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  Prologue


  Die Frank! Please die!


  Amanda Cain jerked a hand up to cover her mouth, as if she had spoken the words aloud. She couldn’t remember ever wishing anyone dead before. Not even Frank. Not even after all the terrible, crazy things he had done to her.


  What had Ross told her? There is no evil, Mandy. Only sickness. He was always coming out with gems like that. You mustn’t hate your husband. You don’t hate sick people, do you?


  She had tried to see things Ross’s way, but now, as she stood at the sitting-room window of his Cambridge house, staring out at the row of grim red-brick terraced buildings across the street, she could feel hatred like a malignant tumor at the center of her heart.


  It was easier for Ross to forgive, she supposed. He had only come into direct contact with real evil that one time, the night he and her neighbors had saved her life. She had lived with it for nine months. The time she had been married to Frank Cain seemed immeasurably longer than the rest of her twenty-four years put together.


  The hand she had raised to her mouth throbbed where Frank had ripped out two of her fingernails. She blew air gently over the wounds. Ugly memories flooded her mind like sewage. Tears prickled her eyes and she blinked them back. She was tired of weeping. She glared at her reflection in the dusty window. When she had married Frank less than a year back she had looked like a teenager. That was what had attracted him to her—her freshness, her innocence. Now she looked well on the way to middle age.


  “Die!” she whispered.


  The doctor in charge of Frank claimed he wasn’t keeping him alive artificially, but she didn’t know whether to believe him. She didn’t see how anyone could have survived that fall down the stairs….


  (Could he?)


  A rent appeared in the fabric of the bruise-colored cloud that had hung all day over Cambridge. A thin shaft of sunlight pierced the window and made her wince.


  Her spirits lifted a little, and she managed a vague smile. The bad dream was drawing to a close. Ross would be arriving back from London at any moment, and that would signal the end of the horror. He had offered to fetch the rest of her possessions from the rented flat in London where she and Frank had lived. She had told him not to go, but he had insisted. He had even tried to get her to go with him on the grounds that returning there might prove cathartic. She had drawn the line at that. Nothing would have persuaded her to reenter the beast’s lair. It was only in the past few days that she had been able to think about her husband without getting an attack of the shakes.


  The wound in the clouds healed. The sun vanished, and so did Amanda’s smile.


  She checked her watch. Four-fifty p.m. She heard a car pull into the street, and pressed her face against the windowpane to get a better look. Ross’s dilapidated Citroen was nosing its way through a crowd of children playing soccer at the entrance to the road.


  Amanda ran out of the sitting room and got the front door open just as Ross was maneuvering his stocky body out of the car. She hurried down the path to the pavement and threw her arms around his neck while he was still straightening up.


  He held her close, stroked her hair.


  “It’s all right, Mandy. I’m here. It’s all right.”


  His tone made her release him and take a step back.


  Something’s wrong.


  “What happened, Ross?”


  He ran both his hands through his tangled black hair.


  “Nothing. I got your stuff and drove back here. End of story.”


  “Something happened.”


  He glanced back up the street with a nervous, birdlike movement of his head. Two of the boys who had been playing football were fighting, rolling around the middle of the road. Their companions were grouped around them, baying for blood. Ross hardly seemed to notice the fracas.


  “Help me get your things inside,” he said.


  He turned away abruptly, opened the boot of the car, and began handing out black plastic trash bags crammed with cosmetics, books, record albums, and clothes. He worked fast, carelessly, dropping the odd bag. The contrast with his normal manner was so marked it rattled Amanda. He was usually calm and deliberate, as if the rest of his life were a mere extension of his work as a research fellow in the university’s biochemistry department.


  It took them three trips to get everything piled on the floor of the kitchen at the back of the house. Amanda surveyed the heap of possessions, shivered. The fact that they had been in the same flat as Frank lent them a sinister quality. His personality seemed to have leaked all over them. It felt as if he had somehow managed to worm his way into her retreat.


  Ross sat down at the kitchen table, panting slightly. Amanda took the chair across from him.


  “Tell me what happened.” She reached out for his hands. They were trembling.


  He jerked them into his lap.


  “Better if I don’t,” he said, avoiding her eyes.


  “Hey, you’re always lecturing me about being logical. Are you being logical?”


  He looked straight at her. His eyes were scared.


  “I went to your room first, got your things from there and took them down to the car. Then I went back up to the sitting room and …” He gave a slight shake of the head, fell silent.


  “Whatever it is, Ross, I’ll be more scared if you don’t tell me.”


  He shrugged. “It felt like someone was there.”


  Her stomach gave a lurch. “Was it Frank?”


  “It wasn’t like that.” He ran his hands through his hair again, as if trying to wipe away a memory.


  “You still haven’t told me what happened.”


  He deliberated before speaking. “I went into the sitting room, stacked your L.P.’s in a bag, and … Well, I just knew there was someone else there. I looked behind me but the room was empty. Naturally. No one could have got in while I was down at the car. I locked the door.”


  The skin on her arms goosefleshed. “Frank could have let himself in.”


  “He’s still in hospital.”


  “He might have recovered.”


  “Dr. Williams would have contacted us. Besides, I already told you, it wasn’t like that.”


  “Then what was it like?”


  “The TV,” he said. His tongue flicked out over dry lips. His eyes became unfocused and his voice went quiet. “When I turned around, the TV was on, and I saw …” He shuddered. “No. No more. I saw something impossible. And I bolted. Ran like the wind.”


