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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PART I


to Thanksgiving
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Not long after midnight the rain began again. It fell steadily, heavily, without wind to shape it, as if the weight of the water had subdued the air. Throughout the night it increased so that when the clouds lightened, they showed a sodden morning.


Dawn was accompanied by erratic gusts out of the southwest, pressing the clouds into denser piles, loosening leaves and small branches from trees and interrupting phone and power service to the remoter houses and ranches. With many intersection lights not operating, traffic crawled and slid along the roads with a higher than usual number of minor accidents. Commuters in the BART stations huddled on the platforms, coats and umbrellas billowing in the wind.


As the lights flickered, shone, then blinked off, Aaron Holliman cursed. He rubbed at his shoulders, feeling the welted skin under his sweater. Until the power came back on, he would be unable to work, and he had been counting on work to keep his mind off the steady, gnawing ache of his scars. He left his office and limped to the garage where he stored his kerosene lamps. As he took two from the grey industrial shelving, he heard the phone ring. After an indecisive moment, he put the lamps back and headed back across the breezeway to his kitchen.


“Holliman,” he said brusquely as he picked up the receiver. If this call was one of those irritating solicitations, trying to sell him a new vacuum cleaner or a subscription to a magazine or a paint job for his car …


“Aaron?”


The worst of his irritation faded. “Yeah?” He reached out for one of his kitchen stools; standing hurt enough to interfere with his thinking. “Lew?”


“In person,” he confirmed. “You going to be in today?” There was a quality of caution in his question, and Aaron answered with care.


“I’ll be here all morning, and any time after four.” He took a deep breath. “What is it?”


“After four. I’ll stop by, okay?” There was an edge in Lew’s voice, a sound that Aaron had not heard very often; it troubled him.


“What is it?” Aaron asked again, wary of the answer.


“Bad—rape and murder. I’ll give you the details this afternoon. I’ll have more information then, anyway.” He sighed. “It’s going to be …”


“Murder?” Aaron hesitated. “And rape?”


“For starters,” said Lew.


“Un-huh,” Aaron said, trying to guess the implication of that response. “After four. I’ll be here. I’ll leave the machine on, in case you have a change of plans.” He felt a twinge he told himself was due to the weather.


“I’ll be there.” Now Lew sounded tired, as if he had been up all night. “I’ll bring whatever I can.”


“See you then,” Aaron said, and hung up before Lew said good-bye. He sat in his dark kitchen for several minutes, his mind deliberately blank, turned away from the images that Lew’s call had triggered. Finally he reached for the phone and dialed, tapping his fingers as he counted the rings: the average was five; this time it was eight.


“Good morning. Doctors’ office,” said the receptionist. “White, Daly, Benson and Rosserwell.”


Her cheerful greeting only served to irritate him. “This is Aaron Holliman. Let me talk to Caleb.”


“Doctor Rosserwell is—”


“Let me talk to him,” Aaron insisted.


The receptionist sighed. “Mister Holliman, Doctor Rosserwell is with a patient. I don’t want to disturb him. You should understand that.”


“Tell him I’m on the phone, okay?” Aaron said testily.


“I’ll give him a message and ask him to call you when he’s free,” was the receptionist’s counteroffer.


“Lady,” Aaron said with deliberation. “Put him on the line right now. Got that?”


“I am not going to interrupt—” she began.


“Right now,” Aaron repeated, and this time so softly that his order was menacing.


Very primly, the receptionist said, “If you insist.” There were two clicks and a beep, a muffled protest, and then Caleb Rosserwell was on the line.


“Good morning, Aaron. What’s wrong?”


Aaron could not keep the sigh out of his voice. “I’m running low on Motrin. I’ll be out tomorrow if this weather keeps up.” He hated to admit how much he depended on drugs and therapy to keep his pain and his memories at bay.


“That all? The weather?” Caleb asked as if he were asking about fishing conditions in the Delta.


“Okay; you’re right.” He hesitated. “The new stuff that Gilchrist’s giving me: it lets me think better, lots better, but that means—”


“That means you remember more clearly, too,” Caleb finished for him.


“I can’t help it. Gilchrist says it’ll pass, but I’m not so sure.”


“Nightmares?” Caleb inquired.


“I think so.” He hesitated. “I’ve been going for walks, long walks, more than usual. I want to wear myself out so that I don’t dream.”


“Unhuh,” said Caleb. “Okay, I’ll call the pharmacy.” He paused. “You’re keeping to the prescribed dosage, aren’t you? Don’t bite my head off.” This last forestalled the angry retort Aaron almost gave. “I know you, Aaron. When you get desperate you do reckless things.”


“Yeah,” he said.


Although it was not clear which of his remarks Aaron was responding to, Caleb said, “Make sure you do keep to the right dose, especially with that new drug—it’s still an unknown quantity. What else are you taking?”


“Aspirin,” Aaron snapped.


“Booze?” suggested Caleb without making it an accusation.


“Sometimes, when the walking doesn’t work,” Aaron admitted. “Not much.”


“Um,” said Caleb. “Okay. Pick up the prescription after noon.”


“Thanks.” He said it grudgingly.


“I gotta go, Aaron,” Caleb told him. “Bye.”


Aaron hung up at the same time Caleb did. He took a deep, exasperated breath, tensing against the pain in his back and legs. “You’d think I’d been running all night,” he muttered as he got off the stool and glared at his useless stove. Damp weather. How he hated damp weather. At least he had an appointment with his physical therapist that afternoon. He wandered into the living room, looking around for the newspaper. He found most of it on the floor by the sofa; he separated the pages and wadded them up as he headed to the fireplace. Every winter he cursed his house and his grandfather, who had remodeled the place thirty years before, replacing the ancient wood-burning stove with the very best all-electric appliances available.


As he laid wood on the heat-exchanging grate, Aaron began to whistle through his teeth; the noise was tuneless but it made the dark a bit less oppressive. At last he took one of the long fireplace matches and set the paper alight, rocking back on his heels as the flames took hold. Gradually the cold retreated. Aaron remained there for some time, huddled on the edge of the hearth for warmth, his eyes fixed in fascination on the endlessly changing fire.


As Aaron took off his shirt he turned away from Mignon Vandreuter, still vaguely ashamed of the scars he carried.


Mignon gave an impatient shake of her head. “Oh, for the love of Pete, Aaron.”


“Sorry,” he said, facing her, his jaw defiant.


She indicated the massage table on the other side of the room. “Go on; let’s check you out.” She studied the way he moved, noticing how carefully he moved, and how he attempted to disguise this. “The weather’s bothering you?”


He shrugged. “A little.”


“Translated, a lot.” She caught her lower lip between her teeth, then made herself smile.


Stretching out on the table, Aaron could not completely stifle a groan. “It’s the rain,” he explained resentfully.


Mignon just nodded; she did not trust herself to speak. Her face was almost expressionless as she came to his side and laid her hands on his back. His tension was worse than usual, which troubled her. “Have you been working too hard?” she asked, trying to make her question a noncritical one.


