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  Chapter 1




  Saturday




  It was a serene and quiet evening and might have remained so were it not for Mrs. Taylor’s cat.




  A still summer’s night; hushed, not even a breeze disturbing the silence, and the people, rocking or swinging on front porches all along Main Street, wielding fans against the humidity hanging like a veil over the town, too lethargic for conversation. Nothing intruded on the quiet. For once, even the children who normally engaged in noisy play up and down the street were silent.




  Birds refrained from their protean song, no animal rustled in the underbrush and fireflies flickered mutely, without the accompaniment of the cicadas in the elms or crickets hidden in damp wall crevices of the black-looming homes along the street.




  Mrs. Taylor sat still as a stone in the bosom of this ocean of calm until eleven o’clock when she went inside to watch the late news on Channel 26. It was habit, and not an interest in the doings of others, that took her into the stuffy parlor. It had been a nightly ritual to watch the news with her husband before going to bed and, though he usually slept through most of the report, it was a practice from which they seldom wavered and which became ingrained in their nature with long years of repetition. Though he was dead now for nearly ten years, Mrs. Taylor continued to abide by the routine. Despite the panorama of violence, corruption and useless information, sports that didn’t interest her and inaccurate weather reports flickering across the screen, the process of watching—when she didn’t dose off like her late spouse—somehow provided a cathartic which made it easier for her to retreat to her lonely bed afterwards.




  After turning on the TV and tuning in the channel, Mrs. Taylor got an ice-cold can of Budweiser from the refrigerator and returned to plop down in her favorite recliner opposite the hypnotic screen which, except for the cat, had become her sole companion most evenings. It was sticky in the room despite the two broad and open windows fronting on the street. Annoyed with the heat, she switched off the table lamp, rose again and angled a rotating fan so that it wafted more air in the direction of her chair.




  She’d barely sat down, opened the beer, taken a refreshing sip from the can and lit her sixth and final cigarette of the day when the cat, which had been purring around her legs, began yowling to be let out. With a sigh, she dropped her cigarette into an ashtray and pulled herself up from the chair. “You’re such a pest, Tom-Tom,” she told him. “If I didn’t love you so much I’d get rid of you.”




  Mrs. Taylor didn’t see it when she opened the door for the cat. The animal, more perceptive than the drowsy woman, reacted with a horrible screech, flinging itself back and raking her legs with its sharp claws. Startled, the woman kicked at the cat which scuttled into a corner behind the door, back arched, hackles raised.




  The cat’s fright quenched her anger and Mrs. Taylor bent, reaching out to stroke the cowering beast, speaking to it in soft tones. “There, Tom. Easy, dear. Mommy didn’t mean it. Good Tom.” She did love the cat and regretted having responded abusively. “Are those mean dogs out there again? Is that what scared you?”




  It was when she switched on the porch light and peered out the doorway that she saw it.




  Glowing obscenely in a yellow pool of light, it sat on the top porch step, oozing a dark track of blood crawling slowly toward her. It was the severed head of a young woman; short, blond hair disheveled and sticky with mud and wet grass, blind eyes meeting Mrs. Taylor’s shocked gaze, lips pulled back from glistening white and even teeth in a burlesque and mocking smile.




  A sour surge rose from Mrs. Taylor’s stomach and caught in her throat. Cupping one hand over her own lips, she stumbled back, quivering, leaning against the door jamb for support, closing her eyes to the horrible apparition. Gradually, as the wave of nausea subsided, she opened her eyes and forced herself to look again.




  Then, Mrs. Taylor screamed, a pathetic and hysterical shriek shattering the serenity of the night.




  Chapter 2




  Sunday




  Aaron Brubaker lounged in the swivel chair behind his desk, head resting against the wall. He was gnawing an unlit cigar, heavy-lidded eyes half closed but focused on Dan Hetrick who was perched on the edge of his desk.




  Look at him, Brubaker told himself, squatting on my desk, bald little head twisting and turning, beady eyes not missing a goddamned thing, preening like a sparrow, just waiting for me to fall all over him and ask for his help. And, I do need his help. I’m in over my head and I don’t know which way to turn. But, I won’t do it, dammit. I won’t ask. Shit on him! If he’s so goddamned good, how come he’s still not chief?




