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And the souls mounting up to God


Went by her like thin flames.


 


– Dante Gabriel Rossetti


 


 


He did not see any reason why


the devil should have all the good tunes.


 


– Rowland Hill


 






PROLOGUE


 


 


The
silent man drew back into the shadows behind the stairs of the Wenger Social
Sciences building. He was watching a young woman climbing the concrete and
steel steps above him in the echoing concrete stairwell. She was going to
class, though not one he took with her. One night last semester, when their
study group had gone for pizza and beer, he’d tried to ask her out. Tried, but
somehow never got a chance in the loud, greasy, off campus pizzeria. Never got
close, much less private enough to shout a question into her ear: Would you
like to . . . Maybe sometime we could— 


Yeah, right. 


What I really want, Timothy Carling thought, still
looking up the stairwell, catching a glimpse of pale bare inner thigh, is to—


To kill her.


He flinched and
pressed back against the wall, muffling a gasp in the sleeve of his sweatshirt.
Where the hell had that come from? Like a strange voice in his head. 


OK, he was lurking—looking up her short
black skirt. But he couldn’t think of any other way to get close. She never
noticed him, though he’d spent half the last hour of anthro staring at her
instead of taking notes. He wanted to ask her to a movie, maybe kiss her. Then
take her to his room. . . . 


He blushed,
trying to imagine that scene unfolding, though it was hard to see her in his
stuffy, closet sized dorm, with the crumpled Doritos bags under the bed, his
roommate’s lacrosse gear, mounds of dirty boxer shorts kicked into the corners.



You mean you
want to fuck her. Then kill her. 


The voice, which came simultaneously from the dark
around him, and from inside his head, was deep, rough—not his own.


“No,” he said
aloud, startled and getting a bit frightened, too. The denial echoed in the
stairwell. Had she heard? Was she looking down, could she see him now?
Oh God. . . . 


No, the
pneumatic door on the upper landing was just hissing shut. He was safe.
Probably. But that voice— 


Something
touched his shoulder.


“God!” 


He whirled to
see a wispy old man in a wrinkled tie and gray cardigan standing behind him. He
was short, thin, even less substantial than Tim. He didn’t seem threatening.
Except . . . except he was dressed like a suit from the registrar’s office, so
probably he’d seen him staring up like a perv, and now was about to bust him.
The college had a real bitch of a sexual harassment policy. They could get you
for anything, even a random smirk.


“Hey, I . . . I
wasn’t . . .”


The man in gray smiled and shook his head. “Of
course not. I just wanted to advise you not to bother with that one.”


“What? W-which
one?”


“Miss Fowler.
She’s not for you. She told me so. In fact, she’s told everyone, by now, I’m
sure.”


“But I—” He
swallowed. “I never, I mean—”


“Tsk. Women
know how you feel, young man. Surely you’re aware of what they call you here.”


His face flamed. “Y-yeah.” His nickname on campus
was The Moth. His mannerisms, his gestures, had always been sweeping, fluttery.
He got nervous in public. Then he stuttered. People assumed things. They were
real bastards. He’d been hoping she hadn’t heard that.


“The only way to
impress a girl like that is with a show of strength.”


He frowned. “You
mean, like, in football, or—”


The gray man
laughed. “Not team sports, no.” Then smiled, as if at some juicy private joke,
and slung a bony arm around his shoulders. “I believe I can help you out, Tim.
Get you what you—what we both—want.”


How did this old dude know his name? Was this some
kind of Student Services personal counseling program, like, an intervention?
The skinny suit was really creeping him out. “No thanks. I really gotta go, I—”


The pale, gray
face was suddenly thrust right into Tim’s, barely an inch away. As it neared,
it changed—no longer mild and bland, soft and wrinkled; instead it darken-ed,
swelled, the eyes bulged and the teeth, oh Christ, those long yellow . .
. 


Tim felt heat run down both legs, heard a trickle,
smelled piss. He didn’t care. He wanted only to get away from this horrible,
staring, elongated thing that was holding him hostage with slitted
sulfur-colored eyes and breath like the whiff of dead skunk he’d gotten once
from under his grandmother’s rotten porch, back home. 


He blinked, and
suddenly the twisted visage snapped back to normal. Pressing one clammy hand to
the back of Tim’s neck, the man slipped the other into a pocket of his sweater
and pulled out a small feathered bundle. Before Tim could ask what it was, the
man raised the object to his own lips. A small bird, not any species Tim
recognized. It struggled feebly. Black, with some bright scarlet in the breast
and wings. 


Without another word the man bit the bird’s head
off. Worse, next he shoved the tiny corpse’s spurting, severed neck against Tim’s
clenched lips. 


“Drink me,” the
man said, his voice higher now, hollowly mimicking a little girl’s. As if they
were in Wonderland and Tim had agreed to play Alice.


“No,” he
said. But to do that Tim had to part his lips. Big mistake. The old man jammed
the flopping bird in, past teeth and tongue. It filled his throat with blood
and fluffy down and then he could not breathe and oh God he was choking,
drowning. How could a stupid little bird have so fucking much blood in it? 


What else could
he do but chew, gag, and swallow?


“That’s my boy,” crooned the colorless voice, as
if Tim were three and had just cleaned his plate. “Now, there’s only one way to
take care of this problem. You know the answer. Isn’t that right?”


Tim—somehow down
on hands and knees on the cold concrete behind the stairs now, with the man
bending over him—swallowed again, sucking the last of the blood from his
tongue. It hadn’t tasted as bad as he’d feared. He wiped his sticky mouth on
the shoulder of his blue sweatshirt, leaving a dark smear. 


“Yeah,” he
mumbled, glancing up at the empty stairwell. “I know.”


“Good boy,” said
the old guy. “Good man.” 


