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PART I

PRESENCE

“Today I felt pass over me a breath of wind from the wings of madness.”

—Charles Baudelaire

“…it is possible that we do, after all, live in an amnesic world that is governed by eternal laws. But it is also possible that memory is inherent in nature; and if we find that we are indeed living in such a world, we shall have to give up many of our old habits of thought and adopt new ones; habits that are better adapted to life in a world that is living in the presence of the past—and is also living in the presence of the future, and open to continuing creation.”

—Rupert Sheldrake

 


Chapter 1

THE BLUE INN

A disturbing scent rode the evening breeze and lingered in the air like spice or perfume or some last remnant of summer. And yet it was none of these things. Katie Suffield couldn’t figure out exactly what it was or where it was coming from. But it made her uneasy in the same way that the smell of smoke in a dark and crowded theater would.

“What’s wrong?” asked Hank, glancing up from his menu. “I thought I smelled something weird.”

“Only thing I smell is food. So what’s it going to be, kiddo? Are we health freaks tonight or cholesterolmongers?”

“Mongers.” She laughed.

Her stepfather’s question and her response were always the same when they were eating out together at the Blue Inn. It was integral to their being alone, as much a part of the ritual as sitting at this particular table at the back corner of the deck, where it jutted out over the lagoon, a tongue of pine and redwood suspended magically above the water on pilings Katie couldn’t see. If Hank’s girlfriend, Jo, had been along, they would have been sitting close to the sliding glass doors at the front. Jo was afraid of being over the water because she couldn’t swim—and suppose the deck crumbled while they were on it? Suppose the railing gave way and she fell in?

The breeze skipped through the potted plants that separated the tables. Katie caught the strange scent again, then it flitted away, a quick, elusive butterfly escaping the rapidly cooling air. She rubbed her hands over her arms, wishing she’d brought a sweater. But as Hank was forever telling her, the major drawback of being sixteen was that you never planned ahead. The way he usually said this implied that his own memories of being sixteen were as clear as yesterday, which she doubted.

His memories, she was sure, went back only as far as the sixties. In some ways, he still lived in that time: his dark hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail; jeans and a work shirt were his favorite clothes; he preferred grass to booze; and he wasn’t fond of the so-called “establishment,” even though he was part of it.

If biology had never become his passion, they would probably be trying to live off the land in a shack in the sticks somewhere. Hank would be growing his own hybrid strain of pot, something that got you zonked in under five seconds, and he’d be teaching new tricks to the animals he adopted, and she would…  Well, she didn’t know what she would be doing. She supposed that was another drawback of being sixteen. She didn’t have the faintest idea what she wanted to do with her life.

Whenever she tried to imagine herself at twenty-one or at thirty, nothing came to mind. Oh, she saw herself as taller than her present five-foot-five, ten pounds thinner than her chunky one-twenty, with eyes that were a deeper blue. Sometimes her long blond hair was short and fluffy, other times it was a mass of electric curls or maybe even a different color. But that had nothing to do with a profession. According to Hank, her future was limitless; she could be anything. But what?

“Want my jacket, Kate?” he asked.

“Yeah, thanks. It’s kind of chilly for August, don’t you think?”

Hank nodded and gazed out at the lagoon, as if the chili had originated in the center of it. “Weather everywhere seems to be going through changes.” He passed her the jacket and she shrugged it on,

“Hey, look at that.” He stood and leaned on the railing, pointing directly below. Katie got up to take a look. A long, thin snake twisted across the surface of the water, its glossy back gleaming in the last of the light.

“Gross,” she muttered. “What kind of snake is it?”

“I don’t know. It looks more like an eel, but there aren’t any in the lagoon.”

As they bent closer for a better look, the snake suddenly coiled and sprang at them. It lifted four or five inches out of the water, needle-thin, eyes glistening like wet rubies. They both leaped back from the railing. “Jesus,” Hank whispered.

He glanced at the water again but didn’t touch the railing. Katie, her heart still careening in her chest, tugged on Hank’s shirt.

“C’mon, don’t get so close.”

“No way in hell it could jump this high, Kate. Don’t worry.” They watched it twist through the wheat-colored weeds toward shore. When it vanished, Hank sat down, checked the time, and jotted something in the notepad he removed from his pocket. “I don’t want you swimming in here for a while.”

She hated the way her laughter sounded, nervous and afraid, the laugh of a kid. “Like you need to tell me.” She took one last look at the water, the shoreline, the dwindling light tipping the weeds. “What’re you writing?”

“Date, time, what we saw.”

“Why?”

His dark eyes crinkled with amusement—and a secret pleasure that she’d asked. He gave her his full attention, something that hadn’t happened much since Jo had moved in with them six months ago. “It might be important. What good is a biologist if he doesn’t remember the things he observes?”

“But what’s the snake going to tell you?”

Hank’s brows farrowed as he laced his long fingers together: his studious look. “Patterns. Everything is part of a pattern. What happened with the snake might be part of an emerging pattern, something new.”

“Like cold weather in August.”

“Yeah, exactly.” He snapped the notepad shut. “When we get home, remind me to show you something Ike and Tina have learned that could be part of a pattern. Maybe the same pattern, I don’t know yet.”

Ike and Tina were the canaries Hank had rescued from the Hartwell lab, where he worked as a research biologist. “The only trick I’ve ever seen them do is take a dump in Jo’s coffee cup.”

Hank chuckled. “Better than that. You’ll see.”

She was about to ask him to give her a hint, but the breeze shifted just then and she found the scent again. Stronger, darker, menacing. It nudged at her. It tickled. She looked around, trying to follow it, and saw Ben, the inn owner, on the other side of the sliding glass door, which was open a foot or so.

Katie lifted her hand to wave him over and suddenly realized the dark odor came from him. As he opened the door all the way, the smell rushed toward her, a black wave that stank of closed cellars, cemeteries, of death. Then it crashed over her, stealing her breath, paralyzing her, filling her head with pictures, and she understood what it meant. She wrenched free of it and leaped up, shouting, “No, Ben, no!”

