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Everyone in Town Knew There Was Something Different about Lois Wilson.


But Lois didn’t care. Lois cared only about Science. Behavioral Science.


Even when the kids at school taunted her, Lois didn’t care.


Even though her parents were disturbed by her, and her little brother worshiped her—Lois didn’t care.


And when her father suffered a stroke and her mother began drinking, strong, implacable Lois was in complete control.


Now her scientific curiosity could have full expression. If she could control the behavior of laboratory animals, imagine what she could do with... people.
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An Experiment In Terror
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Lois Thought About Her Father Upstairs in His Room.


He was like a large one-celled animal with a man’s intelligence. What an object of study. What potential for understanding and developing concepts. She might do her greatest paper before she even entered college.


Of course, her mother could be something of an obstacle. If that should happen, she could work around her or perhaps (and this possibility held out even greater potentials) work on her.


“Well, what do you think?” Mother asked.


“Think?”


“About all that I’ve been saying. I’m going to need your help.”


“I’d have to agree with the doctor. Bring Daddy home. Let’s try. Let’s give him the best care we can.”


She got up and left her mother in the shadows. It was better that her mother didn’t see the light burning in her daughter’s eyes.
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Brainchild





Prologue


Billy Wilson squinted as he studied the small white laboratory rat in the glass cage. The cage was really a converted aquarium his sister Lois had brought up from the basement. She had a small piece of plywood over the top of it. The rat sat peaceably and ate from the grains in the petri dish. Billy concentrated on the way the rat’s jaw moved. He was intrigued by how it handled the grains with its paws. He was fascinated by its petiteness, taking a special amazement in the way the rat’s eyes jerked from side to side as it chewed.


The rat’s fur was a dull, almost grayish white. It was not smooth. Tiny clumps of it stood up, making the rat look disheveled, unkempt, and totally unconcerned about itself. Lois said that it was unconcerned because it suffered from a negative self-image. She claimed that she had initiated that negative self-image. With her thick-lensed glasses down on the bridge of her bony nose, she pedantically explained how she had accomplished the feat.


“I prevented the rat from taking an interest in itself. I kept it from getting sufficient sleep. I deliberately created certain vitamin deficiencies. In effect, I changed the chemical balance in its brain. It became lethargic, sloppy, and uninterested in itself and its surroundings.”


“Wow!” Billy said, although he wasn’t able to understand most of what she said. She ignored his exclamation. She wasn’t speaking to him in particular. She was merely verbalizing to put her thoughts in order.


“One can see a clear relationship between the rat as it now exists and slum dwellers in our inner cities. That will be the thesis of my paper,” she concluded, closing and then opening her eyes.


“Will I do a paper, too, when I’m in the twelfth grade?” Billy asked.


Lois smirked, bringing the corners of her mouth in and up. She had a long, thin mouth that habitually dipped at the corners, giving her a sour expression most of the time. Dorothy, her mother, had long since given up telling her to smile more. Besides, her gapped upper front teeth made Lois self-conscious when she smiled. Not that she cared very much about her physical appearance. She was hygienic, but unconcerned about cosmetics or new hairdos.


“Hardly. I expect you will be lucky to complete the regular lab workbooks, much less do extra reports. I’ve seen some of the report cards you’ve been bringing home.”


“What’s a lab workbook?” Billy asked. He was rarely intimidated by his sister, since, at the age of seven, he wasn’t aware of her innuendos.


“Forget it; just watch the rat. I’m going to shoot electricity through the wire and into its brain.”


“Won’t that hurt?”


“It’ll be too shocking to hurt,” she said, quite pleased with her own pun. She came the closest she allowed to a smile, sending the corners of her nostrils out and widening her dull brown eyes. The small freckles along her flat cheeks quivered and her heavy, untrimmed dark brown eyebrows raised slightly. She had a milky, sickly white complexion, despite the fact that she spent so much time outdoors.


Billy turned back to the rat obediently. Lois had inserted an electrode into its head. The thin black wire ran along the glass cage, up the rear, and out to an electric-train transformer. Lois prided herself on her ingenuity when it came to supplies and equipment. She fingered the control while the rat continued to eat.


Suddenly she turned on the current. The rat shuddered, stood on its hind legs, clamped its upper legs together, froze, and fell to the side. Lois turned off the current.


“It’ll be catatonic for a short while.”


“I don’t know what that means,” Billy said softly, staring at the animal. He was impressed and somewhat afraid now, although he wasn’t sure why.