  Most of the time, Brubaker liked his job as police chief of the town of Swatara Creek. It entailed a certain amount of power and gave him respect he’d never expected to have. Normally he faced nothing more taxing than handing out parking tickets and dealing with the occasional Saturday night drunks and mischievous kids. But, this murder…This was different. He’d never had to deal with anything like this before. Unconsciously, Brubaker’s hand touched the big revolver at his side. It was as much a part of him as his cigar and his weight problem, but he’d never had to use it on another person during twenty years in law enforcement. It was a possibility an officer faced every time he went out on the street and Brubaker was grateful he’d never confronted that situation; he had doubts about his ability to pull the trigger. In fact, it was the subject of frequent nightmares. In the dreams he’d face an assailant and find his finger frozen on the trigger. He always awoke before any shots were fired but he knew there were only two possible outcomes: he would be killed or, worse, people would scorn him for his lack of courage—he always feared it would be revealed sometime. He’d never had to pull his gun and put this nightmare to the test, but Brubaker knew this damned murder increased the possibility of it happening.




  “Any leads yet?” the former police chief asked.




  “What?”




  “Any leads?” Hetrick repeated, lounging back in the chair, far too at ease for Brubaker’s comfort.




  Brubaker shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “Where do you start with something like this?”




  “As close to the beginning as you can get,” Hetrick said, confidently. “Has the body been found?”




  Brubaker shook his head again. “Damned rain started right after I got to Mrs. Taylor’s. Took forever to get her quieted down. She’s on the hysterical side, you know.”




  “Where’d she find it?”




  “On her porch. Opened the door to let the cat out and there it was. Enough to make anybody hysterical, I guess.”




  Hetrick swung his legs, rocked his body back and forth, pursed his lips and turned to face Brubaker. His small eyes glittered behind gold-rimmed spectacles hanging low on his beak of a nose. He looked, Brubaker thought, like a ferret on the trail of a mouse. “No idea where it came from?” Hetrick asked.




  Chief Brubaker chomped down on the cigar. “She’s been complaining about stray dogs. Figured that’s what it was when she called. Maybe if I’d got there quicker there’d be more to go on. It was kind of chewed up. Reckon those dogs she was talking about found it somewhere and dragged it up there.”




  “What about the body? Did you look for it?”




  “Of course we looked. But, I told you, it was dark and raining and I had Mrs. Taylor to contend with. Fred and Harry are out combing the neighborhood now. I been too busy…”




  Quick as a weasel attacking its prey, Hetrick jumped up and slammed a fist on the desk, scattering papers and knocking over a half-empty cup of cold coffee. “That’s bullshit, Aaron! This takes priority over everything else.”




  Brubaker shot out of his chair and came nose to nose with his former boss across the desk. “Don’t tell me how to do my job,” he shouted, eyes bulging and face reddening. Then, weakening under Hetrick’s steady gaze, he slumped back into the chair and sighed. “Ah, shit, Sticks,” he said, calling Hetrick by his nickname. “You gotta help me. I’m up to my ass in this and I don’t know how to handle it. I had to file the preliminary report and I’m waiting for a call from the forensics boys, but I don’t know what to do next.”




  Dan Hetrick smiled. “Why do you think I’m asking questions, Aaron? That’s why I came in here. To offer my help.”




  Liar, Brubaker thought. You screwed up the last time there was a murder in this town and now you’re looking for a way to redeem yourself. The chief scowled. He didn’t want to play Dan Hetrick’s game but he’d left himself wide open to be used. “Damn, look at this mess,” he said, mopping at the spilled coffee with his handkerchief.




  “So?” Hetrick pressed, a note of impatience in his tone.




  “So,” Brubaker answered, giving him a baleful glance. “I told you too much already. This is police business.”




  “You said you wanted my help.”




  “Yeah. But you haint got authority. You’re retired—remember?”




  “You could give me authority. Make me a special officer.”




  Brubaker wrung out the sopping handkerchief in his waste basket. Disregarding Hetrick, he dabbed coffee from his papers.




  “Well?”




  “Supervisors’d love that.”




  “Who’s going to tell them?”