  “Tell me.”


  “No. And I mean that. You were right not to come with me. Neither of us is ever going there again.”


  She knew he wasn’t going to tell her what he had seen. He owed his academic success to a stubborn streak a mile wide.


  “Just now when I came out to meet you, you looked up the street as if you were expecting to see someone. Why? Were you followed?”


  “Drop it, Mandy!”


  “No!” She slammed her hand on the table. “Were you followed? It could have been Frank back at the flat. He could have followed you up here.”


  Russ shook his head. “You’ve got it all wrong, Mandy. I just had this feeling all the way up there that was something on my trail. It was like … like being tracked by an animal. I could feel it there, stalking me, but … it wasn’t real. Not at all.”


  “How do you know that? How do you know it wasn’t Frank?”


  “It wasn’t.” He stood up quickly, angry with himself. “Listen, Mandy. I allowed my imagination to run riot at your flat. I guess I still haven’t got it under control yet. The last few weeks have been a strain for me too.” He managed a lame smile. “I shouldn’t have mentioned any of this. Forget I did. Look, I’m tired. I’m going to fix some coffee and I could do with a shot of something in it. There’s some brandy next door. Would you get it?”


  She didn’t move.


  “Go on,” he said wearily. “It’ll make us both feel better.”


  “That night, Ross. Did you try to kill Frank? I wouldn’t mind if you had.”


  His jaw went rigid with muscle. “We struggled. He fell. That’s all.”


  She opened her mouth to speak again, but she knew she wasn’t going to get any more out of him until he felt like telling her.


  She got up and walked out of the kitchen, mind racing. Ross was the most levelheaded person she had ever met. He didn’t have the sort of imagination that tricked itself. Whatever he had seen back at the flat had been real, and if he felt he had been followed back to Cambridge, then he had been. But by whom? He was right about Frank. If he had recovered, the hospital would have phoned them immediately.


  The brandy bottle was in its usual place on the bookshelf. Amanda eased it out. The books on either side made a clapping sound as they collapsed against each other. Her limbs were trembling and she almost dropped the bottle. Outside, the street was silent. The light had worsened. As she glanced toward the window, the first drops of rain tapped at the glass like fingernails.


  She moved back out into the hall, halted.


  Everything felt wrong, as if a cracked bell had chimed somewhere inside the house. The angles in the corridor leading to the kitchen seemed askew, as if the walls and ceiling didn’t fit together properly. The floor felt like it was on a slope. Amanda flushed all over; then, abruptly, her body was freezing cold. The brandy bottle seemed to grow and diminish in her hand, pulsing big, then small. She grasped it uncertainly. It slipped through her fingers, fell onto the floor, and spewed its contents out onto the shabby hall carpet.


  She emitted a feeble, protesting sound, but didn’t move.


  The light in the corridor was growing thicker. She raised a hand to her forehead, felt her knees start to give.


  Wrong. Everything wrong …


  “Ross!” she groaned.


  No response.


  This is what happened to Ross in London, she thought. This is what freaked him out.


  “Ross!” This time she shouted his name.


  She stumbled down the corridor, kicking the brandy bottle aside, sending it crashing against the baseboard, pushed the kitchen door open.


  Same in there, angles all crazy, light dim, flickering, bad atmosphere vibrating like evil sound through the air.


  Ross was standing by the stove, the electric kettle plug in his hand, moving it toward the outlet in the wall above the fridge.


  “No!” Amanda shouted. “Don’t!” But the bad, shimmering air swallowed her words, so that it was like shouting in a nightmare.


  There was something weird about Ross’s movements, she realized. The hand holding the plug was jerking toward the socket, as if it were being pulled, and his whole body was leaning away from the wall at an angle. He was straining to pull himself away from the socket. Even in the dim light she could see that the skin around his wrist was white, startlingly white, while the skin on the back of his hand and his forearm was puce, as if …


  … as if an invisible hand were gripping his wrist!


  “Ross!” She threw all her strength into the shout, trying to shatter the spell that had enveloped the house.


  Ross twisted toward her. His face was that of a terrified child. His eyes bulged and tears streamed down his cheeks.


  He called out to her. It sounded like “Mama!” but could have been “Mandy!”


  She tried to run across the room to him, but her progress was impossibly slow, as if she were running underwater.


  Ross yelled again, chest heaving, but it came to Amanda as a thin, distant sound, a small animal’s dying squawk. The Fingers of the hand holding the plug splayed involuntarily and the plug clattered off the fridge onto the floor. Ross shifted his head, stared in horror at his hand. The ends of his fingers were an inch from the outlet. He started to buck violently. His hair tossed wildly about his face and his shirt began to rip open at the seams.


  Amanda was halfway across the room when the outlet’s plastic cover was ripped off the wall, revealing a tangle of wires. The force that had hold of Ross’s wrist gave one last pull and mashed his fingertips against the exposed wires.


  A flash of blue flame. Ross’s body going rigid, hair rising, mouth freezing in a scream …


  The lights blew at the same instant as the electric jolt punched him away from the fridge and shot him across the room. His elbow caught Amanda’s temple and sent her crashing to the floor.


  She heard a crack like a branch splintering, picked herself up groggily.


  In the dim, foggy light filtering through the kitchen window she could see Ross lying at the base of the wall opposite the fridge, hair stiff and straight, limbs splayed loosely like a discarded doll’s, neck broken.


