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WHAT WOULD YOU GIVE FOR ETERNAL YOUTH?
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Drake Edwards was a hard-working family man when he was recruited to become a salesperson for Youth Hold. How could he resist? The Youth Hold people are young and vivacious, the product, an anti-aging cream, works better than anyone’s fondest dreams. And as for the perks...Drake was entering a world of beautiful women and luxury cars, where no object of desire was ever out of reach.




But for Cynthia Edwards, her husband’s good fortune is as mysterious as the reclusive man who runs the Youth Hold empire. Who is Mr. Leon—and why do none of the other Youth Hold salespeople have husbands or wives?


Suddenly, Cynthia is moving deeper into a nightmare of money, success—and death. She is about to meet the man behind Youth Hold, and come face to face with a secret so evil it can never die...
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Eternal Youth . . .
Eternal Damnation


Cynthia’s brother found her on the floor next to the toy chest, with her hands over her mouth.


“What? What’s wrong?” Richie cried.


Cynthia pulled back and ran out of the room. Richie watched her in confusion and then turned his attention to the chest. He walked to it and slowly lifted the lid. The stench hit him immediately. It wasn’t an unfamiliar putrid odor; he had smelled it whenever he passed a dead animal on the highway or came across one while working on telephone lines.


He held his breath and looked down into the trunk to see what it was  . . . 


There on the floor of the chest were the remains of what looked like a doll. The hair was still intact, but the face looked like a tiny, rotted human skeleton . . . 


_________________________


Look for Andrew Neiderman’s
The Devil’s Advocate
Available from Pocket Books




 Books by Andrew Neiderman


Brain Child


The Devil’s Advocate


The Immortals


Imp


Night Howl


    Pin


Someone’s Watching


    Tender Loving Care


Published by POCKET BOOKS




[image: image]




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS




    [image: image]


        A Pocket Star Book published by 
POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc. 
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com




Copyright © 1991 by Andrew Neiderman


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


ISBN: 978-1-4516-6653-3 
ISBN: 9-781-4516-8257-1 (eBook)


First Pocket Books printing July 1991


POCKET STAR BOOKS and colophon are trademarks of
Simon & Schuster Inc.


Cover art by Lisa Falkenstern




For Abe Wasserman
my teacher, my friend






Thank you for purchasing this Pocket Star eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Pocket Star Books and Simon & Schuster.


[image: sign up button]

or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: images] 1 [image: images]



Paul Stoddard drove up to the gate and rolled his window down as the security guard approached the car.


“My God,” his wife Brenda said, gazing at the ten-foot-high fence. “He likes his privacy, doesn’t he? Fences, security guards. Is that a television camera aimed at us, too?” she asked, pointing.


“Uh-huh.”


“Good evening,” the security guard said. He had fair skin with freckles, green eyes, and strawberry-blond hair. Brenda didn’t think he was more than eighteen or nineteen, yet when he scrutinized her and Paul he had the look of a much older man, a man of experience. It was as if there were someone else living within that pretty college-boy body. It gave her the chills.


“Paul Stoddard,” Paul said. “I’m afraid we’re a bit late. We had to fly in, and you know how the airlines are these days. Besides, the traffic on I-95 was murder.”


Brenda wondered why Paul felt he had to apologize to a security guard, especially since the man didn’t seem the least bit interested. He checked his clipboard and nodded.


“Go right on in, sir, and turn to the right. There are places to park all along the driveway there.”


“Thank you.”


The gate groaned and swung open as if it had heard the security guard’s approval, and Paul continued up the circular driveway. Brenda noticed more television surveillance along the way and even heard a chorus of barking guard dogs off to the right. The sprawling hacienda was as magnificent as Paul had described, she thought, with its palm trees, hedges, fountains, and flower beds.


There was another security guard waiting at the top of the driveway. He directed them to an available space, and when they stepped out of their car he approached with a metal detector. He ran it over both of them. Brenda didn’t know whether to laugh or to express her annoyance, but Paul’s serious expression kept her from doing either.


“What’s going on, Paul?” she asked as they headed toward the Leon mansion. The front patio was all lit up, and there were spotlights puncturing the darkness everywhere.


“Mr. Leon is a careful man,” he said simply.


“Careful or paranoid?”


“Just forget it,” Paul snapped as they stepped up to the front door.


The party had already begun. Paul and Brenda could hear the music and laughter coming from Mr. Leon’s living room.


“Sounds like everyone’s two drinks ahead of us, Paul,” Brenda said. He smiled and nodded. Then he pushed the doorbell and took a deep breath before looking up at the dazzling night sky.


“Beautiful night,” he remarked.


“Yes, it is,” Brenda agreed. She gazed back at the security guard, who continued to study them closely. She noted that this guard looked just as young as the man at the gate. Then she turned to the door, surprised it hadn’t yet been opened.


“They’re having such a good time in there, they never heard the bell ring,” Brenda said. Paul shook his head and smiled.


“There’s always a good time to be had at Mr. Leon’s,” he replied. When was the first time he had heard someone say that? When was the first time he had said it to someone? He couldn’t remember.


The door was finally flung open. A tall, handsome man with light brown hair and cerulean eyes stood before them.


“Good evening, Gerald. This is my wife,” Paul said. “Brenda, this is Gerald Dorian, Mr. Leon’s secretary.”


