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  To all my friends and family who have always been there to pull me from the depths of my despairs and away from those evils that feed there, thank you all.




  MC




  The beast that you saw was, and is not, and is about to rise from the bottomless pit and go to destruction. And the dwellers on earth whose names have not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world will marvel to see the beast, because it was and is not and is to come.




  Revelation 17:8




  He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.




  Friedrich Nietzsche Beyond Good and Evil




  Prologue




  The voice was still fresh in his head telling him to bring more people…or food.




  He had struggled to ignore the voice.




  The voice would not shut up!




  Crying, he continued with his plan.




  The New Year was not even an hour old, stood tranquil and cold, the moon brilliant. Against the horizon the mountain peaks endured white, isolated, and unreal. Here in the lower forest moonlight sifted through the teeming treetops to sparkle on the diamond points of frost that shattered under the rubber wheels of the bicycle. There was no other sound; the world was freezing to death. Riding hunched in the seat, the man guided the bike with his knees. Once he came to a narrow dirt road, the man checked the bike and listened, his breath like smoke. There was neither sight nor sound of life, man and bicycle went on, across the road; into the forest again, like sailors on an endless sea.




  He came to a rail fence stopping the bike. The man alighted laboriously, then with wooden-fingered gauge leaned the bicycle to a nearby sapling and from the front basket he removed a bulky sack. Climbing the fence, he walked vigilantly to the edge of the timber, halting in the black shadows of a pine tree to look over the clearing ahead, bone-white and lifeless as the surface of the moon. Beyond the field was a house, backed by a shed and other buildings, then after a long, wary inspection, the man moved into the opening with the sack. A dog rushed, barking, from the porch of the house and the man stood still, making soft, friendly sounds; the dog circled downwind for his scent, ceased barking, and came up with the apologetic tail. The man rubbed its ears and spoke in howls. He liked dogs.




  The man went on with the dog trotting beside him. The house was hushed, listless, part of the macabre night world. Against the kitchen wall was a woodshed and the man stepped into it, one shadow obscuring in another. His cold fingers were all thumbs; he worked in the dark, but it was the straightforward thing he had to do. The dog waited outside the shed in the moonlight, now and then moving its tail in a buoyant, friendly manner. A jug gurgled and the harsh smell of gasoline made the dog sneeze. In the shed a match flared and a fire began to glow merrily. Quickening now, the man emerged, returning the way he had come, the dog trotting beside him across the frosted field, over the fence, into the forest as far as the bike.




  For a extended moment the man stood there, looking back in the direction of the house, absently fumbling for a cigarette, but it was too cold for smoking, and with fingers of ice he pushed the pack back under his coat, but so awkwardly that it fell to the ground. The man mounted the bike, riding away; the dog returned to its bed on the porch, and for a while the world was vacant and silent again.




  After a timeless interval, light flourished in the shed, slowly at first, then with a gusty rush that brought the dog off the porch, barking alarm. No more tentacles reaching out of the darkness touching him or his family or slime. They were all gone, but so too was the evil. Inside the house a child stirred and murmured without waking. Not that he could wake completely.




  Part One: The Basement




  Chapter 1




  Deena Hopping drained her coffee mug. Sugar and honey coagulated the residue and she thought she felt an instant lift from all the glucose, caffeine, and sweeteners she’d added to the drink.




  “Why don’t you add some coffee to your sugar?” asked Arlene Balleza.




  Arlene broke into a smile and reddened. She had the kind of moist, velvety skin that blushed easily. She must have been extremely attractive when she was younger, maybe striking; but she was in her early fifties now and carried an extra forty pounds that tarnished her features and made her nose too insignificant for her face. Nevertheless, her eyes were astonishing anyway. They were intense, clear green, fringed with luscious, black lashes, and her hair was so gold, you’d never get from any bottle. It would have been lovely, too, but was done up into a wiry halo that made her face look even larger.




  “I like my coffee sweet,” she said proudly. “I mean it keeps me going. You know it gives me energy.”




  They went to the front window that looked out on a few acres of brownish meadow ringed with trees. In the distance were a couple of begrimed white boxes on stilts, under an old pine.




  “Those dirty boxes?” Arlene asked.




  Deena nodded and her smile widened, showing small, even teeth. “No, you don’t have to give me a hand with those.”




  “I’d love to—it’s no trouble.” Arlene meant it.




  Deena said, “As long as it’s not a bother to you.”




  “Well…no…I’m kidding, it’s fine.” Arlene tried to sound humorous.




  Deena turned away from the window.




  “Then I suppose we should get started on them,” she said.




  “I suppose we should.” Arlene looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. It had an expensive porcelain face with hand-painted birds. Everything in the house was very modern and had the look of having been collected over the years since Deena had left college, not bought in time passed down from generation to generation. It was the look Arlene was quickly becoming a fan of in the homes she “did,” but this was genuine.




  The kitchen table on which they had just had coffee, for instance, had just been assembled earlier that very morning.




