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IN THE SLEEPY TOWN OF FALLSBURG, NOBODY’S PLAYING DEAD . . . 


Bobby loves King, his playful German shepherd . . . until the day King turns, attacking, snarling, vicious. His dog is put to sleep, but Bobby sees him everywhere . . . in the yard, on the stairs, crouching, waiting, hungry. Then the deaths begin . . . brutal, savage maulings. Terror seizes Fallsburg and doors are locked at night. Through the woods the big dog runs, eluding veteran trappers with superhuman skill, thirsting to crush human bone between its dripping jaws . . . 
Now, more than ever, the scientists down the road must guard their deadly secret. They have unleashed a monster no human can control. Now the beast will hunt its master, striking in the dark with the hideous, blood-drenched sound of its . . .
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BOBBY’S ONLY EIGHT YEARS OLD.
PRAY HE MAKES IT TO NINE. . . . 


Bobby stopped at the front stoop and looked eagerly at his dog. King seemed to smile at the sight of him. He nodded his head as always, and as always Bobby thought that was his dog’s way of saying good morning.


Bobby reached out to pet him, and pressed his face against King’s strong, firm neck. . . . 


The dog lunged forward, seizing Bobby just below the neck, digging his bottom teeth in and under the small deltoid muscles on the boy’s shoulder.


Bobby’s first reaction was such surprise and shock that he couldn’t utter a sound. The stinging pain from where the dog’s teeth had pierced his skin shot up and into his neck and head.


Then he screamed the loudest scream of his life. . . . 
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Preface


HE PAUSED AT the base of the ridge that overlooked the south side of the lake. From this perspective he could see some of the houses situated to the east of the lake. There was something about the way they were built in relation to one another that attracted his interest. Geometric configurations fascinated him. He would stop and pause to study the way lines crossed one another and ran parallel to one another. He was intrigued with the rectangular and square shapes that resulted. He was hypnotized by the patterns in nature as well as in man-made structures. Trees and branches took on new meaning for him.


He looked behind him into the corridors of the forest and listened keenly. There was no one there; no one had been there for some time now. He had left them far behind, chasing shadows, hunting their own echoes. He had heard their curses and their cries of frustration and that had pleased him. He did not laugh in the same way they laughed, but his eyes grew brighter and his jaw loosened. He turned his laughter into a source of energy to propel him farther and farther away from them, and when he was sure that he had escaped for what he hoped was forever, he paused to howl his defiance and glee at the emerging stars. Then he hurried away from the spot, crossed over the mountain, and came down to this ridge where he slept. In the morning he fed on a fawn that stepped unwaringly into his field of vision. Anything within that field belonged to him. The fresh meat filled him with an animal strength that made him drunk on his own ego. He had the definite impression he could fly if he needed to fly.


For now he simply stood staring down at the houses. He was so still; he was a statue of himself. The birds of the forest that had been following him cautiously remained back within the sanctuary of the height of the trees. They fluttered about nervously, watching, waiting. A brave crow circled overhead, but when he turned in its direction, it shot off and disappeared over the rim of pine trees behind him and to the right.


He could see movement around the houses. From this distance the people looked small and insignificant to him. Their diminished size seemed to fit nicely into the way he related to people now. His confidence had grown and it wasn’t only because of what he had accomplished recently. He had begun to sense something about people, to sense their deeper fears. They feared the darkness that he had come to cherish and they ran from the sounds he could make. He envisioned them clutching each other like the monkeys who had been a few cages down from him—their eyes bright with terror whenever he approached them or whenever they were brought near him.


He looked away from the houses, but all the other directions were far less enticing. There was something more here than merely the shapes of the structures. It was the territory itself. He didn’t understand the force that was driving him toward it, but he didn’t oppose it; it didn’t make him uncomfortable. On the contrary, it filled him with a new sense of purpose.


All he knew was that he wanted to be down at those houses; he wanted to be able to move freely about them, even in and out of them. He wanted that space to be his space.


He growled instinctively before he took a step forward. It occurred to him that these houses and the land around them would not be taken easily. The inhabitants would put up a struggle. It was to be a contest, only now he didn’t shy away from combat with people. Actually, he had a thirst for it.


He had a thirst for many new things. It was like being born again and again, each time growing into a different sort of creature, but each time becoming one with a wider scope, a greater list of needs and wants. He was far from being fully aware of just how far his capabilities had expanded. Every moment he seemed to learn something new about himself or about the world around him.