Which was weird,
because by the time he heard those words and looked up, the guy was gone. No
door had opened or closed, no footsteps had clomped up to the second floor. But
all the same, Tim was alone. 






ONE


 


 


Lucy
Fowler ducked behind her laptop screen to hide a yawn, then started keying in
notes as the professor read to the thirty-five students in his cultures and belief-systems
class:


“Then an Araibande tribesman said, ‘The dead have
power. They watch all that we do, and never rest. They dream angry dreams while
their bodies dry up in the earth. We are what they dream about. Our lives, our
breath, the warm blood flowing through us. While we live in dread of the cold
doorway they have already passed through.’”


Lucy glanced up. Around her people were scratching
or typing notes. She counted two snorers—one drooling on an open textbook—and a
girl listlessly playing Sudoku on an iPad. They looked zombified themselves.
Like mannequins in a Macy’s window display, only without the nice outfits. But
the end of a semester always seemed to have that effect.


She squelched a
desire to check the time on her iPhone. Instead, her fingers found the silver
medallion that hung from a heavy chain around her neck, thumb caressing the
bottom edge where the cool metal felt rough, as though a piece had broken off. 


“This subject,” Dr. Grove droned on, “was a
long-time resident of Port-au-Prince, Haiti. He claimed during the interview
that the dead have this so-called power because the living allow and believe in
it. Due to fear, or guilt they’ve done the deceased a wrong and now can’t make
it right.” He looked around. “So. How does this outlook compare with last week’s
material on the African Dahomean folklore of death? See any parallels . . .
conflicts?” One hand rose tentatively. He nodded.


“Is it true,
what you read?” 


Lucy knew the
sophomore, an honors student with cropped blond hair and a waiver to attend
this graduate-level course. Her name was . . . Summer? 


“I mean . . . do you believe what you wrote there,
Dr. Grove?” the girl added. “That spirits exist beyond death?” Someone in back
snorted, and she blushed.


The professor did not smile patronizingly—as Lucy
had expected, because Grove was not known for his patience. “Well, Summer,” he
said, removing rectangular black-framed glasses to polish the lenses on his
tie. “We’re speaking here of a developing country. That they go about the
production of knowledge—yes, knowledge, not ‘superstition’—differently than we
do, does not make their perception of reality any less valid than ours.”


Summer frowned.
“What do you mean? I guess it’s not their fault, but aren’t they just ignorant
of science, of—”


“Are they?” Grove shrugged. “Say a South African
man dies after being gravely ill for a long time. His family might say his
death was isidliso. Does anyone know what that means?”


Lucy raised her hand. “I think . . . the work of
witchcraft.”


Grove nodded. “Exactly. A biomedical doctor—one of
ours—would say he died of AIDS. Still another person, elsewhere, might say,
Yes, he died of AIDS, but a witch exposed him to the virus.”


A few sniggers rose from the back. Grove frowned
and they subsided. 


“Whatever etiology model you attribute to his
disease, some force has acted to kill that man. However you explain it,
he’s still dead. Does our culture’s explanation deserve precedence over his?”


“Well, sure.” A
lanky student in the front row leaned back, stretching his legs into the aisle.
“I mean, we got scientific proof, right?” 


Grove inclined his head. “Perhaps. But then again,
how would biomedical science even attempt to prove that the AIDS was not
sent by someone with a grudge against the man?”


Lucy frowned.
Somehow the professor’s light tone did not match the bantering words. 


In any case,
this was obviously not the answer Summer had been looking for, either. “But Dr.
Grove, you’ve been to places like that. Couldn’t it be true the dead might . .
. well, like, make contact, or continue to, um, like . . . ”


Lucy looked down
at her keyboard to hide a smile. Summer was probably still a Harry Potter fan.  


Grove smiled too, but not kindly. “The culture of
western science says no, Summer. But feel free to join the Araibande, if
witchcraft seems more appealing to you than reason.”


Lucy grimaced.
Did he have to be so mean? She’d been Grove’s graduate assistant the year
before. He was smart about everything except how to treat people. 


More muted sniggers. Another hand shot up—the girl
who’d been playing Sudoku. Grove’s wiry gray eyebrows rose. “Yes?”


“Will that be on
the final?”


He sighed and
closed his book. “Ten minutes left. Let’s call it a night.”


Students filed past, vanishing like ghosts
returning to another dimension, as if afraid he might change his mind and call
them back. Lucy stuffed her laptop into her backpack. Thank God only two weeks
were left in the term. Then her internship, Florida in December, and no classes
until the third week of January. She’d looked forward to this for months. 


She slung the
pack over one shoulder—ugh, so heavy—and staggered down the hall. 


In Reicher
Library she kicked open the door to the study carrel she shared with another
grad student and dumped everything on the desk. Loose papers and notebooks cascaded
onto the floor. 


“Well, if it ain’t
Loki-Lani, goddess of earthquakes.”


Lucy jumped.
“Jesus, Prince. Don’t you ever make any noise—like breathe, for instance? Stop
lurking in the dark like a fucking vampire!” 


The slender, androgynous-looking man lounging in
the open doorway behind her laughed. “The Gender and Sexuality tests I’m
grading for McKean look better in dim light.” 


He watched her
retrieve papers, re-stack the pile, and drop into her chair. She tilted it back
to smile at him. 


He raised his
eyebrows. “Now you look festive.” 


“I’m going to do
some real work. On my own, for a change.”


“Right. The
lurid bestseller.” He pulled on his long blond ponytail, the one familiar to
all the university’s students. Hal was very popular with both sexes.


Lucy threw a
pencil at him. “It’s called a dissertation, you dork. Don’t be such a snob.
Maybe I won’t turn Sir James Frazier green, or outsell Steve Berry. But by next
summer, it’ll be on its way to a publisher. So stick that in your stinky pipe.”