  Deena suddenly felt good.




  Arlene Balleza was red-faced, overweight, maybe a little goofy, and her clothes were abysmal: her sweater was a Pepto-Bismol-pink that only added to her moist, red look; her Capri pants pulled across her backside and were far too short, so the cuffs flapped around like bell bottoms.




  Bell bottoms!




  But her taste was good when it came to the house; she seemed rather shy, uncertain about herself, and affable, and it did not hurt that she had money.




  “You sure?” Deena asked, picking up her notepad and a permanent marker.




  “C’mon, let’s get this over with,” Arlene replied as she led Deena through the large, sunny, state-of-the-art kitchen, to an old-fashioned slatted wooden door. “The stairs look worse than they truly are,” she announced with her hand on the knob, “but they’re sound. We’ve been assured and the landlord even allowed us to have them checked.” Then she opened the door, and Deena smelled mold and sour dirt mixed with a heavy, sickish-sweet odor of rot, decay, and what she imagined death would smell like. Deena expected the stench to be hot as well but was surprised to discover it came up the stairs on a draft of cool air.




  “Good…” Lord, Deena nearly said. Yet it was wrong to use the Lord’s name in vain in front of Arlene Balleza, who’d been a very devout Christian woman and regular church goer.




  “Grief,” Deena finished lamely and Arlene turned an even deeper shade of red.




  “You may hear and find the occasional mouse or two,” Arlene said miserably. “They get in and die no matter what we do to stop them. They breed so quickly and can get into the tiniest of spaces. Perhaps I’ll keep looking for a better exterminator…”




  “That would be nice, Arlene.”




  “Well, if you’re anything like me…then you must be deathly afraid of creatures like mice.” Arlene flicked the switch next to the door and bulbs in old metal cups came on; they weren’t very bright at all, making pools of light down a rickety-looking flight of stairs even more frightful.




  Arlene’s eyes fluttered like the wings of a nervous moth and Deena thought, she hates it down here, she is nearly petrified, and felt a tug of empathy for the heavyset woman next to her.




  “Don’t you worry, Arlene,” Deena said gently. “We don’t have to go down there if you don’t want to.”




  “Oh, I don’t mind, really,” Arlene replied weakly. “The smell is typical of basements in the north. How long have you been living in the south? A few years? Well, you probably just don’t remember how awful basements can smell.”




  “Didn’t it say in the ad that the landlord was going to rent the basement out separately anyway?”




  “Well…yes, that is the deal. In fact, you may be right; perhaps we shouldn’t even go down there. The landlord, Mr. Marsden, was adamant that I be sure to advise prospective renters that the basement was not part of the agreement.” Arlene sounded terrified yet relieved.




  “Then that settles that; we can get working on the rest of the house,” Deena said.




  “That would be best,” Arlene added as she tried to sound like she had been looking forward to going into the basement, and they closed the door.




  “Is there a second entrance outside that leads into the basement?” Deena asked.




  “Yes, of course.”




  “Then do you think Mr. Marsden would mind if I installed a lock on this door?” Deena questioned politely.




  “I don’t see why not…but I’d better run it by him first, okay?”




  The smell of mold, sour dirt, and carrion still lingered in Deena’s nostrils, and she suddenly thought, something is not right down there.




  * * * *




  “Don’t forget to stock up on the sugar for your coffee,” Arlene said. She held up a near empty container of the sweetener. “You still have a lot of unpacking to finish.”




  “Thanks for everything, Arlene,” Deena called back.




  “I’ll get back over in a few days or so and give you a hand, okay?” Arlene said.




  “Okay…that would be nice. But hopefully I’ll be done by tomorrow. You have really out done yourself this time. This place is exactly what I was looking for.” Arlene was blushing again. Her blood pressure must be stratospheric, Deena thought, as she made her way out the front door and down the marble steps from the front porch that led to a marble path across the lawn.




  Arlene climbed behind the wheel of a four-year-old Mercedes that she was already talking of trading in on a current version, then waved to Deena, who waved back from the sidewalk that ran in front of the rental house she had begun to move into.




  * * * *




  Not right! Deena thought as she laid out the window treatments she was planning to install in the living room. Her mind went back to the smell coming from the basement. Despite Arlene’s reminder that all basements smelled bad, Deena was not convinced. She was glad not to have to go down there.




  Later, at the local restaurant Deena tried to relax after a long day of unpacking and making ready her new rental house. She found a friend, Willard Swader, to join her for dinner.




  “How much are you paying?” Willard asked. It would have sounded rude from anyone else, but anyone who knew Willard knew he loved to talk about money, no matter the person or situation.




  “Two thousand a month,” Deena replied.




  “Goodness gracious, Deena!” Willard exclaimed.




  “I know it sounds like a lot…”




  “Because it is a lot.” That was Maggie, Willard’s wife. Worth even more than he was and prone to more gossip than anyone in Strafford. Combined, the two had an estimated fortune between them that was rumored to be in excess of one hundred million dollars, Deena thought. Twelve hundred a month was not a lot to them.