  It was a good question, Brubaker thought. He certainly wasn’t about to tell the township supervisors he couldn’t do his job and Sticks hadn’t been on speaking terms with any of them since he’d been forced out. Still, he hesitated.




  “You’d be in charge,” Sticks was saying. “I’d just do the footwork. I’d be…like, a consultant. Whadya say?”




  Brubaker scowled at him. Bastard. He was too eager. The chief didn’t want to be under his thumb, yet he knew he needed the man’s help. Hetrick had the experience and the courage a thing like this required. After a pause to light his cigar, he asked, suspiciously, “You looking to get your job back?”




  “Hell no,” Hetrick said, a look of disbelief on his face. “Is that what you think? I’m not after your job. You’d get all the credit.”




  “So, what’s in it for you?”




  “I’m interested is all. Look, Aaron, most of the time, being retired is just fine. Check coming in right on time every month and no sons-of-bitches breathing down your neck and telling you what to do. But, it can get boring sometimes. I guess I just want a little of the old excitement.”




  He said it so ingenuously Brubaker was almost tempted to believe him. But he didn’t. Looking for a chance to redeem himself, that’s what, the chief decided. I’m not about to stick my neck out for him. I earned this job; don’t owe him a thing.




  “You haven’t called in the Staties have you?” Hetrick asked.




  Brubaker stared at him. “For the forensics. We’re not equipped for that.”




  “Yeah, well don’t let them take over. Remember what happened when I made that mistake.”




  “Maybe I won’t have a choice.”




  “Sure you do. You have jurisdiction. They can’t take over unless you let them. Long as the supervisors think you know what you’re doing they’ll let you carry the ball.”




  Chief Brubaker mulled the possibilities. It would be easier to turn this mess over to the State Police. In fact, that’s what he had been preparing to do when Hetrick arrived. Now he wasn’t so sure. If he could solve this case—even with Stick’s help—he’d be a hero and nobody could take his job. He knew he couldn’t do it himself. But, with Sticks…Well, why not? Let him try to redeem himself. What do I have to lose? No way the supervisors will take him back and no reason they have to know he’s involved. We’ll keep it unofficial. If it works, I win. If it don’t, I can still turn it over to the Staties.




  “So, are we working together?” asked Hetrick.




  Brubaker didn’t answer. Instead he picked up a manila file envelope from the desk, shook off a dribble of coffee and tossed it toward Hetrick. “There’s the file to date, if it haint too soggy to read,” he said.




  Several black and white photos slipped out and fluttered to the floor as Sticks caught the file. Stooping, he retrieved the photos and scanned them.




  The girl had been young; no more than her mid-twenties, a vibrant energy that had been snuffed out before it had time to bloom, extinguished by an inexplicable act of violence. The trauma of death had frozen lovely and vital features into a gruesome mask betraying not one flicker of personality. Hetrick had confronted death many times in the past; and one did not become inured to the emotional impact, somehow developing a detachment which made it possible to deal with. He wasn’t sickened by the photos. They were as dead as the object portrayed. What he saw was no longer a person; rather, it was merely an obscene reflection. What he observed in the photos was only the semblance of an identity. There was nothing left to reveal who the girl had been or why she was so brutally murdered.




  “Pretty thing,” he said, turning to Brubaker. “Don’t think she was a local, though.”




  The fan on the file cabinet behind him made a half revolution, rustling papers, a sound as dry as bones.




  “Don’t think so either,” the chief agreed. “Funny, though, Harry said she looked familiar.”




  The fan drew smoke from the cigar toward Hetrick. “How so?” he asked, waving the smoke away with one hand.




  “Wasn’t sure. Like, when you know you seen somebody but can’t put a finger on where.”




  “Circular?”




  “Could be. He’s a good officer. He’ll come up with it, given a little time.”




  “Keep pushing him. Circulate the photos. See if anybody else recognizes her. We need an ID.”




  “Be easier if we could find the body.”




  “It’ll turn up. What’s your theory on why they cut off her head?”




  Brubaker shrugged. “Don’t know it was a ‘they.’ Probably over drugs. Those nuts will do anything.”




  “Possible. But, we don’t know it was about drugs.”




  “I’d be willing to lay odds it’ll come down to drugs, perverted sex or some such craziness,” Brubaker said.