“It’s a lot like what they do to mental patients in the nuthouse. The electric current acts as a depressant. It can turn violent people into meek little kittens.”


“Is the rat going to die like the bird?”


“Eventually,” Lois said dryly. She made some notations in her notebook and then stood up and stretched.


It was seven thirty on a Saturday morning, and although it was a gray, rainy day, she had gotten up early as usual and gone right to work. Billy had heard her walk by his room, gotten out of bed quickly, and followed her. He was still dressed in his pajamas, and she wore a robe over her faded flannel nightgown, the tattered bottom of which showed under the robe.


Billy watched his sister reach toward the ceiling. She was big to him in many ways. Of course, at five feet eleven, she towered over many boys he knew and even stood four inches taller than their mother. At three feet ten, he looked up to most people, but Lois seemed even taller than their father, who was six feet tall. Perhaps it was the way he stooped since his “slight stroke,” a mysterious event that Billy couldn’t remember.


In any case, Lois was tougher than he was. He had never seen her cry. There were times when he started to cry and stopped because she was there and would see it. Lately he had been contrasting himself to her more and more. When she got excited, her eyes always grew smaller, while his widened to emphasize their soft blue pupils and long, feminine eyelashes. How often had his mother sat him on her lap to stroke his fluffy red hair and said, “Can I steal your eyelashes?” His dimples flickered in and out in his puffy kissable cheeks whenever she teased him.


Now he often tried to emulate his sister’s fast walk, a gait characterized by its self-assurance. He would catch his toe and stumble when he followed her, his short legs with their chubby thighs straining to keep up. He kept his fists clenched and pressed close to his body the way she did.


Lois ran her hand through her short, dark brown hair. It had been cut at the nape of her neck and she took little time to brush it out. She was satisfied with the way the strands fell naturally, as long as she got the top to rest flat and the bangs to stay out of her eyes.


“I’m going for night crawlers this morning,” Billy announced. Lois snapped around quickly and dropped her hands to her sides. The robe lay flat against her small, almost indistinct bosom. “I’m gonna get a lot of ’em.”


“What for?”


“Sell ’em. You can get a quarter for the real fat ones down at the hardware store. Mr. Raymond gave me nearly seventy cents for a bunch of smaller ones last week. You wanna see the money?”


“If you had any ingenuity, you could create a worm farm.”


“What’s in …  jun …”


“Imagination, brains.”


“You mean, I could grow ’em?”


“In a manner of speaking, yes.”


“Wow! Would you show me how to do it?”


“I don’t have the time for that,” she said, looking around the pantry.


“But we could make lots of money,” he protested, standing up quickly.


“I’m not interested in money,” she said. She looked at her rat. “Unless I could get enough to have a real laboratory and not have to work in this converted pantry. I need more room, I need …” She stopped and looked down at her little brother, who was staring up at her with pleading eyes. “Forget about it. I don’t have the time,” she added and walked out.


Billy hurried after her. “What are you going to do today, Lois? Huh?”


“If you must know,” she said, spinning around so quickly he ran into her, “I plan to read some Skinner, do some laundry, and try to catch a young squirrel. I have a theory about squirrels. …” She thought to herself a moment and then continued to her room.


“Can I help you? Can I?”


Without responding, she closed her door. Billy Wilson stood thinking a moment. Then he went back to the doorway of the old walk-in pantry and peered in at the rat again. It was just stirring. He thought about the electricity, rubbed his own head, and hurried to his room. He was eager to get dressed and get out. He expected it would be a good morning for night crawlers.
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Lois Wilson closed her Physics I textbook and looked at George Hardy, her science teacher. Mr. Hardy was smiling widely as he thumbed through a copy of a year’s worth of “B.C.” cartoons. Everyone else in the class was still sitting with opened textbooks. Some were pretending to read while they did other things, but most were only about halfway through the assignment. Lois looked up at the big-faced IBM clock, thought for a moment, and then raised her hand. Mr. Hardy didn’t notice.


“Mr. Hardy.”


He looked up, the smile still across his long, narrow face, bringing his chin out. The kids called him Plastic Man because of his rubbery facial features and active facial expressions. He was always twitching his nose and pulling up the corners of his mouth. He often tugged on his ears. His eyebrows bobbed up and down when he made a major point in class. When he saw it was Lois Wilson who had called him, his smile faded quickly.


“Yes, Lois?”


“You said we’d only have fifteen minutes to read. If we don’t start discussing this soon, we’ll run out of class time.”