“You wound me and my beloved meerschaum deeply,
Bird Girl.” He clutched his chest and slid down the doorframe. 


She ignored his mock death-rattle and began
re-stuffing her backpack, thinking about what she needed to do before she left
for Ibo Key. Proctor Grove’s final exams. Take Hercules to the kennel. 


But tonight, all
she really had to do was pick up a quart of milk and some kibble at the Co-op.
Which closed—she looked at her cell—in a half hour. She slung the bag over her
shoulder again and stepped over Prince. He looked up beguilingly, one eye
half-open. Lucy was not charmed. She’d already had her little fling with the
Prince of Hearts, back when she’d first arrived at Pottsburg. He was good, yes—but
she’d been inoculated. 


Outside the wind gusted refrigerator-cold,
carrying a few icy flakes. She wrinkled her nose at a whiff of something truly
foul—methane? sulfur?—like someone forgot and left the door to Hell open.
Probably the paper mill on the industrial Northside. Five years at Pottsburg
University and she still hated the sporadic lye-soap-and-spoiled-eggs stink.
When the wind shifted you could scent the chocolate factory to the west. Much
better. To the locals, it probably all smelled more like money. Understandable.



For a wistful moment she thought of chilled, clean
air, crisp as a winter apple, scented with pine smoke and evergreen sap. What
she’d be breathing now if she’d stayed in Vermont. But graduates seeking
fellowships couldn’t take seasons or sentiment into account. 


A gust rattled
the sickly maples flanking the cement-block arts and humanities building. Wind
lifted curling strands of springy dark hair and tickled her face. She tucked
them behind her ears impatiently, shrugged her jacket together, and started
across the B section to her car.


The lot’s crime lights
ought to have highlighted it with their overlapping circles of urine yellow
glare. But tonight the two over it were burned out. Her shadow-gray Toyota was
nearly invisible in the drifting fog from the Johnson River. She shivered and
zipped her jacket higher. 


“Stupid,” she
muttered, glancing around for reassurance in the shape of a three-wheeled
security patrol, but there was none. She shook her head, gripped her keys
tighter, and made her stride long and confident. 


Leaning against
the car at last, she fumbled at the lock, dropped the keys and then squatted on
the dark asphalt, the heavy pack dragging her sideways as she groped for them,
cursing. As she straightened, a shadow detached from the minivan next to her. “Ah!”
she gasped, flinching away.


“S-sorry. I didn’t
mean to s-startle you.”


She peered up into a shadowed face. Pale and thin,
awkward posture. Paper-bag-colored hair. A stutter. Timothy Carling, the quiet,
earnest guy who’d been in a Grove seminar with her last semester. Some of the
students in their study group had referred to him as “The Moth.” She didn’t
know why, and hadn’t cared to ask. She sighed and relaxed. “Oh, hi. What’s up,
Tim?”


“It’s, uh, my
car. You know, the red Volvo wagon? Won’t start and my roommate’s not home, and
I d-don’t have change, and wondered, uh, that is if it’s not too much trouble,
I mean if you could, that is . . .”


God, this could
take all night. She could almost see the CLOSED sign on the co-op. She reached
into her pocket, found her cell, and held it out. “Oh sure. Here.”


As he looked
down, she suddenly withdrew the phone. “You know, I’m going right past the
Mobil station. They have a tow truck, if it turns out you need one.”


Even in the
unlighted lot, Carling’s blush was visible. He seemed to be struggling more
than usual to get the words out. “Don’t,” he rasped suddenly, face contorted.
“D-don’t.”


She blinked.
“Excuse me?”


He coughed, then
shuddered as if suddenly chilled. He looked up again and smiled. “I only meant,
don’t go to any trouble just for me. But if it’s not, well . . . that sure
would help out.”


Funny, his stutter was suddenly gone, his voice
even seemed deeper. Kind of . . . hollow. Was he trying to impress her, putting
on this husky, raspy persona like an actor? She shrugged. “It’s no problem.
Just throw your stuff in back. Jiggle that door handle too, it sticks like a
bitch.”


“So, plans for the holidays?” Lucy asked as she
turned onto the main road. He was so quiet now it made her feel awkward.


Carling shifted
in the seat to face her, high, narrow forehead creased with a frown. “What? No.
No plans,” he snapped, as if angry she’d asked. His face was shadowed, so she
couldn’t make out his expression. She felt uneasy again. How stupid, spooked by
The Moth. Besides, the Mobil station was only a few miles up—


Just as she
thought this he lunged for the steering wheel, spinning it hard, right out of
her hands. 


“Hey!” She fought to grab it again and turn the
car back onto the road as it swerved over the double yellow line and bounced
into the rutted entrance of a deserted service road, narrowly missing a ditch.
She stood hard on the brake and the Toyota slewed to a stop in a storm of pale
red dust fifty yards down a patchy, half-paved lane, headlights illuminating
wind thrashed bushes. “What the hell, Tim!” 


His face looked
phosphorescent in the green glow of the dash lights. He smiled. “I want to stop
here.”


Here? But— 


Time slowed to a
crawl. She noticed the top button of his oxford cloth shirt was loose. It hung
from a single thread, swaying like a hypnotist’s crystal. She raised one hand
to touch it, to say, You’d better fix that. 


The button came
off in her hand. After that, things happened quickly, yet still slowly enough
to sear the tiniest details into her brain.


Tim reached out, too. For her. She grabbed the
driver’s door handle. They both spilled onto the road, him on top, the impact
and his weight crushing the breath from her so thoroughly she wheezed like an
asthmatic. At last she sucked in a blessed lungful, seeing a meteor shower of
black dots and jagged white lines. 