  Amanda sank back onto the floor amid the black plastic bags containing her possessions. Covering her face with her hands, she began to cry.


  She heard a sound. She splayed her fingers and peered between them.


  Ross’s lifeless body slithered into a sitting position.


  Amanda started to scream.


  1


  Susie Keller slipped the key into the lock of Flat 3, 72 DeVere Court, twisted it, and pushed. The door swung open swiftly, as if someone were pulling it from the inside. With a slight squaring of the shoulders, Susie stepped into her new life.


  She stood in the long, narrow cream-colored hallway for fully ten seconds, trying to get the feel of the place. The flat occupied the top two floors of an elegant four-story white-stucco-fronted terraced corner house a few minutes’ walk from the north side of Hyde Park. It smelled of spring-cleaning and fresh paint. There was an atmosphere, all right, but she couldn’t define it. For an instant it felt as if the flat were gauging her, instead of the other way around.


  “Honey, if you don’t move, ol’ Mike’s going to have himself a hernia. Maybe two.”


  Susie stepped aside to let her husband past. He moved to the end of the corridor with quick pigeon-toed steps, shoulders rounded by the weight of the two suitcases he was carrying. “What the hell have you got in here?” he had demanded when he’d met her at the airport. “Bricks?” He shouldered open the door to what she guessed was the sitting room and set the black canvas cases down on the floor with a groan. He stood and kneaded the small of his back with bunched knuckles.


  Susie followed him down the corridor past narrow stairs. If Mike’s description of the flat on the phone to her parents’ house in Wisconsin the week before had been accurate, they led to two bedrooms and a potential workroom on the top floor. The living room was cool, white, and high-ceilinged. The curtains were open and late-afternoon summer sunshine was streaming through tall French windows.


  She strolled over to the window, glanced down at a quiet side street. She could hear traffic noises from the main street at the front of the building, but it was like silence after the racket of New York. Smiling, she turned to Mike, who was still massaging his back.


  “Age catching up with you, grandpa?”


  At thirty-one she was four years younger than he, and didn’t feel it did any harm to occasionally remind him of the fact.


  “You’ll get yours, kid,” he said, flopping into one of the room’s three battered leather armchairs.


  Susie laid her shoulder bags down against the television trolley, which stood between the windows and a huge black chesterfield couch that had seen better days, then made a careful survey of the room.


  Their last Manhattan apartment had been as ingratiating as a puppy dog when they’d first gone to view it. It had sort of rolled over on its back and demanded affection. This one was decidedly different. It was aloof, wary, watchful. It didn’t much care what her opinion of it might be. In that way, it resembled London itself. New York grabbed you by the lapels and started screaming in your face the moment you stepped off the plane at JFK, while London played it cool— well-mannered, dignified, and just a little standoffish.


  “Did I choose right?” Mike asked.


  She nodded. “You did good.”


  She let her eyes wander over the furniture. Escritoire, cocktail cabinet, display cabinet. All old, chipped, and stylish. There hadn’t been an interior designer within a mile of the place, and that suited her just fine. Only the television, a twenty-four-inch black plastic model on a tubular steel trolley with a video recorder underneath, looked out of place, like a punk rocker at a Chamber of Commerce meeting.


  She gave another nod of approval. It wasn’t the friendliest flat she’d been in, but there was nothing positively threatening about it, unless … unless it was faking, hiding its true nature, lulling her.


  She frowned. Why was she thinking that way?


  “Remember, we’re going to be here at least a year,” Mike said, scratching his broad chest through his red lumberjack shirt. “If you don’t approve, say so now.”


  “I hope we’re here for ten.” She smiled down at him. “But then, I’m the one who wanted to leave New York. How do you feel about it?”


  He gazed around the room, shrugged. “It’s fine.” He grinned up at her. “No kidding. I like it. Hey, how about a beer? I stashed some in the icebox.”


  He made as if to rise.


  “Stay put, senior citizen,” Susie said. “Where’s the kitchen?”


  “I like a woman who knows her place. Right, and right again.”


  The kitchen was like the living room—big, simple, no- nonsense. Susie took two cans of Heineken out of the fridge, hesitated, put one back, and took the other through to Mike.


  He ripped the tab off and took a long swallow, head back. Foam spurted down his chin and fizzled on his shirtfront.


  “Aren’t you having one?” he asked.


  “One’s too many …”


  “… and a hundred’s not enough,” he said, finishing Ray Milland’s line from the film The Lost Weekend.


  “The funny thing is, I don’t feel like a drink. Really.”


  “Was it okay with your parents?”


  “You mean, did I drink? No, Mike. Not a drop. Not with my mother around. She missed her vocation in life. They could have used her on Alcatraz. Besides, I didn’t want to.”


  Mike smiled reassuringly, but there was doubt in his eyes. It annoyed her, that look, but she couldn’t blame him for being wary. When they had lost their son Jimmy three years back, Mike’s response to grief had been to bury himself in his work. Susie’s had been to climb inside a vodka bottle and stay there for two and a half years. She hadn’t touched hard liquor in six months, but they both knew the chances of a relapse were high.


  “You check out the rest of the place while I fetch the other case from the car.” He tipped his head back and emptied the beer can.


  “That’s some paunch you’re developing.”


  He stood up, belched softly, and patted his stomach. “All muscle. Been working on it in the gym.”


  “That’s pork, and you’ve been working on it in restaurants.”


  Mike laughed. “You’re nagging me again. That’s good.”