There were groans all around her. Someone mumbled, “I don’t believe her.” Even Mr. Hardy looked unhappy. He scratched his cheek and studied the clock.


“I guess she’s right,” he said.


“But I didn’t finish yet,” Marlene Bockman said. There were a number of seconds. “We’re not all brains like Lois.”


“Even someone on a fourth-grade reading level could have finished this on time,” Lois responded, sounding very matter-of-fact. “If she really read and didn’t do other things.”


“I was reading. Who does she think—”


“All right,” Mr. Hardy said, raising his big hand, “let’s not have any silly arguments. Lois happens to be right about the time.”


“Well, I didn’t finish.” Marlene sat back in her seat and folded her arms across her chest. When she caught Bobby Baker’s expression, she nearly smiled. Her small but firm breasts had ballooned over the top of her bra, revealing an unusually inviting cleavage, exposed because of the three unbuttoned top buttons of her blouse. Even Mr. Hardy paused for a moment’s appreciation.


Lois caught the direction of his attention. “There’s no point in making assignments if we’re not going to go over them,” she said quickly.


“You’re right, Lois, and I fully intend to go over this assignment today, or at least start it, but”—Hardy leaned forward on his desk and folded his hands—“it looks as if I underestimated the amount of time most students would need. Soooooo,” he said, leaning back, “let’s just add what’s left of this to tonight’s assignment.”


There was a uniform chorus of groans. Lois smirked and looked at the wall to her right.


“Nice work, Lois,” Larry Sanders said. “Had to open your mouth.”


“You shouldn’t have to open yours,” Lois snapped, “considering the stupidity that always comes out of it.”


There was some laughter at Larry’s expense. Mr. Hardy clapped his hands for silence. All eyes went back to books, but Hardy looked at Lois because she was glaring at him. Finally, she looked at her notebook. He felt relief and shook his head, recalling the conversation he had had with her parents on Parents’ Night.


“You rarely see a student as knowledgeable and as consumed by an interest as Lois is,” he had told them. “I think she read the entire biology textbook the first week of school.” His tone of voice made it a half compliment.


“She reads constantly. Don’t you think she reads too much?” Dorothy Wilson asked.


Hardy hesitated, looking first at Gregory Wilson. “Well …  it’s difficult for any teacher to complain about a student reading too much nowadays, Mrs. Wilson. I think maybe you’re referring to the fact that Lois’s interests are somewhat narrow.”


“Yes, that’s it. She doesn’t care about anything but her projects and books.” Hardy laughed nervously. Gregory Wilson remained silent, inscrutable. “And she doesn’t have too many friends, does she?” Dorothy pursued.


“I don’t really know.”


“The other kids just don’t like her. She never gets any calls from boys.”


“Oh, Dorothy, come on,” Gregory said. “Mr. Hardy’s not interested in any of that.”


“Well, I am. Let me ask you this, Mr. Hardy,” she said, refusing to give up on him. He slouched lower and lower in his chair. “Would you like your daughter to be like Lois?”


“That’s not a fair question, Dorothy, for God’s sake.”


“Let Mr. Hardy speak for himself, Greg.”


“I don’t have a daughter,” Hardy said. “I have two sons.” Dorothy pursed her lips in frustration and sat back. “But let me say that Lois is a brilliant student, brilliant. She does have some problems relating to other students, who naturally resent her academic abilities.”


“That’s to be expected,” Gregory said quickly. “I suffered in a similar way when I was in college.”


“But there’s something else,” the science teacher said quickly and then regretted it immediately when he saw Gregory Wilson’s eyes widen and Dorothy Wilson lean toward him, her face filled with interest.


“Something else?”


“I suppose you’ll get it from some of the other teachers and even guidance. It’s the way most of the students react to her and she to them. This is my first year with Lois, but from what I heard from the other teachers, it’s always been like this.”


“What?” Dorothy asked impatiently.


“Well, it’s not so much that the other students don’t like her. I mean, I wouldn’t put the whole problem in that perspective,” he said, directing himself more to Gregory Wilson than to Dorothy.


“What would you put it in?” Gregory asked. Mr. Hardy recognized the source of Lois’s sarcasm in Gregory Wilson’s expression and tone.


“It’s more like fear, Mr. Wilson. The other students act as though they’re afraid of her.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Gregory said.


“It’s not ridiculous,” Dorothy countered quickly. “I know just what he means. Can’t you see how different she is from other kids?”


“‘Different’? What do you mean, ‘different’?”


“Honestly, Greg, sometimes you’re so oblivious. Look what she did with that pantry.”