Heads snapped their way.

She heard Hank mutter. “C’mon, Katie, what the hell’s wrong with you?” But her eyes were on Ben, who hesitated, his mouth moving soundlessly, his eyes blinking fast, as though he were trying to clear his vision. For just a second, their gazes locked, and he frowned, as if he were trying to remember who she was. Then his lips drew away from his teeth in a grin that glowed like an early moon, a white, hideous grin, barely human, a grin she would remember the rest of her life. He whipped something out of his jacket, spun away from them, to the left, and sprayed bullets across the deck, cutting a path of blood and death through the crowd.

The chatter of the machine gun echoed out across the water, startling birds from trees, nearly drowning out the screams that tore the air as people ran, stumbled, twitched, fell. Time screeched into slow motion; visions of carnage filled Katie’s head, thick as a poisonous gas. Blood splattered everywhere. She couldn’t move, couldn’t pull air into her lungs, couldn’t take her eyes off Ben, Ben and the gun, Ben as he continued to turn, a deadly soldier on a lazy Susan.

Seconds before they would have been in the direct line of fire, Hank yanked her back, lifted her like she weighed nothing at all, and hurled her and himself over the railing into the lagoon where the snake had been swimming minutes ago.

She screamed. She dropped like a stone through the dark waters, weighted by her clothes, her shoes. She swallowed a ton of water—it had to be a ton; she felt it filling her lungs, inflating them, and knew she was going to die.

Her sneakers sank into the muck on the bottom, weeds tangled around her ankles, the screams on deck echoed with utter clarity. Katie swam frantically toward the surface, her lungs threatening to burst. When her head popped free, she coughed and sputtered and gulped at the air. Gunfire, more gunfire, echoed across the lagoon, covering it like an invisible mist.

She dived, tore off her sneakers, and swam madly toward the area under the deck, where she would be safer. Hank found her, clutched her hand, pulled her into the air again and back under the deck as far as they could go. They pressed against weeds, rocks, moss. Katie clung to him, her eyes squeezed shut against the screams and another burst of gunfire that swallowed every other sound.

Things moved and splashed in the water around them. Something slithered past her leg. People struck the deck overhead. She opened her eyes and, through the spaces between the deck’s planks, saw the dark shapes of fallen bodies. Blood oozed between slats several feet in front of her. Waves of dark smells rippled through the air. She buried her face against Hank’s chest, seeking the comforting scent of his shirt, a scent she could follow, a scent that would sweep her away from the blackness. Chilled and terrified, she trembled against him, certain that in the next second or the next Ben would spray bullets through the floor of the deck, the snake would find them, they would die as they were meant to die before they’d leaped.

But there were no snakes and no more shots. The screaming stopped.

The only sound was the steady ping ping ping of blood as it dripped between the planks and struck the water.


Chapter 2

FAY

As the county mobile medical unit trundled out of the hills, Lagoon appeared way below, varnished in twilight. It looked as lovely and serene as a town on a postcard, thought Fay. Brick and pine buildings, gabled roofs, neat squares of greenery that were parks. And there, three miles east of downtown, the body of water it was named after, just a few miles from South Carolina.

The town was wedged in a narrow funnel of land between two foothills in northeast Georgia. With a population of just under three thousand—which rose to five during the tourist season—it was the largest hamlet in the district and the county seat. The main employer in the region was Hartwell Research, a pharmaceutical company on the South Carolina side of the lagoon. Almost everyone else in town either worked for the county, like Fay, or owned businesses that catered to the tourist industry. Thirty-three miles lay between Lagoon and its nearest neighbor, a separation that was due as much to the terrain as to attitudes. Change did not happen quickly here.

“What was the final count on the eczema cases today?” asked Mona Stawson, who was driving.

Fay glanced down at the clipboard on her lap. They’d seen thirty-two people today, most of them backwoods folks whose ailments ranged from colds to cancer. Out of those, there were five new cases of eczema, which brought the grand total in the last two months to twenty-two. She said as much and Mona let out a soft whistle.

“Maybe it’s not eczema.”

“Then what is it?”

“Hey, I’m just a nurse, Fay. You’re the doc. You tell me.” She tapped a pack of Camels against the steering wheel and a cigarette shot halfway out. She put it between her lips and lit with a kitchen match. “It looks like discoid eczema, it responds to the cortisone cream … I don’t know. If it isn’t eczema, then it’s a damn good imitation.”

“I’m going to send those scrapings I took today to a friend of mine at the CDC and have him run tests on them.”

Mona tapped her bright red nails against the steering wheel, her numerous rings caught the last of the twilight. None of the stones was real, but on Mona’s long, delicate hands they could have been sapphires, rubies, diamonds.

She was a striking blonde in her mid-thirties, slender and flashy, the local “bad girl” and proud of it. She’d been born and raised just over the state line, but her voice held no trace of southern drawl. She’d lost it during the eight years of her marriage, when she’d lived in New York and gone to nursing school. Like Fay, she was divorced, and now lived at the edge of town with a local bush pilot. They had worked together since Fay had taken the Lagoon County physician and coroner’s job more than two years ago. If she had any complaint about Mona at all, as co-worker or as a friend, it was her chain-smoking.

Fay rolled her window down halfway to let out the smoke The van filled with an unseasonal coolness which promised a early fall, but that still smelled of summer. Freshly mown grass, fields flourishing with wildflowers, rivers that ran through the red Georgia clay toward the dark bruise of the hills in the distance. In another month, Labor Day would mark the end of the tourist season, she thought, and then maybe she’d have time to take a couple of weeks off. She needed it. She hadn’t had a real vacation since she’d moved here from Atlanta.

“Suppose this eczema business is the beginning of a new epidemic or something?” asked Mona, the alarmist.

Fay laughed and lifted her stockinged feet onto the dash. “I bet you were the worst hypochondriac in your nursing-school class.”

“Second-worst.” Mona stabbed her cigarette out in the ash tray and downshifted as they rounded the last curve toward town. “My roommate was the worst. When we were studying bloc diseases, she was convinced she had leukemia. When we got to the brain, she just knew she had a brain tumor.” She scratched at her elbow. “And now I feel like I’ve got this mutant eczema.”