“Not really,” he answered. “But the rain.”


“Yes,” she said. “You should do more hydrotherapy. At home as well as here. You have the facilities.”


“The power’s out at my house,” he said.


“Every day?” she chided him. “You wouldn’t need as many painkillers if you’d spend more time in the water. You know how it helps your mobility.” Under her hands she felt his scars.


“Don’t nag, Minnie.” He was the only person who used that nickname. He knew she disliked it, and he saved it for the times he wanted to distract her with irritation.


“If you’d take care of yourself I wouldn’t have to nag,” she reminded him.


“I’ve got a lot on my mind,” he said. He closed his eyes as he lowered his head. The paper table cover crackled against his face.


“So?” She began to stretch his arms, watching his shoulders as she did. “What kind of things?”


“Lew Frazier called me this morning.” He wanted to will his muscles into cooperation but could not. There was too much tightness. He held back his protest as long as he could, and when he spoke, he whispered. “That hurts.”


“What did Lew want?” she asked, maintaining the same firm hold on his wrist.


“He’ll tell me this afternoon. He said it’s a rape-murder.” His jaw was tight and the words came in short, hissing bursts. “I said that hurts.” This time his voice was louder. “Shit, Minnie.”


“I heard you the first time,” she said as she continued working. “That’s terrible: murder and rape.” She realized that he was trying to divert her attention, and ordinarily she would not have paid much attention to his sallies, but this news was not something she could entirely ignore. “He wants your help?”


“He called, didn’t he?” He panted twice and some of his ache eased.


“Are you going to help him?” She bent his arm across the small of his back, resting the back of his hand on his spine. “Don’t fight me, okay?”


“I’m not fighting you,” he said, knowing that he was. He took more deep breaths but they did not help.


“Will you help Lew?” Mignon asked as she worked around the lifted edge of his scapula, her fingers seeking out the most constricted muscles. Her touch was delicate and persistent.


“If I can.” He ground his teeth. “You don’t have to push so hard.”


She would not be goaded into an argument. “Do you want to improve or not?”


“Fuck you.” The backs of his thighs were trembling very slightly and he hated himself for not having better discipline. He had always struggled to maintain his strength and his mastery over his damaged body; every time it failed him, he felt betrayed.


“Okay—when?” she asked lightly. Little as she wanted to admit it, she missed being with him.


Aaron turned his head, looking up at her through a half-closed eye. “What?”


“You said fuck you; I said when.” She eased his hand from the small of his back and then pressed carefully on his scapula. This time she felt a lessening of the tension, and it pleased her. “Put your head back down.”


“Why?” He did as she told him. He growled as she took hold of his other wrist. “Jesus, Minnie.”


“You need this. You know it as well as I do.” She began to pull on his arm, looking startled as his shoulder joint gave a loud pop at her ministrations.


“Okay, okay,” he protested. “What is this, the rack?”


He said that every time she worked on him, and so she no longer responded when he challenged her. “You’ve let your muscles get tight again.”


“Of course I did. I do it deliberately,” he said with heavy sarcasm.


“You might as well,” she said, moving his wrist to the small of his back and once again working on the edge of the lifted scapula. As always, this right side of his body was more tense than the left. “So what do you think you can do for Lew?”


“How the hell do I know?” he told her through clenched teeth.


“You must have some idea,” Mignon persisted as she kept at her task. “What have you been lifting, anyway?”


“Wood,” he said, grunting with discomfort. “For the fireplace. It’s cold and wet.”


“I know,” she said, putting more weight into the pressure of her hand. “You’re really holding a lot of—”


“Just cut that out,” he ordered, no longer feeling like battling her. “I brought wood into the house. The power’s off, and I … I …”


“You wanted to keep the house warm,” Mignon supplied for him. “Sure. That makes sense.” She noticed that some of the welts on his back were raspberry-colored instead of the usual pale white-flesh tone. “But you’ve overdone.”


“If I didn’t overdo, I’d be an invalid,” he muttered.


“It’s almost as if you have a rash,” she went on, looking more closely at his skin.


“For Chrissake, Minnie.” He tried to push at her without success. “Leave me alone. Just take care of the muscles. Don’t worry about the rest.”


She thought of three sharp retorts but said none of them. “Doctor Gilchrist ought to know about this,” she told him. “If that new medication is causing any side-effects …”


“It isn’t,” said Aaron bluntly, in order to hide his doubt. “What does a kid like that know?”


“I wonder,” she said. “Turn your head the other way.”


“The other way?” He did as she ordered, but so sullenly that he still appeared defiant to her.


“Thanks,” she told him with sweet sarcasm. She continued to work on his back, moving his hand when she was satisfied that she had decreased the tension as much as possible. “You’re going to need some additional exercises.”


“Balls,” he said.


“There’s trouble, your muscle tone is … wrong, and you need more work on your neck and back.” She had no intention of arguing with him. “If you don’t take care of it now, you’ll regret it later, I promise you.”


“It’s the weather,” said Aaron. “The weather always does things to me—you know that.” He turned, propping himself on his elbow. “Minnie, ease off.”


Mignon stared down at him, shocked at the sudden renewal of attraction that gripped her. “I—”


Aaron’s face remained impassive but his eyes widened. “Ease off,” he repeated, his voice much softer. “It’s the weather.”


“If you say so.” She felt heat in her face and neck and knew she was blushing; it embarrassed her, and the flush darkened. “But I’ve got to mention it to Gilchrist.”


“The hotshit kid?” Aaron asked, lowering himself back onto the massage table. “Sure. Go ahead.” He almost added for all the good it will do, but held his tongue for once.


“Do you have much pain?” Mignon asked a little later when she had regained some of her composure.


“Caleb’s renewing my Motrin prescription. According to Gilchrist, it’ll mix okay with what he’s giving me.”


“That doesn’t answer my question,” Mignon pointed out gently.


Aaron did not respond at once. “Yeah. It hurts. Like it has ever since I got … hurt.” He never used the word tortured, not with anyone but himself.


Mignon nodded, though Aaron could not see her response. “Is it worse now?”


“Sure. I keep saying the weather …” He grunted as she worked over the muscles of his hips. He breathed deeply against the pain, and when he was sure he could speak without gasping, he went on, “… the weather makes it worse.”


“Which means you’re having more difficulty now?” Mignon asked, noting another curious patch of skin that seemed to be about to break out in a rash.


“Yeah.” He resisted, then said, “It’s like having really pulled muscles. I feel like I lifted a wood-burning stove yesterday, instead of just wood.”


Mignon stopped her massage. “Where?”


“Everywhere,” Aaron said. “All over.”


She thought about this. “The rain started last week.”


“I felt like shit last week. The couple of days of clear weather weren’t much better. Now we’ve got rain again.” He brought his fist down on the padded surface of the massage table making the paper cover crackle. “So much for good news.”


“Don’t mock,” said Mignon, the protest coming automatically.


