she did sign a pile of books before she left on her trip. If you’re interested, you’ll be able to buy autographed copies at the same price as those that aren’t. Of both books. Which brings me to Janice’s second book, Savage Times, which is also available. It was published in 1990, and . . . How many of you are familiar with that one?’


Owen raised his hand. So did Marv. Nobody else.


‘We have a couple of real fans here. Savage Times is an absolutely gorgeous book, but it’s not cheap. It’ll run you eighty-five bucks, plus tax. And as far as I’m concerned, it’s worth more. We’re talking about a very complete, detailed history of Malcasa Point and Beast House, and it even gets into the background of the beasts. Janice prepared the book in collaboration with an old-time native of the area, Captain Frank Sullivan. If you’ve read Horror, then you know about Captain Frank. The thing is, he had special knowledge of the beasts and kept an extensive scrapbook over the years. Janice and Captain Frank worked together on the book for almost ten years, collecting information, interviewing people, and gathering photographs and illustrations. Make sure and take a look at a copy of it sometime today. Even if you don’t buy one, you shouldn’t miss the opportunity to thumb through it.


‘Now, let’s talk about the movies. Everybody’s seen the movies. At last count, there were seven of them. They’re all available on video tape at the Beast House gift shop and at the museum. But of course, the “must see” film is the original. The Horror. 1982. It was done by an independent film company that called itself Malcasa Pictures. Directed by Ray Cunningham. Screenplay by Steve Saunders based on Janice’s nonfiction bestseller, The Horror at Malcasa Point. The film starred Melinda James in the role of Janice Crogan, and introduced Gunther Sligo as “The Beast.” It almost didn’t get made at all. I bet someone can tell us why.’


Owen raised his hand.


Patty smiled at him and nodded. ‘You are?’


‘Owen.’


‘Hi, Owen.’


‘Hi, Patty.’


A quiet grunting sound came from Monica.


‘The reason it almost didn’t get made?’


‘Well, for one thing, they didn’t know how to deal on film with the beast’s “apparatus.”’


Several passengers laughed. Monica groaned.


‘But that’s not what you’re looking for.’


‘It’s something I try very hard to avoid,’ Patty said.


More laughter.


‘What I think you were getting at,’ Owen continued, ‘is that a couple of things happened just before they were supposed to start principle photography. For one, the guy who was originally going to direct it . . . I don’t recall his name.’


‘Marlon Slade.’


‘Yeah, that’s him. He apparently assaulted Tricia Talbot, who was supposed to be playing Janice Crogan. I guess he tried to, you know, nail her. But she got away from him and left town that night. And then he disappeared the next night.’


‘“He” being Marlon Slade, the director.’


‘Yeah. And I guess nobody ever found out what happened to him.’


‘That’s right,’ Patty said. ‘He vanished into thin air, went kaput, disappeared without a trace and has never been seen again. There is speculation that he ran off with a teenaged girl named Margaret Blume, who was the guide for the real Beast House tours before the arrival of the movie company. Slade’s assistant told authorities that he’d gone looking for the girl’s trailer home that evening. Evidently, he was planning to offer her the Janice Crogan role vacated by Tricia Talbot. But he never returned, and the beautiful young guide also disappeared, along with her trailer. Maybe she and Slade ran off together. Maybe there was foul play. Nobody knows. Another Beast House mystery.’




Chapter Five


Sandy’s Story – August, 1980


After their shower, Sandy kissed Eric and lowered him into his crib. This time, she didn’t bother trying to lock him in; he’d already broken out to save her from Slade, destroying two of the wooden slats at the front. The gate of his crib looked to Sandy like a smile with two missing teeth.


Besides, he seemed groggy and ready for sleep.


Sandy turned off his bedroom light, eased the door shut, then walked quietly into her own bedroom. Her tan shirt and shorts were still on the floor. She picked up the shirt, studied it in the red light, and found several drops of blood.


‘Thanks a lot, Marlon,’ she muttered.


She went ahead and put it on.


Her shorts had caught some blood, too.