“It’s not contagious, Mona.”

“Then how come we’ve seen twenty-two cases of it in eight weeks?”

“I don’t know.”

Fay suddenly thought of Ben, of the rash she’d noticed on his back four or five months ago. He’d said it was poison ivy he had probably picked up while working around the inn. But it had looked, she realized, like those dry, crusted patches of eczema they’d been seeing.

So what, Fay? What’s it prove?

Nothing.

Their affair hadn’t fallen apart because she’d commented on a rash, for God’s sakes. It had ended because… Well, she didn’t know why.

For a few minutes, she was back inside his bedroom on that warm evening in mid-March. She could see the curtains billowing in his bedroom, blue sails filling with wind, the ceiling fan turning slowly, the smell of water from the lagoon mixing with the scent of sweat, of sex. She could see her own hands against his back and feel the patch of dry skin under her fingers.

Four months, two weeks, and six days ago: one of the last times they had made love. But who’s counting, Fay? You haven’t even seen him in weeks. There was no event she could pinpoint, no conversation she could recall in which they had discussed the end of the affair. They’d simply seen each other less and less frequently and eventually stopped seeing each other at all. Her pride had prevented her from asking what had happened, but she spent more evenings than she cared to remember speculating about why. Another woman. Business problems. A resurgence of the old grief over the death of his wife three years earlier. In the end, she was left with her questions and long evenings in which she drank too much.

Men. She would never understand them, and Ben least of all.

The van’s phone rang as Mona pulled up to a stoplight. It had taken Fay weeks to get used to it when it was first installed. The county commissioners had insisted on it and on the computer hookup when they’d proposed the idea of a county medical van, and the voters had approved it. Now, she couldn’t imagine getting along without either of them.

“Mobile unit,” she said as she picked up the receiver. “Dr. Donovan speaking.”

“Ma’am, this is Sergeant Moses. Ah’m calling for Captain Oliver. He says you’re needed at the Blue Inn pronto. We’ve got a medical emergency. How long will it take you to get here?”

Dread beat a frantic rhythm at her temple when he said Blue Inn. “What sort of emergency situation, Sergeant?” She glanced at Mona, who was already looking at her, and mouthed, Blue Inn. The van shot through the light, siren screeching.

“We’ve got dead and wounded, ma’am. The ambulance from Franklin General is on the way, but it’ll take a while to get here. We need help immediately.”

“We’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

The only thought in her mind as she hung up was that the Blue Inn was Ben’s place.

The inn stood on the north side of the lagoon, set back among the pines, dogwood, and hickory, with a wide deck that jutted out over the water. It was three stories of pine and cypress, with thirty-three rooms, high open-beam ceilings and one of the best restaurants in the area. Ben and his wife had bought it five years ago, and every summer since it had been filled to capacity.

Right now, all of the guests seemed to be clustered around outside, a mass that parted like the Red Sea to admit the van. Inside the circle were three police cars, a paramedic truck, and cops keeping the crowd back. Fay’s dread now reached so deep inside her, she could feel its roots worming their way through her intestines.

As she and Mona leaped out, Lew Oliver raced down the steps toward them. He wasn’t in uniform, and in his navy-blue pressed slacks and impeccable shirt he could have passed for a local businessman. Until he opened his mouth. Then he became what he was: a local yokel with a cheek stuffed with tobacco. “Got ten dead and nineteen wounded.” He ran a hand over his thinning blond hair. “Some seriously. The ambulance from Franklin should be here in another ten minutes tops, but Jesus, you can’t never tell. We set up a temporary clinic in the lobby that—”

“What happened?” Fay interrupted.

“Bastard freaked. Came out onto the deck with a goddamn Uzi and just mowed people down. Then he turned the gun on himself.”

“Who?” Fay asked. But Oliver was already gone.

The lobby was strewn with bodies, and the floor streaked with blood. Heaps of bloody towels were everywhere. Two paramedics were doing what they could, but it wasn’t enough. Fay had never been in a battle zone, but she knew it couldn’t look much different than this. People moaning, sobbing, bleeding; people in agony. She assessed their immediate general needs and ticked off a list of things for Mona to fetch from the van.

Then she did what she’d been trained to do, tried to alleviate suffering and save lives. But it was apparent from the moment she examined her first patient, a woman who’d been nearly cut in half by a spray of bullets, that she wasn’t going to be able to do either very well. The injuries were too serious for what was available in the van. This woman alone needed a team of surgeons, life-support systems, blood, plasma-sweet Christ, the list was endless.

Fay did what she could for the woman, then sent her off in the ambulance to Franklin General, more than thirty miles away, certain she would die en route, and went to work on the next person.

It was a long time later, she didn’t know how long, four hours, maybe five. Her eyes were closed. She was kneading away an ache in her right temple. The chair in which she sat molded itself to her body as though it had been made specifically for the shape of her hips, her buttocks, her legs, and spine. It caught the back of her head like a pair of hands, cupping it. She kept sliding down toward a soft, cushioned blackness, but the drone of voices jerked her back.

Whose voices?

Cops, she thought. Mona. The last of the guests checking out of the inn.

I should leave. Go home. Feed Samson. Take a sleeping pill.

But she couldn’t muster the strength to open her eyes, rise from the chair, speak to anyone; she was listening to the tape in her head. The tape that played on and on, the sound of Lew Oliver’s voice when he’d said, Ben did this, Fay. He went berserk. We don’t know why. No one knows why.

A forty-two-year-old man whose wife died of cancer three years ago gunned down twenty-nine people while they were having supper on the deck of his inn and no one knew why.

Do I know why? Do I?

She attempted a laugh, but it rolled into the air as a sob. Her eyes snapped open as she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, and there was Mona in her wrinkled white lab jacket, gazing down at her, holding out a cup of coffee.

“Drink this.”

“Thanks.” The coffee was thick and strong, and the taste, achingly familiar. It was the Cuban stuff Ben had favored. “Have all of the guests vacated?”