    “Hi,” Brenda said.


“Welcome.” Gerald brought his head back and shouted, “The Stoddards are here!”


Behind him the chatter ended, and someone turned down the music.


“Well, don’t just let them stand outside, Gerald,” a deep, resonant voice declared. Brenda looked at Paul. The voice boomed as if it had come over a microphone and through speakers planted in the ceilings and walls. “Show them in. Mr. Stoddard is the guest of honor.”


That was followed by a wave of laughter.


“Welcome to Florida,” Gerald said, and he stepped back.


“Thank you, Gerald. Sorry we’re late. The delays at the airport . . . the traffic . . .”


“I told him to book us on an earlier flight,” Brenda said, entering and gaping at the luxurious residence. Her eyes flitted from the chandeliers to the paintings to the rugs and tiled floors. “You just have to anticipate delays,” she muttered.


Gerald nodded. “Right this way,” he said, and Paul and Brenda followed him, stepping down into the living room. Instantly there was a burst of applause, and the others began to greet them. Some of the guests Brenda recognized from company gatherings, but she didn’t know most and had to be introduced.


“Mr. Leon is eager to see you,” Gerald coaxed gently. Paul nodded. Brenda raised her eyebrows. Where was Mr. Leon? she wondered. “Please follow me,” Gerald said, and Paul took Brenda’s arm.


She continued to glance about curiously, impressed with the works of art, the sculptures, the glass pieces on pedestals. What a wonderful place and a great party, she thought, but when she looked back at the guests she saw one of the women she had recognized looking as though she would burst into tears.


Gerald led them through the large living room to a corridor, stopping finally at a pair of large oak doors. He knocked, and they heard Mr. Leon cry, “Enter.” Gerald opened the doors and stepped back.


It was an enormous room, almost as big as most houses, Brenda thought. She looked about quickly, taking in the room’s simple decor with its beige Berber rug and whitewashed stucco walls. Directly before them was a large desk behind which sat the man she assumed was Mr. Leon. To his right was a glass wall that looked out on the well-lit patio tiled with Mexican pavers. It surrounded a kidney-shaped pool and a circular tile hot tub.


Brenda’s gaze returned to Mr. Leon. He looked like a man in his early forties. She had assumed he would be much older. He wasn’t particularly handsome. His face was a bit too lean, his jawline too sharp, and his nose too thin, but he had deep-set dark blue eyes that fixed so intently on her, she couldn’t help but be drawn to him. He smiled and gestured with his long hand, moving his fingers gracefully, reminding her of a bishop or cardinal, even a prince beckoning someone to approach.


“Welcome, Paul and Brenda,” Mr. Leon said as they stepped forward.


Suddenly a muscular Doberman appeared at the corner of the big desk. It produced a low, guttural growl.


“Sit, Thor,” Mr. Leon commanded, and the dog sat back, its eyes still blazing suspiciously. Even though it was obedient it remained primed to pounce, Brenda thought, seeing how the dog’s legs trembled and the muscles in its jaw twitched.


As soon as Mr. Leon stood up and extended his hand over his desk Paul rushed to take it, and they shook hands.


“I’m sorry we were late, but—”


“That’s all right, Paul. There was never any doubt in anyone’s mind that you would appear,” he said with a knowing, sharp turn upward on the word “appear.” His eyes brightened. “You look good.”


“Thank you.”


“Doesn’t he look good, Gerald?”


“Yes sir, he does.”


“And I see you have a very lovely wife, Paul. You were very modest when I asked about her.” He extended his hand to Brenda.


“Thank you,” she said. “You have a beautiful house!” She started to look around and saw the bank of video monitors on the wall behind her. From his desk Mr. Leon could see every part of his house and grounds. Two monitors were devoted to the guests in his large living room.


“Thank you. We’ll show you more of it in a few moments,” Mr. Leon said. He turned back to Paul. “Everything going well back in New York?” Mr. Leon asked.


“To the letter,” he replied.


Mr. Leon smiled warmly and turned to Brenda.


“I knew Paul would be successful for us in that territory. You should be very proud of your husband, Brenda.”


“Oh, I am,” she said, beaming.


Mr. Leon nodded. “Well, let’s not lose our momentum. This is a party. My guests are here to eat and swim and enjoy themselves,” Mr. Leon said. Smiling, he put his arm around Paul and threaded his other arm through Brenda’s. Then he led them out and to the living room. All the guests stepped back as they approached.


“It’s time for a toast,” Mr. Leon announced.


Gerald moved forward quickly to hand Brenda her glass of champagne. Then he brought glasses to Mr. Leon and Paul.


“To Paul,” Mr. Leon said, raising his glass. He winked at Brenda.


“To Paul,” they all chorused. Everyone drank. Paul hesitated a moment and then drank his. He and the others gulped theirs down quickly. Brenda took a long sip of hers, saw everyone had emptied his glass in a gulp, and then emptied hers. She returned the empty glass to Gerald, who waited at her side. Gerald set the glass down on a coaster on a side table. Everyone’s eyes followed his movement and stayed with the glass for a moment. Then they all turned to Brenda expectantly.


It began immediately.


“Oh dear,” she said. “It must be the rushing around or something. I suddenly feel so dizzy.”