“Why not?” His question was savage, born of frustration and loathing. He shoved himself up, his torso raised off the table on quivering arms. “I do my exercises: see? I take my medicine. And I feel like someone’s digging for marrow in my bones every time it rains.” Again he faltered. “I hate the rain.” He lowered himself back to the table.


“If you’re sore, you’d better take it easy with half-pushups.” She said it because she had to fill the silence between them. “Aaron?”


He said nothing, stoically resigned to what her hands were doing to his back and hips. When she told him to turn over, he complied without speaking, and he stared at the lighting fixture in the ceiling while she worked on his shoulders and chest.


Mignon was too familiar with Aaron’s moods to be put off by his lack of communication. She tried to emulate his disassociated attitude, but with no success. Little as she wanted to capitulate, she spoke. “Any loss of mobility?”


“Not if I don’t mind the hurt,” he said as if he were discussing a used car.


“Aaron,” she admonished.


“Well, fuck it, what am I supposed to say?” His eyes met hers and he flinched. “Don’t do that.”


“Do what?” she asked, genuinely confused.


“Look at me like that.” He averted his face so that there would be no chance to repeat the contact.


She knew better than to ask what he meant. “I’ll try,” she promised. “You’ve got a little of that rash on your chest, too.”


“Good for me,” he said, addressing the doorknob.


“I wish I knew what caused it.” She forestalled another outburst from Aaron. “I’m worried about that new medicine. Experimental drugs always bother me. There’s so much we don’t know about them.”


“That’s why they’re experimental,” said Aaron with a glint of grim humor in his eyes that she could not see.


“Funny,” she said, not meaning it. She did her best to keep her hands steady. “Aaron, would you like to have dinner together?”


“Tonight?” he asked, still watching the door. “I got to see Lew. Maybe later on in the week.” He was able to sound both distant and bored at the prospect. “You don’t make me think about dinner, Minnie.”


“When later in the week?” she persisted, annoyed that she acquiesced so readily. “Is that coaxing enough?”


He looked at her and chuckled. “Not yet. Call me tomorrow and we’ll talk then. I’ll let you know what I decide.”


“Temperamental bastard,” she said, pinching the skin along his side. “Make up your mind now or not at all.”


Aaron bit his lower lip. “I don’t like being pressured.”


“And I don’t like being played for a sucker,” Mignon countered. “God, what else would I do?”


“You’re a bitch, Minnie, but you got some class,” said Aaron, reaching up to pat her hand. “Friday, rain or shine? Your place or mine?” He closed his eyes briefly against the pain her ministrations awoke in him, just as he used to do when the original damage was being done to him. Then he had done all that he could to lock away the truth; now it saved him having to admit how intense the hurt still was.


“I’ll drive over to your place,” said Mignon with a trace of severity. “That way, you won’t have any excuse to cancel our date. And I’ll bring dinner, so that all you’ll have to do is put out plates and silverware.”


“Flatware,” he corrected her. “Friday. How does seven-thirty sound to you?”


She gave a brief half-smile. “I’ll be there.” Now that she was committed, she was not sure she wanted to resume her relationship with Aaron. It might be possible, she offered herself as a sop to her conscience, to be friends now, with nothing to interfere: and how strange to think of their affair interfering with their friendship.


“What’s on your mind?” asked Aaron as Mignon stepped back from the massage table.


“They’re going to want to do another evaluation series next week,” she told him, dodging his question.


“Not again?”


“Well, if Gilchrist says it isn’t necessary, maybe not. But as long as you’re on that experimental drug program, you’ve got to go along with these—”


“Stop spouting party line to me,” said Aaron, starting to sit up. “Or did you want to work some more?”


“Not today, with Gilchrist waiting.” She turned on the hot water in the sink and started to wash her hands. “Besides, I can tell you’re already too … hampered today.”


“Hampered meaning what?” Aaron challenged.


“Meaning it rained this morning and it’s going to rain this evening and you can’t really do much about it, can you?” He gave her a hard, quizzical look. “Can you, Minnie?”


“Not very much, no,” she admitted tightly.


“How sad, that you can’t do it.” He started to laugh, then stopped so quickly that the sound he made was more of a bark. “I know, I know. Go see Doctor Michael Gilchrist, Michael J. Gilchrist. What does the J. stand for?” He had reached for his shirt, but sat holding it without making any effort to don it.


“Who knows?—Joshua, Jeremiah, Julius, Jeffrey, Joachim. You pick one, Aaron.” She wiped her hands on the rough paper towel and turned off the water.


“Jesus?” he suggested. “Probably John or Joseph.” He had lost interest in the problem. “It doesn’t matter.” That said, he started to draw on his shirt.


“I’m going to tell him about the rash,” Mignon reminded Aaron as she started toward the door. She did her best to appear professional, undisturbed by all the deliberate taunts he had flung at her, but her shoulders were carried a little too high and the heels of her practical nurse’s shoes squeaked loudly against the linoleum, and she cursed herself for what she had revealed to him.


Aaron dressed slowly, taking his time over the buttons the same way he had done when he was three, or drunk. Once he tucked his chin down and peered straight along his nose to his chest, trying to find the patches of rash that Mignon had seen. When he could not find them, he rose and went to stare into the mirror that hung over the little sink. There it was, a T-shaped area starting along his collarbone on the right side, angling off through the crisscross of long, thin scars and chest hair. He leaned forward, watching it disappear as he did up the next three buttons. “There,” he said, satisfied that the rash had been banished, however briefly.


It was Michael J. (for Jamison) Gilchrist’s great misfortune that at age twenty-nine and with four sets of initials he could string after his name, he could more easily pass for a high school senior than the staff psychiatrist his identification badge pictured. Small, fresh-faced and preppy, he had only recently given up the mustache he had affected for two years when he reluctantly admitted that Monica was right—it made him look silly.


“Vandreuter said you wanted to see me?” Aaron asked as he opened Gilchrist’s door without knocking.


Gilchrist nodded in his most decisive manner. “Come in, Aaron.” He indicated the two chairs on the other side of his desk.


Aaron sat on the edge of the desk. “She’s worrying too much,” he announced.


“Who’s worrying too much?” asked Gilchrist, so carefully neutral that Aaron chuckled.


“You’re not going to start playing that game with me, Gilchrist. Nope. I mean,” he went on with great deliberation, “that my physical therapist, Mignon Vandreuter, is upset about a mild rash. She believes it’s connected with this new drug you’ve got me on—though neither of us knows if I’m getting the real thing or the placebo, right?—and she doesn’t want—”


Gilchrist held up one hand. “Time out, Aaron. Please.” He stared at his patient. “You’re right. Vandreuter is concerned”—he refused to use the more loaded word worried—“about what she describes as a rash. She has also remarked that you have developed similar rashes from time to time during wet weather, and that she does not think that you need to have your prescription changed, just that you require closer … um … monitoring.”