“Most of them, I think.” Mona plopped into the chair next to Fay’s and kicked off her shoes with a sigh. She moved her stockinged feet over the polished pine floor, up over the faded Persian throw rug.

Which Ben’s dead wife bought in Hong Kong the year he made a killing on that computer program.

Fay’s eyes skipped around the lobby, seeking other details of Ben’s life, stories connected to objects, stories shared in that room of his at the top of the stairs. The Ming vase over the fireplace: My wife had a thing about the Orient. The crystal ball that rested on tiny brass legs: She collected them the way other people collect art. Her sister has the rest of them. Everywhere her eyes paused, a memory leaped out at her, whispered to her, beckoned.

“Where is he?” she asked finally, sensing that was what Mona had intended to tell her all along.

“At the morgue.”

“Did anyone call his brother?”

“Lew’s trying to track him down.”

Fay rubbed her eyes. It was suddenly an effort to speak, to even form the words, to get them rolling down her tongue. “I can’t do the autopsy, Mona. Not tonight.” Not ever.

Mona sat forward, a soft urgency in her voice when she spoke. “I think you’d better take a look at him, though, Fay. Just a look. There was something strange about his skin.”

“You saw him?”

“Briefly. The sleeve of his shirt was pushed up to the elbow. It…” She bit at the inside of her cheek and shook her head; she didn’t know how to describe it.

The morgue. I don’t want to go to the morgue. Not tonight. Not now.

The morgue was cold, cavernous, impersonal, with gleaming aluminum counters and cabinets and shelves. Memories haunted it, danced through it with the quickness of light, the brightness of mercury. A specific memory. It pulsed in the upper right- hand corner of her eye, an image as clear as a photograph of her and Ben making love on the aluminum table where corpses had lain. An affirmation of life on the table of death. Ben had always been big on symbolism.

“Will you go with me?”

A corner of Mona’s mouth dimpled. “Do you really have to ask?”

“Let me go wash up first.”

The bathroom off the lobby was the one Ben had called his Art Deco showcase: black and pink tiles that climbed halfway up the walls, pink sinks, black toilets, a mirror with a curved top and beveled corners.

She had to crouch a little to peer into the mirror, because she stood five foot eleven in her bare feet and the mirror was positioned much lower on the wall.

“You look like shit,” she said to her reflection.

The thirty-seven-year-old woman in the mirror grimaced. It deepened the creases in her face and added five years to her appearance.

She drew a brush through her curly auburn hair, remembering how it had felt when Ben had done it. The memory was enough to make her hazel eyes go soft and dreamy. A peculiar knot formed in her stomach, the one Ben used to untie with his mouth, his hands, the one she’d concentrated on when they made love so she wouldn’t float out of her skin with the pleasure of it all. And just like that, she was crying, great, heaving sobs she tried to stifle, to swallow, but which kept slapping the air, as dark and ugly as bats.

Control yourself.

Fay grabbed paper towels from the dispenser, wet them, and pressed them against her face, riding the wave of her grief until it had exhausted itself. Then she returned to the lobby, wondering what would fill the gaping hole in her heart.

At twilight, Lagoon had been struck through with charm, with magic. But darkness transformed the town. It swallowed the surrounding hills, stripped away the vibrant red of the bricks, smoothed the sharp corners of buildings where edges met. Light glowing in windows became a source of wonder in much the same way Fay imagined fire had been for Neanderthals. It kept the darkness manageable.

The streets were almost empty; it was after midnight. But Route 16, the main road through town, the artery that connected Lagoon to the rest of the world, had its usual share of trucks speeding toward dawn.

Mona parked the van behind the clinic, where she and Fay had left their cars this morning, lifetimes ago. The building would eventually be enlarged and become the emergency room for the desperately needed Lagoon County Hospital. And if it were already built…No, best not to think like that.

As she got out of the van, she rubbed her arms against the chill and hurried toward the back door of the clinic. She and Mona descended the rear stairs to the basement. The silence was tense, eerie, as if the building possessed a rudimentary consciousness and was aware of their intrusion. The air was cool but stale, and their footsteps echoed in the stillness. Mona whispered that the place always gave her the creeps at night; Fay didn’t bother replying. She was about to leap out of her skin as it was.

Into the morgue. Lights on. The body bag was on an aluminum gurney, where the paramedics had left it. Fay stared at it, her hands sliding down her arms in a slow, distracted motion, tears building at the back of her eyes.

He turned the gun on himself. This isn’t going to be a pretty sight.

Control, whispered an inner voice, echoes of her father. You’ve undoubtedly seen worse. She felt the soft click of her consciousness shifting gears and summoned whatever professional detachment she possessed as she pulled on a pair of latex gloves. She opened the bag and peeled it away from his body. Her detachment slipped.

He had shot himself in the chest at point-blank range, and his blood-soaked shirt told her how fast he had died. Why, Ben? Why?

“Look,” said Mona, and pushed up the sleeve of Ben’s shirt with gloved hands.

“My God.” Fay turned up the brightness of the overhead light and shone it directly on him.

His arm was covered with what looked like a growth of some kind, a fungus that had gone wild—impetigo, maybe pityriasis rosea or shingles. But she knew it wasn’t any of those things. She had never seen anything like this, anything so hideous, so alien.

“What is it?” Mona whispered.

“I don’t know. Can you get me some scissors?”

Fay cut open his shirt, wincing at the torn flesh in his chest, the ruined muscles, the chips of bone. She snipped on down to the hems of his jeans and examined him closely. The stuff was the worst on his back and upper thighs, where it was thick, discolored, almost spongy to the touch.

She took samples of it, scraping from the worst areas, and decided to take Polaroids as well before she autopsied him. She asked Mona if she could be here by nine tomorrow morning.

“You sure you feel up to it?”

Can I cut on him?

Fay touched Ben’s face, turning it toward her, and wiped away the blood on his cheeks and forehead with a damp towel. When she was a kid, she’d thought a dead person would look as though he were asleep. But it wasn’t like that at all. Death created an absence in the features, a vagueness, an incompleteness, as if the face were an artist’s sketch where details would be filled in later. She had loved this man and lost him, and now, after shooting down twenty-nine people for no apparent reason, he was dead.