“Just sit down,” Mr. Leon said. He helped her to a chair and then turned to Paul, who stood staring with a look of deep worry on his face.


Paul nodded and turned to smile at the others, who were all watching him intently now, watching his reaction.


“Paul!” Brenda called. “I . . . feel so faint.” She lifted her hand toward him. Paul stepped forward and took it. He patted it once.


Brenda sat back and closed her eyes. When she opened them again she saw they were all staring at her, but they had fallen out of focus. Soon she couldn’t tell one from the other. She couldn’t even tell which one was Paul. But she had no trouble recognizing Mr. Leon’s voice.


Mr. Leon began to sing.


“For Paul’s a jolly good fellow, for he’s a jolly good fellow . . .”


Soon they were all singing.


She heard the words, “which nobody can deny.” She tried to cry out, but she was unable to move her lips. She was paralyzed. Even her eyes wouldn’t open. It was as if she had been buried alive in her own body.


Gerald lifted her from the chair gently, as gently as one would lift a baby. Paul followed as Gerald made his way to the rear of the house. The others were right behind him, walking out into the warm Florida night. They went a dozen yards or so to the right of the pool. Mr. Leon owned a little over twenty acres, and all the land was fenced in, with lights and alarms everywhere.


Paul stood beside Mr. Leon and watched Gerald lower Brenda into the open grave.


Mr. Leon put his hand on Paul’s shoulder.


“You start it off, Paul.”


Paul stepped forward obediently to take the shovel Gerald handed him. He dipped it into the pile of dirt and threw the shovelful into the grave, not looking to see where it fell on Brenda’s body.


Then he turned hopefully to Mr. Leon, who smiled.


“I have something special for you, Paul. I bet you know what it is,” he said. Everyone laughed. Paul laughed, too. He followed Mr. Leon and the others back into the house, looking back only once to see Gerald finishing the burial.


The light blue Mercedes sedan jerked to a stop in the driveway, and Harris Levy practically leapt out of the vehicle. He rushed down the walkway, cursing the distance between the driveway and garage and the front door of his Weston, Connecticut, home—an eight-room, restored turn-of-the-century farmhouse with a wraparound porch. He hated his home; it was really his second wife Selina’s dream house, not his. He preferred city life. He fed off the noise and the movement and even enjoyed crowds. He was a great walker and thought nothing of trekking thirty or forty blocks to shop or go to a restaurant.


Harris shoved the door key at the lock and missed the keyhole. The wasted movement frightened him. He shook his head and tried again, and again he missed.


He blinked at the porch lights. He knew those bulbs weren’t dimmer.


“Oh, Jesus,” he cried. This time, as would a much older man with fading sight, he knelt down and slowly brought the tip of the key to the lock. His hand shook but he succeeded in fitting the key correctly and then straightened up to turn it and open the front door.


After he stepped in he closed the door behind him and took a deep breath. He put his small, rich Italian leather case on the marble-top oak table under the hat and coat rack, one of the many antiques Selina had found during her frequent safaris through the small towns around them. The embossed gold letters on the case, LEON ENTERPRISES, glittered in the illumination of the entryway light.


He opened the briefcase and rifled through his papers until he located a small pillbox. He opened it and turned it upside down, shaking it madly. He threw the pillbox back into the briefcase and brought his palms to his face. He started to sob and then stopped and took another deep breath.


He looked at himself in the oval hanging mirror, framed in dark pine wood. As he did so he brought his fingers slowly to his face and ran the tips of them along the deep wrinkles across his brow, down to the crow’s feet at his eyes. Then he turned sideways to get a better view of his temples. That was gray hair, and it looked as if it were spreading even while he gazed into the mirror.


“No,” he told his reflection, shaking his head. His face looked dark, foreboding. “Jesus, no,” he said, and he turned to look up the stairs. He looked back at the empty pillbox in his briefcase and quickly started up the stairway, pulling himself along the mahogany balustrade until he reached the second landing and turned sharply right. He paused before the doorway, closed his eyes, opened them, and jarred open the door.


A small lamp on the nightstand beside the bed cast a pale glow over Selina’s body. She was folded in the fetal position, her right hand clenched in a small fist and brought to her chin. He stared at her for a moment and then groaned and rubbed his jaw.


It felt like a toothache. Definitely. He walked farther into the bedroom and approached Selina’s vanity table mirror. Kneeling down, he stared at himself, bringing his face closer to the mirror as he widened his lips. His teeth had lost their gleaming whiteness, and the upper corners of some looked . . . rotted.


He pulled back from the mirror as if he had gotten a whiff of his own stale breath. The abrupt movement sent a sharp pain down through his lower back, making him groan aloud.


Without further hesitation he approached the bed and stared down at Selina. He looked at the nightstand. Her bottle of tranquilizers was open. He took it, emptied most of it into his hand, and put the tablets into his pocket. Then he slipped his hands under his wife’s body.


She moaned softly, but her eyes didn’t open. She wasn’t a big woman, only five feet four and a little over a hundred pounds, but the effort to lift her nearly brought him to his knees. He struggled and strained, clamping his lips down on his own cries. His eyes bulged, but he finally stood up with her in his arms. Her head fell back against his chest.