  “But,” Deena pushed on with all the firmness she could muster, “they’ve already rebuilt the house using all the modern advancements, making the house very green. It is truly lovely and amazing.”




  “Lovely and amazing?” Willard asked wryly.




  The house had been a concern among the town for years before the fire destroyed it. It had been the eye sore, the armpit of the town, and the scourge of every neighbor.




  “Well, it does look so much nicer than it did before,” Maggie conceded.




  “It would have been hard pressed to have it look worse,” Willard joked. “I suppose since all the enhancements have been made it is worth what you’re paying per month; just be careful. Something ’bout that house that unnerves me.”




  “Don’t frighten the girl, Willard,” Maggie scolded. “Don’t you listen to this silly old man, Deena, dear? The house is lovely and we’re glad that you will be so close. You must come over for dinner one night.”




  “Certainly, that would be nice,” Deena replied. “What unnerves you about the house, Mr. Swader?”




  “It is the basement, more than the house itself,” Willard Swader shot back.




  “He’s just being silly, Deena, really,” Maggie offered, giving her husband a look of daggers.




  “The basement, why? What about the basement bothers you, Mr. Swader?” Deena pressed.




  “Call me Willard, please. It’s nothing, I spoke out of turn,” Willard said, trying to move to another subject.




  “Do you know why Mr. Marsden, my landlord, is renting the basement out separately from the house?”




  Willard and Maggie Swader exchanged looks. “Maybe he needs the extra income,” Willard answered.




  “What aren’t you telling me?”




  “Nothing dear. The house was just so darned ugly before the fire. And over the years the local kids claimed that the house was haunted. You know how children can be. But now that it has been rebuilt I’m sure all of those stories will disappear; right, Willard?”




  “Of course.”




  The couple stood to leave and Maggie excused herself and was off. Before Willard could leave Deena grabbed his shirt sleeve.




  “Mr. Swader…I mean Willard, what is the real story about the basement?”




  “Strange things have been claimed to go on in that basement,” Willard said. “What is truly strange is how the entire house was burnt to the ground, yet the basement was not touched by the fire.”




  “You mean the original basement was not destroyed?”




  “Exactly, not even with smoke damage.”




  “How is that possible?”




  “I don’t know. Just be careful. And the reason for not renting it out is that Mr. Marsden himself uses that basement for God knows what,” Willard explained. “It was checked out after the fire and as they were rebuilding the house, but nothing was discovered down there.”




  “It was empty?”




  “No, there was some furniture and the sort…but…something didn’t seem right to those who went down there…”




  “Willard Swader! Come on and leave that poor girl alone,” Maggie yelled from the front door of the restaurant.




  “Be careful,” Willard said before leaving.




  Willard Swader was respected, handsome, educated, not like Arlene, who had never completed college for all of her money. People listened to Willard, but Arlene was enjoyable to be around.




  “Thanks.”




  * * * *




  It wasn’t long, only a few weeks, that Deena had the house looking lived in. The trees outside were budding out and the lawns started to green up; she had finished unpacking. The cleaning had commenced next, so her days were spent washing windows and mopping floors, hanging the last of the drapes and wallpaper, placing the area rugs and hanging her pictures on the walls.




  “I’m finally done,” Deena called down the stairs. “Come and see for yourself.”




  Arlene had made a promise not to look until it was completely done and she’d kept it. Now she went upstairs, head bowed so she wouldn’t see until she got to the top and could get the full effect.




  She stepped up on the pale mauve carpet and raised her head for the first time.




  “Oh, Deena!”




  “So, you like it?”




  “Like it! I’m amazed and jealous.” She’d never imagined this once foreboding house could look so warm and familiar. The floors were mostly wood and, like the stairs, some had been covered slightly in fine carpets or area rugs.




  Deena inhaled, nostrils flaring. “Smell anything?”




  “Incense, and is that apple pie? You’re cooking now?” Arlene gasped.




  “Heavens no, I have candles, and as you noticed, incense burning throughout the house.”




  “The smell from the basement that bad?”




  “No, actually I don’t even smell it. And to make sure I don’t I have been burning candles.”




  “I hope you don’t burn the new house down in the meanwhile...” Arlene joked then realized it was not funny.




  “I knew you could make this place a home. It is truly lovely what you have done with it. If you had seen the old house you would be more shocked too.”




  “Thank you for finding me this place. I knew you were the right person to call when I decided to move back to Strafford. Thanks, Arlene.”




  “We’re all glad you’re back, Deena. You just put that bum, Joseph, behind you and start anew just like this house. If you can make your life look as good as you have this house you should be landing yourself a millionaire husband in a few weeks.”




  “Oh, I’m not at all ready to begin dating again...”




  “I can’t say that I blame you there. You know, now that you have finished the house, perhaps you can find your way down to church on Sunday. Ummm...what do you think? I know some single, Christian men who wouldn’t mind meeting you.”




  “I may attend church, but again I’m not ready to start dating right now.”