  “There’s plenty more where that came from.”


  Mike opened his arms. “C’mon, short stuff. Give daddy a hug.”


  “I’m not sure my arms’ll stretch all the way around daddy, on account of daddy’s gut.”


  She went to him, rested her face against his chest. His hands were like bear’s paws on her slim waist. He rocked her gently from side to side. She couldn’t remember the last time it had been this good between them. Certainly not since before Jimmy’s death.


  She was relieved to find him so relaxed. She had pressured him into going after the London job. Another six months in New York would have seen her back on the hooch and the end of their marriage. There were too many memories back there, too much nervous energy crackling like static in the air, too much temptation to drink and too many opportunities. Here, three thousand miles away, it would be different. Here she’d have to make a positive effort to find the bars and the drinking companions. Her only worry had been Mike’s reaction to the move. He’d told her on the phone that he was enjoying it, but she hadn’t believed him until she had met him at the airport; relaxed, smiling, putting on weight, and, best of all, spewing with lip. The worst times in their marriage had been marked by a strained mutual courtesy more appropriate to strangers.


  It was good, so good, to have another chance. If only Jimmy could have been there with them. He would have been just going on seven …


  Don’t cry!


  She cleared her throat. “You smell of beer and sweat, Mike.”


  “I should hope so! This new Locker Room after-shave cost a bundle.”


  Susie’s hips squirmed involuntarily. She removed a hand from his back and slid it down over his chest and stomach till she was cradling his hardening sex through his jeans. He shivered as she started to massage him gently. He groaned and lowered his head, and she could feel his breathing become quicker, shallower against the side of her neck. She felt herself moisten in response. She shifted her head back. His eyelids were half-closed and his pupils were dilated with his need for her. She slipped her other hand around the back of his neck and pulled his head down. His tongue snaked between her teeth and coiled over hers …


  Susie froze. Someone was watching them.


  “Gosh, sorry!”


  A young couple were standing in the doorway.


  “We knocked,” the man explained. “No reply.”


  Susie realized with horror that her hand was still at Mike’s crotch. She let go as if burned, and Mike slipped behind her in an attempt to hide his erection.


  The girl in the doorway raised her hand to cover a grin, but the man just carried on smiling.


  “We’re noted for our exquisite sense of timing,” he said.


  Mike and Susie laughed, and Susie realized that these had to be their downstairs neighbors, Guy and Hannah Cunningham. Mike had told her about them on the phone. He had met them briefly when viewing the flat. He had described Guy as a tall, slim, fair-haired Englishman in his mid-twenties who reminded him of the late film actor Leslie Howard. Susie could see the resemblance. All Mike had said about Hannah was that she was twenty-three and “cute.” She was tiny and boyish, looked about sixteen, and had about her that air of vulnerability that Susie knew drove some men crazy. If Guy was Leslie Howard, Hannah was Leslie Caron.


  “Come on in, neighbors,” Mike said, stepping out from behind Susie. “Nice of you to drop by.”


  “Actually,” Guy said, “we’ve come to warn you that if there are any noisy all-night parties up here we shan’t hesitate to call the police—unless we’re invited.”


  “You’re number one on the guest list.”


  Mike introduced Susie and there were handshakes all around. Susie asked Hannah to come into the kitchen with her while she fixed coffee. Mike came in with them, grabbed a couple of beers, and went back to entertain Guy.


  Susie stood in the kitchen, hands on hips, and gazed up at the cupboards.


  “Know where the last people kept the cups?” she asked.


  “This is the first time I’ve been up here,” Hannah said. “We moved in a month ago, and this place hasn’t been occupied since then.”


  Susie began opening and closing the overhead cupboard doors.


  “I’ll put the kettle on,” Hannah offered. “I know my limitations.”


  At just over five-foot-five Susie had to stand on tiptoe to reach the cupboards. Hannah, some five inches shorter, would have needed a stepladder. Susie, feeling like an Amazon, wondered how far meeting Hannah had influenced Mike’s decision to take the flat.


  She located the cups, brought them down, and spooned in coffee while Hannah plugged in the kettle.


  I’m sorry we burst in like that, just when you …” Hannah said. “Well, you know.”


  “It’ll teach us to act our age.”


  “Oh, you’re not that old.”


  Susie chuckled.


  “Oh God!” Hannah said. “I’m always saying the wrong thing.”


  “And I’m always doing it. We should make quite a team.”


  “I bet you never do anything wrong.”


  “What makes you think that?”


  “That’s the impression you give. Composed, efficient, wife of a successful businessman, an artist in your own right.” Hannah shrugged. “I’m afraid you’re going to make me feel rather inadequate.”


  Susie smiled wryly. “Now who’s saying the right thing?”


  “I’m not trying to suck up to you.”


  Susie leaned against the fridge while Hannah unplugged the boiling kettle.


  “First, I’m a complete klutz at organization,” Susie said. “Second. I’m composed about ten percent of the time—you’ll usually find me flapping around like a headless chicken. Third. Mike likes to call me an artist, but ail I’ve ever done is one comic strip, and I’ve been so successful at that I just got my first commission in three years …”


  “Why the delay?”


  Susie paused. My little boy died and I turned into a lush.


  “Things … sort of got in the way.”


  “Well, to someone whose sole talent consists of playing the piano rather badly and whose career consists of occasional stints as a temporary secretary to supplement her husband’s precarious income, you seem dazzlingly accomplished.”