He carried her out of the bedroom and turned right in the hallway. He went down to the end of the corridor and opened another door, nearly dropping her when he reached for the knob to turn it. He struggled to balance her, again subduing his agony, and walked through the door to another, shorter stairway. Each step was harder than the previous one, but he made it to the attic.


He sandwiched her between the wall and himself and flipped a light switch. A single light bulb dangling on a thick black wire illuminated the attic and revealed a chair directly under a ceiling beam. Dangling from the beam was a clothesline, the bottom looped and knotted into a hangman’s noose.


Harris took a deep breath and brought Selina to the chair. He set her down and held her against the back of the chair while he caught his breath. Then he looked up at the rope. He moved around to the front and scooped Selina up so that her head was above his. As carefully as he could, he slipped her head into the loop. The bottom caught under her chin. Moving awkwardly around her body and still holding her, he stood up on the chair. Then he released his hold on her, and she was supported only by the rope. It held. He pushed her head forward so that the rope slipped off her chin and around her neck. Finally he tightened the knot.


As soon as he did so he stepped off the chair and looked up at her. Her eyes fluttered. He had been hoping she wouldn’t regain consciousness, but apparently the cutting off of oxygen had done something to stimulate her, and her eyes opened. She gaped at him madly for a moment, her eyes bulging, the attic light making them glow with a sickly yellowish tint.


He stepped back.


“I’m sorry!” he cried. Her eyes snapped closed just like a toy doll’s eyes. He didn’t wait to see anything else. He turned and started down the attic steps, but he missed one and tumbled the rest of the way. At the bottom he pulled himself up to a sitting position and moaned aloud. Pain coming from everywhere over his body sucked the breath out of him. He gasped, placed his hand over his chest to keep himself from wheezing, and struggled to a standing position. Then he made his way back to the bedroom and collapsed on the bed.


He lay there for a moment. Every joint in his body ached, and he had a horrible ribbon of pain just above his eyes. It was as if he were wearing a crown of thorns.


He brought his hands to his head and ran his fingers through his hair. When he looked at his hands he saw they were filled with strands, only the strands were completely gray.


“No,” he said to his bony-looking fingers and thin palm. “Please.” He reached for the phone and tapped out the numbers, incorrectly pecking at the pushbuttons twice before he put all his concentration on the series of digits and got it right.


“Leon residence,” Gerald Dorian shouted. Harris heard music and laughter in the background.


“Gerald, thank heavens.” His voice was cracking. It was hard to speak. “Gerald, please . . . it’s Harris Levy.”


“Mr. Levy, how are you?” Gerald asked cheerfully.


“Not well. Terrible.”


“What?”


“Not well,” he repeated. “Gerald, tell him I did it. Please . . .”


“Hold on a moment, Mr. Levy. I have to close this door.” A moment later the background noises were subdued. “Sorry about that. Now, what were you saying, Mr. Levy?”


“Gerald, I’ve got to talk with Mr. Leon. I did what he wanted.”


“I’m afraid that’s out of the question. He’s quite occupied at the moment, Mr. Levy.”


“But Gerald, I’m getting old . . . sick.”


“You waited too long, Mr. Levy. I pleaded with you.”


“Please, Gerald,” he cried. “Speak to him. Tell him I did it. He told me I still had time if I acted promptly. Well, I did.”


“All right, Mr. Levy. I’ll talk to him. We’ll call you back.”


“But I need immediate attention, Gerald. Please.”


“Stand by.”


Before Harris could interject another word Gerald hung up his receiver, and the line went dead. Harris pressed the phone harder to his ear, as if he had just heard his own death sentence.


His face began to stretch, the skin thinning out until he felt it tearing at his cheek and jawbone. The receiver dropped out of his hand and bounced on the pecan-brown carpet. His arms fell to his sides as if they had weights attached to the ends. He couldn’t lift them.


Soon his eyes were watering. Just before his vision became blurred he turned to see himself in the pearl-framed vanity mirror. That couldn’t be his face, he thought. The man who looked back at him was as gaunt as a hundred-year-old man. His skull was pressing out, rising up through his scant layer of skin, skin that looked more like thin parchment. Veins were rupturing in his cheeks. There was a ripping just at the crest of his right cheekbone. He screamed with pain, and then his vision blurred and the images before him merged into one liquid mess, colors blending into others, shapes taking on adjacent angles and dimensions.


He moaned and lay back on the bed, taking the same fetal position Selina had been in. He felt as if he were literally shrinking in his clothing. His body seemed to be retreating toward some center deep within.


The last sense to go was the sense of smell. It was awful . . . decaying flesh, putrid liquids oozing from his eyes and his mouth. His beautiful sports jacket folded in as he continued to diminish on the bed. The blur was replaced with darkness. For a moment all was quiet.


Then the peace and quiet he had assumed was death was shattered with the sound of his own bones crumbling. Yet when it was over, he was still there, imprisoned in the dust. Where was he? What was he? He had no form; he saw nothing, felt nothing, yet he was still there. He wanted to scream, but he had no voice.


Outside, stars glittered and the moon slipped out from behind a thick charcoal-gray cloud. The silvery rays shot through the office window like a spotlight and fell over the sports jacket and pants collapsed and folded over the small pile of dust within.


Mr. Leon was gazing through the glass doors, sitting in his high-back leather desk chair and turned in the direction of the pool so he could watch his guests. He always wondered what sort of things they said to each other when he was not nearby.