“What did she do? She has an interest, a hobby. Would you rather she be like some of these other kids? Don’t you hear people complaining because their children are doing badly in school or hanging around with the wrong types? I admit she has some shortcomings, just as anyone does, but when you consider some of the flighty and immoral teenage girls nowadays …  for crying out loud, Dorothy, look what’s going on with drugs.”


“As usual, you manage to distort what I’m saying. There should be more to life than schoolwork.” She turned to Hardy, who felt like leaving them in the classroom and backing quietly out the door. “How could she enjoy working with rats? It gives me the creeps just to think of them crawling over her hands, nibbling out of her palms. It’s so …  so unfeminine, don’t you think?”


“Well,” Hardy said, “I …”


“That’s a ridiculous thing to say to a science teacher. Don’t you think there are female science teachers?”


“But a female science teacher would have other interests. Wouldn’t she, Mr. Hardy?”


Fortunately, the bell rang. He slapped his hands together and laughed, grateful for the entrance of other parents. The Wilsons thanked him, but they continued their argument as they left the room.


Dorothy brought the topic home with her, eager to pounce on Lois now that she was armed with the teacher’s testimony. She went directly to Lois’s room that night and confronted her with Mr. Hardy’s statement.


“I have no idea why he said it,” Lois responded. She didn’t look up from her book, because her eyes began to tear immediately and she didn’t want her mother to see that. Why did she have to come home with something negative? Here Lois had achieved all these high marks and great test scores. When would they appreciate her for what she was?


“I’m sure you have some idea,” Dorothy said, walking farther into the room.


‘*Lois finally lowered her book. “Hardy’s an idiot. He teaches right from the textbook. Sometimes his class consists of him reading out of it word for word. I don’t have to attend school for something as simple as that.”


“I’m not interested in Mr. Hardy’s teaching abilities. I’m interested in your relationships with other students, kids your age.” Lois just glared at her. “I’m not going to be intimidated by your expression, Lois. I think this is a serious thing.”


“What is it you want me to say?” Lois asked, pronouncing each word deliberately, through clenched teeth.


“It’s not what I want you to say. It’s what I want you to be aware of.”


Lois realized her mother was about to begin one of her favorite lectures. She considered running out of the room and locking herself in the bathroom.


“I don’t have to imagine how you treat other kids, Lois. I’ve seen you in action. You talk down to people. If they don’t have the same interests you have, you consider them worthless. It’s not a nice trait. You don’t make friends that way.”


“I’m not running in any popularity contest, Mother.”


“Nobody’s asking you to be in a popularity contest.” Dorothy hesitated a moment and then spoke quickly. “Doesn’t it ever bother you that no boys ever call? You’re a senior, and you haven’t been to one school dance. You’re not an ugly girl. You have some very nice features. If you would just do something with your hair,” she said, reaching out to rearrange some strands. Lois pulled back instantly. Dorothy let her hand remain in the air.


“How many times do I have to tell you? Those things don’t interest me.” She felt her throat tighten, but she fought back. She wouldn’t get emotional; she wouldn’t get upset.


“Well, they should. Those things were always important to me, and I wasn’t exactly abnormal.”


“We’re different people,” Lois said in a consciously subdued voice. She was practically whispering.


“It’s not a question of being different. Everyone longs for the same things. You’ll regret the things you’ve missed, believe me,” Dorothy warned. Lois looked at her, her expression softer, sadder. Dorothy was encouraged and continued in a more mellow tone.


“I never told you, but I cried the night you didn’t go to the senior prom.”


“What?”


“It used to be such a big thing when I was in high school, especially for a girl.”


“Why?”


“Why? It’s a memory, a night to press forever in your mind.”


“I’m afraid I don’t have room for that kind of nonsense in my mind,” Lois snapped.


“That’s exactly what Mr. Hardy must mean, that kind of attitude. It’s not normal, it’s—”


“So I’m a freak. Is that what you mean? You’re embarrassed because you have a freak living in your house.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You don’t have to. I know what you think.”


“It’s not just me. Your father is worried about you, too.”


“So you both think I’m weird. So what?” She turned away.


“Why must you twist everything? All I want is for you to be happy. You don’t relax enough and enjoy your youth. When you get to be my age, you’ll wish you had. I was in such a happy daze. High school was a continous roller coaster of emotions. You shouldn’t be afraid of it.”


“I’m not afraid of it!” Lois shouted. The veins in her neck strained against the skin. Dorothy stepped back. “I don’t care about it! I don’t care! I don’t care! Do you understand? Do you?”