  Arlene walked slowly around the house, looking at perfectly matched furniture and rugs, and the window treatments that were weighted at the hems so they wouldn’t billow when the new windows were opened. She took in the perfect join of the walls and ceilings, and the wood floors that were the softest tan she had ever seen in any house.




  “The place suits you, Deena. You have done an amazing job. You should be an interior designer. You could make a decent living doing that,” Arlene said in hopes that Deena would be inspired to come and work for her.




  “Maybe later, Arlene. I have enough on my plate currently and sufficient money in the bank to start that writing career I’ve always wanted.”




  “Please don’t tell me you actually want to write those ghastly romance novels that cheapen the very existence of women,” Arlene said in shock.




  “There is good money in romance novels,” Deena replied. “But, no, I am working on something more serious right now.”




  “Oh, you have to let me read your work sometime.”




  “When I am confident it isn’t awful, then perhaps I will.”




  “Well, if you write as well as you decorate I’m sure whatever you write will be first rate and a bestseller.”




  Deena smiled and blushed. “Thank you, Arlene.”




  Arlene came back to the middle of the floor, in the living room, and turned a full circle. Then trying to ignore the hair-raising prickle she’d always gotten looking at the basement door, which was visible from the living room, she swiftly said a prayer.




  “The house is wonderful,” Arlene said. “I wouldn’t change a thing.” It was a lie and silently she wondered if Deena could tell.




  * * * *




  Deena wrote Arlene a check for the next month’s rent, having already paid the deposit, first and last month’s rent in advance, and handed it over. Arlene thanked her, folded the check smartly, tucking it into her purse, wondering what it would be like for a recently divorced and employed woman to write checks in the multiple thousands without thinking about it.




  “Remember to mention me to your friends if they need a real estate agent, and be kind,” Arlene said with a smile.




  “I will. This doesn’t mean that you will stop coming around, does it?” Deena asked.




  “Heaven’s no. I’m harder to get rid of than the flu.”




  “Good to hear.”




  “And...this is for you,” Arlene announced, handing Deena a bag of pure sugar.




  “Oh, wow, um...thank you,” Deena said with true gratitude. She’d finished off the last bag of sugar a few days before and hadn’t had time to replenish it, and she vowed to hoard this one.




  “Well, if there isn’t anything else,” Arlene said, “I have some paperwork to finish and another rental to show across town.”




  “Of course.” Deena did her best to sound as if she meant it.




  “Then we’ll meet for lunch, and you’ll come back to admire my latest efforts on writing the great American novel.”




  “Absolutely,” Arlene lied. She was going to go straight to church and beg forgiveness for all of her white lies.




  “Oh, before you go,” Deena interjected rather harshly, startling Arlene.




  “Yes, what’s on your mind?”




  “When will I get to meet Mr. Marsden?”




  Arlene looked shocked and was at a loss for words.




  Deena took note.




  “What’s wrong?”




  Arlene’s grip on her purse tightened, her breath became shallow, and her heart beat quickened. “Nothing—it’s that...well...um...Mr. Marsden moved back into the basement last week. I had thought for certain he would have said something to you. I’m guessing he didn’t.”




  “No, he didn’t.”




  Deena walked Arlene to her car, watched her climb in, and shut the door for her. She waved goodbye to Arlene, who waved back, and then Deena headed back to the house.




  Deena was a little freaked out that Mr. Marsden had moved himself into the basement without her ever seeing or hearing him.




  * * * *




  “Well, I never thought I’d set foot in this house,” Willard Swader said.




  “I’m glad you two came,” Deena replied.




  “Today, the grand unveiling,” Maggie Swader noted.




  “If you so desire,” Deena mumbled.




  “Of course, we desire. We’ve been waiting nearly thirty years to see the inside of this house,” Maggie added.




  “Oh...at least there’s no pressure then, huh? So you never set foot in this house before today?”




  “Not even a pinkie toe,” Willard said and laughed.




  “To be honest, we were scared of the place,” Maggie said.




  “But I thought you said those were just silly stories,” Deena replied.




  “They are, of course,” Maggie admitted unconvincingly. “And we’re both silly old fools. Now show us what you’ve done with the place.”




  Deena stood up. “All right, but don’t expect Better Homes and Gardens material.”




  The three of them trooped across the living room into the kitchen as Deena hung back a few feet from the basement door, watching the older couple—hoping against hope that the strange sensation starting to run across her neck and down her arms was a relic of the old house and not indicative of the basement or house today. It felt much like what Deena had referred to as ghost pain, like when you could still feel a limb after it had been amputated.




  The couple ranged around, oohing and aahing at one feature or another as Willard went into the hall, then did an about face and came right back. Maggie opened the door to the bathroom; Willard took a peek inside the guest bedroom; he then went into the bathroom and flushed the toilet. To make sure it worked properly? Deena could only guess. Maggie ran her hands across the marble countertops in the kitchen and said, “Gorgeous work.”