No sense in wondering, he thought, reaching under his desk to turn a knob. Instantly the voices of the men and women around the pool were brought into his office. He could direct the microphones and center in on anyone he wanted.


The fools were talking about their investments, laughing about how much wealth they would be able to accumulate with so much time at their disposal. Some of the women were comparing hairdos and talking about clothes. One of the men was thinking about getting a nose job, maybe even having most of his face changed. The people around him thought that wasn’t a bad idea. They were showing signs of boredom, Mr. Leon noted. It was difficult to hold on to employees these days or to find just the right ones, ones who had his vision, ones who had imagination and an insatiable hunger for life.


Paul Stoddard looked a bit pale around the gills. He wasn’t very talkative, either, and he continued to look to the right, where they had put Brenda. Mr. Leon hoped he hadn’t misjudged the man. Perhaps with more responsibility he would grow and forget. Nothing like a little power to make a disciple more devoted, he thought.


All of the women were very beautiful. He had chosen well. Everywhere there were floodlights illuminating them, showing their bodies smooth and brown with softly curving necks and perky white bosoms. Some had long legs, their thighs inviting and as pure and rich in promise as birth itself.


One of the women laughed, her voice musical, innocent, wholesome, yet as sweet and tormenting as rich cream. She made his heart throb the way it had when he first set eyes on a beautiful young girl he knew would be his.


How long had it been? He laughed, thinking of all the clever ruses he had created to eradicate time, including staging his own death and attending the funeral like a dutiful, loving son. How many times had he died? He laughed at his momentary lapse of memory. What difference did it make if he had died seven or eight times? It kept people from wondering, didn’t it?


Still, there had been three attempts on his life over the years; admittedly not that many, when you consider the prize and the number of years, but still, any one could have succeeded. Was there a potential assassin in this new group of disciples around his pool? No one had shown any signs of wanting more than he had been  given, and yet . . . it was human nature to be greedy, wasn’t it?


Thank goodness for modern technology and all this protection, he thought. Most of the time he lived in a cocoon. True, but he lived, and how he lived!


Movement on one of his television monitors caught his eye, and he turned to watch Gerald Dorian cross the living room and head toward his office. The cameras followed Mr. Leon’s personal assistant to his office door, where he stood waiting to get Mr. Leon’s attention. Gerald knew better than to interrupt one of Mr. Leon’s moments.


Mr. Leon spun around slowly to greet him. He leaned back in his chair and pressed the tips of his fingers against each other.


“Yes, Gerald?”


“Mr. Levy just phoned, sir.”


He sat back farther and pressed his palms against his chest. Gerald knew Mr. Leon was in one of his meditative moods, his face complacent, thoughtful; his eyes philosophical, the blue in them deep, dark. Even when he was in deep thought his forehead remained smooth, his eyebrows straight. He wasn’t a very tall man, barely six feet, but to Gerald he sometimes looked gigantic.


“Oh yes, Mr. Levy. And?”


“He wanted you to know he had done it. He said you told him if he took action, there was still time, but it sounded too late,” Gerald said. Mr. Leon nodded.


“Poor man,” he said. “But he who hesitates . . .”


Mr. Leon reached into the top drawer of his desk and brought out a soft-looking leather-bound book; the brown had faded into a rust. Without looking up, Mr. Leon spoke as he wrote something in it. “Well, then, you had better send Mr. Stoddard in to see me.” He looked up to admire himself in the wall mirror on the left. He looked so much bigger than he had yesterday. He turned back to Gerald. “As I recall, Mr. Levy had made a recommendation to us. Now we’ll act on it.” He smiled. “We need a replacement,” he said.


“Yes, sir.”


Mr. Leon went back to his leather-bound book and wrote something else in it. After a proper pause, Gerald asked, “Will there be anything else, sir?”


Mr. Leon sharply punctuated whatever he had written in his book and closed it. Then he returned it to the drawer and looked up. For a moment he seemed distracted, his eyes gazing through Gerald, beyond the room, beyond the house, beyond the time. He was like a seaman on the port side of the deck gazing at the horizon, dreaming of home.


“What? Oh, yes, yes,” he said, gazing through the glass doors again. “Please see how our lobster bake is coming along. Suddenly I’m very hungry. Ravenously hungry.”


“Yes, sir,” Gerald said softly. Mr. Leon thought he heard a discordant note in Gerald’s voice.


“Gerald?” Gerald turned back.


“Sir?”


“They come and go, Gerald. You of all people must never forget that,” he added, not disguising the threat.


“I know, sir.”


“You’re not getting tired, are you, Gerald?” Mr. Leon asked, smiling.


“Oh, no, sir. No,” Gerald said emphatically.


“Good. Anyway, it’s a myth, you know.”


“Sir?”


“To suggest that if we lived forever, we would grow tired of life. A myth,” Mr. Leon repeated, turning back to look at his guests.


“Yes, sir,” Gerald muttered.