All of it stimulated him and made him feel taller and larger than he really was. The more distance he put between himself and his pursuers, the more confident he became. They had been the ones in control, doling out the food and the water and the small moments of freedom; he had defeated them, outsmarted them. The most important thing of all was that it had been easy, almost without challenge. All the while he had expected them to recapture him, but they didn’t have his speed or his vision or his strength.


He sensed that those down by the houses wouldn’t be any different. Despite his new confidence, he still relied on his instincts, especially when it came to things to fear. There were no warnings going off within him; there was nothing telling him to turn back or to turn away. All was quiet. The flight was over. He had nothing else to do now but feed his new hungers.


Before this, all his hungers had been simple. The new hungers were more demanding. They were all-encompassing. He should have been afraid of them, for they seemed to take complete control of him; but he was not afraid. He wasn’t even sure what he had to do to satisfy them, but that didn’t discourage him.


He knew it had something to do with the houses and the people around and in them. And so he stepped forward and began to descend the ridge, his eyes fixed on the lake and the homes beyond. Soon they would be his, not in the sense they were to the people who lived within, but his, nevertheless. He could go and come at will and he could feed off their fear.


In his mind’s eye, he envisioned them all on leashes, tied to the walls of their houses. They strained and clawed at the air, screaming as he went past them, his head high, his chest up, his eyes gleaming. This was truly the greatest hunger he had ever known, and he longed to be satisfied.





1


EIGHT-YEAR-OLD Bobby Kaufman threw his blanket from his body as though he was breaking out of sleep instead of merely waking up. For the last two years, he had been the first to rise in the morning and, for the last two years, he had taken it upon himself to feed King his breakfast. Even during the cold Catskill winter months, he didn’t mind bundling himself up, struggling with his heavy socks and boots, just so he could get King his food.


The Kaufmans had gotten their German shepherd when it was only six months old. Now, five years later, it was a husky, well-fed, well-exercised and cared for animal with firm musculature and keen eyes. Ever since the Levins were burglarized, Clara Kaufman had been after Sid to get them a good watchdog. King was everything they could have hoped for; he barked madly at a passing shadow. No one could approach the Kaufmans’ four-bedroom ranch-style house on Lake Street without first being announced by King.


They had taken the dog to obedience school and given it the best possible training. Since the town of Fallsburg had a leash law in effect, they kept King on a one hundred-foot run just to the left of the garage. Sid had built him a nice size external plywood doghouse and he and Lisa, who was now ten, had painted it white, with the word KING, in black, on the front. The kids got more paint on themselves than they did on the house, but it was a fun day that they all remembered. Ken Strasser, a dairy farmer who lived a half mile down the road on an aging yet beautiful estate, told Sid to put hay inside the doghouse to serve as an insulator. It worked; the dog never seemed to be unhappy or cold, no matter how brutal the winter weather was.


After King was housebroken, they permitted him in the house for large portions of the day. Most of the time he could be found in Bobby’s room, spread out beside the boy’s pinewood bunk bed, watching him play. If anyone drove into their driveway or came to their front door, the dog would perk up, raise his head, listen hard, and then raise himself from the light blue shag carpet. Then he’d make his way down the hall to the living room and the entrance of the house, while a low, mechanical growl began in the base of his stomach and traveled up his body. Usually Sid or Clara would say “Stay,” and King would sit and inspect the visitor or visitors suspiciously.


This morning, as usual, King’s biological clock awakened him at almost the same time Bobby Kaufman threw his blanket from his body. King came out of his house and sat patiently, looking up and down the back country road. It was a sparsely populated street with each of the houses, up to this point, surrounded by sizable acreage. The unusually wet spring weather had filled the trees with rich green leaves, making the forest between and around the houses thick and dark, even on mornings as bright as this one.


The dog stared fixedly at the front door of the house, waiting for Bobby to emerge. Bobby slipped on his pants and pulled his Kermit the Frog sweatshirt over his head and down. Then he put on his thin white socks and his sneakers. Without taking time to tie the laces, he shot out of his room and went directly to the kitchen.


Clara Kaufman heard her son open the cabinet below the sink to take out the bag of dry dog food. She turned on her back and smiled to herself when she heard him shake the pellets into the dog’s dish and wet them down. She envisioned him moving carefully and studiously, as he balanced what she was sure was a too-full dish, making his way across the kitchen, through the living room, and to the front door where he performed a minor juggling act to turn the lock on the door handle and zip off the chain latch. She heard him do it all successfully and then she looked over at Sid, who had slept through the whole event.