“You’re so good at saying things like that,” Aaron marveled, getting off the desk. “What else do you need? I’m supposed to let them take a blood specimen on the way out.” He was able to keep his temper, but it was more of an effort than showed.


“Did you turn in your use-sheets?” Gilchrist asked. “We have to have them if you’re going to stay in the program.”


“Hell, you need me more than I need you,” said Aaron in disgust. “Yes,” he went on with exaggerated weariness. “I have turned in my use-sheets, all filled out the way you want it, with morning and night comparisons. Though what good that will do you while it’s raining, I can’t imagine.”


Michael Gilchrist was used to Aaron’s abusive attitude, and he did his best to take it in stride. “You know, Aaron, this will be easier for all of us if you can be a little more forthcoming. As it is, you’re acting like—”


“Don’t give me that crap,” Aaron said, reaching for the door. “All you have to have from me is my body for your test, and my comments. And that is a-fucking-all.” He took a step into the hallway. “If you could find a way that really made it better, even for a little while, every now and then, I’d be the first guy to thank you. But you’ve been trying for how long, now? Almost twenty years, isn’t it? I came back in ‘seventy-two, and someone in the VA’s been trying out their potions on me ever since.”


“You can always withdraw from the program.” Gilchrist looked up at the ceiling. He hated these skirmishes with Aaron Ruel Holliman and seemed unable to stop them; the confrontations were by now as formal as the steps of a dance.


“I can throw myself off the Golden Gate Bridge, if it comes to that,” Aaron snapped. “This way, if one of your Frankensteins comes across something that actually does help, I’ll be among the first in line. You gotta give the good stuff to the guinea pigs first, if there is ever any good stuff.”


Gilchrist pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture left over from those years before he got contact lenses. “Aaron, it isn’t like that.”


“According to who?” asked Aaron just before he slammed the door.
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Lew Frazier’s well-worn face looked even more somber than usual. He sat with his elbows propped on Aaron’s dining room table, a cup of coffee steaming between his hands. “When it gets cold like this, I’d almost rather have the rain back.”


“You’ll get rain soon enough,” Aaron said bluntly. “They’re saying that by tomorrow morning—” He did not finish as he reached for the door of his toaster-oven.


“Yeah, I check the weather report, too.” He took a tentative sip of the coffee, then set the cup down. “What’re you making?”


“Heating up a couple of scones,” said Aaron. “You bring the pictures with you? Maybe I better look at them before we have something to eat.” He sighed as he took the little tin plate out of the toaster-oven.


“Why don’t you get a microwave?” Lew asked.


“Why don’t you?”


Lew reached for his coffee and took another, longer sip. “You know why. Rowena said she’d cook me bit by bit by bit if I ever brought one into the house.” He smiled fondly. “But here you are, living alone, with enough electronic stuff in those two back rooms for an emerging nation. Why no microwave?” He reached down to the old-fashioned leather salesman’s briefcase beside his chair. As he unbuckled the straps, he said, “There’s both the in situ shots and the autopsy in here. It’s pretty hard to look at.” He flipped the envelope onto the table.


“What about evidence?” Aaron said, suddenly curious and detached at the same time. He picked up the thick manila envelope and weighed it in his hands. “How many photos in here?”


“Thirty-one. Doctor Grieta took a few extra.” The words were indistinct as he tried to blow on the coffee and answer at once.


“A few,” said Aaron flatly. “Any special reason?” He stopped to pour himself more coffee before sitting down opposite Lew Frazier.


“It’s … pretty bad,” said Lew. “I can’t remember seeing worse, not at a murder scene. It’s worse than that accident a couple years back when the four kids on motorcycles tangled with an eighteen-wheeler on six-eighty.” He fell silent. “That was machines; this was done by a man. A man who meant to do it.” He stared hard at the window, with the reflections of the kitchen superimposed over the immensity of the night.


Aaron held the envelope in his hands, hesitating. He took a deep breath, as if preparing to jump into fast-running water. He pulled the envelope open and shook the pictures out onto the kitchen table in a single gesture. For a little while he sat, staring.


The glossy surfaces of the photos belied the carnage they documented: a clearing and in it a woman lying, splayed like a broken doll, her clothes tattered around her, blood everywhere; the same woman, from the other side of the little clearing—in this shot it was possible to see that her throat was not cut but torn; a closer view of her chest and head, taken from the left side; the same from the right; her body from the waist down.


“There’s a partial dislocation of the hip,” Lew said in a low, flat voice.


“I see it,” Aaron said, his tone mirroring Lew’s.


“The coroner’s report covers it.”


“Yeah,” said Aaron, staring at the photos. “It looks like she fought.”


“Long and hard,” Lew agreed with a single nod of his head.


“Too bad,” Aaron said, breathing a little unsteadily. “What actually killed her?”


“Broken neck,” Lew said. He was looking at the surface of his coffee, avoiding Aaron’s eyes.


“Christ.”


“Un-huh.”


Aaron piled the crime scene photos together and steeled himself to look at the autopsy photos. Somehow the sterility of the setting, the impersonal quality of the procedure made it worse for him. “Is that postmortem lividity or was she … Are those bruises?”


“A little of both, according to Grieta. Some of the bruising was from being thrown on her back that way, some of it was from being beaten.” He picked up his coffee and drank two scalding mouthfuls.


Shaking his head, Aaron shuffled through the photos, trying to keep a clinical distance from the damage he was seeing. “What did he use on the … on her neck?”


“Grieta says teeth,” Lew answered after a short hesitation.


“Teeth?” Aaron looked up from the pictures, aghast.


“Not human. More like a big dog.” He cleared his throat. “Coffee’s too hot.”


“Yeah.” Aaron made himself examine the autopsy more closely. “Teeth.”


“Could have a big dog with him.”


“Great.” He stared at a close-up of the wreckage of her throat. “Do you know who she was?”


“We’re working on it,” said Lew a bit distantly. “We didn’t find any ID on her, of course. No purse, no wallet, nothing in her clothes. So it’s fingerprints and dentistry, and, if we’re lucky, someone looking for her.” He leaned back in the chair and directed his gaze at the low-hanging light fixture over the table; the brightness made him blink.


“And what do you want me to do?” Aaron asked as he set the photos aside, taking care not to look at them again.


“The usual—coordination of information, collation of material on similar cases in other areas. You’ve got the knack,” Lew said with a gesture. “That memory of yours—you can fit patterns together better than all the computers in the world. You second-guessed that guy in Utah, and everyone had given up on the case. I wish I knew how you did it.”


“It’s not much fun,” said Aaron distantly.


“No,” Lew said at once. “Probably not. It’s got to be tricky to live with a mind like yours, with everything so clear. But it’s made a difference. That should mean something.”


Aaron shrugged. “I’d trade it in for a body that worked right.” He coughed. “So,” he went on in a different, more professional tone, “you want the usual rundown on cases that might tie in, patterns that might be repeated here.”