He stared at Mr. Leon a moment, fascinated by how still he sat and how intensely he studied the young women. Then he shook his head slightly and left to do all that he had been told to do while Mr. Leon turned up the volume on his speakers and continued to eavesdrop on their conversations.
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Drake Edwards groaned at the sound of the buzzer. He was in the midst of a great dream. He was going up for a jump shot; there were seconds left, and Sandburg was one point behind. Beyond the backboard and all around him the crowd was standing. Cynthia was in his dream, even though she hadn’t attended Sandburg Central. She was holding her fingers to her lips, and her girlfriends were clutching her arms and squeezing themselves together in a clump of hope.


The ball left his hands as if it had a mind of its own and cut smoothly through the air. It dropped through the hoop so sharply it made no sound and hardly disturbed the netting just as the buzzer sounded.


But it wasn’t the buzzer of the court’s time clock; it was his alarm clock, waking him and telling him it was time to get up and get ready for work. Cynthia heard him groan and ran her fingers through his hair. Then she leaned over and kissed him on the back of his neck.


    “Sorry, honey,” she said. “It’s seven.”


        He groaned again and turned over, keeping his eyes closed.


“It’s getting harder and harder to get up in the morning,” he complained. When he moved his legs his old knee injury reintroduced itself, as it had been doing for the last year or so. The doctor suspected he was becoming arthritic.


“I’m only forty years old,” he had protested, but then he remembered his forty-four-year-old brother Michael and his receding hairline. With his paunch and baggy eyes he looked sixty. It was in the genes. The Edwards boys took after their grandfather. He and Michael would be completely bald by fifty and look years older than they were.


He moaned and rubbed his knee.


“Oh, poor Drake. Is your knee bothering you again this morning?” Cynthia asked sympathetically.


“Not again, still,” he said.


He knew why he always dreamed of heroic scenes on the basketball court. He had almost been a star for his high school, but just at the start of his senior year, when he was primed and ready to go, he took a terrible fall during the first quarter of the first game of the season. He had been hit just as he had gone up for a jump shot, and when he came down he fell on his right knee. There was no chance to break his fall, no time to hold his hands out, nothing to fall on but the knee.


The injury not only took him out of the season, it put him on crutches for half the school term, and when he finally got free of the crutches he was still limping so badly that his friends called him Hopalong Edwards.


Very funny.


He groaned again and pulled himself into a sitting position. It was Monday morning, and he wanted to go to work at the insurance company as much as he wanted to dig a twenty-foot ditch.


“I’ll get the kids started,” Cynthia said. She put her hand on his shoulder. “You all right?”


He nodded and then felt bad for not acknowledging her concern. He turned and kissed her. At thirty-five Cynthia was aging far more gracefully than he was, he thought. But again, that was in the genes. Her mother certainly didn’t look sixty-two, and her father was a  hardy, vigorous man at seventy-one. Drake’s parents were dead; his father from a heart attack at sixty-four and his mother from a stroke and heart attack at sixty-six. Some prognosis for the siblings, he thought mournfully.


Drake hoped his son Stuart and his daughter Debbie had inherited Cynthia’s genes and not his.


“Do you remember what today is?” she asked as she caressed his rough, unshaven cheek with her soft one and drew his lips back to hers. They kissed again, and he shook his head. Then he nodded and smiled.


“Sure.” He leaned toward her to kiss the bottom of her chin. “Our real anniversary,” he whispered.


They both laughed. It was silly, but after fifteen years of marriage, no one knew but them. They had decided to get married impulsively one night while she was still a senior at SUNY-Albany. Of course, she was old enough, but they both knew Cynthia’s parents would be heartbroken if she told them what they had done. Instead she and Drake continued to date, became engaged shortly after graduation, and got married again the following September.


“Your father’s still not sure I can support my family,” Drake complained.


“Every father’s like that, honey. You’ll be the same when it comes to Debbie. You’ll hope for a doctor or a lawyer, too.”


“Certainly not a salesman, eh?” he said, pulling the blanket off. His back felt so stiff this morning, he thought. Maybe he could try acupuncture treatments.


“Unless, of course, he’s one as good as you.”


“Sure, sure.” Drake paused before getting out of bed and smiled to himself as he reminisced. “When I was younger I could sell anything to anybody. Just like my father, maybe better,” he added, nodding.


“You needed my help once,” she reminded him.


“What? Oh.” He shook his head. “I staged that whole thing.” He stood up and pretended he was back in Albany, New York, selling used cars. “Oh, miss, can we borrow you for just a moment? Only a moment, please.”


“I thought you were crazy.”


“Then why did you stop?”


“Crazy, but handsome,” she admitted.


    “That poor schnook.” He postured again. “I’ve got a young man here, miss, who doesn’t think his girlfriend would go for this car, and I’ve been telling him it’s such a good deal, he would be foolish to pass it up. But he’s afraid it’s a”—Drake turned to the imaginary customer—“what did you call it, sir? A family car?”


“I remember. You practically twisted my arm to say the right things.”


“Well, you said, ‘It’s nice.’ What kind of a thing was that to say?”


“The truth. It was nice, but not much more. It was a station wagon,” she added, arms out for emphasis. Her nightgown slipped off her smooth left shoulder.


“At least I got you to say the gearshift was cool. Cool!” He turned back to his imaginary customer. “Did you hear that, sir? Cool, and that’s from a”—he turned back to Cynthia, still reenacting the scene that had taken place more than fifteen years before—“you go to college here, right?”


“So that’s what you were doing? Finding out who I was and where I lived. Sneaky, Drake Edwards, very sneaky.”