As she stepped into them and pulled them up, she figured that her days as a Beast House guide were probably over, anyway. She had to leave town. Someone – if only Slade’s assistant – knew that he’d intended to pay her a visit. He probably wouldn’t be missed until morning. When they did miss him, though, suspicion would quickly turn toward Sandy. She and Eric had to be long gone before that happened.


Fastening her shorts, she scowled at Slade’s body. The pudgy corpse lay sprawled on the floor, arms and legs in awkward positions that he never would’ve put them in on purpose. His shirt and trousers, ripped by Sandy’s knife, looked as if they’d been twisted crooked and pasted to his body with gore. His face looked horrible: torn, purple and slimy. His blood-sotted hair was flat against his scalp.


Got what he had coming, the crud.


It had sure felt good, stabbing him. Maybe she shouldn’t have done it so many times, though. She’d gotten a little bit carried away.


For a while there, he’d fought her. That accounted for plenty of his wounds. Sandy’d had to cut through his thrashing hands and arms to get at the vital areas. And he’d kept on struggling while she pounded the blade into his chest and neck and face. But she hadn’t quit stabbing him even after he’d stopped fighting back.


Even after she knew he was dead.


Because he’d thrown Eric. He’d flung her son across the room and hurt him. That was Slade’s worst offense. But he’d also inflicted himself on Sandy. If Eric hadn’t come to the rescue, he would’ve raped her for sure.


‘You’re lucky I ever stopped stabbing you,’ she muttered, then smiled as she realized what she’d said.


‘Lucky,’ she repeated. ‘You’re just brimming over with luck.’


But she’d made such a mess.


Too bad I didn’t strangle him, she thought, and shook her head. It would’ve been impossible to strangle the man. Without Agnes Kutch’s butcher knife, she wouldn’t have stood a chance.


He would’ve raped her, beaten her, maybe even killed her.


And God only knows what he might’ve done to poor little Eric.


The knife had been her salvation.


The bloody mess was part of the price that had to be paid for survival.


Before getting into the shower with Eric, Sandy had decided to leave the cleanup for later. First things first. Get the hell out of town, then worry about disposing of Slade’s body and trying to scrub the blood off the walls and floor.


She finished fastening her belt. Barefoot, she walked over to the body. The rug felt sodden and sticky under her feet.


Now I’ll be tracking blood through the place!


Annoyed, she crouched beside Slade’s right hip. She patted the outside of his front trouser pocket, felt a flat object and heard a slight rattle of keys.


She reached into the pocket. The wet lining clung to her hand. She wrinkled her nose, but dug deeper until she wrapped her fingers around the key case.


She pulled it out.


She wiped the black leather case against her shirt to clean it off, then dropped it into a front pocket of her shorts. Her hand felt tacky from Slade’s pocket, so she rubbed it on her shirt.


She hoped the sticky wet stuff was only blood.


Standing up, she wondered how to avoid leaving a trail of bloody footprints on her way out.


Earlier, she hadn’t been clear-headed enough to worry about such things. She’d carried Eric from the bedroom to the bathroom without giving a thought to the mess she was making. Those tracks would have to be cleaned up. But why double her work by making a new set all the way to the front door?


Her shirt was already ruined, anyway.


She took it off. Standing on her right foot, she used the shirt to wipe the blood off the bottom of her left foot. Then she took a giant step toward the bedroom doorway and set her clean foot down on a section of rug that didn’t seem to have much blood on it. She shifted her weight to that foot. Standing on it, she crossed her right foot over her knee and wiped it clean.


When she started down the hall, her feet felt dry against the rug. She knew she wasn’t leaving a trail, so she didn’t bother looking back. There wasn’t enough light to see much, anyway. Ahead of her, the bathroom light was still on. It filled the short hallway with a dim glow so she could see where she was going. She didn’t want more.


She entered the bathroom, filled the sink with cold water, and stuffed her shirt into it. The water turned rosy. As she swirled the shirt around, hoping to rinse off the worst of the blood, she looked at herself in the mirror and found no blood on her face or chest or belly.