  Susie chuckled. “Hey, I’m certainly not going to argue with you. I could do with a little praise around now.”


  She found herself wondering if Hannah was really as nice as she seemed, or whether this was some kind of ghastly act. Would she and her husband get together and laugh about their gauche Yank neighbors afterward?


  When Susie reached for the tray with the cups on it, Hannah placed a hand on her arm.


  “I’m so glad you’re moving in. We both are. I hope we’re all going to be friends.”


  Susie looked into Hannah’s clear, guileless eyes and flushed, ashamed of her previous suspicions. “There’s not much doubt about that, is there?”


  When they got back to the living room Mike was telling Guy about his job as assistant vice-president in the marketing division of the International Journals Corporation. IJC, he was explaining, had sent him to London to oversee the launch of a European edition of Celebrity, a U.S. magazine consisting mainly of photo features on show-business notables, movie stars, and European royalty. Circulation since its launch in the States the previous year had climbed to just under a million, and IJC had decided to launch a European edition. They had hired Bob Conway, Britain’s top daily newspaper gossip columnist, to edit it for a six-figure salary. He was a journalist with a slightly seedy reputation and a devoted readership. (Guy and Hannah admitted reading his daily column, “Bob’s People”). Mike had been placed in charge of U.K. and European marketing and distribution for a minimum of one year.


  Susie noticed Guy finish his beer and went to the kitchen to get him another. He hadn’t seemed comfortable drinking direct from the can, so she took down a glass for him.


  She lingered at the living room doorway on the way back. Guy and Hannah looked right together, somehow, the way people claimed she and Mike had done in the early days of their marriage. Mike looked just the same as he had when she’d first met him at college in Wisconsin, where she had studied art and he had majored in journalism. He struck her now just the way he had then—big, a brawny country kid with muscular forearms, a powerful chest, long, rangy legs, and a deep voice. It had taken her a year to work up the courage to follow him to New York after college, and in that time he had lost some of his raw muscularity. He had looked like a businessman when he had met her plane at La Guardia, and that had vaguely disappointed her. The city had sanded him down, smoothed him, claimed him for its own. Maybe it was the insecurity caused by being in a foreign country that had made him revert to his roots now. Or maybe Guy, whose English mannerisms seemed effete, almost effeminate, was making Mike appear ultra-rugged.


  “And what’s your line of business?” Mike was asking Guy as Susie made her way to her chair.


  “I sell insurance,” Guy said.


  “We’re covered!”


  Guy laughed. “Don’t worry, old man. Friends, relatives, and neighbors are exempted from my pitch.”


  “Do you enjoy it?” Susie asked.


  “It isn’t a question of enjoyment. It’s simply that an extremely expensive private education has fitted me for nothing else.”


  “How’s business?” Mike asked.


  “Pretty appalling,” Guy said. “It usually is.”


  “If you can afford to rent a place here,” Mike said, “I don’t reckon you’re doing too badly.”


  “Rich father,” Guy explained. “I make no apologies.”


  “Why should you?” Mike said.


  “You haven’t met the Brents,” Hannah said. “They think being born comfortable is a crime, unless you feel sufficiently guilty about it.”


  “Who are the Brents?” Susie asked.


  “The other couple in the house,” Hannah said. “They live on the ground floor. He’s a rather well-known solicitor who handles a lot of work for trade unions and various socialist groups, and she, well, she’s even more radical than he is.” Guy grinned. “You people had better prepare yourselves for a lot of hassle about America. Pam Brent’s convinced you’re all fascists.”


  Susie glanced at Mike, saw his jaw muscles ripple. He had been something of a radical himself back in college, but he had subsequently donned a mild conservatism along with his Brooks Brothers shirts.


  Mike cleared his throat. “Anti-Americanism seems to be all the rage in Europe right now.”


  “Oh, this isn’t Europe. This is England.” Guy’s smile flickered. “We’d better get to know each other better before we get onto politics.” He turned to Susie. “Hannah was telling me about your work when you were out of the room just now. Any chance of seeing a sample?”


  “Sure. I have some of the old strips stashed away in one of the suitcases. I’ll dig them out sometime. But I warn you, Bad Guy isn’t exactly intellectual reading material.”


  “Then I’ll probably love it,” Guy said.


  “Drink up,” Hannah said. “We’re holding these people back.”


  “Not at all,” Susie said. “This is the nicest welcome we could have had.”


  “Thanks, but we have to go,” Hannah said. “Guy likes to pretend he leads a life of pampered indolence, but between you and me, he works like a dog, and Saturday’s a good day to pester prospects on the phone. They tend to agree to any proposal just to get rid of him.”


  “I never pester,” Guy said. “I wheedle.”


  “Sure I can’t tempt you to another beer?” Mike asked.


  “No.” Guy said. “Hannah’s right. I’d better work. It’s about time I sold more policies. My commission checks have been missing a few noughts recently.”


  Mike half-crushed his empty beer can in one fist. Susie wondered if he wasn’t overdoing his hairy-chested King of the Wild Frontier act.


  “I’m sure you’ll do fine.”


  Guy put down his glass, picked up the empty can beside it and, also one-handed, crushed it flatter than Mike had managed.


  Mike grinned. “You’ll have to show me where you hide your muscles one day.”


  “Where my brains should be.” Guy stood and helped Hannah up out of her chair.


  The four of them made their way to the front door.