  Hetrick scanned the photos again. “Looks like a clean cut,” he said.




  “Like surgery. Took his time, like he was carving a roast. Doc said she wasn’t dead long. Blood was still flowing, not clotted up.” Brubaker shivered. “Why the shit would anybody want to do something like that?”




  “That’s what we have to find out,” Hetrick told him. He put the photos back in the folder and rose. “I’m going for a walk. Get the thinking machinery geared up.”




  Chapter 3




  “She needs rest, not more questions,” Dr. Menier said. “She already gave a statement to Chief Brubaker.”




  Sticks Hetrick glared at the doctor but held his tongue. Carson Menier rubbed him the wrong way. Still, Hetrick had a grudging respect for the man. Subjectively, he viewed the physician as an arrogant bastard, one of those pushy outsiders who were used to having their own way and had little tolerance for those they considered beneath their intellectual and social position. Yet, when he looked at it objectively, he had to admire the doctor for his professionalism and the compassion he showed for his patients. Menier was talented and competent; he’d moved here from New York state—allegedly to escape the clutches of a vindictive ex-wife—and could have had a cushy position at the Medical Center where he was on staff and did diagnostic work. Instead, he devoted most of his time to a general practice in the village. And, though he’d been unable to save her, Menier had done his best to make Sarah’s last days as comfortable as possible. For this, if no other reason, Hetrick granted him toleration.




  Intentionally, Sticks’ walk had brought him by Mrs. Taylor’s house. Though he doubted he would learn anything Brubaker hadn’t already told him, he wanted to talk to her.




  Menier sat on the edge of the bed next to Mrs. Taylor who clutched his hand in both her pudgy paws. “I’d like to give her a tranquilizer so she can get some rest,” he said, returning Hetrick’s scowl with one of his own.




  The woman looked none the worse for her fright despite the fact she was propped up in bed and decked out in a lacy housecoat at midday. Sticks noticed she hadn’t been too distressed to apply her normal coat of makeup, a task that must have taken at least a half hour judging by its thickness and complexity. He thanked God Sarah had never gone in for the glitter and paint. “There’s just a couple questions,” he began.




  “She needs…” Menier cut in.




  “Now, now, boys,” Mrs. Taylor said, patting Menier’s hand and giving Sticks a red-lipped smile. “I declare, all this attention is enough to turn an old lady’s head. It’s all right, Doc. I feel better just from having talked to you. Daniel’s an old friend. I always have time to talk to him.”




  The sunlight streaming through the front windows flashed off Menier’s glasses as he turned to look at her. “You’re not too tired?” he asked.




  Mrs. Taylor fluttered her false eyelashes and treated him to one of her ruby smiles. “Cuddled up in my own bed with two gentlemen callers at my side? What more could I ask? Really. I’m fine. It’s Tom-Tom I’m worried about. It was such a shock for him. Just awful. I should get him to the vet.”




  Hetrick’s eyes slid to the cat curled contentedly at the foot of her bed. Mangy old beast looks okay to me. If anything, the adventure probably recharged the bugger’s batteries for another nine lives. He distrusted cats and never understood how people could develop an attachment to them.




  “Well, if you’re sure you’re up to it. But, just for a few minutes,” Menier said. Then, turning to Sticks, he added, “She really does need some rest. I can’t see why you can’t contain your curiosity.”




  “It’s not curiosity,” Hetrick told him. “If it wasn’t important, I wouldn’t be here.”




  Dr. Menier shot him an angry look. “I thought you were retired.”




  “I am. Aaron asked me to help him. He doesn’t think he has the experience to handle it alone.”




  “Daniel was our police chief for many years,” Mrs. Taylor said. “He wouldn’t have let a thing like this happen.”




  “Hmph, seems I remember talk of another case you didn’t handle so well,” Menier said, his eyes slashing at Hetrick like the cold swipe of a scalpel.




  Sticks bit his lip and pulled a chair up closer to the bed. He restrained an urge to tell the doctor it was Finkbine’s interference and the State Police who had bungled the case, not him. Instead, he said, “Like Tootie says, we go back a long time. I won’t tax her none. Just a couple questions and I’m out of here.”