She pulled the blanket around her neck and pressed herself against him. The nudge elicited a groan from him, but he pretended not to realize what she was suggesting. She knew he was pretending, so she nudged him again and he began a slow turn, exaggerating the difficulty. Her laugh brought a smile to his face.


Outside, Bobby stopped at the front stoop and looked eagerly at his dog. King seemed to smile at the sight of him. The dog’s tongue moved from the left side of his mouth to the right and then settled at the front expectantly. He nodded his head, as always, and Bobby, as always, thought this was his dog’s way of saying good morning. Still moving carefully so as not to spill any of the precious breakfast, Bobby continued over the flagstone walkway toward the doghouse.


Before Bobby reached him, the dog snapped its head to the left and peered into the shadows of the forest across the street. There were no unusual sounds and nothing moved. It was just that in one spot, near an old, soft maple tree, the darkness seemed to grow deeper and darker. Perhaps it was caused by the movement of some leaves in the breeze or by a cloud that interfered with the sun for a few moments. What ever it was, it wasn’t enough to hold the dog’s attention long, and it was certainly not enough to attract Bobby’s attention. He was still very intent on performing his chore successfully.


There was no growl in the dog’s voice. There was no tightening of its muscles as Bobby drew closer. It was as though King knew how important it was to remain calm and to remain in character. Only an experienced animal trainer might have noticed some nervousness in its eyes, and even he could have missed it.


Bobby set the bowl before King in almost the exact spot he had placed it time and time again. Then, as was his wont, he reached out to pet his dog and pressed his face against King’s strong, firm neck. The dog waited with an apparently calculated patience and then lunged forward, seizing Bobby just below the neck, digging his bottom teeth in and under the small deltoid muscle on the boy’s shoulder and clamping down with a ferocity the likes of which the boy had never seen.


His first reaction was surprise and shock, so much that he couldn’t utter a sound. The powerful animal shook him from side to side in what seemed to be an almost playful grip, but the stinging pain from where the dog’s teeth had pierced the skin shot up and into his neck and head. Unable to raise his left arm against the dog’s body, Bobby tried pushing him off with his right arm and fell to the ground. At this point he screamed the loudest scream of his life. The dog began to drag him back toward the house, like a predator eager to secure its catch.


Clara and Sid heard the scream just after Sid had turned to embrace her. The ungodliness of the sound threw them both into a panic. Sid turned and spun off the bed. Just in his briefs, he rushed from the bedroom. Clara grabbed her robe and followed quickly behind. They both stepped outside in time to see King pulling Bobby’s body back against the doghouse. Shocked almost to the point of numbness, Sid Kaufman hesitated and then ran forward. The dog appeared to anticipate it.


    He released his grip on Bobby, but he stepped over the wailing child, straddling the boy and growling. Sid stopped a few feet away from him. Lisa had come out behind Clara and was screaming almost as loudly as Bobby and Clara. Blood stained the little boy’s sweatshirt and he pulled his legs up into a protective fetal position as he lay helplessly under the dog.


“Don’t move, Bobby, don’t move,” Sid said. “Easy, easy. Hey, King, hey! What’s wrong, boy? Why’d you do this?” he asked the dog as if he expected the pet of five years to respond and justify his action. Sid backed up to the garage and turned to Clara.


“Go around and open the garage door,” he commanded. “Hurry!” She did so, Lisa following behind her. For a long moment, the seconds it actually took for Clara to go into the house and around to the garage-to-house entrance, Sid and King faced each other. He found the dog’s look bone-chilling. It was as though the animal were gloating over its achievement and the man’s helplessness. Confused and frightened himself, Sid realized that the dog could reach down and seize his son again at will.


The garage door went up.


“Get me Bobby’s baseball bat,” he said. Clara got it to him quickly. Grasping it firmly in his hands, Sid started toward the dog. “When I tell you to run out, Bobby, run.” The little boy’s whimper had become a dry, guttural sound. He was moving into total shock. “I’ll move him off you, son. Then go,” Sid said. When he got within striking distance of the animal, King braced himself for the conflict. Sid was surprised at the dog’s look of calm challenge.


Sid feinted once and then swung as hard as he could at the dog’s head. King anticipated the move and brought his head back with perfect timing. Sid’s swing carried him forward with the follow-through and the dog lunged out and clamped its jaws around Sid’s naked right calf. The blood streamed out around the dog’s teeth. Sid screamed for Bobby to move off and the eight-year-old had enough awareness left to do so. As soon as he did, Clara grabbed him and pulled him toward the house.