By then Carling
was crouched above her. He grabbed both arms at the wrist, dragged her farther
down the road, and shoved her flat to the pebbly dirt again. The rock-studded
clay flayed her skin like a cheese grater, but she felt no pain. She scrambled
up and faced him, panting, ears ringing with a shrill, constant whine.


What should she
do? Where could she run? 


He dragged a hand down his sweating face, then
stood staring over her left shoulder, as if listening to something or someone
she couldn’t hear. It seemed like a good time to bolt, but she’d taken only two
steps when he jerked her hair from behind so hard a whiplash pain shot down her
spine. One arm tightened around her neck like a steel choke collar. He flung
her down again. “Stop screaming!” 


The words grated in her ear like a wood rasp; not
like Tim’s voice at all. There was that other sound, too: the high-pitched
keening she’d assumed came from their nightmarish surroundings. A siren, a
factory whistle. Until he spoke, she hadn’t been aware the noise was coming
from her own bruised throat. 


“Shut up,” he
added, “or I’ll kill you, slut!”


Her mind
struggled for reason, for a plan. For some sense of why he was doing this. Why
now? 


No. Forget
about why. What does he want, and how can I use that to get away?


His hand slid
down over her hip and squeezed. “Nice ass,” he said, in the growl she could
hardly believe was Carling’s voice. “I think we’re ready to play.”


She went rigid
with the realization he didn’t want her car, or money, or just to knock her
around.


Her skirt was already hiked halfway up her thighs.
He jerked it roughly to her waist, then pressed a ropy arm across her throat
again. She gagged. Spots and jagged flashes fractured her vision, as if she
were watching cable with a bad connection. The whine in her ears became a
waterfall roar. Cloth ripped, flecks of spit spattered hot against her cheek.


She could move only
her head and shoulders. One arm was still trapped under her back, the other
imprisoned in his painful grip.


“Stop it. You
don’t—Let me—Tim, let me go!” The weakness, the high-pitched hysteria in
her voice frightened her too. 


The only answer was a snarl in her ear and his
nails tearing her underwear, snagging on the thin cotton. The elastic snapped
like a worn rubber band. Cloth tore like paper. It was appalling, this sudden
strength from the frail Moth. Drugs? It must be. The shy, gentle guy she knew
from class surely wouldn’t do this. 


He clawed at her
breasts until warm blood trickled down her sides. Then he was pushing roughly,
brutally into her. She screamed as inner membranes burned, abraded, and tore.
He cuffed her as a lion would a misbehaving cub. The casual blow bounced her
head off the ground. He shoved harder, bruising her stiff, resisting muscles.


No, she
thought. This isn’t happening. Not to me. Or if it was . . . then
nothing else was real, either. She sobbed and cursed him, revolted by the hot,
coppery smell of his body, the greasy sweat dripping from his face onto hers. Grunting
each time his body slammed against her. This snarling thing which pinned her to
earth like a specimen butterfly was the same scrawny, stuttering guy she’d
given half her mocha latte to during an all night study group. The one who,
taking the venti cup from her hands, had blushed. 


Then something
happened that was stranger still.


The essence of herself lightened until it weighed
less than the frigid air. It pulled away from her body like mist rising from a
pond in winter. Higher and higher it rose, like an Olympic diver called to
heaven in mid-flight. She hovered, then looked down. Two struggling figures
outlined in a faint greenish light were sprawled on the cracked dirty pavement.
She gazed with detached wonder as they writhed and fought like ants under a
magnifying glass. What was happening? What did it mean? 


Was she dying? 


How strange it felt. Not terrifying. Not painful.
Just strange. 


An animal howl burst from the one on top, and she
was dragged down in a whirlwind grip, flailing at the insubstantial night, the
sickening rush of wind. No—she wouldn’t go! 


Yet she fell and fell, until there was a slight
impact, as if she’d been bumped from behind by someone hurrying past on a
crowded sidewalk. And she was back inside herself.


Don’t look at
him. Don’t look. 


Inside her
clenched eyelids, light burst like a second sunset, and dimmed away into
featureless darkness.


 


***


 


The asphalt was
hard and cold under her bare back. A sharp stone stabbed the soft flesh between
her shoulder blades. She tried to rise, but fell back, gasping at the pain that
shot through every inch of her cold, bruised body. When she opened her eyes again,
someone was standing over her. Thank God. She reached out a hand for
help, then froze as, through slitted eyes and swollen lids, she recognized the
stained jeans, the grimy black sneakers.


He was still
here. Breathing hard, looking down on her.


Her keys dangled
from his hand. He’d taken everything there was to take. Maybe now he’d leave.
Or maybe he’d kill her.


She made herself
inhale slow and deep, until she felt alert again. Then coldly reviewed all the
advice she’d ever read and heard about what to do in a situation like this.


Scream and
run. No—only in a public area, like a mall parking lot.


Don’t fight,
especially if your attacker is armed. Was the Moth armed? She didn’t know.
He hardly needed a weapon, he was so much stronger than she would’ve ever
believed possible.


Talk him out
of it. Show sympathy. Shame him. A bit late now.


Throw up on
him. Somehow she doubted he’d care.


An icy droplet
of fear trickled from her mind and ran down her spine, its crystalline rivulets
chilling her heart as it passed: He’s not finished with me yet.


The toe of one
Converse crashed into her ribs, and something snapped. She rolled into a fetal
crouch, cradling her head. Tim dropped to his knees, yanked her onto her back
again, and began punching her face. She sensed rather than saw his hair, lank
and dark, swinging over a pale, sweating forehead. The thin mouth a brutal knife-gash.
But his eyes . . . as he grunted and flailed, they seemed different. Didn’t go
with the rest of him, with what was happening. Why was that?