  “Don’t see why it can’t wait.”




  “Look, Doc, I wouldn’t try to tell you how to do your job. There are things that have to be done as you see them.”




  “It’ll be all right, Doc. I want to help,” Mrs. Taylor said.




  His position disputed by the two of them, Menier freed his hand from Mrs. Taylor’s grip, rose and dropped the stethoscope he’d been using into his medical bag on the nightstand. “I’ll give you a few minutes,” he told Hetrick.




  “Hang around. I may have some questions for you, too.”




  Menier paused in his movements.




  “Me? What for?”




  “You are the coroner, aren’t you?”




  “Everything’s in the report I filed with Brubaker.” He crossed the room and stood by the windows, his back to them.




  Son-of-a-bitch, Sticks thought. He wanted to respond but held back the words that burned in his throat for release. Hold your temper. He didn’t like the doctor’s attitude but he knew maintaining a working relationship was more important than personal feelings. He turned his attention back to Mrs. Taylor.




  “Now, Tootie. I know it’s been rough. But, I want you to try and concentrate. Think, see if you can remember anything you might have forgotten to tell Aaron. Anything. No matter how small. It might not seem important to you, but let me be the judge.”




  She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t think there’s anything else. My poor Tom found it and…”




  Sticks grimaced as he took her hand in his. It was dry and cold, as distasteful as he imagined it might be to hold the cat’s paw. Her hand trembled in his. She said she wanted to help but it was obvious by her expression and the tremor that shook her otherwise rigid body Tootie didn’t want to confront the image haunting her mind. “Take your time, dear,” Sticks said. “Just go over it step by step. There may be some little piece you overlooked before. If it gets too difficult, we’ll stop.” He spoke softly, soothingly, giving her his grandest smile.




  Mrs. Taylor looked at him. Her myopic brown eyes, large as a cow’s behind thick spectacles, were moist with emotion. Her brittle fingers fluttered against his, rasping like paper. “I’ll try,” she said in a quavering little girl voice.




  Her thick lips parted and moved again but her voice was muted by a sudden metallic jangling that surged like a flood up through the house. The slumbering cat jolted to its feet, screeched and cowered against the foot-board.




  “Doorbell,” Tootie said, bolting upright and clutching for the cat. Her movement was so abrupt, a large flabby white breast flopped free of her nightgown.




  Both men averted their eyes but the woman was oblivious to their presence, cradling the cat in her arms, rocking it, cooing, scratching behind its ear.




  The sound reverberated up through the house again.




  “I’ll get it,” Menier said, and stepped from the room.




  Sticks frowned.




  Tootie turned wet eyes on him. “I’m so worried about him.”




  “Huh? Who?”




  “Tom. He should go to the vet.”




  The sound of voices drifted up from the hall. They became more audible, along with the sound of a measured tread on the stairs. Then, Menier was back, accompanied by a young man in dark clerical garb.




  “Mrs. Taylor. How are you?” the young man asked, crossing to her side with a rapid stride.




  Tootie released the cat, noticed for the first time her pendulous obtrusion, and modestly shoved it back in place. She flung out her arms. “Pastor,” she mewed, arms encircling him and lips giving him a scarlet caress on one cheek.




  “I came as soon as I could. I thought you could use some comforting,” the man said, freeing himself of her grasp and extending a hand to Sticks. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Jeff Bascom, Mrs. Taylor’s pastor.”




  “Dan Hetrick,” Sticks said, shaking hands. “Seen you around. Guess you’ve met Dr. Menier.”




  Bascom nodded toward the doctor, who had resumed his station by the windows. “Oh, yes. I’ve been trying to get him to join our congregation. I’ve only been here a short while, but I’ve heard about you. Glad to have you join us Sundays if you’re not affiliated elsewhere.”




  “Used to go to church. Haven’t been for a while,” Hetrick answered, gruffly, thinking how that had stopped with so much else after Sarah’s death.




  “Daniel used to be police chief,” Tootie said, primping her wispy curls. “Now he’s helping out on this terrible thing. He was just interviewing me.”




  Not very successfully, mused Hetrick.




  “Well, don’t let me interfere,” Bascom said, moving to the foot of the bed and taking up the cat. The animal purred contentedly in his arms, whisking its tail back and forth and licking at his hand.