King’s hold on Sid seemed unbreakable. He brought the bat down against the dog’s side as hard as he could, but the animal was impervious to the blows. When Sid lost his balance, the dog released his leg in order to go for Sid’s throat. His snap was so close that Sid actually caught the scent of the animal’s breath. He moved just in time to avoid being seized at the throat. Then, turning over on his stomach, he spun away and got to his feet. The dog came at him, but Sid ran fast enough to get back to the garage.


There he fell against the back of his car and watched the animal lunge into the air. Its chain snapped and held him back. Sid moved farther into the garage and pushed the button to close the door. Then he stumbled into the house where his wife and his daughter and his eight-year-old son were all crying hysterically. Dazed, he looked down at his blood-covered lower right leg and went for some towels. After he wrapped his leg and got some towels to Clara, who was simply holding Bobby to her in the living room, he went to the telephone and called the Fallsburg police department. The dispatcher said he would call for an ambulance.


By the time the first patrol car arrived, the dog was sitting casually in front of the doghouse and eating his food. He didn’t bark at the police; he simply stared at them with what was now a puppy’s curiosity. The patrolmen were quite confused. They saw the bad gash on Bobby Kaufman’s shoulder and the bad bite in Sid Kaufman’s leg.


“Shoot him,” Sid demanded. “Shoot him!” he shouted at the hesitant young cop, who looked to his older partner.


“What do you think?” he asked.


“Shoot him,” Sid repeated. The older officer looked at Sid and then shrugged.


“Shoot the bastard,” he said.


The younger patrolman took out his thirty-eight, walked a few steps toward King, and fired directly into the animal’s head. All the while the dog sat there peacefully. To the young policeman, it felt like a murder.


Afterward, it was clearly determined that the dog did not have rabies.


From the time he was a boy, Sid Kaufman demanded logic in everything. Contradictions, paradoxes, mysteries annoyed him to no end. He was downright intolerant when it came to confusion. When he analyzed it, he concluded that his attitude had found its genesis on the day his mother gave birth to a stillborn baby girl. When his father brought his mother home and they all sat together in the gloomy living room after the comforting relatives had gone, Sid demonstrated a four-year-old’s inquisitiveness, as precocious as it was.


“Why did God make a baby if the baby was going to be dead?” he asked. His parents looked at him, their faces filled with sympathy because they didn’t have the answer and they knew he needed a satisfactory one very badly.


“It happens,” his father offered.


“Why?”


“It just does. It’s part of life, part of this world.”


“That’s silly,” he said. He looked to his mother, but she offered nothing else.


But the frustration didn’t defeat him. Questions continued to be a major part of his dialogue. He challenged everything and anything he could. In school his teachers saw him as a genuine pain in the ass, always wanting to know why things were due on a certain date or why they had to be done a certain way.


Perhaps it was only logical that he eventually became an efficiency expert. As a systems analyst, he traveled all over the state and country, going into factories, plants, corporations, and department stores to review practices and regulations and find ways of streamlining methods. He was good at it; he usually left a list of recommendations that resulted in increased production, if not more pleasant and agreeable working conditions.


Although his firm was situated in New York City, it didn’t really matter where he lived. He was rarely at the office. Usually he received his assignments on the telephone, traveled to the location, did his job, and returned to file a report. So when Clara wanted them to buy the house in the Catskills in a town not far from her parents, he didn’t resist. It was only an hour and forty minutes to the George Washington Bridge and the quiet country setting was very appealing. It was certainly a beautiful place for the kids to grow up. The school system was small and suffered from few of the problems that plagued more urban areas.


It was true that in the summertime, the resorts attracted thousands of tourists to the area, but their home was situated on a side country road, just east of a beautiful lake. In the fall the geese flew over on their journey south, and in the spring they returned, always in their remarkable V formation.


The air was clear, the people were friendly, the woods were beautiful, and the mountains were often awe-inspiring. A man could feel alive here and a father and husband could feel that his family was secure and safe. There was little crime, even though people were made paranoid by an occasional burglary and by television news crime stories.


All in all, settling in the town of Fallsburg seemed a smart and logical thing to do. He had been happy with his decision and proud of what he had done for his family. He had placed them in a simpler, happier world and they had loved it—until now.


Chief Michaels handed him a copy of the lab report and he read it three times before reacting.


“There’s got to be some mistake. Can we have them redo it?”