“Why?” she
screamed.


He stopped,
panting. Jumped up and stood with head tilted as if listening. Then, just like
that, he was gone. The muffled thud of running feet floated back to her over
the empty pavement.


When she heard
the hesitant gassy cough her car always made starting up, she had just enough
strength left to crawl to the shoulder, drag herself within the gnarled,
protective roots of an old oak, and collapse.


Her Toyota roared past, swerving wildly. It
skidded to a stop with an agonized squeal of worn radials. Gone? No. She heard
it idling there and moaned. Then he was backing up.


Instead of stopping and getting out, Carling
proceeded to drive back and forth wildly over the spot she’d just left. To run
over, she saw now, her wadded-up winter coat—as if he’d mistaken it for her,
and now was crushing and grinding even the idea of Lucy Fowler into a
smashed, bloody pulp. Back and forth, back and forth. Then he peeled out again,
taillights blinking back redly like the malevolent eyes of a demon flying away
in the dark. 


Then they, too,
were gone.


She huddled
against rough bark, sobbing. At a new sound she tensed, lifting her head.


There it was, the thing that must’ve chased
Carling away. Distant voices, faint laughter. She tried to push herself up too
quickly and toppled back. Her head was pounding, her sight blurred. She gripped
the rough knobs and whorls of the ancient tree as she clung fiercely to
consciousness. After a few moments, though, her fingers loosened, slipped over
the rough bark, went limp.


After that she
heard nothing. Nothing at all.






TWO


 


 


The frightened middle-aged couple
stopped their sedan under the awning at the ER entrance. The woman gently
helped Lucy out of the back seat.


“We aren’t married to each other,” the man
explained apologetically, glancing back but not meeting her eyes. “So we can’t
come in. They’d ask for our names. You understand.” 


Then they sped
away across the hospital lot, tires squealing at the turn back to the highway. 


Ten other people were already huddled under the
bluish fluorescent lights when she limped in through the sliding glass doors.
Only one besides her seemed to be bleeding. The others gave her dull glances,
then turned back to their own personal miseries. 


A half hour
dragged past on the digital clock over the receptionist’s desk before they were
finished with questions about insurance. Things were complicated by the fact
that her wallet was in her backpack, still in the stolen car. She suspected
only her silk shirt and expensive boots made them believe she wasn’t homeless
and indigent.


Another thirty minutes passed before she was
summoned by a nurse.


The massive swinging door hissed as she limped
through, ears assaulted by electronic beeps, the clatter of stainless-steel
instruments into enameled trays. Beneath the racket ran a liquid murmur of
voices, some calm and detached, others choked with sobs. Somewhere, far off, an
infant howled. Her nostrils flared at sharp disinfectant and stinging alcohol.
And copper, perhaps the blood that crusted her face and splattered her torn
shirt. She pulled the ripped material closed, wishing it had even one button
left.


The nurse led her to a curtained alcove packed
with chirping monitors, gleaming trolleys, pregnant canvas laundry bags on the
very verge of birthing piles of rumpled, stained green and white linen. Lucy
limped to the examining table, hugging herself hard, teeth clenched to pin down
the scream that had been building since two giggling, overaged lovers had
stumbled upon her in the woods back of the campus. Now, at the sight of the
twin metal stirrups, she almost bolted.


“Doctor’ll be
here in a minute.” The nurse patted her arm. “Here’s a gown. Take off
everything, honey. You okay till he gets here? Who do you want us to call?”


She took the
paper smock, assuming, from waiting at her gynecologist’s office, that ‘a
minute’ probably meant the doctor could be there in five—or forty-five. She
nodded to the first question, shook her head at the second. “No one. Thank
you.”


The nurse
retreated to the other side of the curtain. Lucy stripped off her clammy, dirty
clothes, wrapped herself in rustling green paper like a soiled, secondhand
gift, and curled up on the table. Something in her rib cage shifted and she
stifled a moan, turning her face away as the nurse returned. After a few
seconds crepe soles squeaked away across tile.


She wanted to go
home. No, scratch that. She wanted to be somewhere clean and distant and cold,
preferably uninhabited. Like North Dakota. Or Saskatchewan. Better yet,
Antarctica. Then maybe she could wake up tomorrow and believe she had not
really just been raped by a classmate. A quiet guy who bit his nails (the
ragged ones that had shredded her underwear, scored her inner thighs). Who
stuttered when he spoke in class, and had thanked her in a dazed, happy-puppy
way when she’d complimented a paper he’d posted online last spring.


Yes. That sounded right. A place cold and clean,
quiet and empty.


The curtain rattled back on the track. A tired
male voice murmured, “Miss? Or is it Mrs.?”


She opened her
eyes. The white-coated man who stood there looked kind enough, but very tired.
“No. I mean . . . yes. It’s Miss” she whispered.


He nodded. “I
understand you’ve been through a terrible ordeal, Miss, uh,”—he glanced back at
the chart—“Fowler. We’ll try not to keep you here any longer than necessary.”


She raised her
head, winced. “Where’s the police. The investigator? The triage nurse said
there’d be someone to take a statement.”


He shrugged.
“They usually show up promptly, unless it’s a busy night. Not that your case
isn’t important.” He was tall, thin, with very pale skin. His brown hair was
graying, so he was obviously a lot older than the Moth. Still, the tousled
hair, the pale blue eyes, reminded her of—


She clutched the
sheet to her chest and narrowed her eyes. “What’s your name?”


“Dr. Jacoby.” He
tapped a plastic card on a lanyard, then extended the stethoscope.


She flinched
away. “Where’s the nurse?”


“Right here.” The one who’d escorted her in
earlier stepped into the examining cubicle and twitched the curtains closed.
She carried a white tray, something folded within it.