  Willard tried out the couch, then called to Maggie, pointing to the new “entertainment center” with the fifty-two inch LCD flat panel television. “Guess we’ll have the Super Bowl party here.”




  “Sure, sounds great,” Deena said.




  No one said anything for a few minutes. A little later, less than five minutes, Deena thought the couple was back at the basement door in the kitchen.




  “Always wondered what he does down there,” Willard stated.




  “I wouldn’t know,” Deena said truthfully. “I haven’t even met him yet.”




  “But he lives down there, doesn’t he?” asked Maggie.




  “Apparently,” Deena said. “I don’t know anything about Mr. Marsden.”




  “Don’t you think that is odd?” Willard asked.




  “I suppose he’s just a private person,” Deena said, not wanting to get too much into her mysterious landlord’s behavior.




  “Even so,” Willard said finally, to Deena’s pleasure, walking away from the basement door.




  Silence again. Then Maggie, who had less patience than a kindergartener, said, “You should be proud of what you have done with the place. It is fantastic.”




  “Has either of you heard from Arlene in the past few days?” Deena questioned. “She was supposed to be here today, too.”




  Willard shrugged his shoulders while Maggie shook her head.




  It had been three days since Deena had seen or heard from Arlene.




  No one mentioned how creepy or spooky the house had been, or her mysterious landlord. Deena served the chips and salsa with jalapenos, just the way Willard liked them, saving some for Arlene who still hadn’t shown up.




  Traffic across town must be bad or there’d been some harmless, real estate crisis to put down, Deena thought. What else could be keeping her?




  “I bet it’s her car,” Maggie said brightly. “You know how the weather changes; one day it’s cold, the next it warms up some thirty degrees. That has probably wreaked havoc on her car.”




  “Yeah, those foreign cars aren’t as trustworthy as you young people think,” Willard added between globs of salsa.




  “No, her car runs just fine. It’s not her car,” Deena muttered.




  Willard had been born in the town and practically knew everyone. It wasn’t that he got along with everyone in the town. There must be lots of tangled relationships in Strafford, Deena imagined, but not around this table.




  The three had finished eating, though Maggie had to remind Willard to “save room for his dinner.”




  Willard and Maggie cleaned the table, and Deena trailed them into the kitchen. Willard excused himself from washing the dishes as that was “women’s work” and made his way to the sofa where he promptly put his feet up and undid the button on his pants.




  Deena and Maggie quickly gathered the desert and coffee and followed Willard into the living room.




  There was a loud creak and this startled Deena.




  “Arlene!” Deena dropped the coffee pot as she raced out; the pot teetered on the edge of the coffee table, and Willard reached for it, burning himself. “Holy Mother of Christ!” He yanked a handkerchief out of his pocket and wound it around his hand. Maggie jumped up.




  “I’ll get something for that,” she said. “And watch your mouth, Willard.”




  Spilled coffee soaked into Deena’s new area rug. Maggie said, “Better get something before the stain settles in or you’ll never get it out.”




  Deena rushed into the kitchen, unable to remember if she had purchased any club soda. She didn’t see any and then went to the sink, grabbing a towel and wetting it with cold water.




  After a few minutes of lightly dabbing the moistened cloth on the stain, Deena was able to prevent serious damage to the rug.




  No one mentioned the basement or the candles and incense. Deena served the desert, saving some for Arlene, who still hadn’t shown up.




  Traffic through town must be bad or there had been some harmless domestic crisis, Deena thought. Steve couldn’t have backslid so soon, could he?




  He’d sought professional help and had not laid a hand on Arlene since, and she’d finally stopped jumping at unexpected noises; her face smoothed out, and she had not had to wear the huge, mirror-lens sunglasses in months.




  Chapter 2




  Rosemary Spiner was having a rough night. In another hour it would midnight. She wasn’t expecting the new day to be any better than the previous.




  She was still fuming about her argument with her boyfriend, Tommy Carlson, a thirty-four year unemployed mechanic. She stomped out of his apartment in a huff. Then, when she went back an hour later to apologize, they started fighting all over again. That’s when she said to hell with it and left a second time, figuring she might as well go to work.




  Pacing back and forth at the corner of Clemens and Picard Streets, she cursed under her breath and kicked at the trash littering the sidewalk: empty coffee cups, bright aluminum cans, which would soon be scooped up like treasure by neighborhood bums on their nightly rounds, and soggy mounds of what had been sheets from that afternoon’s newspaper, now reduced to mush by a heavy, early-evening shower.




  The rain had been the forerunner of a Northeastern cold front barreling down the Eastern seaboard, bringing a jolting taste of winter to the Pennsylvania’s north side slums. As she performed a little hop-and-skip around the puddles of dirty water, she burrowed deeper into her thin windbreaker, seeking relief from the plunging temperatures.




  All the while, even as she swore against Tommy and the weather, she kept an eye on the street, sensitive to the cars that braked and cruised slowly past while the drivers gave her the once-over. Every time one of them seemed about to stop, she made an effort to look cheerful, flashing a fake, airline-hostess smile.