She wanted to know why.


Chapter 3

NEW TRICKS

“… And in the state news this morning, the town of Lagoon is still reeling from the incident at the Blue Inn two days ago that resulted in ten people dead and nineteen wounded. So far, police have been unable to discover an explanation for why Ben Nash, owner of the inn, fired an automatic weapon into the crowd dining on the inn’s deck. He…”

Katie turned down the volume on the little TV in the kitchen but continued to stare at the screen as the camera panned the back deck of the inn. Sorrow filled her chest like phlegm; tears stung the corners of her eyes. She could still hear the echo of gunfire in her head.

She remembered the numerous Saturdays when Ben had tutored her in math, making a wonderful game out of it that she could understand. Sometimes the two of them had spent hours in front of one of his computers as he worked out algebra and geometry problems for her, explaining the steps in a way that none of her teachers ever could. Under Ben’s tutelage, even computers had become comprehensible to her. But making the difficult simple had been his special gift. She remembered, and it hurt.

Jo stuck her head out of the adjoining breakfast nook, where she was setting the table. “What happened to the TV? I was listening to it. Turn it back up.”

“They’re not saying anything different than they did on the national news last night. I’m sick of hearing about it.”

“Thank God you and Hank were sitting where you were.” Jo shuffled into the kitchen and stood in front of the TV, gazing at the images on the screen, a hand on her slender denimed hip. “I always knew there was something strange about Ben. You could see it in his face.”

Jo had an opinion about everything, even about people she barely knew. She’d only met Ben once or twice; Katie had known him since he’d moved here. “What could you see in his face, Jo?”

She combed her fingers through her short red hair, which was still damp from the shower, and thought about it. Her face was a perfect oval, like a family locket, and when she concentrated, as she was doing now, her mouth slipped into a sexy pout. “You know what I mean,” she said finally. “It was this sort of… vacancy in Ben’s face, like he wasn’t all there.”

A vacancy. Yeah, sure. “Ted Bundy’s face was vacant, Jo. Ben’s wasn’t.”

“Well, maybe vacant isn’t the right word.” She walked over to the stove to stir the oatmeal. “But there was something just not right.”

You’re the one who’s not right, Katie thought, but kept her mouth shut and filled the glasses with juice. She couldn’t stop thinking about the strange, dark odor that had emanated from Ben, of the pictures it had created in her head of what he was about to do.

For the past few months, something weird had been happening to her sense of smell. She couldn’t remember when it had started; she’d just gradually become aware of a subtle change in how she perceived odors. Sometimes, like the other night, she saw pictures in her head. Other times, a scent elicited a particular feeling or a sense of mood or color. It frightened her a little, but she hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. What would she say, anyway? You smell like blue? You smell happy? Your relationship with so-and-so smells bad?

“Hey, Kate, could you get started on the canary cage?” Jo asked. “They’re fussing.”

They weren’t fussing. They were singing up a storm, as if to remind everyone that the cage hadn’t been cleaned, that the water was yesterday’s, and that new feed would be greatly appreciated. Their smooth little throats throbbed and they hopped along their perch as Katie unlatched the door.

Tina, the plumpest of the two, flitted out of the cage and landed on the edge of the open oatmeal box to Jo’s left. “I really wish you wouldn’t let them out, Katie.”

“I didn’t. She got out.”

“They crap all over everything.”

“They’re hungry.”

Tina tipped forward to sample the contents of the box, and it toppled, spewing dry oatmeal across the counter. The bird fluttered up before Jo could catch her and darted into the hall.

“Look at this mess!” Jo fumed. “I’m telling you, someday it’s going to come down to the birds leaving or me leaving.”

Good, because I know who’ll win.

“I mean, if it isn’t the pot Hank smokes, it’s his stupid birds making a mess all over the house or all the overtime he works. …”

Katie tuned her out as Ike flew from the cage a moment later and fluttered down the hall after Tina. When the birds reappeared, one was riding on Hank’s head and the other clung to his shoulder.

“Voila,” boomed Hank, throwing his arms out at his sides, a joint in one hand as he did a soft-shoe shuffle. The birds clung to their respective spots on his anatomy and Katie burst out laughing.

But Jo wasn’t amused. No surprise there, Katie thought. The woman had been born without a sense of humor. “You oughta be on Letterman’s stupid pet tricks,” she snapped. “And do you have to smoke a joint before breakfast and in the house? What kind of example is that for Katie?”

Like I’m not even here. “I’m a little old for him to be setting examples, Jo. Besides, I don’t like grass. I don’t care if he smokes it.”

“That’s not the point. It just isn’t done.”

“It is here.” Hank’s voice had that hard, Don’t-give-me-any-shit edge to it, so Jo changed the subject and asked him to please put the canaries back in the cage while they ate.

“Yesterday, they crapped in my coffee cup.”

“Only because you wouldn’t let Ike sample the strawberry jam.” Hank returned them to the cage. “I keep telling you that if you humor them, they behave.”

“Ha. For you they behave.”

“They behave for Kate, don’t they, Button.”

“Sure.”

“There. See?”

Jo sighed heavily as if to say they were all impossible and she didn’t know why she put up with them, anyway. But Katie knew why. Jo wanted to marry Hank. She believed he was her ticket out of a dead-end secretarial job at the post office, where she’d worked since her first marriage had gone on the rocks six years ago. So she performed all the functions of a good little wifey, hoping to make herself indispensable. Now here they sat, settled at the round glass table in the breakfast nook like a normal family. Pass the jam, please. Here’s the butter. More biscuits? More grits?

Katie tried to absent herself from the room, just as she did most mornings, and wished they were eating in the living room. It faced the lagoon, while the nook was at the side of the house. From where she sat, she could just make out the glimmer of water through trees that sloped gradually down to the lagoon. She imagined herself outside, maybe down by the dock where the canoe was tethered. She was swinging her legs over the edge of the dock, her bare feet skimming the water, the sun warm against her cheeks, her head. A peaceful silence surrounded her that was unbroken by the irritating sound of Jo’s voice which, even now, even in the middle of her stupid fantasy, intruded, poking at her.