Eyes fixed on
the blank desert of ceiling tiles, Lucy struggled not to cry as cool,
rubber-sheathed fingertips probed her body. 


“Hmm,” the
doctor murmured.


She sucked air
as the chilly jaws of the speculum slid into her. Tim Carling loomed in her
mind, and her hands jerked up to cover her eyes. But the twisted face hung
stubbornly in her self-imposed dark. And at last she realized what it was that
had puzzled her, even through the beating, and the rape.


The eyes. His
eyes.


While the rest
of his face had been contorted to a snarl, alien with rage or savage joy, his
eyes had looked wide and full of tears. Like the imploring gaze of a frightened
child. 


 


***


 


She limped back into the waiting room, breathing
shallowly to minimize the pain of the cracked ribs. Though she wasn’t the only
person there wearing green scrub pants and shirt, the loose garments made her
feel out of place, dreamlike, as if she were walking through the Johnson Valley
Mall in her pajamas.


The reception
nurse pointed out a stocky, middle-aged man in a blue windbreaker and khaki
pants. “The officer wants to talk to you.”


The man rose and
removed a battered Yankees baseball cap. “Mrs. Fowler?”


“Yes, but it’s
not Mrs. Are you—?”


“Bob Reshenko. Investigator, Pottsburg Police
Department.” He unfolded a leather ID case. “I know you been through a lot, but
we get better information while it’s still fresh in the victim’s mind.” He held
up both hands. “But only if you can handle it. You decide, ma’am.”


The victim.
That was her. She stifled an impulse to laugh at the ‘been through a lot’ part.
What could he possibly know about it? She didn’t feel like deciding anything
right now. Still, his matter-of-fact tone had a calming effect. He looked her
in the eye, and didn’t act as if she was totally damaged, or—


Her rigid
shoulders and clenched fists loosened. But that made her want to let go and
cry. And she didn’t want to. Not here. 


“I . . . yeah. I
guess I can handle it now. But not here.”


“We can go down
to the station. Or is there somewhere else you’d feel more comfortable?” 


“I want”—she
pressed her lips firmly together, then tried again—“to go home,” she managed to
say. 


But Carling was
still out there. Oh God. Did he know where she lived?


Reshenko reached
out as if to touch her arm, but his fingers stopped a few inches away. “Well,
my car’s out front. But if you don’t want to ride with me, I understand. Wanna
call someone—friend, relative?”


“No,” she said. The only name she could think of
was Hal Prince, and she didn’t want to see him, or anyone from class. To have
to explain what had happened . . . forget that.


“Miss Fowler?
Lucy.”


She shook her
head and look up at him again. “What?”


“This same thing—it happened to my wife a few
years ago. A teenage kid who mowed our lawn. He knocked one night I was on
patrol. She thought it was okay to let him in. She knew his mother. I don’t
mean to say I know how you feel. But I know what it’s like to want to do
something about it. And I will do something about this.”


He sounded
angry, though not at her.


She took a deep
breath. “Well, I guess we should go to your office, Mr. Reshenko.” Then she
remembered: Hercules. “Wait—my dog. I have to let him out.”


“Yeah.” He
nodded. “Sure.” 


“Take me home. I’ll
let him out, shower, and put on my clothes. Then I’ll talk to you.”


 


***


 


The station was
a noisy one-story box of tan cubicles. A few cops in dark blue uniforms were
shouting back and forth, laughing, answering phones. She felt less
self-conscious in her own jeans and sweater. She’d stuffed the wrinkled scrubs
in the kitchen trash. And the shredded, bloody skirt, the ruined shirt? “These
will be evidence,” the nurse with the rape kit had said firmly, as if Lucy
might insist on keeping the stained scraps as a souvenir. Reshenko carried them
now in a sealed plastic bag.


He led her down
a narrow pine-paneled hall to a door on the end.


“Wow. I thought
my carrel was small,” she murmured.


A dented steel
desk almost filled the office. Most of the remaining space was taken by a
half-dozen metal filing cabinets and a battered wooden armchair. She had to
sidle between them and the desk, then swivel carefully to sit, or else bang her
knees. That there were no windows somehow made her feel better.


Over the next
hour she told her story three times, first to Reshenko, then to a female
investigator, and finally to an older, heavy-set man she guessed was their
boss.


“We’ll get a
photo from the DMV or the registrar’s office,” Reshenko said finally. “Email it
out to the papers, TV stations. In case he’s fled.”


She didn’t know where Carling lived. The detective
made some inquiries, then dispatched two officers to an apartment a half-mile
from campus. They called back ten minutes later to report they’d woken his
roommate, who told them Tim hadn’t been home since that morning. There was no
sign of Lucy’s car on the street or in the apartment lot. They did find Carling’s
rusted old Volvo, a spare key secreted underneath the chassis in a magnetic
holder. It started on the first try.


At one a.m. Reshenko took her home. He’d waited
outside the first time he’d brought her back to change. Without being asked now
he came inside, looked around, casually opened closet doors, peered into the
bathroom, under the bed. “Nice place,” he said. 


“I like it
better than a dorm,” she conceded. “But—” She glanced around at all the
windows.


“Worried about
staying here tonight?” 


“No. I don’t
think . . . he won’t be coming here.” She felt certain, somehow, that this was
true. “Besides, I have Hercules.”


Reshenko frowned and looked around, until he
spotted a German shepherd lying quietly beside the couch. The dog gazed back
silently with mild brown eyes, gray-flecked muzzle resting on paws.


“Uh—that’s
Hercules?”


She smiled.
“Well, he is strong. He’s obedience-trained as a companion. Makes a good
sentry, too.”


Reshenko raised
an eyebrow. “He didn’t have much to say about me walking in.”