“Believe me, they did.”


“It doesn’t make any sense. It wasn’t a dog we just got.”


“It happens,” the chief said.


“You mean it’s part of life, part of this world?”


The chief shrugged. “What can I tell you? It wasn’t rabies. The dog just got a stick up its ass. Thank God it wasn’t worse than it was.”


“It was bad enough.”


“It’s dead. What else can we do?”


Sid simply stood there, staring at him.


“Go see a vet or talk to an animal psychiatrist,” the chief added facetiously.


Sid nodded. “I might just do that,” he said.


The chief followed him to the doorway of the station, which was part of the town hall and justice court. The hamlet of South Fallsburg, which was one of seven in the township, was the busiest and most populated. The Kaufmans lived a little more than two miles out of the business area, which was located on one main street that consisted of a variety of stores, luncheonettes, two bar-and-grills, two drugstores, two banks, a large grocery, and some professional offices. The town was so quiet during the off-season months, especially during the heart of winter, that a dog could go to sleep on the main street and feel confident of his security.


It was precisely this simplicity that made the area so attractive to Sid. Now, as he looked out at the intermittent traffic, he felt deceived. Terrible things could happen here, too. There were no guarantees.


Harry Michaels’s weathered face softened as he stood beside Sid Kaufman. He was sorry now that he hadn’t appeared more sympathetic. The father of two grown sons, he could understand Sid’s outrage at what had occurred. It was easy to lose track of how fragile life was and how vulnerable to injury, illness, and disaster children were. How many vehicular traffic accidents involving teenagers had he investigated over the past twenty-nine years, and what about those two teenage suicides last year? Even a semi-rural police chief supervising a force of only twelve full-time men could grow hardened and insensitive, he thought.


“How’s your boy doin’?”


“Thirty stitches,” Sid said, looking out the window. It was as though he were talking to himself. “But the worst part of it is the psychological part. He doesn’t sleep—nightmares. He’s afraid to go out of the house. He’ll probably be afraid of dogs for the rest of his life . . . maybe all animals. And my daughter . . . she’s just as bad. Clara’s just coming down from a peak of hysteria.”


“It’s eerie. I wish I had some logical explanation for you, but like I said . . .”


“I know.” Sid looked at him. He was a couple of inches taller than the fifty-six-year-old police chief, but his slim build and fair skin made him appear slight beside the stocky, one-hundred-eighty-pound law officer, who often appeared more like a senior truck driver. He had big hands and large facial features. His hair had grayed and thinned, but he kept it brushed down and over so it didn’t seem so.


“However,” Sid said, “I’ll find the logical explanation. That’s for sure,” he added. His blue eyes darkened with intensity and determination.


The chief nodded. “Wish you luck. Call me if you need anything else.”


“Thanks.”


The chief watched Sid walk out to his car. He limped because of the bite in his leg. After he drove off, Michaels went back to his desk and put the file on the Kaufman dog incident in his closed-case folder. As far as he was concerned, there was really nothing else to do.


Sid felt differently. As he drove back toward home, he considered the chief’s half-facetious statement. Why not talk to a vet and get some insights into animal psychiatry? Could something mental have happened to King? Was it possible for an animal to become schizophrenic? The dog was so peaceful when the police arrived. Sid knew that if he and Bobby didn’t have the wounds as evidence, the police would have doubted the story. The animal didn’t growl or bark at them. It was as if . . . as if he had put on an act just for the cops.


This is getting insane, Sid thought. My mind is running wild. I have to talk to someone with expert knowledge and see if I can understand. And yet, in the back of his mind, he had a feeling, an idea that what had happened would be something even specialists would not fully comprehend.


When he arrived at the house, he found Bobby and Clara in the living room. Clara was playing video games with Bobby, even though she hated them. She gave him a knowing glance when he entered, signaling that Bobby was still on fragile ground.


“Where’s Lisa?”


“Still at school. Tomorrow, Bobby’s going to go to school. Right, Bobby?”


The little boy looked up at his father. Sid smiled expectantly.


“I guess so.”


“Good,” Sid said.


“My shoulder still hurts,” Bobby said. “A lot.”


“It’ll get better fast.”


“It’s going to hurt to take the stitches out.”


“Oh no. By then you won’t feel a thing. I had stitches too, you know.”


“Didn’t yours hurt?”


“Sure, but it’s getting better already. I just don’t think about it. You shouldn’t either.”


“How about a little relief?” Clara said. “You know, substitution time,” she sang.