“That, and anything psychological we can get on the guy.” Lew grew more assured, as if he had avoided stepping into a marsh. “If she didn’t have an angry boyfriend or a bent relative, then she could be—” He broke off.


Aaron completed the thought for him. “Then she could be one of many and you could have a serial killer out there, striking at what seems like random.”


“That’s about the size of it,” said Lew unhappily. “Do you have anything stronger than coffee?”


“Aren’t you still on duty?” Aaron asked as he got up from the table, relieved to have something to do that took him away from the photos.


“For another five minutes; piss on it.” He reached over and tapped the printouts of the coroner’s reports. “Make sure you go over these carefully. I know the kind of reading they make, but do it, will you, Aaron? They might have something you need in them. You could find something we’ve missed.”


“You bet,” said Aaron wearily as he took down his best bottle of bourbon. “How much?” he offered as he opened it.


“Fill it up,” said Lew.


“You got it.” Aaron did as the assistant sheriff asked, smelling the rich mixture of coffee and booze. “You know, when I got back from Nam, I had one single Irish coffee and was looped for three hours.” On impulse, he added some of the bourbon to his coffee, too.


“Grieta says that he’ll try to get blood type from semen for us,” Lew said, unable to speak about what he knew Aaron had endured as a prisoner of war. “It isn’t much, the blood type, but it could help eliminate some of the guys out there.” This time he sipped his coffee slowly, his deep-set eyes almost closed in appreciation. “God, that tastes good on a night like this.”


“You mean rainy?” Aaron asked, doing his best to be amused.


“I mean dark,” Lew countered. He held out the mug. “If all coffee were made like this, I’d drink it ten times a day.”


“If all coffee were made like this, there’d be twice as many drunks on the road as there are now,” Aaron pointed out.


“And I’d probably be one of ‘em,” said Lew. He set the mug down and turned to Aaron. “We’re trying to keep the worst of this from the press, at least for the time being. It’s bad enough that we have a dead woman found at the back entrance to Briones Park—”


“Which back entrance?” Aaron asked as he reached for one of the notepads he had set out before Lew arrived.


“The one off of Alhambra Valley Road; the narrow one.” He lowered his head. “The park rangers called as soon as they saw her.”


“Who found her, the rangers?” It was a foolish hope.


“A couple of teenaged girls on horseback,” said Lew, closing his mouth to a thin line before he went on. “One of’em said that their horses started to act up, and they thought that it might be a bobcat or a badger. They didn’t expect anything like this.”


“Who would.” He picked up his mug and drank, letting the warm fingers of coffee-and-bourbon work on his tension and aches. “Have you interviewed the girls?”


“Not yet. Brewster was the first to answer the call. He got a little out of them, but they were pretty upset. He arranged for someone from their stable to come for the horses and he took them in his black-and-white, so that—”


Aaron nodded. “Did he have sense enough to have someone warn the parents before he got the girls home?”


“Yeah. Brewster’s no dope.”


“That doesn’t mean he’s … what do you call it now? Sensitive?” Aaron set his mug down. “Hell of a thing for kids to find.”


“Hell of a thing for anyone to find,” Lew amended. He glanced at his wristwatch. “Yeah, off duty now. Thank God.”


“You can finish your coffee with a clear conscience.” Aaron fingered the autopsy printout. “Is there anything I should pay special attention to in this?”


“Probably,” said Lew. “But I don’t know what it is yet. In a case like this … well.”


“Okay.” He shoved the printouts aside and set his notepad in front of him. “When do you think you’ll have statements from the girls who found the body?”


“Day after tomorrow, probably. I talked to the parents of both of them and the girls aren’t up to questions yet.”


“The longer you wait—” Aaron began in warning only to have Lew interrupt him. “I know: the greater the chance that they won’t give reliable information. If they’re hysterical, they won’t give any information and their parents will be up in arms about the cops.” He made a gesture of acceptance. “Suppose it was Francine or Sally or—Jesus!—Erin. I wouldn’t want anyone asking them questions after something like this, not until they were calm enough to handle it.” As always, when he mentioned his family, there was a softening about his features, a subtle change in his eyes that made his long, dogged face gentle.


“If it were Francine or Sally or Erin, you wouldn’t let anyone near them,” Aaron said. “You’d set yourself up as the palace guard.”


Lew shrugged but did not argue. “When you have kids, you don’t want them to have to—”


“To find murdered women in a park,” said Aaron bluntly. He rubbed unconsciously at his leg.


“Sore?” Lew asked as he noticed this.


“A little.” Aaron disliked being caught out nearly as much as he disliked his disability. He cleared his throat. “Can you tell me their names? The two girls that found the body?”


Reluctantly Lew said, “Maude Adamson, from Pleasant Hill and Julia Kemp from Concord. I’ll let you know how to reach them after they’ve been interviewed, but I don’t want you talking to them unless it’s absolutely necessary. And I don’t want you doing anything on your own. If you talk to them, you take me along. I don’t want any potential witness compromised. Do you understand me.”


“Yes. Tell me how old these girls are, just for the record.” He held his pen ready.


“Adamson is sixteen, Kemp is fifteen. They sponsor horses at the Gaven Ranch.” He reported this in a steady voice, but with a glint in his eyes. “They’re going to be left alone, Aaron.”


“If that’s the way you want it, that’s the way we do it. I want the names just in case something turns up. Ages help.” He scribbled a few words in order to do something. “Maude Adamson, sixteen; Julia Kemp fifteen. Okay.”


“What could they have to do with this case?” Lew asked.


“Who knows? But remember that time you had a witness, a real innocent, who had done nothing deliberate, but had inadvertently given your murderer the opportunity to do his dirty work?” Aaron tapped his pen on the pad. “Remember?”


“You mean Edna Towers, don’t you?” Lew said. “You have a point.”


“If Edna hadn’t been so helpful, telling Lauter about the shortcut to—”


“Yeah, yeah. Lauter probably wouldn’t have been able to kill both Jena and Bill Harrison. Edna was just being neighborly.” He drank the last of his doctored coffee. “You think maybe that one of these two girls might have seen more than she knows.”


“It pays to keep an open mind.” He tapped the pad again. “Also, what are the connections to Briones. You say that the two girls ride there. Is there any other member of the family who uses the park a lot?” He started to doodle. “It could be, you know, that the killer was counting on the girls’ finding the body.”


“That’s sick,” said Lew.


“So’s what he did,” said Aaron with sudden, deep revulsion.


Lew rubbed his long lantern jaw. “True.” He slapped one palm down on the table. “You’re right. I should follow that up. Whatever information I get, you get, at least for now.”


“What does Hislop think of all this?” Aaron mentioned the sheriff’s name with care.


Lew tried to answer without anger but did not succeed. “If it makes political hay, he’ll be pleased; if it doesn’t, he won’t.”


“And that means my participation is—”


“Discretionary. Meaning my discretion.” He frowned. “I hope we can clear this up soon. Murders attract a lot of attention and if Hislop can’t turn that to favorable headlines, it could be rough sledding.”