“Because you were with me. But don’t take my word
for it.” Without glancing in the dog’s direction, she snapped, “Herc—guard!”


The shepherd
suddenly loomed before Reshenko, legs braced, ninety-five pounds of bristling,
wolfish dogflesh, showing well-polished canines down to the gum line.


Reshenko froze.
He cleared his throat. “Huh. Impressive, considering all the silver hairs.” He
smiled uneasily. “Can I move now, or what?”


The dog, on
point, still had not uttered a sound.


“Back off,” she said with calm authority. The
shepherd returned to the worn spot on the carpet and lay down again. Staring up,
straight at him.


“You know,” said
the detective, edging toward the door, “My pop was a mail carrier for thirty
years. He always told me those were the ones to watch out for. The quiet,
sneaky dogs.”


For the first time
that night, she smiled. “We’ll take that as a compliment, Detective.”


 


***


 


After the cop
left she went to her room and lay down, though she didn’t expect to sleep.
Anyhow, it was already four a.m. Hercules padded in, sniffed at her outflung
arm, and sank beside the bed with a satisfied groan.


She woke up
once, around four A.M. Terrified, crying.
But she hadn’t been dreaming of the attack. Instead, she’d been in class—the
seminar from last semester. Tim had been sitting across from her, smiling—but
in the old, shy, kind way. She looked away, then back, and he was gone.


After a few
minutes, her heart slowed to normal, and she fell asleep again. 


 


***


 


Next thing she
knew a large insect—a bee?—was buzzing in her ear. She bolted upright, brushing
at her face and hair. God, she hated flying bugs.


It was only the
alarm, set as usual for six-thirty. She moaned and fell back onto the pillows.
But there would be no more sleep, she could tell.


Stay here? No.
Better to keep busy at the university. She got up and stumbled into the
bathroom. Looked in the mirror over the sink. Her eyes and jaw popped open.


The furrows Carling had clawed into her breasts
were inflamed, swollen, highlighted with iodine. She closed her eyes and leaned
on the sink. Then reached blindly for the ratty terrycloth robe hanging on the
back of the door. Once covered, she peeled off the taped gauze on her face and
inspected the stitches holding together the split flesh over her cheekbone.


“That’ll be ugly.” She’d always figured she was
kind of vain, but the thought of a scar didn’t move her in the least now.


She carefully washed her face and walked out, then
remembered she hadn’t done her teeth. She went back. Stared at the brush and
tube blankly for a moment, then picked them up and brushed like a robot set on
slow.


After that she kept moving from bedroom to
bathroom, forgetting things. Hercules got up and began to pace behind her,
whining. She stood for almost fifteen minutes staring into the closet, unable
to decide what to wear. Or no—it wasn’t exactly that. She couldn’t seem to
remember what she was supposed to put on. What item, which colors, what
patterns? Did this match that? She forgot which drawer bras and underwear were
in. After an hour of wandering, she took the dog out, then went back to bed.
She’d go in late, do some reading. Work on her dissertation. Yeah, that was a
good plan.


 


***


 


The phone woke
her.


“Hey, Bird
Brain. You planning to show up? We were supposed to have lunch at The Alley,
remember?”


“Prince . . . Hal,” she mumbled. “Uh . . . yeah. I
just—what time is it?” The iPhone screen seemed out of focus, an indecipherable
glow.


“Past two. You
okay? Sound weird, man. Should I bring over a case of Red Bull? A pack of
Tums?”


Her sweating
palm made the phone slippery. Possible stories flew in and out of her head like
gray moths.


“Hey—Fowler. You
still there?”


Everyone would see her face and notice how she
winced each time she had to bend or turn. Know she’d been singled out,
attacked. She thought of Hal’s bantering voice, his slim, androgynous figure in
the various retro outfits he loved. The brilliant paper he’d once written on
queer rape survivors. If not Hal, who could she tell—ever? 


She took a deep
breath and let it go. “Hey—Hal? Can I say something?”


“Sure,” he said without a pause. “Anything,
Fowler. You know that.”


She smiled. “Yeah. I know. But you won’t believe
what happened to me last night.”


 


***


 


The rest stop bathroom was a stinking concrete box
of gore. Reshenko wrinkled his nose. He’d seen worse, just not lately. But man,
he hated murder scenes.


The sheriff’s
deputy nudged him. “This’s the guy you were lookin’ for, right? The rapist.
Some mess, huh. Maybe a revenge hit by the vic?” He chuckled.


Reshenko looked
up from the body to stare at the uniformed deputy. The other man shuffled his
feet and looked away. “Anyways. Janitor found him ’bout five this morning. Poor
slob. Still dry-heaving.”


Reshenko
frowned. No wonder. He was swallowing back some bile himself. “So where
is he?”


“In the cleaning
staff office, round the corner. But we already took his statement . . . sir.”


“I want to see
him.”


“Um, yessir.”
The deputy faded away.


Reshenko looked
at the corpse sprawled on the concrete a few feet away. Thank Jesus the county
guys hadn’t mucked up the scene, stomping around in all that blood. He’d gotten
the call twenty minutes ago. A deputy had said, “Think we found the perp you
put an APB out on two nights ago. Rape suspect? Driver’s license says Timothy
Wayne Carling.”


Reshenko had perked up immediately. “Yeah—where?”


“Rest stop
outside Bear Creek on 309.”


“Don’t take any statements till I get there,” he
ordered, hoping rush hour traffic had peaked. “Just Mirandize him and—”


“Uh, won’t nobody be taking any statements.
Suspect’s deceased.”


“Ah shit,”
Reshenko had muttered, and slammed down the receiver.


He should take
some evidence before the sheriff arrived, since this was a homicide on the
county’s turf. He snapped a few photos. Then, glancing at the body but not
touching it, he took out a pad and began to make notes.