“What is it? What’s going on in here?” Gregory Wilson stood in his daughter’s doorway and looked in. Dorothy stood with her hands clenched against her bosom, staring at Lois.


“Get out! Get out and leave me alone!” Lois raised her fists in the air and brought them down on her thighs. Dorothy turned quickly and walked out, brushing Gregory aside.


“I think you’d better calm down, young lady. Just calm down. Your mother’s only interested in your welfare.”


“Is she?” Lois said. She turned away. “Or is she just worried about her own image?” She looked at her father. “Am I as much of an embarrassment to you, Daddy?”


“I never said anything like that, and I’m sure your mother didn’t, either.”


“She didn’t have to. Aren’t you at all proud of my work? You used to be so interested in my projects. We’d talk about them all the time. Why don’t you ever ask me about my work anymore?”


“Of course I’m proud of you.” He offered a short laugh. “You’re brilliant, doing brilliant work, I’m sure. In fact, a lot of it is already beyond me. The only point here,” he said, taking on a more serious demeanor, “is that you should try to develop some other interests as well. That’s all. No big deal. Nothing to get hysterical about.”


“I’m not hysterical.”


“Good,” Gregory said. “We’ll talk about these things when we can all be more rational.”


The moment he left the doorway, Lois got up and slammed the door closed.


Protected by solitude, she permitted herself to think what she considered more mundane thoughts. Her mother was wrong if she thought Lois never thought about boys. She had even begun to develop some interest in going to the senior prom. She had rationalized that interest by telling herself it was a sociological event. She would go more as an observer than as a participant. There was a boy she felt she could manipulate into taking her: Arthur Kotin. Like her, he was considered a brain and wasn’t very popular. But before she could begin to work on him, she had been victimized by a practical joke that had turned her off the prom idea completely.


The sadistic prank was engineered by Marlene Bockman, Berle Brustein, and Bonnie Diller. They coaxed Gerson Tavorowitz into asking her to the prom. Gerson was seventeen but read on a third-grade level. During his early years he had been in a confined classroom, but when he got up into the high school he was mainstreamed. Although he was placed in a nonacademic tract, he was mentally years behind almost everyone else.


Gerson came from what was known as a poor white trash family. His father worked on a chicken farm and his mother was a chambermaid at one of the smaller hotels. He had five brothers and sisters, and the family lived in a shack reminiscent of an Erskine Caldwell novel. He was often the butt of jokes because of his academic retardation and his poor hygienic habits.


As the prom date drew closer, the three girls, all of whom had had dates right from the start, sat around in study hall and giggled while they imagined what Lois Wilson would look like in a prom gown.


“She couldn’t wear a strapless because of those bony collarbones of hers,” Bonnie said.


“Maybe she’d come in a fancy lab robe,” Marlene said. They roared and were nearly sent out for making too much noise.


“It’s too bad no one has asked her to the prom,” Berle said. I wonder how she would look and act. I’ve never seen her at the movies or at a dance.”


“I saw her once. She went to see The Hellstrom Chronicle,” Bonnie said. “I think she took notes during the movie.”


“Oh, God!”


The girls grew quiet. It was Marlene who first noticed Gerson in the corner, picking his nose. The idea made her turn red with excitement. When she revealed it, the other two quickly agreed it would make a great prank.


“How do we get him to do it?”


“Let’s get him to think Lois likes him,” Marlene said, “and she’s waiting for him to ask her. He’ll believe us.”


“It’s worth a try,” Berle said, and they moved to Gerson’s table. He looked up with surprise as they surrounded him.


“How you doin’, Gerson?” Berle said. He looked from girl to girl and shrugged.


“If you have any trouble with your homework, we know someone who would love to help you,” Marlene said.


“You do?”


“Sure. Wouldn’t she, girls?”


“Oh, yeah, yeah.”


“She talks about you a lot,” Bonnie said. “I think she likes you.”


“I know she likes him,” Marlene added, taking on a very serious expression. “She told me so.”


“Who?” Gerson asked. “Who? Who?”


“We thought you knew,” Berle said. “Oh, maybe we shouldn’t have said anything.”


“We shouldn’t have,” Bonnie said. She looked guilty.


Gerson’s eyes widened. “But you already said something, so ya gotta tell me.”


“He’s right,” Marlene said. “It wouldn’t be fair to Gerson.”


“In that case,” Berle said, “it’s Lois Wilson.”


“Lois Wilson?”