  “Oh, by the way,” Hannah said. “Are you people doing anything tomorrow?”


  “I guess not,” Mike said.


  “Then I insist you both come down for a real English Sunday lunch.”


  “Oh, we couldn’t,” Susie said.


  Guy smiled. “English cooking isn’t as bad as they make out, you know.”


  “That isn’t what I meant. I meant—”


  “We’d love to,” Mike interrupted. “One o’clock?”


  “Perfect,” Hannah said.


  Mike opened the front door. A child’s cry drifted up the well of the stairs.


  Susie raised an eyebrow. “Yours?”


  “That’s Toby, the Brents’ little boy,” Guy said. “Poor little chap.”


  “Guy!” Hannah scolded. “That’s not nice!”


  Guy shrugged. “Would you want Pam Brent as a mother?”


  “I’ll come downstairs with you,” Mike said. “I have to fetch some more stuff from the car.”


  “Want any help?” Guy asked.


  “None,” Susie said. “He needs the exercise.”


  “You can tell who wears the pants in this marriage,” Mike said.


  “If you put on any more weight,” Susie said, “they sure won’t fit you!” She gave Hannah and Guy a little wave. “I’ll see you folks tomorrow.”


  She returned to the living room and carried away the cups and cans, then paused to study herself in an oval gilt-framed mirror above a walnut cabinet. Not bad for thirty-one, she decided. At least she looked her age. Considering what she had done to her body over the past three years, that was a minor miracle. She ran her fingers through blond hair that had been cut short and spiky. “You look like a freshly hatched chicken,” had been Mike’s first comment, but he was gradually coming round to her new look. Her weight was back down to normal, 105 lean pounds. A small, full-lipped mouth that always made her look as if she were sucking a piece of candy, a nose a little too pert for her liking, and wide green eyes that had once sparkled happily but now always tended to look a little sad.


  She made a face at herself, bent and unlocked the cabinet beneath the mirror. She smiled sourly. Booze. Scotch, gin, sherry, port, rum, and two bottles of her own particular poison, vodka. To make matters worse, it was her favorite brand, Stolichnaya.


  She had lied to Mike. If she lived to be a hundred there wouldn’t be a single waking moment when she wouldn’t feel like a drink, preferably a big fat treble vodka in a long glass filled to the brim with ice, soda, and lime. The inside of her mouth puckered. She could almost taste the vodka. She imagined its beautiful coolness as it slipped down her throat, could almost feel the first woozy wave of numbness ripple through her central nervous system, making the world click satisfyingly into focus.


  She slammed the cabinet door shut.


  One day, six months back, she had awakened with a raging hangover in their East Eighty-sixth Street apartment. She couldn’t remember a thing about the previous evening, but deduced from her amnesia that it had been a humdinger. Mike had been moving around the place getting ready for work. She had lain in bed, eyes shut, while her hands, seemingly with a life of their own, jumped about beneath the bedcover. When she heard Mike leave she went into the living room and poured herself a large vodka, neat, no ice. She finished it in two swallows and, fighting to keep it down, staggered over to the window and gazed down at the traffic snailing along Third Avenue. There in the street, fifteen floors below, she had caught sight of Mike, trudging along, head bent, looking tiny, vulnerable, broken, and she had realized exactly what she had been doing to him for the past two and a half years.


  She had immediately poured all the liquor in the house down the sink. That evening she had informed Mike that she was through with alcohol. He had wanted her to check into a clinic for a $300-a-day course of aversion therapy, but she had known that wasn’t the answer. Neither was Freudian analysis, or Jungian psychotherapy, or EST, or primal screaming. The only way she was going to kick her alcohol habit was to do it cold turkey.


  She hadn’t left their apartment for a month. By the end of that period she had lost twenty pounds and could actually manage to raise a cup of coffee to her lips without spilling most of it. But the craving was still there. She had believed it would pass with time, but if anything, it seemed to be increasing.


  She straightened and looked at herself in the mirror again. She made a conscious effort to make her expression cheerful for Mike’s sake. The mirror was flaking in places. As she moved her head to avoid a smudge, she heard something blip in the room behind her. In the mirror, over her shoulder, she saw the TV flicker into life.


  She wheeled around.
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  As Susie gazed at the TV screen she became aware of a sensation of disorientation. It was as if the room had changed in some subtle way when her back was to it, but she couldn’t define the alteration.


  The screen was a snow shower of abstract, meaningless dots.


  She took a step toward the set, halted. She shivered, suddenly nervous. It felt as if the TV were watching her. The screen was a blurry gray eye glaring at her. She shook her head. The sight of all that liquor had brought back bad memories, upset her.


  Then, suddenly, fuzzy letters appeared on the screen, like a program title.


  She mouthed the words to herself, frowning.


  “YOU’RE NEXT!”


  Was this some kind of joke? That was exactly what Eddie Ville, the central character in her Bad Guy strip, was always snarling at whoever had thwarted his latest dastardly scheme to bring mayhem to the town of Hope Springs, USA. It was her catch phrase. What was it doing on the TV? In the strip it was designed to raise a smile. Here it struck her as genuinely threatening.


  The letters faded.


  She strode resolutely over to the set and reached down toward the off switch.


  The TV blipped off a split second before she pressed the button.


  What the … ?


  The feeling of being spied on evaporated instantly, but the sensation of strangeness, of the room having altered in some indefinable way, took a few seconds to disperse.