“Oh, sure. Bobby’s getting better at Breakout, huh?”


“I’m terrible at these things,” Clara said. She got up and Sid went to take her place. “Anything new?” she asked softly.


“I just got a copy of the official results. The police don’t know anything more.”


“No other incidents like this?”


“Not that I know of or they spoke of. I think he would have told me if there were. He’s a salty fellow, but not hard to read. He’s as puzzled as we are, only his response is to shrug and file it away. Of course, it wasn’t his family who suffered.”


“Maybe he’s right. Maybe it was just a freak thing.”


“I don’t think so. There’s no such thing as a freak thing. There has to be an explanation.”


“I just find it so hard to believe it happened. That dog was so . . .” She stopped talking when Bobby looked up.


“I know. Forget it for now. So, champ, what are we playing here?” he asked, squatting beside his son.


“I’m changing the cartridge to Asteroids, okay?”


“Sure. I don’t know one from the other, but sure.”


“Is King dead for good?” Bobby asked.


“You can only be dead for good, Bobby. There’s no other way to be dead. He won’t be coming back, if that’s what you’re worrying about.”


“Yes he can,” Bobby said. He pushed the button and started the video game.


“Yes he can? No, it’s not possible, son. Don’t think about that.”


“But I saw him,” Bobby said, looking away from the small television screen.


“Saw him? You mean King?”


“Uh huh.”


“That’s silly, Bobby. You probably mean you had a bad dream again, right?”


“Nope. It wasn’t a dream. I heard him outside and I looked out my window.”


“When was this?” Sid asked.


“Last night. I woke up and looked out the window and he was on the lawn. He was looking up at my window.”


“Bobby, that was a dream. To you it seemed as though it really was happening, but it wasn’t. You had a bad experience, a terrible experience, and when things like that happen, they stay with you for a while. It’s like having a bad taste in your mouth after you eat something rotten,” he added, searching for a simple analogy.


His son shook his head. “It wasn’t a dream,” he said. “I know it wasn’t because I had to go to the bathroom and I went and I stopped by your door, but you and Mommy didn’t hear me, so I went back to bed. I looked out again, but he was gone. He’ll be back tonight, won’t he?”


“Clara!”


“What is it?” Clara said, looking back through the doorway. She had gone to the kitchen to prepare dinner.


“Now he’s saying the dog was here last night.”


“I know. He told me the same story.”


“Didn’t you explain that it was a dream?”


“He doesn’t believe me. You explain,” she said and disappeared again.


“All right, I’ll tell you what, Bobby. If King comes back, you come into my room no matter what and wake me up so I can see him too, okay?”


“All right.”


“And I want to tell you something else, son. German shepherds are common. You’ll see dogs that look like King from time to time. That doesn’t mean it’s King.”


“Nobody else has a German shepherd on Lake Street,” he said.


“That’s true. As far as I know, that is.” He thought about it for a moment. “I’ve been home for three straight days now and I haven’t seen any,” he added, more for himself than for his son.


“So then it must have been King,” Bobby insisted.


Sid looked at his son. The kid has my serious expression, he thought. He has Clara’s eyes and Clara’s nose, but when he thinks, he looks like me. Bobby was always precocious. It wasn’t surprising that he held on to his ideas.


“Listen, Bobby. Do you know what had to be done after King was shot? I didn’t tell you all of it because it isn’t pleasant. They had to cut off his head and send it to the laboratory in Albany for examination to see if he had rabies. Now how could he come around without a head?”


“I don’t know.”


“So it can’t be King, right?” He could see that he had succeeded in placing some doubt in Bobby’s mind.


“I don’t know.”


“You know. Don’t say you don’t know. He couldn’t go get his head and put it back on again, could he?”


“No.”


“Then it wasn’t King or it was a dream, okay?”


Bobby didn’t respond. Stubborn, just like I am, Sid thought.


“Why did he bite me?” Bobby asked softly.


“I don’t know yet, son. But I will. You can be sure of that.”


“He didn’t want to bite me again. He sat down on the grass and looked up at me. He wanted me to come out and pet him and play with him, just like always.”


“That was your dream.”


“What if I’m having a dream and I go out?” Bobby asked.


“That’s called sleepwalking. Don’t worry, I won’t let you go out.”


“You didn’t hear me go to the bathroom.”


“I’ll hear you open the front door. That’s different. Besides, if you went out, there would be nothing there. You’d wake up and come back inside.”