“But don’t you dare tell her we told you anything,” Marlene said.


“You could sure get good grades with her as a girlfriend,” Bonnie pointed out.


“But she’s really waiting for you to ask her to the prom,” Berle said.


“She said she’d even pay for everything,” Marlene added.


“The prom?”


“The prom, the prom. Don’t you know about the prom?”


“I know about it,” Gerson said indignantly.


“Well, she’s not going to go with anyone else,” Marlene said. “If you don’t ask her, she won’t go.”


“Almost all the girls are going,” Bonnie said, looking at Berle. Berle nodded. “It would be too bad if Lois was the only one who didn’t.”


“I feel sorry for her,” Marlene said, letting an intensely serious expression wash over her face. Gerson was impressed.


“Don’t you want to go?” Bonnie asked in a very aggressive tone of voice. Gerson started to shrug and stopped.


“It’s going to be the absolutely best ever,” Berle said.


“I don’t have a car,” Gerson said quickly.


“Oh, Lois can take care of that. She can get her father’s car. Didn’t you ever wonder why she’s always standing near you in the hall and why she sits not too far from you in the cafeteria?” Marlene said.


“What d’ya say, Gerson?”


“I don’t know. I guess I could. …”


“Just ask her,” Bonnie said. “Just go up to her table today in the cafeteria and ask her. Say, ‘Would you like to go with me to the prom?’ That’s all there is to it, you’ll see.”


“Couldn’t you do it, Gerson?” Marlene said. “We feel so sorry for her.”


He thought for a moment and rubbed the side of his head.


“Maybe I will,” he said. “Yeah, I will.”


“We’ll see you at lunch,” Marlene said. The girls left the table, muffling their giggles until the period bell rang and they were safely out in the halls. They passed the word quickly, spreading the story from class to class. By the time the senior-high lunch period had arrived, almost everyone in the cafeteria was aware that Gerson Tavorowitz was going to ask Lois Wilson to the prom.


But it looked as though Gerson had forgotten the entire study-hall conversation. He settled at his usual table, one down from Lois’s, and began eating quickly. And as usual, Lois opened a book before her and started to read as she ate. The noise in the cafeteria was slightly subdued as the crowd waited in anticipation. Marlene got Larry Sanders to direct Gerson’s attention toward the three girls, who made frantic gestures indicating Lois and encouraging him to approach her. He nodded, remembering.


When he stood up, the cafeteria became silent. All conversations ceased; even plates and silverware were held quietly. Lois didn’t notice the change. She was oblivious of all surrounding sound. Gerson tapped her table with the knuckles of his left hand, a comical gesture that produced a few giggles. Lois looked up quizzically. When Gerson saw her face, he nearly panicked. He looked back at the three girls, who nodded and tried to look uninterested.


“So, listen,” Gerson said, “you know there’s a prom here, so why don’t you go with me, OK?”


“Huh?”


“He’s asking you to the prom,” Larry Sanders shouted, and the entire cafeteria broke into hysterics. Gerson stood smiling stupidly.


“Go sit down,” Lois commanded. She did it with such authority and vehemence in her eyes that Gerson simply turned away stunned. Lois didn’t blush or leave the table, but she saw that Arthur Kotin had watched the entire event. That convinced her not to pursue him, and she wrote off the entire idea.


Now her mother, and even her father, had the audacity to suggest that she was weird because she didn’t exhibit interest in such things. What did they know about how she was abused? Nothing; and yet they accused her of abusing others. She bit her lower lip in frustration and anger. The tears that came felt as though they sizzled on her hot red cheeks.


The day would come when they would appreciate her for what and who she was, she vowed. She chastised herself for reacting emotionally. Whenever she was so disturbed, she would turn more enthusiastically to her work. She slammed the door on her emotions as she had slammed the door of her room. Both actions rejuvenated her spirit; and with the enthusiasm of a patriot going to war, she turned back to her scientific inquiries, submerging herself in the data as a way of escaping from a world she was growing to despise. She looked forward to victories her mother, and perhaps even her father, would never understand.
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Gregory Wilson owned and operated the only pharmacy in Sandburg. The hamlet actually consisted of only two streets: a long Main Street lined with a fruit and vegetable store, a luncheonette, a bar and grill, a fish store, a bakery, and a grocery; and a street called Post Hill Road that joined Main Street at its center to form a T. Post Hill Road contained the post office, a dairy, another luncheonette, Wilson’s Pharmacy, a butcher shop, a barber shop, and a hardware store. There used to be a department store, but it had closed down when the owners retired.