What time did Katie’s math tutorial start today? Jo asked. The same time it always did, Katie replied. Would Hank be working late again tonight? No? He was staying home to work on the book? How was it coming along? Couldn’t Hartwell give him a leave of absence or something while he finished it?

Hank was something of a celebrity in certain circles because of the four books he’d published, and Hartwell paid him a lot of money as a result. As one of his buddies had put it, Hank’s theories could be to biology what relativity was to physics, if others were able to verify his findings.

In scientific circles, his ideas were alternately referred to as “heretical” or “brilliant.” Nothing in between. Which was exactly the point. His theories struck at fundamental truths that ran throughout all facets of science, and if they were proven, they would change the face of science forever. Unfortunately, Katie didn’t understand the theories; Hank lacked Ben’s gift of making the difficult mundane. To her, his passion for biology was simply one of his many quirks and the main reason he’d met her mother eight years ago.

She’d been a science teacher in Atlanta when Hank had come to town to sign autographs at a local bookstore for his first book. She’d gone to the session and asked him to speak to her high school science classes. He had, and by the next fall, they were married and the three of them were living just across the lagoon, in South Carolina. But when Katie’s mother had been killed in a car accident four years ago, Hank had sold the house there and bought this one.

No one would ever mistake her and Hank for daughter and father. He had brown hair and eyes; she was blond and blue-eyed. He was tall, lean, and small-boned, while she took after her mother—a little plump, with large bones, high cheeks, a full mouth.

Katie couldn’t remember her real father. The only thing she knew about him was that he taught P.E. at some school in New York state where her mom had been teaching at the time. They were married a couple of years before he just up and left one day. So when Katie thought of Dad, she thought of Hank, and there was just no way that she would ever think of Jo as Mom.

“You never showed me Ike and Tina’s new tricks,” Katie said.

“Oh, God,” Jo moaned. “Not now. Not while we’re eating.”

“We’re finished eating. Clear the dishes, Button, and get ready for something absolutely staggering.”

Hank pushed away from the table. He moved the way people sometimes did in her dreams, quickly, urgently, like he was flying toward a future he couldn’t reach fast enough to suit him. He talked to the birds while Katie cleared the table and Jo refilled her mug with coffee, resigned to the show,

The birds stopped singing and cocked their heads, listening to Hank as though they could actually understand him. He coaxed Ike onto his index finger and latched the door again so that Tina couldn’t get out. Then he covered the cage and carried Ike to the table. He was darker than Tina, yellow-streaked orange like a Popsicle. Hank set him on the edge of his coffee cup, and Jo groaned.

“God, I can see it now. We’re going to contract some foul disease that comes from bird droppings.”

Hank ignored her. “I only taught Tina this trick, but Ike’s going to know how to do it.” He dropped a couple of sugar cubes into a mason jar and fixed a piece of clear plastic over it, sealing it. Then he stepped back from the table, waiting. For the first few moments, Dee just picked at his feathers and pooped on the saucer. Katie giggled.

Jo rolled her eyes. “Terrific trick, Hank, He took a dump on the saucer. We already knew he could do that.”

“Just watch.”

Ike fluttered his orange-streaked wings and lifted up onto the Mason jar. His claws tapped against the plastic. He pecked at it. He puffed out his chest, sang a few notes, then went back to his pecking until he’d poked several holes in the thin plastic. Katie didn’t realize the holes formed a pattern until Ike carefully lit his claws into them. He jerked one foot up, then the other, over and over again until the holes enlarged, tore, and finally shredded the plastic. He tipped back, toppling the jar, and as it rolled across the table, Ike hovered just above it, fussing, his feet touching it now and then to keep it rolling. The sugar cubes moved around inside, getting closer and closer to the opening until they tumbled out. Ike landed on the table, pecking at the cubes, pausing to sing, peck again, sing, obviously delighted with himself. “Neat,” said Katie.

“There’s nothing neat about it,” Jo muttered, and turned back to the sink, filling it with water.

Hank’s cheeks flushed with excitement. “Don’t you understand? Ike learned the trick on his own, without ever having seen Tina do it.”

Jo shrugged. “So Tina told him about it. Big deal.”

“Told Ike how, Jo?” He spoke to her back. “How the hell can a canary with a brain half the size of a pea learn a complex procedure like this and then communicate it to another canary whose brain capacity is no greater? Tell me that, Jo. I’m really interested in your theory on this.”

Katie heard the anger in Hank’s voice and so did Jo. She turned, flustered now, and drew her fingers quickly through her hair. Her mouth twitched with annoyance; she hated being put on the spot. “Well, I guess canaries must have some kind of language, like we do. We just don’t understand it.”

“Like dolphins,” said Katie.

“Exactly,” chimed Jo.

“All animals have a language. But explain this. Last week, I went into a pet shop over in Franklin. That’s a little over thirty miles from here.”

Jo emitted one of her practiced sighs. “We know how far Franklin is, Hank.”

“I had a mason jar like this one and chose a canary at random and it was able to do the same trick. A couple weeks ago, when I was in Atlanta, I visited two canary breeders and hey, guess what? Their birds can do the same trick. Thirty birds, Jo, that I’d never seen before in my life. So who taught them?”

“Maybe the breeders did.”

Hank laughed. It was a strange, tight sound. “I’d never met the breeders and no one knew about this experiment but Tina and me. I taught her the trick three months ago. So in twelve weeks, Jo, more than thirty canaries that haven’t had any contact with Ike or Tina have learned the trick. How?”

“You’re the biologist.”

“But you’re the one who thinks it’s no big deal. So c’mon, let’s hear your theory.”

She glared at him, her pale eyes the green of old celery. “I don’t have any goddamn theories and you’re trying to provoke me into an argument. Just forget I said anything. I’ve got to get ready for work.” She marched out of the room, arms swinging, and slammed the bedroom door.