  Susie frowned. TV sets didn’t switch themselves on and off. Maybe it had been left plugged in and there was a faulty electrical connection somewhere.


  She followed the TV cord to a power outlet situated behind the chesterfield. The plug was lying on the carpet. The set hadn’t been plugged in at all.


  Weird!


  She was back kneeling in front of the set when Mike staggered in with the last suitcase. He plopped it on the floor and slumped down onto the couch. His breath came in short gasps and it took him a while to get his respiration back under control.


  “I just met the Brents,” he said.


  Susie looked around at him vaguely.


  “Our other neighbors. The ones with the kid. The Yank-haters.”


  “What are they like?”


  “She’s fat, he’s bald.” Susie went back to staring at the blank screen. “This is probably a dumb question, honey, but what are you doing down there?”


  “It’s the TV,” she said.


  “Is that what it is? Gee, I thought maybe it was a fish tank or a freezer or—”


  “Mike, don’t be such a smart ass,” Susie commanded crisply. “The TV just switched itself on and off.”


  “No kidding! What’ll those little Japanese mothers think of next?”


  “Mike, could we cut out the adolescent attempts at humor? The TV came on while I was standing on the other side of the room. I came over to switch it off, but it went off all by itself before I even touched it. And I just found out it wasn’t even plugged in!”


  “No electricity? Maybe it’s an old British gas set. They probably installed it when they built the place.”


  “Whoever told you you had a neat sense of humor was wrong, Mike.”


  “It was you, honey.”


  “I must have been …” Drunk? “Crazy,” she substituted. “Honestly, Mike, that’s just what happened. And I saw words on the screen. ‘You’re Next!’ Can you believe that? Right there, on the TV!”


  He indicated his boredom by letting his chin drop onto his chest and emitting loud snoring noises. She felt anger rising inside her. If the set had played up in Mike’s presence she would never have heard the end of it.


  She swallowed her anger. She wasn’t going to spoil things this time. Mike had done everything she had asked of him, and if she kept off the hooch, she might even get him around to thinking about trying for another baby.


  She sighed. “It’s a pity you’re so tired. Mike. I was hoping you’d take me up to bed for a really wild sex session, but I guess it can wait.”


  His head snapped up. “No, it can’t!”


  She moved over to him, held out her hands, and attempted to hoist him up off the couch, but he jerked her down into his lap and kissed her. His hand ran up over her stomach, cupped one of her breasts, and squeezed it. She unglued her lips from his, threw her head back, and moaned, faking a little, knowing how her reactions excited him. He nuzzled her neck, alternately kissing and nipping at her flesh. He began to fumble with the buttons of her blouse, eyes closed, mumbling her name in a soft, hoarse, undertone.


  “Not here, Mike,” she whispered.


  “Why not?”


  “Upstairs.”


  He hefted her up off the couch, holding her firmly in his brawny arms. Her blouse was half-undone. He ducked his head to kiss the upper slopes of her breasts and she moaned again, responding genuinely this time.


  “Upstairs,” she whispered again.


  He carried her out into the hall, paused to check that the front door was locked.


  “We won’t be disturbed this time, honey.”


  “That’s what was worrying me,” she lied. That wasn’t why she had wanted him to take her upstairs. For some odd reason, she had felt uncomfortable making love in front of the TV.


  She had her arms around his neck. She levered her head up, licked his ear, and felt a tremor run through him.


  “Don’t do that!” he breathed out. “I’m liable to drop you.”


  “No,” she said, smiling. “That’s something you’d never do.” The last word caught in her throat. “Mike?”


  He halted at the foot of the stairs.


  “Yes, honey?”


  “You don’t have to try so hard. It’s going to be all right from now on. Trust me. Please.”


  There were tears in his eyes suddenly, and that surprised her. She hadn’t seen Mike cry since the day Jimmy died.


  “Trust me,” she repeated.


  “I’ll try, honey. I’ll really try.”


  Susie is sitting at the breakfast bar of the two-bedroom Manhattan apartment she and Mike have occupied for the past three years. She is filling the margins of The New York Times with lightning-fast pencil sketches, pausing occasionally to study the results. She is dressed in a bathrobe which is gaping open at the top to reveal her left breast. Its symmetry is emphasized by five tiny moles arranged in an exact crescent shape around the top edge of the nipple. She has just showered. A water droplet trickles from her neck down her breast in a zigzag pattern, like a slalom skier, to catch on her high, hard nipple, where it trembles for an instant before splashing into her lap.


  There is a half-eaten BLT on rye on the table beside her. She reaches out for it, changes her mind, snatches up her pencil, and executes another sketch.


  “Mom?”


  Susie glances up from the newspaper. Her three-year-old son, Jimmy, is standing nose-high at the breakfast bar, big green eyes fixed on her breast.


  She pulls her bathrobe closed.


  “Yes, Jimmy?”


  “I’m hungry.”


  In the background the TV is blasting out a cartoon soundtrack. Exuberant, violent noises explode through the apartment.


  Susie glances at her wrist to find that she isn’t wearing her watch. “I’ll make you a sandwich. Peanut butter okay?”


  Jimmy nods, his expression serious. He is always serious about food. Like his father, he has a massive appetite, but hasn’t yet acquired the layer of blubber or the lard-white complexion of a lot of apartment-bound city children.


  “Five minutes,” Susie says. “I have to do a quick sketch. Go watch TV. I’ll call you.”