“I’ll do what I can,” said Aaron.


“Good.” Lew did his best to smile at Aaron. “I’m counting on you.”


Ignacio Grieta resembled Sancho Panza physically and Don Quixote mentally. Portly, with a square face made for grins, he was ludicrously somber, only occasionally permitting a wistful, sweet smile to cross his features. His serious demeanor was more engulfing than ever as he gave Lew Frazier a long, thoughtful look over the rim of his glasses. “Sit down,” he suggested in his sad, courtly way.


Lew sat, taking care to touch nothing in the vast disorder of the pathologist’s office. “The Jane Doe we found in Briones.”


“Yes.” He drew a creaking, ancient wooden swivel chair up and lowered himself into it. “The Jane Doe.”


“Is it too much to hope that we have a blood type?”


“But it’s not much help,” said Grieta. “We have type O, and Rh positive. Garden variety blood.”


“Well, it eliminates about half the population, doesn’t it?” Lew asked.


“Half the male population, more or less,” Grieta concurred. “Any suspect with A, B, AB, or O negative blood is not our man.” He folded his arms, the lab coat stretching taut across his shoulders. “We’re running more tests on her vaginal smears.”


“Any reason why?” Lew asked, knowing that Grieta liked having information pried out of him.


“Well, I want to eliminate the chance of multiple sex partners.” He waited for Lew’s reaction.


“You mean more than one rapist?” Lew demanded, speaking with more force than usual because it often encouraged Grieta to be less coy.


“Possibly. We won’t know for certain until after the tests. Also, it could be that she had sex before the rape, with someone else, a boyfriend, perhaps.” He pursed his Cupid’s bow lips. “Of course, in these AIDS-conscious days, her boyfriend might be using condoms, so there might not be anything to find. There are times when hygiene works against us.”


Lew scowled. “Why do you think there is more than one man involved?”


“The extent and severity of the injuries, for one thing. The woman was savaged. There is no other word for it.” He rolled his eyes upward as if imploring heaven. “If there is a single assailant, then, based on the evidence, I have to assume that we are dealing with a man who is given to psychotic rages fueled by adrenaline overload.”


“You mean the man rapes and kills in a frenzy?” Lew asked, doing his best to remain businesslike.


“Given what I have seen and been shown, I would have to say so, yes.” He paused before going on. “The assailant is very strong and I believe he is skilled in hand-to-hand combat. I base my opinion on the efficiency of the break in her neck and the extent of the bruises on the victim’s body not attributable to her fall or to postmortem lividity, although lividity might obscure more patterns of bruises on her back and thighs.”


It took Lew several seconds to be able to ask his next question. “When did … when did he kill her?”


“You mean, how long was she alive once the attack began?” Grieta asked, nodding with Lew. “I would say that she was probably alive until he started in on her throat. I assume he broke her neck before he began tearing the flesh open.”


Lew swallowed hard while he reminded himself that he ought to be used to such things. He had heard reports of acts as heinous as this one before and had not been queasy. “The bleeding confirms this?”


“For the most part. It’s a trifle difficult to tell, since there was so much damage to the tissues.” He paused again, and this time he looked truly miserable. “Of course, she might have been alive when he started, and dead by the time …” He ended his idea with a wave of his hand.


“What’s your best guess?” Lew asked, deliberately making his words harsh.


“My guess—and it is only a guess, not suitable for anything but speculation, I’m afraid—is that she was alive when he started to bite her. There are smears of blood under her chin and on her shoulder that suggests a continuing struggle. She fought him, perhaps hurting him enough to make him hesitate. Whatever the case, he broke her neck so that he could continue his … business un—… undisturbed.”


“How good a guess is that?” Lew demanded.


“Reasonable. There could be arguments and it wouldn’t be much use in court, but it’s a place to start, I suppose.” He cocked his head to the side. “What do you think, Lew?”


“I think there’s a maniac out there,” Lew said quietly. “And I hope to God I’m wrong.” He started to get up. “How’s our luck in identifying the victim?”


“Nothing much so far, but it’s only been a little while. If she’s a runaway or if she didn’t want to be found, it could take a while.” He opened his top desk drawer and pulled out a large white paper bag. “Would you like a sandwich?”


“No, thanks,” said Lew, preparing now to leave. “Is there anything else you want to tell me? Anything not in your official report?”


Grieta paused in the unwrapping of his lunch. “Well, the theory about the dog …”


“Yes?” Lew said when Grieta trailed off.


“We’re analyzing some of the hairs found at the scene, but it won’t be easy to put them there at the time of the attack. People take dogs to Briones all the time, and there are some ferals out there, to say nothing of coyotes and foxes. I doubt it will do much good for you unless you get another victim with the same hairs. And even then, you couldn’t build your case on it, not if that’s all you’ve got going for you.” He sighed. “Desta’s been over here already, asking about evidence.”


Lew had a careful respect for Deputy District Attorney Wallis Desta, and for that reason he was circumspect now. “Will she be doing the case, if there ever is one? Or do you think that the DA will do it himself?”


“She certainly wants it,” said Grieta with a deliberate nod. “It seems to me that she is more tenacious than usual about this one.”


“I see,” Lew said, not at all certain that he did. “Thanks. I appreciate what you’ve told me. Keep me posted.”


“Of course, Lieutenant Frazier,” he said with great formality as he picked up half of his sandwich.


Lew left Grieta’s office in a thoughtful funk. He could not get his mind off that hideous, pathetic body. What if it had been one of his girls, he asked himself as he started toward the courthouse. What if it had not been one of his daughters, but one of their friends, a girl he had known since her childhood? He suppressed a shudder, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the people hurrying in the street, most of them in coats or heavy sweaters against the chilly wind, all trying to make the most of the noon hour.


The courthouse was crowded and the noise was loud enough to be annoying. Lew admitted to himself that given his current mood, a whisper would be annoying. He took the elevator to the third floor and started down the hall toward the District Attorney’s courthouse office, against the general flow of traffic. It was times like these that he missed the authority of his uniform.


“Oh, hello Lieutenant Frazier,” said Chloe, the fifty-five-year-old secretary who manned the office.


“Hello, Chloe,” he said, no longer noticing the dyed, improbably youthful blonde curls that spilled over her shoulders. “Is Wallis Desta in?”


“Second door on the left,” said Chloe, indicating the cubicle with her pencil. “She has a deposition at one-thirty.”


“I won’t keep her,” Lew promised.


Wallis Desta was seated at the small metal desk that was painted—without success—to resemble wood. She looked up from the stack of files in front of her as Lew came through the door. Her wary expression altered to a tired smile. “Well, hello, Llewellyn,” she said; she always used his full name, as she used everyone’s full name, in the hope that Wallis would not become Wally.


“Hello, Wallis,” he said, stepping into the crowded quarters and closing the door. “I have to talk to you.”


“What’s on your mind?” she asked as she glanced at her watch. “I’ve got—”


“You have a deposition in about an hour. Chloe told me,” said Lew. “Let me have ten minutes, okay?”