  As though her worst nightmares had been banished by the minister’s presence, Tootie smiled broadly, propped herself up on her pillows and proceeded to recount, by the numbers, her experience of the night before. Though he listened raptly and even took a few notes, Sticks knew long before she finished there was nothing new in her narration. One consistency he noted, both in Brubaker’s report and her verbal account, was Tootie’s remarking on the abnormal quiet that had preceded her discovery; a fact that, while interesting and probably of some bearing, offered no lead as to what had happened.




  “I’ve never witnessed a police interrogation before,” Bascom said, his eyes glowing with an excitement that indicated more than morbid curiosity.




  Menier still stood by the windows, his attention now riveted on several dark little birds darting about in the branches of an elm outside.




  “I just hope I’ve helped,” Tootie said.




  Sticks patted her hand. “Sure. Sure you have,” he said, rising. “If you think of anything else, you know where to reach me.”




  “Daniel.”




  “Yes?”




  “Would you take Tom to the vet?”




  “Me?” The thought turned his stomach.




  “Yes. He really needs to go and I’m not up to it. I could call Dr. Van Every and tell him you’d drop Tom off. Then, when I feel better, I’ll pick him up.”




  “I’d be glad to do it,” Bascom volunteered.




  “You would?” Hetrick said, casting him a fond glance.




  “It’d be no trouble,” Bascom told Tootie. “I’m sure the chief has other things to do. I have a few more calls to make and one of them is right by Dr. Van Every’s.”




  “That would be wonderful,” Tootie said. “It would make me feel so much better.”




  Me, too, thought Hetrick, breathing a sigh of relief and feeling grateful to the minister.




  Bascom smiled at him. “I hear you’re quite a chess player.”




  Sticks returned the smile. “I play, but I’m no expert.” It wasn’t modesty that made him say it but rather an awareness that the ability to bluff had the same importance in chess as in Poker. While Hetrick didn’t play cards, he was a more than adequate chess player.




  “That’s not what Gene tells me,” Bascom said, smiling again.




  “You know Gene?” Gene Drumheiser, a local high school teacher, was the founder of the local chess league.




  “He’s a member of my congregation. He’s invited me to join the Tuesday Night League.”




  “You should take him up on it. We need some new people. Get tired of playing the same ones all the time.”




  Menier turned to face them. “If you’re done with your interview, Hetrick, I’d appreciate it if you gentlemen would let my patient get some rest.”




  “Sure, Doc,” Sticks said, his mood suddenly more mellow and his benevolence extending even to the curt physician. It was good to be back at work.




  Menier, digging in his medical bag, gave them a cold stare as though to hurry them along.




  Bascom stroked the cat and bent to kiss Tootie on the forehead.




  “I can’t thank you enough. I’ll call right away,” she said, reaching for the phone on the nightstand.




  “If you need anything else,” Bascom said.




  “It was a terrible experience. But,” and she giggled like a school girl, “it was almost worth it. How else could an old biddy like me attract so many handsome men to her bedside?”




  Sticks arched his eyebrows and exchanged a glance with the minister. “I’ll walk you out, Reverend Bascom,” he said, suddenly anxious for fresh air.




  Chapter 4




  Monday




  Linda Kang poured a second cup of coffee and tried to sort out her thoughts. Her mind was a muddle and the continuing rain outside was no help in lifting her spirits. Even the cigarette she’d wanted so desperately had a bitter flavor; still, she went on puffing it in defiance of George who had forbidden her to smoke earlier that morning.




  He’d turned out to be such a strange man, so different than his letters had led her to believe.




  “I’m going to lock this door,” George had told her as he prepared to leave for work. “The front is already locked. If anyone knocks, don’t answer. You’ll be safer that way. Okay? I’ll be back about three-thirty.”




  Since she was locked in and had nothing better to do, Linda decided to explore the house after doing the breakfast dishes. She hoped the rest of the house would have more to offer than the gloomy kitchen.