She didn’t want to put the shirt back on. It would be cold and wet. Worse, it would still be stained with Slade’s blood in spite of the washing. The idea of his blood touching her skin . . . She couldn’t wear the shirt again. Wouldn’t. But she didn’t want to go for a clean one, either. She’d seen enough of Slade for a while. She’d smelled enough of him, too. And if she returned to her bedroom, her feet would get bloody again.


She let the water drain out of the sink, then held the shirt underneath the spigot and ran clean, cold water over it. She started to scrub the ruddy stains with a bar of soap.


And tried to think of something she might wear instead of the shirt. She didn’t have a great many clothes. All that she owned, she kept in her bedroom dresser and highboy.


Anything hanging outside on the line? No. And nothing but diapers and blankets in Eric’s room. No clothes in the living room or kitchen.


I can’t go wandering around in nothing but my shorts.


Who’s going to see me, anyway? she suddenly thought.


Nobody’d better see me. It blows the whole plan if I get spotted taking his car.


But she didn’t know where Slade’s car might be. If she had to go traipsing halfway across town . . .


She shook her head.


The car wouldn’t be halfway across town. The director was a tubby slob. A guy like that doesn’t walk any farther than he has to. He might’ve been afraid to take his car very far up the hill – scared it might get stuck in a rut, or scratched by the trees and bushes – but he probably would’ve at least started driving up. Or maybe he’d left his car on the roadside at the foot of the hill. No big problem; the trees went nearly all the way to the edge of the pavement.


Regardless, Sandy didn’t like the idea of going that far from home in nothing but her shorts.


She finished rinsing the suds out of her shirt, then shook it open. Just as she’d expected, plenty of stains remained.


I can’t. I can’t put this on.


She flopped the shirt over the shower curtain rod.


After drying her hands on a towel, she turned off the bathroom light and walked through the dark trailer until she found the switch by the front door. She flicked it. A lamp came on beside the sofa.


In the kitchen, she opened a drawer and took out an old dish drying towel. The flimsy white cloth had ragged edges and a couple of holes in it. Also, it was white. But she didn’t have any dark ones.


This’ll do, she thought.


She shook it open and tried to wrap it around her chest. It was too short for that. But it was long enough to hang from her shoulders to her waist, so she attempted to tie its corners together behind her neck. They wouldn’t reach far enough. She took care of the problem with a six-inch bit of string she found in a drawer. In less than a minute, the dish towel draped her front like a large, flimsy bib. Her shoulders and back remained bare, but that was fine; the towel covered her front and it was clean and dry.


Now, all she needed was a weapon.


The weapon she wanted was Agnes’s butcher knife.


After using it on Slade, she’d dropped it to the floor beside his body, hurried across the room and taken Eric into her arms.


If she wanted it, she would need to return to the bedroom.


No way.


‘A knife’s a knife,’ she muttered. She didn’t believe it, though. Not really.


Agnes’s knife was special.


Now that she’d used it herself, it almost seemed to possess a protective magic. It had saved her from Slade. Maybe it would save her from every enemy.


‘Bull,’ she said.


Besides, she was pretty sure that she wouldn’t really need a knife. This was a secret mission to retrieve Slade’s car. The whole idea was to be sneaky and not have to fight anyone. A knife would just be a precaution.


In case.


There were several on a rack above the kitchen counter. She chose one that was just as large as Agnes’s.


Knife in hand, she walked silently back to Eric’s room. She stopped outside his door and listened. She heard the slow, easy hiss of his breathing. From the sound of it, she knew he was submerged in the depths of sleep.


She returned to the living room, opened the front door, and stepped outside. Though the day had been sunny and warm, the night was cool – chilly enough for a heavy shirt or windbreaker. She shivered a little as she shut the door and made her way carefully down the stairs.


The old, makeshift stairway wobbled. Its wooden planks felt damp and slippery from the moisture in the air. Sandy had fallen off it a couple of times in the month since moving into the trailer, but she didn’t fall tonight.


The ground at the bottom of the stairs felt cool and wet. As she hurried along, pine needles clung to the bottoms of her feet.