For ten months out of the year Sandburg had a rural quality to it, and its stores reflected the simplistic world. The pace was easy, almost nonexistent; but during the summer season, the hamlet became hectic and maddening. All of the stores were cluttered with stock, for it was their owners’ main opportunity to make the year’s income.


During the past few years the Wilsons had taken in more and more goods, making the pharmacy into something akin to one of the big chain drugstores. The added efforts and responsibilities had increased the already overburdening work load. Dorothy’s contribution was minimal. She worked the cosmetics counter and did a little stocking and arranging and some maintenance cleaning; but most of her time in the store was spent conversing with customers. She was more like a hostess.


During the off season it was a marginal operation, but in the summer Gregory had to hire two counter-boys. Lois generally resisted working in the drugstore. During the early years she found it more convenient to volunteer to watch over Billy on weekends when he wasn’t at day camp. She had always been a precocious child, mature, sensible, trustworthy. Lois’s early maturity gave Dorothy Wilson freedom from the house and its responsibilities. Lois could cook, clean, and care for the needs of her younger brother.


So, as time went by, Dorothy didn’t object to Lois’s reluctance to work in the drugstore. Instead, she took advantage of it. If Lois was more comfortable being a homemaker and a surrogate mother to Billy, so be it. When she did come to the store to help out, she wasn’t much good anyway. She disliked waiting on customers, hated small talk, and spent most of her time discussing the relative psychological and emotional side effects of different drugs.


Gregory enjoyed his daughter’s inquisitive mind. He found her intelligent questions a welcome relief from the doldrums that accompanied the long, monotonous summer hours he spent trapped in the store. In fact, he saw something of his younger self in Lois’s curiosity about things scientific. There had been a time when she revived some of his early interests and he had actually enjoyed sitting with her and discussing her laboratory projects at school or the experiments she developed at home. He saw nothing wrong with her converting the old pantry into a small laboratory.


But he couldn’t believe the vivacity with which Lois attacked her readings. He took great pride in her academic achievements, as any parent would, but even he began to find her rate of mental growth more than remarkable. It was frighteningly abnormal, and although he rejected Dorothy’s criticisms out of hand, he quietly found more and more validity to them. Since Lois had begun school, she had been the highest-ranked student in her class. Her cumulative school average was one of the best ever for Garnertown Central Schools, and all of her standardized test scores placed her in the top one percent of the national percentiles.


A year after his stroke, when Lois was just a tenth grader, he had found it more and more difficult to keep up with her scientific discussions. She’d be practically lecturing to him. At first he had blamed his slowness on the stroke, but lately he had come to the conclusion that his daughter was just too far beyond him.


The Wilsons lived in a renovated two-story house built in the latter part of the nineteenth century. The last owner had been the grandson of Dr. Fleur, the original owner. Fleur was a renowned physician who was said to have been called to President McKinley’s side after he had been shot. In any case, he was one of the most celebrated local residents, having married the daughter of George Mortimer Pullman, the man who had improved and developed the use of the sleeping car on railroad trains.


The house was set a little more than two hundred yards off a side road just outside the small hamlet of Sandburg in the resort region of the Catskill Mountains. Its secluded location made it nearly impossible to spot until a traveler was right at the property line. On this particular road, Turtle Creek Road, there were no bungalow colonies or hotels. Four miles down the road there was a twenty-five-room tourist house, but that brought little traffic past the old Fleur mansion. The nearest home was a quarter of a mile back toward Sandburg.


Because of the two large weeping willows in the front of the house and the thick woods on both sides of it, the mansion often took on a melancholy and foreboding appearance. The Wilsons had tried to overcome that by replacing the gray wooden shingles with bright white aluminum siding and glossy black window shutters. However, this modern face-lifting gave the house a kind of freakish look because the architecture placed it clearly in the nineteenth century.


Even on the brightest days, the weeping willows and surrounding maples threw long shadows over the front of the house. There was a rather large porch the full width of the building. Every six feet, a wide hand-sculptured column rose to the roof of the porch. Four concrete steps led up from the walkway to the front entrance. The door was a thick oak with a hand-carved circular design on the front of it. The old knocker had long since broken off, but its hinges still remained. Now there was a* buzzer with a tiny light just to the right of the doorknob. Under it was a small rectangular nameplate that read Gregory and Dorothy Wilson.