  What the drivers saw was a thin, striking-looking woman of medium height clad in sneakers and skin-tight jeans. Rosemary Spiner had fine, well-developed features, inherited from her Puerto Rican father rather than her black mother. Her nose was long and straight, her lips pencil thin, and her skin the color of coffee with double cream. Fortunately for her, the dim light hid the hard lines at the corners of her mouth and the flat glint in her eyes; the cool stare that was much older than her twenty-six years. When it looked as though a potential john was really interested, Spiner gave her head a swift jerk, setting the waves in her outsize wig jiggling like a fat man’s stomach.




  Customarily she had no trouble attracting men, but tonight was exceptionally slow. As the evening wore on, she became increasingly desperate. It was cold and wet on the glum street corner, but she couldn’t afford to give up yet. She did not want to quit without at least one quick trick. She needed the money. A rabbit-fast liaison in a seedy motel or the back of a car would make her night and give her enough money for a hot dinner.




  As she reached the edge of her self-defined boundary and reversed her course to make another circuit, a pair of headlights glared, went slightly past her and stopped. Glancing over, she opened her eyes slightly in surprise when she saw that it was a shiny new pewter-over-white Toyota Camry, complete with gleaming continental kit.




  As she stared, the window glided down and a man spoke. It was a white man’s voice, soft and low. “Howdy,” he said, leaning forward. “You sellin’?”




  “Uh, huh,” Spiner responded, straining to see inside. Despite the gloom, she caught a reflection of light off a big, expensive-looking watch on the man’s right wrist.




  “How much we talking?” he asked affably.




  She named her price and he made a counter offer: “Will you take twenty?”




  It didn’t take her long to decide. In response, she opened the door and slid into the passenger seat, noticing as she did the initials FGM painted on the door in sinuous black script. The smell inside the car was intoxicating, an overwhelming aroma of leather and wax. The Toyota was only two weeks off the dealer’s floor.




  “My name’s Frank,” the man said.




  “I’m Rachel,” Rosemary answered, using her favorite alias. Rachel was a nice name, she felt, infinitely fancier than Rosemary. To her it was class; it went better with her image of herself as a slightly exotic hooker.




  “I need to make a quick stop first,” the man said as he pulled away. A few minutes later he aimed the car into a crowded lot of a nearby drug store.




  When he walked inside, she went with him. He bought an energy drink; however he offered her nothing. Clutching his cold drink in his left hand, he strolled back to the pharmacy and took a seat facing the parking lot. She took the seat next to him.




  In the store’s bright light she could see him clearly, appraising with interest the thick gold chain and gold cross visible through the open neck of his dress shirt. In counterpoint to the jewelry and the heavy watch, which she now saw carried the Rolex name, the man wore an inexpensive leather jacket with cowhide fringes down the arms.




  The jacket was stained, and in spots the leather had rubbed through, leaving irregular shiny patches that looked like moth holes. It smelled, too, of sweat and grease, among other scents, a fact evident now that it wasn’t camouflaged by the new-car smell.




  The man, Spiner noticed, was not the cleanest john she had ever done business with. His dark beard was neatly trimmed and his hair had recently been styled, but now it was unwashed, hanging in greasy ringlets over his ears. His shirt had a slept-in look, and his pants, although fairly new, were marked with traces of oil and dirt. He had a strong jaw, though, and a straight nose. His most arresting feature was his eyes; they were as expressionless as two green marbles. As she looked into them, a shiver ran up her spine.




  “What’s your name?” she asked.




  “I already told you,” he said. “Frank.”




  “Frank what?” she persisted.




  “Frank Marsden,” he said, lapsing into silence, quietly sipping from his energy drink.




  “Let’s go,” he said after a few minutes.




  “Where are we going?”




  “My house,” he answered, already heading for the door.




  * * * *




  Marsden pulled out of the lot and pointed the car north, deeper into the slum district. Speeding recklessly down the potholed streets, one foot on the brake and one on the gas, Marsden said nothing as they maneuvered through an expanse of row houses, block after block of dwellings sitting literally on the cracked sidewalks.




  In years past, this section of town had been home to hardworking blue-collar immigrants, Irish for the most part, who took pride in their surroundings and kept the streets as spotless as their houses. When these immigrants and their descendants abandoned the neighborhood for the suburbs, the blacks and Hispanics who moved in were not so fastidious.




  However, the neighborhood had earned the nickname “Old Town” because of highly publicized advertised revitalization of the area. When they got to South Douty Street, Marsden took a sharp left, nearly clipping an abandoned Ford parked along the curb. The car’s windows were shaded a dark black. Just past the car, Marsden turned left again, swinging through a gap in a waist-high chain-link fence into a newly sodded yard. The name on the mailbox read Hopping.




  Frank Marsden was home.