“You didn’t turn me down when I came by to ask you to dinner,” he pointed out.


No, she thought, she didn’t. What beautiful dark eyes he had, she thought, and he had that firm “I know who I am” look that most college boys lacked. Drake was the first really mature man she had known. The others were still on the way to becoming someone or something.


He swept me off my feet, she thought. But it was fun, and how could she ever forget the looks on her roommates’ faces? It was worth going out with him for that alone.


One date led to another. Drake had energy; he seemed unstoppable. This man will become rich and famous, she thought. He was driven, ambitious, but not so monomaniacal that he was oblivious to her needs. Most other men she had dated spent most of their time talking about themselves. Sometimes she felt as if they saw her as just another ornament to wear on their arms, a mark of conquest—not that she was ever an easy prize.


But Drake was different. He always considered her feelings first. From the start they were simpatico. His mood was dependent upon hers. If she was depressed, he would spend all of his energy working at cheering her up.


“I can’t be happy if you’re not happy, Cyn,” he told her. And he would cheer her any way he could, including gifts of flowers or deliveries of stuffed animals.


She laughed, remembering.


“What’s so funny?” he said, unbuttoning his pajama top. He was heading for the bathroom. He was hoping a hot shower would awaken his sleeping muscles and restore at least a semblance of youth and vitality to his worn and battered body.


“I was just recalling Mom’s face when she came to visit and saw all those stuffed animals you bought me. ‘You could open up your own store! Why don’t you get rid of a few?’ ” she said.


“Why didn’t you?” he asked. “I did go a bit overboard.”


“Not to me. Each one was special, each one represented a memory. Mom didn’t understand.”


Cynthia had to wonder. Was her mother as much in love with her father as she was with Drake? Maybe it wasn’t possible for two other people to love each other as much and as completely as she and Drake did.


“I was a bit crazy in those days,” Drake confessed. He smiled to himself, recalling. “It was fun, though, being impulsive, uncaring. No mortgage payments, car payments, not worrying about the water heater leaking,” he added, smirking.


“Everyone has to grow up sometime, honey,” Cynthia said, rising.


“You mean everyone has to grow old,” he corrected. He went in to stand dumbly under the shower.


Mornings had a debilitating sameness to them these days, Drake thought. Schedules wore you down. You became imprisoned by the clock, subdued by minutes and buried in hours. He had to finish breakfast by seven-forty, be out the door by eight o’clock the latest to drive to Goshen and board the commuter bus into New York. Falling off schedule meant he would be two hours late for work, and that meant staying at the office later and not getting home until eight-thirty at night.


But this was the sacrifice he and thousands of others were making so that their families could live in a nice environment while they worked in the city. What we do for our children, he thought, and he sped up the morning rituals.


There was never a question about Drake and Cynthia having children. They hadn’t dated a dozen times before they started to talk about a family. They agreed that two children would be enough.


“If only we could be lucky and have a boy and a girl,” he had said, and they were.


Stuart was born fourteen months after they had their official wedding. He took after Cynthia’s side of the family: cerulean eyes, hair as bright as sun-kissed hay, a fair complexion with a patch of freckles under each eye. But he had Drake’s congenial personality. He was outgoing and eager to socialize. When he was four he enjoyed sitting and listening to Cynthia and Drake and their friends, and by the time he was eight he was contributing to the conversation. One of his elementary school teachers had the nerve to write, “Stuart suffers from diarrhea of the mouth” on his end-of-year report. Cynthia stormed into the elementary school and demanded a meeting with the principal and the teacher, who later apologized, but she insisted that Stuart had a problem keeping quiet.


When Cynthia returned home and told Drake about it all later, he only shook his head.


Debbie was born three years after Stuart and was slightly underweight. She would be forever known as “the peanut” as far as Drake was concerned. She had Drake’s rich dark hair and hazel eyes, but she had Cynthia’s diminutive features. Debbie was soft-spoken, but as precious and as huggable as a teddy bear. She doted on Drake. From the day she could walk she had listened for his entrance and run into his arms to be swept up and kissed.


“Peanut!” he would cry.


Cynthia gently pleaded with him to stop calling Debbie that.


“When she’s a teenager she’s going to hate it, honey. Boys won’t take her seriously,” she warned.


“Are you kidding? Look at those eyes. She’s going to break hearts, leave them shattered throughout the halls because she won’t love anyone but Daddy. Right, Peanut?”


Debbie was quiet, Cynthia thought, but she was shrewd. She saw it in the way Debbie shot her a knowing look before she turned back to Drake and nodded. Maybe Drake was right. Maybe Debbie would be a femme fatale.


Cynthia usually had no difficulty getting her children up and ready for school. She had them both seated at the dinette table by the time Drake came down for breakfast.


The Edwards family had a modest three-bedroom, two-story, colonial-style home with a downstairs office-den, living room, dining room, kitchen, and breakfast nook. Their home was in Sandburg, a small upstate New York community that was suddenly booming because of the rash of commuters who spread over the landscape. Drake said it was the greatest thing that could have happened to real estate values. Their house was worth at least ten to twenty thousand more because of it.


“Morning, everybody,” Drake said. Cynthia grimaced at the way he was limping when he came down the stairs. He saw the look on her face. “Still a bit stiff,” he explained.