“About what?” She was good-natured but suspicious.


“About the Jane Doe found in Briones. Grieta told me that you’re interested.” He did his best to speak reasonably, neither too enthusiastic nor too condemning. “Well?”


“Yes, I’m interested,” she said cautiously. She arranged the files in a slightly neater stack. “What about it?”


“I don’t know yet,” Lew told her. “But I have a hunch that we ought to go easy on this one. Not with the investigation, but with the public. This could turn ugly on us—”


“It’s already ugly; you’ve seen the pictures.”


“If we’re too premature, we won’t get anywhere with the case.” He was not expressing himself well and he knew it. “I don’t know how to explain it to you; I’m not going to bullshit you about cop’s instinct, or try to make mountains out of molehills, but this one has a very bad feel to it.”


“No argument,” said Desta, propping her arms on the desktop. “But what are you proposing to do about it?”


“At the moment, not much.” He looked at her as he considered how to continue. “I’m going to interview the two girls who found the victim. Tomorrow.”


“That’s Maude Adams and—”


“Maude Adamson,” Lew corrected.


“Right. And Julia Kemp. Have I got them right?” She began to fiddle with the dove grey silk scarf that draped around her neck to a complex knot.


“You have. I don’t want to get them any more attention than they’ve already had.” He clapped his hands together and then let them hang at his sides again. “There are times when being a cop and being a father don’t jibe.”


“What is it you’re recommending? We can’t black this out completely. But if you mean no leaks to the press?” she asked. “Fine with me, so long as we don’t have to explain later.” Her face sharpened. “Once we find out who the victim is, things might be different.”


“We can still protect those girls, the two who found the Jane Doe. It’s not their fault they found a corpse. God damn it! They’ve gone through enough. They don’t need to be headlines. It’s bad for them. I don’t have to tell you that. And I don’t want their credibility damaged by news reports.” He said this last slowly, his eyes directly on Wallis Desta’s.


“Point taken.” She noticed what she had done to her scarf and smoothed it. “How is the investigation coming?”


“Brewster is out patroling with the Park Rangers, just in case.” He indicated the small window at the end of the little office. “The weather’s supposed to hold for another day, and they might luck out and find something we can use.”


“Like flying pigs?” Desta suggested sarcastically. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


Lew shook his head. “I’ve got some help on it, too.”


“Unofficial, by the sound of it. It was more than a guess. Anybody I know?”


“Aaron Holliman,” said Lew. “In case there’ve been similar murders in other places. You know how resourceful he is. He can find out anything we need to know faster than we can.”


“Possibly,” she said. “All right. What makes you think that he might find others like this one?”


Lew hitched his shoulders up. “I can’t get the notion out of my head.”


“I see.” She waited for him to explain more; when he did not, she took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Well, be prudent, will you? Holliman can serve as an expert witness, but not if he’s violated any laws or gone sneaking around the Bill of Rights.”


“He knows what he’s doing,” Lew said, feeling defensive.


“What about you?” She put her glasses back on.


Lew reached back and opened the door. The little room was becoming uncomfortable for him, which was more embarrassing than he could admit. “I have a responsibility to Contra Costa County. It goes with my job. I don’t know what else I can do.”


Wallis Desta clapped twice. “Bravo,” she said ironically. “Very good, Llewellyn.”


A few minutes before ten, Aaron answered his phone. “Holliman.”


“We have a name and address on the Jane Doe,” said Lew without preamble. “Got it twenty minutes ago.”


Aaron caught the receiver between his chin and shoulder while he searched for a pen. “Speak to me.”


“Name: Audrey Weeks, born March sixth, 1970, Phoenix, Arizona. Parents living in Fairfield, father a civil service employee of the Air Force. She was enrolled at Heald College in Concord.” As always, when Lew was reading such information, his voice grew quieter and quieter until it was almost impossible to hear him. “Her parents identified the body.”


“Shit,” said Aaron. “Why’d they have to see it?”


“We used the TV surveillance camera, so that they wouldn’t have to see the body itself, lying on the slab. The camera makes it a little easier, a little more removed. Or it’s supposed to.” Lew cleared his throat. “So that’s all we know right now. We’re going to start finding out about her associates from school and anywhere else. If there’s a boyfriend or two, we’ll check them out and I might ask you to follow up on some of her associates. Okay?”


“Sure,” said Aaron, staring at his notes on the page. The poor kid wasn’t even twenty. “Have the parents made plans yet?”


“About burial? Not that I know of. They’re supposed to give the coroner instructions about the body, but it could take some time.” He stopped suddenly. “Aaron, we have to find this one.”


Aaron continued to look at what he had written about Audrey Weeks. “Yes, we do.”




3


With the rain back, Aaron was so uncomfortable that he was tempted not to get out of bed. “Oh, no you don’t,” he addressed himself as if he were a rebellious child. “You stay in bed just because you hurt a little and you’ll turn yourself into an invalid. None of this shit, fella. Get up and get the heat on.” The words came out between clenched teeth. He had got to the edge of the bed, but it took him more than five minutes to badger himself into rising, and when he did, he groaned.


He tottered to the bathroom and started his bathwater, looking at the steam surge up from the tub. He winced as he tried to rise on his toes. The scars across his back and chest felt like plastic ridges.


As he lowered himself into the hot water at last, his muscles tightened in resistance to the soothing heat. Cursing, he forced himself to stretch out as far as the extra-long tub would allow, trying to achieve some buoyancy, but with little success. He flexed his arms, grunting at the effort. Over the splashing, he could just hear the sound of the rain, and it worked on him, thwarting his breathing exercises, making him edgy, upset. By the time he toweled himself off, he was ready to lash out at the first person he saw.


“I have to talk to Gilchrist,” he said to the receptionist who took his call. “Right away. And don’t tell me he’s with a patient or you can’t interrupt him. You do it.”


“I will have to—” the officious voice began.


Aaron cut her off. “Do it! Now!”


There was a brief pause from the receptionist, and then with frosty dignity she said, “I will say you insisted, Mister Holliman.”


“Fine.” His headache was back and growing steadily, like a lava dome deep inside a volcano. He rubbed his forehead and tried to regulate his breathing. The Motrin he had taken had not made a dent in the hurt.


“Aaron,” said Michael Gilchrist, “what’s wrong?”


“I’ve got to come in for a couple of days. I’m having trouble.” He despised himself for admitting so much, as he hated his body for its treason of pain.


“Headaches again?”


“Everything aches,” Aaron said, making the admission a curse. “It’s the rain.”


Gilchrist was familiar with how rain affected Aaron, and said without hesitation, “I’ll see what I can arrange. We’re short of room, but I’ll arrange something.”


“Just ‘til the aches stop, that’s all I need,” said Aaron quickly. “I don’t want to be there any longer than I have to.”


“It shows good sense,” Gilchrist said, soothing his patient. “I’ll check with administration and call you back in fifteen or twenty minutes.”