Bobby looked at the television set and began to work the video sticks, but Sid could see that the boy’s mind wasn’t totally on it. Suddenly, Bobby got up and ran to the front door.


“Hey, where are you going?”


“You’ll see,” Bobby said. He opened the door and rushed out. Sid got up reluctantly and followed his son out of the house. The gray afternoon seemed to have grown even darker. Sid thought he saw rain in the approaching overcast. He stood out on the patio and looked about, at first not seeing Bobby. Then he saw him crawling about on the lawn near the rosebush.


“What are you doing, Bobby?”


“Here,” his son said. Sid walked to him. “He was here, looking up at me,” Bobby said, pointing to his bedroom window.


“Bobby,” Sid began, thinking he had to be as patient as possible. The kid had gone through a hell of an experience.


“Look,” Bobby said, pointing to the soft earth around the rosebush. “See?”


Sid focused on the ground and then squatted slowly so he could inspect the area Bobby had indicated. There was a paw print there, a large dog’s paw print.


“He was here,” Bobby said. “It wasn’t a dream.”


Sid looked at the print and then looked at his son.


“It could have been one King made a while back, Bobby.”


“It wasn’t. He made it last night.” Bobby said.


Sid studied it some more. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll look for him tonight—or whatever dog it was.”


“Good,” Bobby said. He wore a look of relief. He got up and ran back to the house. “Come on, Dad, let’s play Asteroids.”


“Right,” Sid said. He stood up, but he couldn’t take his eyes from the paw print.


When he looked up, he was sure it was going to rain. Answers. He had to have answers, and soon.
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IT WAS OBVIOUS to him that the old barn was no longer in use, even though it was still structurally sound. He thought of it as an ideal location, warm and secure. He could easily move in and out unobserved. His own observations told him that only the old man inhabited the farmhouse, an old man so set in his ways that it was possible to tell the time of day by his actions. He watched the old man in the morning, working on his small garden, taking meticulous care of the newly planted crops. Everything was growing straight and proper. The smallest weeds were plucked and removed. The earth was pampered, watered, and fed the proper nutritional chemicals. And the fence around the garden kept out the deer and the rabbits. He saw them standing nearby, looking longingly and hungrily at the old man’s plants, and he understood what the power of precaution, well-thought-out planning, could be. In a sense, the old man knew the future because he knew what would happen if he didn’t take steps to prevent it. This was the power of foresight. How powerful it could be.


He had a healthy respect for these creatures. There was so much to learn from them, even though he had succeeded in outsmarting some of them. How simple his own kind appeared to be. When he had first come upon the dog chained by the house, he had sat there listening to it bark that same, monotonous, empty sound, a mixture of fear and warning. After he grew tired of hearing it, he growled with an authority that it had never heard from anything other than a human. It astounded and confused the dog and then frightened it. It crawled back into its doghouse, whimpering. He had all he could do to get it to come out again and to trust him. But it did.


It was dark. All the lights were out in the house. Nothing else moved. The dog came out to sniff in disbelief. It was easy to get to it, easy to make it understand and obey. All of its life, it had been a creature of commands. That was what it understood best. He got into its mind quickly, and because he understood the dog and its mind—and how that mind worked—better than any man could understand it, he could undo anything the men had taught it. The dog was to him what a child was to a grown man, and with the same ease that a grown man could exercise to influence a child, so he could influence this dog. It took him a while to train and retrain it to his satisfaction, but he was good at it. After all, he had been taught by the experts.


All the while he remained cautious. He sensed that those who pursued him were always out there. So he kept hidden during the daytime, venturing out carefully to observe and study the surroundings and the inhabitants. He moved through shadows, sometimes crawling on his stomach when he heard voices or saw movement.


After a short while, he got to know how many people lived in each of the half dozen houses on Lake Street. Plotting strategy, he recognized the need to center in on one at a time. All of this had the excitement and flavor of a hunt, only it was greater than any hunt he had ever undertaken. Chasing a rabbit was fool’s play; he felt he could stalk a deer with his eyes closed. He was impatient with these traditional hunts and pursued them only when hunger demanded them. He wouldn’t, as some stray dogs would, feed out of garbage cans.


He had come upon a stray dog here. The animal had come up the road from the east. It was a cross between a collie and a shepherd and even though it had been forced to live as a scavenger, it still had firm musculature and good size. As soon as he confronted it, he recognized its hunger and its antagonism. It had become a creature of violence, driven by fear and desperation, suspicious of everything.