“Hi, Daddy,” Debbie cried. Drake kissed her and mussed Stuart’s hair.


“Hi, Dad. Dad,” he said quickly, “today’s my class meeting to organize the party for Saturday. You’re still going to be a chaperon with Mom, right?”


“Check,” Drake said. “Make sure they play something from our generation, though, okay?”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know.” He looked at Cynthia. “ ‘Camptown Races’?”


“Oh, Drake.” She poured his coffee, but before he could bring the cup to his lips the phone rang. Everyone turned toward the wall where it hung. “No one calls this early unless there’s something wrong,” Cynthia declared.


“No way to find out without answering,” Drake said, and he got up. “Hello.” He listened and then shook his head to indicate it wasn’t anything bad. Cynthia breathed relief and coaxed Debbie to finish her cereal. “Yes, you’ve got the right Drake Edwards. Well, I do have a pretty tight schedule here, so I can’t talk . . .” He listened. Cynthia raised her eyebrows and looked at him as he turned his body away.


“Well, I do remember a Harris Levy. What’s it called? I don’t know, I . . . one moment,” Drake said, and he put the receiver down to get his date book from his briefcase.


“What is it, Drake?”


“Someone named Paul Stoddard wants to take me to lunch.” He snapped open his briefcase and checked his date book quickly. Then he returned to the phone. “Yes, I can make it. Twelve-thirty at the Grand Hyatt. Fine. See you then.” He hung up the receiver.


“Who’s Paul Stoddard? What did he want?” Cynthia asked quickly.


“I don’t know him, but he says Harris Levy recommended me, and whoever Harris Levy recommends they take seriously.”


“Take seriously for what?”


“A position at their firm.”


“What firm? Who’s Harris Levy? Why would you be interested in another job?” Cynthia fired her questions in staccato fashion.


“Whoa.” Drake shook his head. “All I said was I would meet the man for lunch. I don’t know any more than you do, but since he’s buying . . .” He shrugged and sat down. He gulped his orange juice and swallowed the vitamin Cynthia had left beside it.


“Do you know Harris Levy?” she asked, sitting down herself.


Drake paused and thought as he started to pour some cold cereal into his bowl.


“The only Harris Levy I can recall—and you know how good I am with names—was a friend of Dad’s who worked with him when he was selling those World Book Encyclopedias. But it can’t be the same Harris Levy,” he added, and he poured his cereal.


“Why not?”


“That guy was at least twenty years older than Dad. Dad died, what . . . twelve years ago? That would make Harris Levy close to a hundred. Can’t be the same one,” he repeated.


“Why can’t he?” Stuart asked.


“Because this Harris Levy is regional director of this firm’s Connecticut office, and even George Burns doesn’t have that much energy.”


“Then who is he, and how come he recommended you, Drake?” Cynthia asked.


“I don’t know, honey, but you know that saying about looking a gift horse in the mouth.”


“What happens, Daddy?” Debbie asked, wide-eyed.


“You smell the horse’s bad breath,” Drake said, and he grimaced. Debbie squealed with laughter, but Cynthia stared, not sure why it all made her feel so anxious.


The commute was a dull nightmare, especially on rainy days. The weather was supposed to improve by mid-afternoon, but there was nothing as dreary as sitting on a bus with other commuters, most reading the papers or catching up on work they were supposed to complete before arriving at their offices.


No one else at Burke-Thompson, Drake’s insurance firm, lived where he lived. Most lived in Connecticut, a few in Jersey, and a very lucky few in Manhattan. Old man Burke lived in Queens, and his son-in-law partner, Larry Thompson, lived in Yonkers and had a mere half-hour commute from home to office.


Drake had been with the firm for nearly twelve years and had been honored with the title Agent of the Month six times, each time bringing a plaque and a small raise in pay. Last week Larry Thompson had suggested Drake was up for a vice-presidency soon. That would give them a few thousand more a year, and Cynthia could go ahead and renovate the kitchen. Of course, a vice-presidency meant more responsibilities, more hours, more paper pushing, which meant more stress. Stress, Drake was well aware, aged you faster, and if there was one thing he didn’t need to do, it was to further accelerate his biological clock.


But what was he to do—turn down a promotion when it finally came? Funny how life puts you in a corner, he thought as he sat back and closed his eyes. The light chatter and the hum of the bus’s engine nearly put him to sleep. He did fall into a deep daydream, imagining himself winning the lottery and retiring before it was too late to enjoy retirement. He wished he could spend more time with his children.


Drake was worried about Stuart, worried that he wasn’t manly enough, wasn’t enjoying his boyhood enough. He was growing up too fast. Drake was determined that his son would go out for the eighth-grade basketball team next year. Schoolwork and student government were fine, but he needed exercise; he needed the physical side of life as well.


His daydreaming and his worrying made the commute seem much shorter than usual. After they pulled into the station Drake walked quickly to the subway and made his stop in record time. He was at the office just before nine-thirty. Tina Patterson, the receptionist, was just getting herself situated. All the men in the office drooled over the shapely twenty-year-old redhead who paraded about in tight skirts and sweaters. Drake certainly wouldn’t disagree about how attractive she was, but he didn’t find himself panting and longing for her as intensely as the other men in the office did. Maybe that was another sign of aging, he thought sadly.
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