“I think she’s pissed.”

Hank shrugged. “Nothing new.” He watched Ike finishing off one of the sugar cubes, then plucked the cover from the cage and unlatched the door so that Tina could fly around, too. “C’mon, let’s get the kitchen cleaned up. Then I need to get cracking on the book.”

Jo came out before they were finished, her hair now framing her face in soft curls, her slender figure pressed into black slacks and a crimson sweater, makeup perfect. Her perfume filled the entire kitchen and mixed with another fragrance, faint yet familiar, a scent that was layered, complex, neither pleasant nor unpleasant, light nor dark. Katie knew if she followed it, as she had a few times, she would find herself in some memory from Jo’s childhood rather than a more recent memory. It was almost as if everything that had happened to Jo since she’d grown up didn’t matter as much as the experiences she’d had as a kid. Katie distanced herself from the scent.

“Since you’re going to be home all day, would you mind putting the roast in the oven around four?”

“I may go into work later this afternoon,” Hank replied.

She gave an exasperated sigh. “Then what time should dinner be ready?”

“I’ll try to be home by eight.”

She was fiddling with the band of her watch, not looking at Hank. “If you can’t, I’d appreciate a call.”

“What’d you do to your wrist?” Hank touched her hand, holding it so the underside of her wrist showed. An angry patch of red flamed against it.

“I must’ve burned it.” She reclaimed her arm, scratched at the patch, slipped on her sunglasses, and left without another word.

Ike and Tina swooped low over Hank’s head, serenading him in the silence.
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Katie pedaled her bike along the shoulder of Hawthorne Lane, where the dirt was packed hard and covered in pine needles. Birds sang from unseen branches. Shadows eddied across the road, puddled under trees, and rippled down the gentle slope toward the lagoon.

The pines through here were so thick and lustrous that sunlight barely penetrated the overhead branches; the air was five or six degrees cooler than it would have been otherwise. Katie zipped up her jacket and wished she’d thought to ask Hank if she could drive his Mustang to summer school for her math tutorial.

The bike whispered past homes and cabins half hidden in trees, most of them empty until Friday evening when the weekenders arrived. Once Labor Day rolled around, the majority of the places would be sealed up until spring. Of the fourteen homes on the lagoon, eight were winterized and lived in year-round. The rest were used periodically throughout the winter. The inn, of course, had always stayed open even though business was slow during the winter. She wondered what would happen to it now.

As Katie swung into the turn that would take her away from the lagoon and out toward the main road, the tendrils of a faint, musty odor tickled her nose. It smelled like a dead animal and was coming from her right. As she kept pedaling, it got stronger and seemed to change, to darken. It reminded her of the odor that had come from Ben shortly before he’d opened fire on the crowd. But it was different somehow, thicker, stickier, not at all like a dead animal now. It didn’t trigger any pictures in her head, either.

She stopped, slid off the seat, straddled her bike. She sniffed at the air, tracking the scent as far as the pines just ahead of her, hoping for a picture that would tell her what it was. But the inside of her head remained as blank and white as a screen at the drive-in at high noon. She was suddenly afraid, unreasonably afraid, to pedal past the spot.

It’s nothing. Just a dead animal. Move or you’ll be late for class.

But she stayed where she was, her nose working at the air, fighting the tickle in her gut and the sound of Ben’s voice in her head. You ever get nudges about things, Katie?

Nudges?

Yeah. A feeling something isn’t right, but you don’t know what it is. A nudge. A tickle.

Oh, that. Sure. Sometimes.

What do you do when it happens?

Try to ignore it.

Christ almighty, don’t ever do that. Pay attention to it. Go with it.

Like she had two nights ago at the inn.

Like she was going to do now.

She mounted her bike and moved to the left shoulder. The odor wafted across the road in waves that threatened to choke her, and she pedaled faster, faster.

Go with it.

Despite the chilly air, sweat erupted on her forehead. Her fingers tightened over the handlebars. Her eyes burned. Her temple ached. Why had the birds stopped singing? Where was that rustling noise coming from? Behind her? To her right where the smell was?

Panic burst like a boil inside her. She flew past the odor, body hunched forward over the handlebars, ears ringing, eyes tearing. She could barely see the road. The front wheel hit something—a log, a lock, she couldn’t tell—and the bike bucked, throwing her off.

She landed hard on her side, the air knocked out of her. Red dust fluttered up around her, swirling into her nostrils, her mouth. She coughed and coughed as the bike’s wheels spun. Her head snapped around. She scrambled to her feet. The smell was thicker, blacker, uglier, closing in on her. She grabbed the handlebars, jerked the bike upright, leaped onto the seat. She tore down the road, pedaling fast and hard, the green of the trees blurring, melting into the red clay.

She didn’t glance back and didn’t stop until she reached the outskirts of town.


Chapter 4

AROUND TOWN

Captain Lew Oliver heard the rolling mop bucket echoing in the station’s hallway and thought, Aw shit. He leaped up from his desk chair to close the door before Harness and the bucket reached his office. But it was too late. Harness’s mop swished through the doorway, stopped, and the man’s weird, idiot eyes met Oliver’s. His mouth swung into that terrible half-smile that made his plump face go lopsided and crooked, the smile that announced: I’m slow, but don’t hold it against me.

“What’s up, mate?”

Ever since Harness’s mother had rented Crocodile Dundee, he’d been calling Oliver and every other officer in the department mate. “It’s down, Harness.”

Blink, blink went his stupid eyes as he frowned, mulling over what it meant. “Down?”

“Yeah. As in up.” Oliver pointed at the ceiling. “And down.” His index finger stabbed toward the floor. “Today it’s down.”

Harness grinned and shook his finger at Oliver, a parent scolding a kid. “Mustn’t be sad, mate.”

“Right. Well. You have a good day, Harness.” He started to close the door, but the man held out his massive arm and his huge hand pressed up against the wood, a brick masquerading as flesh and bone.

“Wait, mate.”

Christ. “What is it, Harness?”

“About Ben.” His hand dropped away from the door and clung to the mop handle again.