  Number 1420 South Douty Street was an anomaly. For blocks around in all directions, there was nothing but row houses; street after street of grim, deteriorating dwellings lying on their deathbeds with their chins in the street. Relics of ages gone by. But Frank Marsden’s house that he rented to Deena Hopping was different. It was not only set back a dozen or more yards from the sidewalk, but it was unattached on one side, leaving enough space for a small yard and a driveway, which led to the rarest structure of all, considering the neighborhood: a garage.




  In Marsden’s case the garage was a ramshackle building with a definite starboard list, a fragile-looking structure that had almost nearly been destroyed by the fire and still displayed badly damaged and weathered board topped with a row of barbed wire to keep looters, busy bodies, and trespassers from climbing over from the alley that ran beside the house. After Marsden had rebuilt the house, he purposely did not attach the old garage to it. It was his and not for rent.




  He had also lined the inside of the creaky floors with metal after a group of neighborhood punks fired several bottle rockets and other fireworks at the building the previous summer. Had that been the first attempt to burn down his house? One of the fireworks had damaged a classic Mustang that Marsden had been intending to rebuild. He had vowed it would never happen again.




  As he led Rosemary toward the house, anxious to get out of the rising wind, Marsden pulled a ring from his pocket and twirled it until he came to a stumpy piece of metal with an unevenly serrated edge. Rosemary eyed it curiously.




  “What the fuck is that?” she asked.




  “A key,” he grunted.




  “Well, why does it look like that? I ain’t never seen no key like that before.”




  “Because I made it,” Marsden said. “You see the front half stays in the lock permanently; I put the regular key halfway in then I sawed it off.”




  “What the fuck for?” she inquired.




  “So nobody can get in. Only my key will work,” he replied, swinging open the door and stepping down the stairs into the basement, then making sure he was in front of his guest. The walls of the basement were covered with all different coins of various origins and denominations which had been glued meticulously into place.




  “What’s up with the coins?”




  “Just goes back to all those who said I had no sense.”




  It was a bad joke and she did not laugh. He shrugged and urged her in.




  “C’mon, this way,” he said, leading her further into the basement’s confines.




  On one wall, under a heavily obscured and barred window, was a battered green couch, stained and swaybacked. Opposite the couch was a stand holding a stereo CD player and a clock, a TV and a DVD player. Next to the stand was a cabinet jammed with dozens of videotapes and DVDs, each with a handwritten label.




  “What? You want to watch something?” he asked.




  Rosemary glanced at the titles; she could see that they all appeared to be either pornos or horror movies. Disinterested, she made a show of looking at her watch.




  “We gonna get down to business?” she asked. “I’ve got more fish to fry, if you know what I mean.”




  Catching the quick flash of anger that jumped across Marsden’s face, she hastily added, “I have two kids at home, and my babysitter ain’t cheap.”




  It was a lie, but Marsden already knew this. He thoroughly checked out his victims before bringing them to his lair. But it was obvious to him that this one was beginning to feel uncomfortable, and all she wanted was to do her job, sucking and fucking, and get the hell out of there. He couldn’t blame her, if the roles had been reversed, and he had to be making a beeline for the door.




  “All right.” Marsden shrugged, acting the part of the un-offended john. Turning his heel, he led the way to the southwest corner of the basement. Rosemary or as she was pretending to be, Rachel, did a double take. The wall there, instead of being covered in coins, had been partially covered with what appeared to be strips of skin.




  “In there,” he ordered, opening the door into a room containing a waterbed, a dresser, and two chairs.




  “Where’s the money,” she asked. “I mean for all the time you have been wasting I should get double.”




  He dug into his pants pocket and extracted two twenties, which he handed to her. Without another word, he peeled off his clothes and jumped into bed.




  Rosemary put the bill on the top of the dresser, slipped out of her shirt and jeans, and climbed in with Marsden.




  * * * *




  The sex was active but emotionless, and after Marsden stood and walked across the room toward his pile of clothes, Rosemary got up, too, and reached for her shirt. She had it on and was about to step into her jeans when she felt a pair of strong hands clamp securely around her throat. Twisting, she looked up into Marsden’s eyes, which seemed lifeless now. Without expression, he tightened his grip, slowly squeezing her life away. Just before she passed out, she squeaked surrender.




  “Enough,” she croaked. “I’ll do anything you want, just don’t hurt me.”




  When Marsden relaxed his pressure, she sagged to the floor. As she fell, she realized he had slipped a handcuff onto her left wrist.




  “Stand up and do as you are told,” Marsden began. “Understand? Put your hands behind your back,” he ordered.




  When she complied, he slipped the twin cuff on her other wrist. Dragging her over to the dresser, he scooped up the bills he had given her earlier and returned them to his pocket. Then he pushed her out the door, down another flight of stairs, and through a room. He opened another door and she saw yet another set of stairs, these narrower than the first and unprotected by a banister. Pushing her again, he forced her down into a cold, damp, poorly lit room that smelled strongly of mildew, dirt, and dust. The chill air reminded Rosemary that she was wearing nothing but a shirt. As her feet hit the icy concrete floor, she jumped in surprise. Then she started to shiver.