“Okay,” said Aaron, his eyes half-closed as another flash of pain hit him. “But make it quick.”


“Do you think you can drive, or do you need an ambulance?” He asked the question badly, he realized as soon as he spoke.


“No ambulance,” Aaron snapped. He was trying to sound normal but knew he was failing.


“I’ll have someone pick you up. No later than noon. Until then, keep your activity to a minimum, stay warm, don’t—”


“I know the drill,” Aaron reminded him brusquely.


“Call you back soon,” Gilchrist promised, hanging up without saying good-bye.


Aaron wandered into the living room, feeling his way with clumsy hands. He collapsed on the sofa, his face turned into the back pillows to block the light. Jesus! he hadn’t been in this bad shape for years. “You’d think I just got back from Nam,” he muttered, his fingers fixed in his shoulders. He felt his scars through his shirt and sweater. Twenty minutes seemed a decade.


When the phone did ring, seventeen minutes after Gilchrist had hung up, Aaron reacted as if the sound were an explosion. He nearly fell off the sofa as he grabbed for the phone, holding it as if he intended to hurl it into the fireplace. Hands shaking, he brought the receiver to his ear. “Holliman,” he said in a voice he barely recognized as his own.


“Mike Gilchrist. I have arranged for a room for you, one of the cabin facilities.” He coughed delicately. “They’re less like a—”


“Psycho ward?” Aaron suggested. “Thanks.” He meant it but the word cut.


“You can regulate your day. You’ll be more on your own, of course, and you won’t have help with dressing and bathing unless you request it. You can take your meals in the dining room with the others, or I can arrange for you to have separate service there. I’ve requested the room for three days.” He paused. “I won’t authorize a phone in your room until I know how severe your situation is just now. After that, we’ll see.”


“Okay.” Aaron cleared his throat. “I’m working on an investigation with the Sheriff’s office, a murder case. They’ll need to know where I am and how to reach me.” Just saying this made him feel a little less incapacitated.


“Tell them to check with me for today. There’s a car coming over to your place right now. It should be there in half an hour. Can you be ready by then?” Gilchrist did his best not to sound solicitous, aware of how easily provoked Aaron was.


“I’m not a baby.” Aaron forced himself to be calm. “I’ll try to be ready. It isn’t easy to pack right now.”


“You can wait and have the driver help you,” Gilchrist suggested unwisely.


“I don’t think so,” said Aaron, each word as separate and precise as an entire sentence.


“You don’t have to feel—” Gilchrist began but was interrupted angrily.


“Guilty? Inadequate? Incapable? Damaged? Impaired? Crippled?” The words were delivered like gunshots. “Which of those is right? Which one was on your mind, Michael J.? Or are they all right?” Aaron had to struggle to keep from raging more at Michael Gilchrist. “I will manage to pack for myself, thank you.”


“I … I didn’t mean it that way, not anything critical,” said Gilchrist, speaking with the same care that he would have used with a skittish and hysterical child. “You indicated you were in pain.”


“Tough shit,” said Aaron. “That’s old news.” He was ready to hang up, but was caught by Gilchrist’s next words.


“If you like, I’ll call the Sheriff’s office and explain that you’ll be staying here for a few days.”


Biting back the sharp answer he wanted to give, Aaron said, “I can handle it, thanks.” He had no desire to let Gilchrist interfere at this point. “I know who to talk to.” And who not to talk to, he added silently to himself. He knew there were men in the Sheriff’s department who thought anyone who had been in a Veterans’ Administration hospital was a nut from the booby hatch; he had no intention of alerting them to his whereabouts.


“As you like,” said Gilchrist in his most mollifying tone. “I’ll see you when you get here. And Aaron, I think you’re doing the right thing. With the sorts of problems you’ve been having, with the pain and all, this is a wise choice.”


Much as he wanted to slam down the receiver, Aaron made himself speak calmly and sensibly. “You might be right. Later.” It was safe to hang up now without making Gilchrist imagine all sorts of things. Aaron steadied himself by whistling through his teeth and tapping out an uneven rhythm until the urge to bellow was gone and he could trust himself not to alarm Lew. “It’s no big deal,” he explained when he told Lew where he would be. He wished he could see Lew’s face, so that he would have some notion as to how he was taking the news. “I’m not incommunicado. You can call me if you need me. It’s the rain, that’s all. I need a couple of days to adjust the painkillers, I guess.”


“You sure that’s it?” Lew said. “I don’t want to do anything that’ll make it harder on you. If you need some more time off—”


“I don’t need any time off,” he snarled, then made an effort to quiet his reaction. “Sorry. I’m out of line. Sometimes the shrink gets to me. This was one of those times. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”


“No problem,” said Lew, relieved that Aaron had not launched into a tirade. “How long do you think you’ll be there? At the hospital, I mean?”


“Three or four days, probably. Five at the most.” If they did not release him after five days, he would sign himself out. If he stayed in the hospital any longer than that, he would truly have reason to go nuts. He had found that out in the first year he had been home from Nam, and had spent most of his time being transferred from facility to facility until they found a place that had room for him and the means to treat his condition.


“Glad to hear it. I need your help on this case. Keep me posted. Sorry that you’re having trouble.”


Lew sounded so genuinely concerned that Aaron did his best not to be too blunt with him. “Yeah. Bad timing.”


“I didn’t know there was good timing, not with the kind of trouble you’ve had in the past,” said Lew with a slight laugh.


“What do you mean by that?” Aaron challenged.


“Nothing,” said Lew, genuinely surprised at this demand. “You told me that no one is ever ready for pain, or wants it, and when they have it, it always gets in the way. That was Thanksgiving, three years ago; remember?” Lew would never forget the night they had spent sipping brandy long after most of the family had gone into the recreation room to watch the movies they had rented for the long weekend. Lew and Aaron had remained in the dining room, their conversation becoming less guarded as the brandy did its work.


“Yeah,” Aaron allowed after a slight hesitation.


“Look, I’ll give you a call tomorrow, or you can call me. There might be something we can kick around.”


“You got it,” said Aaron, and was glad to hang up and go tend to the packing he said he would do, satisfied that all he need think about was the number of changes of underwear he would need.


It was mid-morning by the time Mignon Vandreuter was free to visit Aaron’s cottage. She hurried down the path, stepping aside for men in wheelchairs on their way to the crafts bungalow which stood a short way off to the left in a small grove of eucalyptus trees. All the way, she rehearsed how she would speak with Aaron, remembering how touchy he had been on previous occasions when he had checked into the facility for a few days. She had learned that he would not tolerate direct dealings from her, not at times like these, and so she searched for an indirect approach that he would not reject out of hand.


To her surprise, she found Aaron still asleep, his bed tangled around him as if he had thrashed his way through the night. She hesitated in the doorway, then approached the bed alcove. “Aaron?”


Her hesitant greeting was met with a moan, and then one baleful eye was open and staring at her. “Shit.”
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