She walked completely around the trailer, being careful not to trip over its hitch, bump into her barbecue grill, water tank, or propane tank, or collide with her clothes line. There was no sign of Slade’s car, or anything unusual. Except for the patches of moonlight, the clearing that surrounded her trailer looked dark. The forest looked even darker; only flecks of moonlight made it down through the branches.


She found her way to the old tire tracks and started following them down the hillside. She’d been using the twin trails as footpaths ever since moving into the trailer, hiking downhill each morning on one side and hiking uphill every evening on the other. Weeds had grown high in the middle, but the paths were fairly clear and easy to see in the darkness.


She stayed in the one on the right.


Around every bend, she half expected to find Marlon Slade’s car. But she rounded one bend after another without running into it.


Sandy didn’t mind the hike. She was eager to find his car and get out of town, but she really enjoyed being out like this. She liked the free, exciting way it felt to be wandering the night in nothing except her shorts and the draping dish towel. She liked the feel of her moving body, and the fabric brushing softly against her skin. She liked the cool touch of the moving air. She liked the feel of the moist earth under her feet.


Her footfalls were almost silent. She could hear the wind sliding through the trees, the squeal of seagulls and the murmur of the distant surf.


Wherever we go, she thought, it has to be a place like this. We’ll find a nice clearing in the hills overlooking the coast, and never leave.


Unless somebody makes us.


Another Marlon Slade.


‘Rotten creep,’ she muttered, and felt a tightness in her throat.


We shouldn’t have to leave, she thought. It isn’t fair.


They’d already been forced out of Agnes’s house because of the damn movie people. She and Eric had been living there in secret, which had been a tricky business in the first place. But they couldn’t possibly remain hidden once the filming began, so Agnes had made arrangements for them to move into the trailer.


She’d had mixed feelings about leaving Agnes’s home.


She loved Agnes like a mother and sister and best friend all rolled into one, and had known she would miss her terribly. Not only that, but she’d been nervous about the idea of living alone.


While she’d sort of dreaded it, however, she’d also found herself thrilled by the prospect of having her own private place to live – even if it was nothing but a crummy old trailer.


She’d soon found that she loved living in the trailer.


As things turned out, she could’ve stayed at Agnes’s house for another full month. The film had run into some kind of problem that had delayed the start of shooting.


But she was glad she’d had the month.


The way things looked now, it might be the only month she would ever spend in her trailer in the hills above Malcasa Point.


Maybe she would find another place just as good . . .


No. Impossible. Malcasa was her home. It was where she’d met Agnes and the others, where she’d fallen in love with the father of her child, where she’d given birth.


I don’t want to leave!


Sandy began to weep as she walked down the trail.


She knew that she had to leave. There was no choice. She had to leave even though she’d killed Marlon Slade in self-defense and no jury would find her guilty of murder.


Because if she stayed, she would be found out. Eric would be found out. It would be the end of their lives together.


The towel came in handy. As she strode down the trail crying, she lifted it now and again to wipe the tears from her eyes and cheeks.


It just isn’t fair, she thought. We never did anything wrong.


Well, not much, anyway.


Sandy tried to stop crying. It was noisy and messy and childish.


We’ll be fine, she told herself. We’ll just take the trailer someplace else and dump that dirty rotten son-of-bitch’s body along the way and we’ll live by ourselves in the hills and everything’ll be fine.


Soon, she reached the bottom of the slope. Using a tree for cover, she glanced up and down the two-lane, paved road. No cars were coming.


Only one car was in sight.


Parked on the gravel by the side of the road, not far away, was a tiny MG convertible.


Sandy groaned.


No, she thought. Please. Don’t let it be his.


She couldn’t possibly tow the trailer behind that.


Taking the key case out of her pocket, she hurried over to the sports car. She jerked open its door, dropped into the bucket seat, chose a key and tried it in the ignition.


It fit.


With a moan, she slumped forward and rested her head against the steering wheel.


What now? she wondered.


We have to get away tonight.


Why not go ahead and try to drive it up to the trailer, hook it up and just see if . . .?


Hook it up?


‘Oh cripes,’ she muttered. She flung open the door and rushed toward the rear of the car.
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