  Jimmy doesn’t move. She smiles and reaches out to muss his spiky blond hair. He squirms out from under her hand and trots back to the living room.


  Susie thinks about finishing her own sandwich, but decides it can wait. She takes the newspaper down the corridor to her workroom, sits down at her desk, and opens a virgin tablet of drawing paper. She sketches furiously, the scratching noises of her pen forming a counterpoint to the cacophony of a Tom and Jerry cartoon.


  After ten minutes she lays the pen down, sits back in her chair, holds the drawing tablet up in front of her, and smiles.


  It’s good. Excellent, in fact. She has invented a solid new character for the Bad Guy strip. Abe Feinmann, the comics editor at Prince Features, will love it. She hopes.


  The apartment is eerily quiet, and she realizes that she can’t hear the TV. She hasn’t fixed Jimmy his sandwich as she promised. For Jimmy, this will qualify as a major tragedy.


  She places the drawing tablet back on the desk, rearranges her robe, and goes through to the living room. Jimmy’s chair is empty. The sound is down on the TV, but the picture is on.


  Susie wonders for the hundredth time whether her work isn’t causing her to neglect her son. He shouldn’t be spending so much time slumped docilely in front of the TV, eyes and brain vacant. She glares with hostility at the set. “Monster!” she mutters. Then shrugs. It isn’t the TV’s fault. It’s hers.


  She glances out the window. A peaceful snowfall. She’ll dress and take Jimmy to the park after he has eaten. The strip is due in by the end of the day, and it’ll mean working frantically all afternoon to get it finished, but that’s okay. It’s about time she started putting Jimmy ahead of her career.


  She hears the sound of a crash from the kitchen, hurries through.


  Her half-eaten BLT is on the floor next to the breakfast bar. The two slices of bread are lying side by side and the contents are strewn over the floor.


  Jimmy is standing over the sandwich, staring down at it, eyes bulging. His face is an unnaturally dark color, almost puce. He has his hands around his throat, as if he is trying to strangle himself. He is making a strange wheezing sound.


  Susie wonders for an instant if he’s kidding her, putting on an act to make her feel guilty about the lack of attention he has been receiving. Then, almost in slow motion he falls on the floor, onto his side and starts to make running movements with his legs. For a bizarre moment this reminds Susie of Donald O’Connor’s “Make ’Em Laugh” sequence from Singin’ in the Rain.


  She runs to him, kneels down.


  “Jimmy? Jimmy!”


  His lips are turning blue. This astonishes Susie. She had always thought of it as a figure of speech, but, no, his lips are genuinely turning blue.


  She acts even before she has made the connection between the fallen sandwich and the fact that her son is choking to death. She grabs his arm, hoists him up, and whacks him in the back. Again and again, but he still isn’t breathing. Even the wheezing sound has stopped.


  She lays him on the breakfast bar and inserts her fingers into his mouth, hoping to dislodge whatever has got stuck in his throat, but she knows this is wrong…


  The Heimlich maneuver. That’s it! That’s what she needs to do! She read about it in a newspaper a few months back. But what did it consist of? She receives a startlingly clear impression of the illustration accompanying the newspaper article. She sits Jimmy up and grabs him in a bear hug from behind, arms clasped around his waist, hands clenched over his stomach, under his ribs. She punches inward with her hands. Again. Pause. Again. Again…


  Susie sat bolt upright in bed, gasping for breath.


  Not my fault, not my fault, not my fault …


  Then two thoughts collided in her head:


  I need a drink, and Where am I?


  She remembered. She didn’t drink anymore, and this was her first night in their new flat in London.


  She reached out in the darkness to touch Mike’s shoulder. He stirred, muttered something, then was fast asleep again. The physical contact was enough for Susie. She didn’t need to talk to him. Her panic gradually decreased, to be replaced by a sad weariness. The dream had followed her three thousand miles. She had thought that maybe here, so far away …


  She lay back, molded her body to Mike’s, matched her breathing with his, and prayed that the dream would not come again that night. Or any other.
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  Susie halted when she heard the scream, turned.


  Fifty yards behind her, under one of the elm trees that marched in parallel lines along either side of a concrete footpath running across Hyde Park, a man, naked from the waist up, had grabbed a little girl from behind and had hoisted her up off the ground.


  The Heimlich maneuver!


  Susie gasped and stepped onto the horse track beside which she and Hannah were walking.


  Hannah grabbed her arm, dragged her back.


  “They’re only playing!”


  Half a dozen horses trotted by, hooves spurting cinders. The riders glared down at Susie as they passed, faces and riding jackets scarlet.


  “Only playing,” Hannah repeated.


  As the last horse crunched past, Susie saw that the half-naked man had hold of the little girl by the arms and, pivoting on his heels, was whirling her round and round, so that her body was parallel to the ground.


  Susie realized the girl wouldn’t have been screaming if she had been choking to death, but for a moment back there …


  “Would you like to sit down?” Hannah asked. “You don’t look terribly well.”


  “No, thanks,” Susie said. “Let’s walk.” She tried for a smile. “If you hear a kid cry out in New York, you tend to suspect the worst.”


  It hadn’t rained in the three weeks they’d been at DeVere Court and Susie was beginning to wonder whether the oppressive, choking late-July weather was ever going to break. There was


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
ONE BY ONE THEY BEGAME VICTIMS..
AND DEATH BY DEATH THE EVIL GREW

T OURE

NICK SHARMAN

AUTHOR OF THE CATS

%

X






OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