The large window of the sitting room faced the front. Although the long lace curtains were kept drawn open most of the time, the mixture of shadows and glare turned the glass into a mirror reflecting the gleam of automobiles that passed along Turtle Creek Road. Whenever Dorothy Wilson stood on the road and looked across the front lawn at her home, she was invariably dissatisfied.


“No matter what we do, it always has that deserted look,” she complained. “Sometimes, when we come home at night and the house suddenly appears in the darkness, I get the chills.”


Gregory listened attentively but offered no new solutions.


Lois tried to get her mother to analyze her feelings. “It’s the weeping willows and the slanted roof. You’ve got these horror images imprinted in your subconscious. What you’re doing is called association, the ability to draw inferences from past experiences and relate these past impressions to present situations.”


“Huh?”


“Actually, it’s a form of conditioned response. Repetition of the stimulus and response binds the two together so that the activity becomes nearly automatic. In this case, your fear of the house at night is a response to hundreds of stimuli given to you through movies, television, books.”


“Greg, what the hell is your daughter talking about? All I said was …  oh, what’s the use?”


When Dorothy gave overall consideration to the house, she agreed that it had been a good buy. It was so very roomy. Above the sitting-room window were the two windows of each upstairs bedroom. There were two bedrooms at the rear of the house on the first floor and three bedrooms upstairs. After entering the front door, one could either go to the right and into the sitting room or go straight and eventually enter the kitchen. The dining room was just off the kitchen. From it one could go into the sitting room as well.


Dr. Fleur had converted a large downstairs bedroom into his main office. Now it served as another study, the shelves filled with old books, collections of Dickens, Cooper, Guy de Maupassant, books inherited with the purchase of the house. Most had yet to be pulled off the shelves.


The stairway rose from the end of the corridor and turned at a thirty-degree angle into the upstairs portion of the house. A dark walnut-stained banister, also hand-carved, ran along the carpeted wooden steps. All of the carpeting in the house was a thin nylon material, much of it worn-looking but weathered with personality. Gregory and Dorothy were considering investing a few thousand dollars to replace all of the downstairs carpeting.


The walls of the house had been painted recently, but the crevices and cracks formed over the years seemed to work their way out through the newer coats of paint. Dim lights revealed them, making them look like the arteries and veins of the building. Lois often sarcastically remarked that the house suffered from varicose veins. Dorothy talked constantly about paneling the place, but Gregory thought that would take away from the house’s distinct personality.


Actually, the poor condition of the shelves and walls of the walk-in pantry had been the primary reason that Dorothy didn’t resist Lois’s desire to turn it into her personal laboratory. Now the worn and chipped wood walls were covered with charts and graphs. Wires ran up and down two sides as part of Lois’s method to improve on a lack of light and a lack of outlets. The shelves that remained were filled with her paraphernalia: small cages, wires, transformers, prongs, some chemical compounds, jars filled with pickled fetuses, and a small microscope. In the center of the pantry was a long table that usually held Lois’s current experiment. It was a long metal picnic table she had found in the basement. There was only one small chair in the pantry, and it was kept in the far right corner so Lois could move about her experiment table more freely. She despised her cluttered and crowded conditions, but she recognized that her mother would fight her acquisition of any other room in the house. For the time being, she would have to make do. Ever since her father’s stroke, it was futile to get into any all-out arguments. Her mother would simply refer to his condition as a reason to end “the tension.”


Gregory Wilson had always had a persistent but relatively controlled blood-pressure problem. He was reasonably careful about his diet and up on the best possible medications. Nevertheless, in late May of Lois’s sophomore year, he had suffered the worst head pain he had ever known and then gone unconscious.


Dorothy didn’t realize what had happened. When she didn’t see him standing in the prescription window, she looked out to see if he was talking to someone. It was not like him to leave without first telling her, because someone could come in for a prescription.


He was nowhere in sight. She went back to the rear of the store. He wasn’t in the bathroom—the door was wide open.


“Greg?”


She didn’t see him until she walked around the counter. She was so shocked when she confronted his collapsed form that she couldn’t speak or utter a sound for a few moments. She didn’t bend down to see what was wrong; she ran out of the store and stood on the sidewalk screaming until Patty Morganstein, the town cop, came running up from the restaurant. They got the volunteer ambulance squad in minutes.


Dorothy was going to follow in her car. She went to the phone instinctively to call Lois and tell her. She wanted her to come along. Later, she would sit in the hospital lobby and resent her daughter’s rational and calm responses, even if they were the right ones.


“Well, you don’t want to leave Billy here alone, Mother, and you certainly don’t want him to come along.”
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