It was angered by its own needs; it despised a body that called for food and water incessantly, a body that demanded warmth and comfort. There was no pride in its gait. It was always stalking, clinging to the side of the road, prepared at any moment to flee in any direction. Its eyes were filled with terror; they were wide, maddening. Its coat was mangy and dull and its ears were turned down, flopping loosely about to signal its sense of dejection.


The dog was instantly aggressive, expecting a challenge and an attack. It snarled and braced itself in readiness. He studied it carefully and silently and the dog sensed his extraordinary perception. This confused and frightened it. It was as though it had come upon a man with a club, a superior antagonist. It realized it was in some greater danger and moved aside. Then it began to whimper and plead. He could have killed it, cut it up in seconds, but instead he chased it off. He was quick to make it understand that this was his territory. The stray had no claim to it; it had no claim to anything but its own constant thirst and hunger; it had no stomach to fight for causes; the concept of loyalty to master and land was long gone from its consciousness. It ran as though it had seen some ghost of itself, and it didn’t pause to hunt from any garbage cans along the street.


The day King had attacked Bobby, he was across the street in the shadows of the forest observing. He saw how helpless the boy was, and he saw how frustrated the man had become. He enjoyed every moment of it because he had designed it and it had happened just as he had foreseen it. The pleasure of accomplishment was extraordinary; it was greater than anything he had known before.


He hadn’t even minded what resulted when the men with the guns arrived. He didn’t care about the dog; he had used it, just as the men had tried to use him, just as they used other animals. Most often, from what he had seen, these animals would die too. The men weren’t terribly saddened by that; they expected the death. This foresight was part of their intelligence. And so was all this part of his intelligence. He had winced when the shot was fired and the dog fell to the side. He had watched it jerk about spasmodically and then die, but he had watched with a scientific curiosity and not with a sense of compassion.


Afterward, when they had taken the dog away and night had fallen, he went down to the house and sat by that section where he knew the little boy to be. He called to him as the dog had called, and the boy appeared in the window. He wanted the boy to come out; he wanted to take them out of the house, one at a time, and the boy would be the easiest to get. He wanted to begin with him. The boy didn’t come, but he sensed that he was close to coming. He decided he would go back and try again.


There was no moonlight, but the overcast couldn’t prevent him from feeling the warmth of its glow, as it could prevent men. It was as though he could see through the clouds. It wasn’t cool for him and it wasn’t dreary. He wore the darkness like a second coat. For him the night was filled with excitement; his body tingled from his extrasensory perception. His ego made him defiant and he stepped out onto the road, unafraid.


He wasn’t discovered.


He went back to the barn behind the old man’s farmhouse and he crawled into a warm corner where he slept, dreaming of success. Before morning, the moon broke free of the clouds, just where he knew it to be.


At forty years of age, Sid Kaufman considered himself in the prime of his life. He told himself that he was in better physical shape than when he was eighteen. In high school and even in college, he had eschewed any sort of physical activity. At least now he jogged twice a week—three times a week when it was possible. He had even gone to health clubs from time to time and worked out on weight-training machines. They had a rowing machine, a stationary bike, and a trampoline in the basement, and Clara was into aerobics.


Sid had always been an enthusiastic student and an avid reader. In fact, he would read anything in sight, especially if he had to wait in airports or in waiting rooms. At the breakfast table he would read the backs of all the cereal boxes, if there wasn’t anything else available. His studious demeanor, his air of seriousness, his intensity of thought made him appear quite introverted and withdrawn, when actually he was very curious and outgoing. It was never difficult for him to strike up conversations with new people.


He was just a shade under six feet tall and when he took his thick-rimmed reading glasses off, he had a Henry Fonda fatherly look, even when he was only in his early twenties. Perhaps his strong appearance of maturity was the best thing he had going for him. Women and other men recognized it immediately. Sid Kaufman was not someone who would waste time or do meaningless things. He was purposeful, goal-oriented, ambitious, and confident.


For Clara Weintraub, he was the ideal man. Both of them were only children, but she had leaned strongly on her father and looked for that image in any man she dated. She wanted someone who was secure enough about himself to be able to devote a great deal of energy and time to taking care of her. She didn’t like making decisions; she didn’t like having major responsibilties. She wanted a world for herself in which everything was clearly delineated. There was no confusion about who would do what and when. She had thought about pursuing a career in child psychology, but she had put off getting her master’s degree until after she had raised the children, and now she questioned whether or not she would ever do it. It didn’t seem to matter as much as she thought it would.
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