  “Over there,” he said, maneuvering her toward a lumpy, stained, bare mattress pushed into one corner of the small room.




  “I can’t see out of my left eye,” she complained.




  “Shut your fucking mouth!” he snapped at her.




  “My vision is blurred,” she insisted.




  He grabbed a piece of lumber that was lying among bits of debris on the dirty floor. “If you don’t shut your fucking mouth, I’ll hit you with this.”




  She shut up.




  Walking across the floor, Marsden picked up a small cardboard box and extracted from it a metal rod that had been bent in the middle to form a skinny U. Looking closely, Rosemary saw that each end of the rod was threaded. Actually, the device was a commercially-made product called a muffler clamp. Mechanics attach them to the underside of cars to cradle and support a vehicle’s exhaust pipe.




  Marsden ran one end of the clamp through a heavy chain, which he pulled from another box, and then forced the clamp over Rosemary’s ankle. A small metal bar fit between the two prongs to seal off the open end of the U. He dug in the box again and came up with two nuts, which he screwed onto the threads after first wetting them down with super glue. From out of nowhere, it seemed, he pulled a hair dryer and aimed it at the glue to make it dry faster. Then he repeated the procedure with the second clamp.




  While Rosemary stood frozen with fear, Marsden flipped the loose end of the chain over a five-inch-thick pipe that came out of the ceiling and ran across the room into the opposite wall.




  Standing back to survey his work, Marsden nodded in satisfaction. “Sit down,” he told her, pointing to the mattress.




  “How long are you going to keep me here?”




  “Until I get what I want,” he replied coolly.




  “What do you want?” she demanded.




  “In time,” he said. “You have nothing but time.”




  * * * *




  Willard and Maggie cleaned the table, and Deena trailed them into the kitchen. The Italian carriage clock out on the hall table bonged eleven. Deena started to pour more coffee for her guests.




  “Deena, please, if we have more coffee now we’ll never get to sleep,” Maggie said, surprisingly loud.




  Deena looked abased, then the door bell rang.




  “Arlene!” She slammed the pot of coffee down and raced out, the pot teetered, and Willard grabbed it, burning himself. “God-damned thing!” He yanked a handkerchief out of his pocket and wound it around his hand. Maggie jumped up. “I’ll get something for that hand.”




  Spilled coffee soaked into Deena’s good washcloth. Willard said, “Better get something before the stain sets in that too,” and he got up. They must have looked like jack-in-the-boxes, he thought.




  Maggie was at the sink when she heard Deena’s voice in the hall…then Arlene’s. She wanted to rush out there being the busy body that she was, but made herself open the refrigerator and look for the club soda. She didn’t see any and wet a dish towel with cold water.




  Last time Steve fell off the wagon he’d given Arlene a near concussion and the doctor over at Strafford Regional wanted to call the cops, but Arlene wouldn’t let him. Time before that, Steve broke one of her teeth, then assaulted her in the bedroom. Isn’t that rape, Maggie wondered, married or not?




  “I know what everyone’s going to say,” Arlene said. “But he’s my husband; what am I supposed to do?”




  Then Deena and Arlene appeared, with Deena a blotchy red, and Arlene sporting the over-sized aviator-style sunglasses at eleven o’clock at night.




  Willard made a strangled noise; Maggie sank down hard onto the stool so it squeaked slightly under her, then she groaned.




  “Holy Christ!”




  “Yes, if it wasn’t for my Lord and savior I’d believe my marriage may be lost,” Arlene said softly, and took off the glasses.




  She didn’t whip them off—there was nothing remotely dramatic about the gesture. She simply removed them because they were large and heavy and she’d be more comfortable without them.




  They knew what they’d see, but Maggie gasped anyway, and Willard just looked away, staring down at the towel wrapped around his hand. Too late to do anything about the wash cloth now; the stain had set in.




  You expected a black eye to be…well, black, not so swollen, red, and shiny, like a scald or burn about to blister. The swelling and discoloration reached up into Arlene’s temple and down to her cheekbone, and Maggie noticed that her lip was also split, probably the result of one wicked backhand delivered by Steve Balleza.




  Maggie wondered if there were more marks, too, hidden under her clothes.




  The silence was long and terrible, then Willard said gently, “Why did this happen, this time?”




  “Does it matter?” Arlene said through tears. “That Steve has a problem when he drinks? Or that I cannot live up to his expectations?”




  “That isn’t true,” Maggie threw out. “What more could a man want?”




  “Someone who is prettier, younger, or makes more money than I do, I suppose,” cried Arlene.




  She sat the sunglasses down on the table in front of her. Deena went to the cabinet and returned with a bottle of whiskey and four glasses.




  “Now that will help us all sleep,” Willard noted, then clammed up after getting a look of daggers from Maggie.




  “None for me, please,” Arlene said.




  “Nonsense, you need it more than any of us,” Deena stated, pouring a glass and sliding it toward Arlene.
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