“Ben Nash, you mean?”

His index finger shot out, imitating a gun. “Got it, mate.”

“What about him?”

Harness clutched himself at the waist and his face seemed to cave in like a squashed grapefruit. “Pain.” The word hissed out through clenched teeth.

“Ben was in pain?”

The question released him from his stance and he grinned, flashing his crooked white teeth. His index finger flicked out again. “Bad pain.”

Stories about Harness had been circulating for years, and Oliver had heard damn near all of them. They were part of Lagoon’s village lore, embellished in gossip traded on porch swings at night, over beers at the local saloons, in old-lady sewing circles. Some people claimed that the brain damage that had left Harness only marginally functional had blessed him with second sight. Oliver knew it was bullshit, but Harness did get around. He heard things. People talked openly around him because they thought he was too stupid to understand or remember, and for that reason he was sometimes worth listening to. “What kind of pain was Ben in?”

“Badmadbadmadbadmad.” He flung his mop back and forth across the floor again, shaking his head, saying badmad over and over in the same dull voice.

“Do you know what Ben did, Harness?”

He lifted the mop from the floor and aimed the handle at Oliver. Then he slid it through the air, making chattering noises like gunfire. “People dead. Harness knows.” His head bobbed. “Harness knows.”

“And the pain made him do it?”

“Pain and hunger, pain and fear.” He dropped the mop to the floor again and moved away, swishing the mop back and forth, rolling the bucket along in front of him.

“Hey, Harness,” called Oliver. “What caused Ben’s pain?”

“Change.”

“Change? What do you mean? What kind of change?”

But Harness was already lost in his own world once more, humming to himself, the bucket clattering along in front of him as he swished the mop back and forth across the hall.

Fucking fruitcake.

Oliver shut his door and sat down again, his head tipped back against the dark leather chair as he watched sunlight eddy across the pale yellow ceiling. It made him dizzy and he swiveled around, gazing into the street two floors below.

His office was a perfect isosceles triangle, with the window at the widest side. From here he could see Four Corners, the heart of Lagoon’s downtown: the library and city park to the northwest; a clutch of tourist shops to the southwest; a small shopping center with a Kroger’s grocery store, a couple of restaurants, and Castleton’s Army/Navy to the northeast. The police station was catty-corner to the library and the park, at the end of a row of businesses that included a feed shop and the Nameless Cafe. Hardly good city planning.

The cooler weather and clear skies had brought people out in droves for the lunch hour. The breeze flapped at skirts, tousled hair, and swirled dry leaves along the sidewalks in front of the park. To an outsider, he thought, Lagoon probably looked like a prosperous, thriving town cashing in on the last month of the tourist season. Shops bustled with business, trucks hauled produce in from outlying farms, restaurants were jammed to capacity, construction was booming.

But Oliver sensed the wrongness that skulked beneath the surface of it all, as though some terrible darkness were hidden in the alleys, the side streets, waiting to disrupt the serenity. Today he didn’t feel like Clint Eastwood in Dirty Harry, protector of Lagoon’s integrity. Today he felt like shit. He could almost taste the wrongness and knew it was part of the same darkness that had existed in Ben Nash.

He picked through his files for the one on Nash and pushed the others—a couple of robberies, a slew of burglaries around the lagoon—to the side. He read through the information on Nash, seeking something that would tell him why a forty-two-year-old good citizen would suddenly go berserk. When good citizens broke, it usually happened in less dramatic ways. Drugs. Booze. Beating up on wives. Fucking a hooker. Good citizens didn’t crack up and suddenly cut down twenty-nine people with an Uzi.

The information in the file told him little about Ben Nash that he didn’t already know. He was a computer whiz who’d spent seven years with IBM and another four in Silicon Valley before designing a sophisticated program that destroyed computer viruses. It had made him a bundle of money and enabled him and his wife to “retire” here five years ago, when they’d bought the Blue Inn.

According to county records, he’d paid cash for the inn, and his recent bank statements indicated he had close to half a million in savings, money markets, investments, and whatnot. So money sure as hell wasn’t a problem.

Love life? Oliver knew Ben and the doc hadn’t been seeing each other in a while and maybe that, coupled with a lingering depression over his wife’s death, had snapped him in half. Pain, the fruitcake had said. Pain caused from some sort of change. It would fit. But for a good citizen, it would have to be more than that.

Oliver knew Nash had done occasional consulting for Hartwell Research and Pharmaceuticals, but it seemed unlikely that a problem there had been responsible for what had happened. How could it? He didn’t need the work.

Maybe a health problem? That would show up in the autopsy, and he doubted the doc had done one since Ben’s death was clearly a suicide. But with the city-father pricks breathing down his neck for answers, he needed to know what was what. The doc would just have to cut on Nash.

He called the clinic. Fay’s secretary said she’d just stepped out, could she take a message? Stepped out where? Oliver asked. Over to the Nameless for coffee. Perfect, he thought. The man who owned the Nameless Cafe had been a close friend of Ben’s. Surely if he’d been suffering from a physical or emotional problem, Andy Horn would know about it. He could talk to him and Fay at the same time.

Oliver shrugged on his black leather jacket and glanced at his reflection in the window. He smoothed his hands over his thinning sandy hair, ran a finger under his thick mustache, flicked at a speck of lint on his jeans. If he’d known he was going to see the doc today, he would have worn his gray slacks and gotten a haircut. But he was as good-looking as Ben Nash even without the gray slacks and a haircut, wasn’t he?

Five-ten, lean, with wide shoulders (not as wide as Clint’s, but what the hell) and a roguish quality about his face most women seemed to find attractive. His deeply set gray eyes were, by his own assessment, his best quality, capable of seducing or pulverizing in a single glance. So how come the doc was immune?

With Ben gone, maybe she would pay some attention to him and accept an invitation for dinner. If she gave him half a chance, he could make her forget Ben in a flash, and once he got her into the sack, the rest would be easy. He knew how to please a woman, all right, and in bed a lady doctor was the same as a dime-store clerk. He felt a
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