  She quickly passed through a small pantry off the kitchen and, from there, entered the dining room. It boasted a nice bow window and a fireplace but the room was virtually devoid of furniture. A large oval table surrounded by uncomfortable looking chairs sat in the center of the room and that was it. Except for a dark, begrimed portrait of an austere looking man—probably one of George’s ancestors—over the fireplace, no attempt had been made to decorate the chamber.




  From the dining room, she entered the living room which ran across the front of the house. A large oak door with stained glass lights, and two bow windows, faced out on the porch flanking the room. In contrast to the stark dining room, the living room was over-furnished with ugly lounge chairs, and a sofa and tables that must have dated back a half century. Heavy drapes covered the windows and a dark floral rug contributed to the melancholy atmosphere. There was another fireplace here, though it appeared not to have been used or cleaned for years. An odor of dust and mildew pervaded the room. There was no TV, but an old cabinet radio sat in one corner. Assuming it to be an antique, Linda was startled when she switched it on and it emitted a raucous cacophony of rock-n-roll. Smiling, Linda flicked the radio off, wondering how long George’s first wife had lived in these depressing quarters.




  Out another door and she found herself in the hall at the foot of a staircase leading upstairs. In a corner next to the kitchen door stood a tall case clock.




  There was silence except for the tick of the clock and the squeak of the treads as Linda ascended to the second floor. The silence unnerved her and she glanced around anxiously as though expecting someone to follow her.




  To her right at the top of the stairs was the room where she had slept and, next to it, George’s room. Linda had wanted to go to a hotel but he’d insisted that would be a waste of money. “You can lock the door if you want,” he’d said. “All the doors in this house have locks. Built ’em like that in the old days.”




  Curiosity impelled her yet she wondered—dare she peek into George’s room? You could tell a lot about a person from their private space. A large key protruded from the lock though the door was slightly ajar. Apparently George had meant to lock it and, in haste or agitation, neglected to do so. As her hand closed on the doorknob, a shiver passed over her frame as a silent reminder of the stormy anger he’d exhibited over trifles earlier. He wouldn’t know. But, what if he finds out? Suddenly, in her mind, the door glowed with an eerie light and her hand slipped from the knob. The shiver again.




  Turning, Linda’s gaze fell on the window at the end of the hall, curtainless, the sun shining through and striking the door with all its brilliance. The rain had finally stopped. A gay chorus of unknown birds sang in the trees outside.




  The sun drew her like a magnet, past the stairway, down the hall. She stopped, cautiously opening a narrow door on the left wall next to the stairs. Inside, a steep flight of stairs ascended to a dark garret. Dust again and probably spiders and cobwebs. Closing the door and moving on she realized the only other door entered the bathroom with which she was already familiar.




  Her heels clicked ominously against the bare wooden floor as she turned back and was drawn again toward the door with the key.




  Her breath came in quick little gasps. Her heart pounded in her ears. She touched the door with her hand and it swung open soundlessly on well-oiled hinges. Linda stepped inside.




  Drawn curtains closed out the light of the newborn sun, making the room dark and chill. She skirted the bed to her right and flung back the curtains, rejoicing in the flood of warmth and light cascading over her. Braver now, she lit another cigarette and surveyed the room.




  A large, frame bed; a nightstand with a lamp and a stack of magazines with bright covers; a bureau with a speckled mirror next to the door; a fireplace against the outward wall, its grates overflowing with white, flaky ash. The door of what once had been a walk-in closet stood ajar in the wall that would be facing the dining room below. A dim red light glowed from within.




  Stepping across the room, Linda peered through the doorway. In the dim light she could see George had converted the space into a small darkroom. Several cameras, other photographic equipment, boxes of chemicals, printing and contact paper were stacked on a shelf across the far wall. An enlarger dominated the array of equipment. A strip of 35mm film was suspended over the developing trays on a clip snapped to a cord traversing the space under the shelf. Several eight by ten photos were pinned to a corkboard next to the enlarger. Once more, curiosity conquered discretion.




  Linda was not a person who was easily shocked. But the photographs weren’t something she expected.




  A long-haired boy and girl, good-looking both of them and naked as jays, were engaged in sex in the first photo. Not the sort of thing she would have thought one preserved on film. She looked at the other photographs. More of the same, sex, natural and unnatural, captured in progress. Her brows knit as she wondered what sort of person would take such pictures.
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