Carling had pulled up at the rest area around
three A.M., driving a gray four-door Camry registered to
Lucy Emilia Fowler, reported as stolen night before last. He was the only one
there, or maybe had just waited until he was. They could check the security
camera footage on that. Apparently he’d dragged a yellow sawhorse-shaped
CLOSED FOR CLEANING sign in front of the women’s rest room and shut the
door.


Footsteps echoed
on tile. Lourdes Martinez, the county medical examiner, was coming in with a
black canvas bag and a Big Gulp Styrofoam cup. “Hey Marty,” he said glumly.
“How’s the coffee?” He hadn’t wanted to take the time to stop for any.


She shrugged.
“Maybe lethal. But what the hell.”


She knelt by the
body and took a rectal temp, bagged the hands, the usual stuff. At last she
stood, peeled off her gloves, and drank some coffee.


“So?” he
prodded.


She yawned.
“Sometime between three and five A.M. the
deceased took a boxcutter—I’m guessing that one in the corner, the cheap kind
sold at any Walmart—and cut his wrists.” She shrugged. “Just a guess, mind
you.”


“Ha. Ha.” 


“After that . .
.” She paused to toss back more coffee. “Things got weird.”


“Yeah.” Reshenko
rolled his eyes. “I noticed.”


Carling had apparently used those sliced,
freely-bleeding wrists to smear two-foot-high letters on the cream-painted wall
of the restroom. The concrete block was finished in rough-textured stucco. The
words had come out ragged, blurred at the edges. Yet readable. Ouch, Reshenko
thought. But where in hell had the guy been since Wednesday night?


“Not an ideal
writing surface,” said Martinez. 


“It had to hurt
like a bitch.” Reshenko winced, able for a moment to feel the pain of dragging
open flaps of severed flesh over a surface with the consistency of extra-coarse
sandpaper. “So then what? He got impatient or pissed off that he was still alive,
and turned the knife on his throat?”


She sighed. “I’m trying to concentrate, Bob.”
After a few moments she muttered, “Yes. He inflicted such a nasty slash that—look
here—the head’s nearly severed from the neck. See?”


Reshenko
swallowed at the sight of stringy tendons, the truncated hose of windpipe.
“What about that?” He pointed with the toe of one shoe to a gleaming object in
the opposite corner.


“What about it?”
she asked, tucking the empty coffee cup into her bag. The restroom’s trash bin
was stranded like a tall metal island in a pool of coagulated blood.


“Too far away. Wrong
angle. I say this boy didn’t shuffle off on his own; he had some help. ’Cause
look, Marty. See what we’re standing on?”


She nodded. “Uh
huh. Concrete.”


“Wrong-o. A
small patch of clean concrete. And yet the blood is, like, everywhere. The
walls, the stalls . . . so how’d Carling keep this spot clean?”


“Well, do you
see any prints leading out, hand or foot, that don’t belong to us? I’m
skeptical he had any guests at this going-away party. For now I call it
suicide.”


Reshenko
snorted. “You’re saying he whacked himself, then pitched the knife all the way
across the room, with a thirty-degree curve. Or dropped it, then raced over
here, spewing like a fountain, wiping surfaces clean as he went.” He eyed the
basins and stalls again. “Does he look like some kind of neat-freak to you?”


“He just looks
deceased to me.” She shook her head. “But it’s freaky, I admit. Maybe the
bloodwork will show traces of something—dust, crack, crank. Something. Just
committed a violent rape, didn’t he, with no priors?”


“Yeah . . . yeah,”
Reshenko conceded. “But I think—” 


She patted his
shoulder. “If it’s not self-inflicted we’ll find out at the autopsy. But . . .
face it, Bob. No indication anyone else entered or left before or after the
decapitation. Nothing on the camera, the deputy tells me. Not till Joe the
Janitor showed up.”


He grimaced. “So
we’ll be calling it suicide.”


She nodded. “I
think so. Probably.”


Reshenko ran a
hand wearily down his face. “OK. Say you’re right—for now. What about the
words? On the wall.”


She turned to
look. “Yes, I wondered about them too.”


He nodded
eagerly. “Right. ‘NOT ME.’ Like that stupid comic strip, been around a hundred
years—Family Carnival? Family Circus, yeah. Every time one of the
fat little kids breaks a vase or tracks up the floor they all say, “Not me!”
And there’s a short, pudgy see-through guy—a ghost—always running away from the
mess. The parents can’t see him. On his chest is printed NOT ME. You know how
kids are, never want to take the blame.”


Martinez sighed,
glanced at her empty coffee cup. “Your point?” 


“So Carling, he’s
a suspect in a nasty rape case. Guilty and ashamed, but not wanting to admit
it, even to himself.” He paused, sneaked a look at Martinez’s face.


The deputy
Reshenko had first spoken to reappeared. “Hey, that janitor dude wants to talk
to you. Wants to know who’s gonna clean up this mess. I told him, ‘Most likely
you are, bro.’ Just messin’ with his head, you know? A little humor. And he
busts out cryin’.”


“Why didn’t you
tell him there’s a service that—oh hell, I’ll be there in a minute.” He waved
the guy off. “Hey, Marty. Got a spare buck?"


“Jesus,
Reshenko. Every case you bum cash.” She dug into the black bag. “Don’t they
ever pay you? Wait, let me   guess—it’s volunteer work.”


“Yeah, I’m a
regular Mother Teresa,” he muttered.


He went outside
and got a tiny flimsy cup of anemic coffee from the rest stop vending machine,
took a sip and scalded his tongue.


“Shit,” he
muttered. Setting the cup on a low wall, he slipped a scrap of paper from his
wallet and laid it flat on top of the wall. Squinting, cradling
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