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EPILOGUE


PROLOGUE

STOLEN LIVES

Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul When hot for certainties in this our life!

Seen from above, the place may not exist. No single town stands out in the suburban thicket north of New York City. Ten miles away, the Empire State Building is still visible; a mere ten miles below, Westchester County is nothing but a dull smear of stagnant colors. There are brittle streaks and tainted whorls of green, but they are inundated with a foamy brown wash that will not go away. In the day it all looks like dead skin, or the scum on a pool of dead water. Better to see it at night, when the blackness is disturbed only by scattered pin-points of anemic light, when the accumulation of light creates a pale haze here and there, and the whole resembles nothing so much as a glimpse into the cold mysteries of a cloud chamber.

The particular place is Clearville, a town of about ten thousand people. It is close enough to Manhattan to be convenient but sufficiently removed to be away. Its nearest neighbors are Port Chester, White Plains, Harrison and Rye.

A couple of things.

In late September a woman committed suicide. Her name was Karen Bell and she was in her mid-thirties, a nurse in the local school system. She and her husband, David, an account executive for the Tri-State Insurance Group, had been trying for almost three years to have a baby. They saw doctors, took tests and attended counselling sessions. There was nothing physically or psychologically wrong with either of them, and they made every effort short of fertility drugs and artificial insemination.

It happened this way. One Friday evening Karen returned home, feeling ill. Her period had come again, right on schedule. She broke the news to her husband and then went to bed, intending to read magazines and watch television until she was lucky enough to fall asleep. David had planned to go out with some guys from the office that night; they were going to watch an important ball game on the big-screen TV at a bar called the Locker Room. He offered to stay home instead, but Karen insisted that he go and have a good time.

David left the house around seven thirty and he arrived at the Locker Room, half a dozen miles away, just before midnight. In the meantime he’d been visiting his close friend, Lisa Chin, at her apartment. Lisa was bright, young, attractive in an exotic way, and a very successful real estate agent. She and David had met for the first time a few months earlier at a vacant house to settle a disputed point in a property appraisal. They took care of business, and then took a quick liking to each other—on the living room floor. Since then, they were close friends twice a week, alternating between other vacant houses in the area and Lisa’s place.

As he knew he would, David caught up with some friends at the Locker Room and drank with them until nearly three in the morning. By then he was still in control, but moderately buzzed. He drove home cautiously, sticking to the side roads and avoiding the places where the police lurked. David couldn’t be bothered with opening the garage door and putting his Buick away, so he left it in the driveway. As he was fumbling with his keys at the kitchen door, he realized that the car engine was still running. But that wasn’t possible, because he had the keys in his hand. Then he noticed that the kitchen door was not locked.

David’s mind cleared in a rush. The car idling nearby was Karen’s Escort, in the garage. A thick, choking cloud of exhaust fumes billowed out around him when he opened the passenger-side door. He found her in the back seat, her face bright red but with an odd waxy look, her skin frighteningly cool. He dragged her into the kitchen. He didn’t know exactly how to give artificial respiration but he did his best to force air into and out of Karen’s lungs. After a few minutes it was obvious he was making no progress. David grabbed the telephone and began to scream.

A little later, as the sun was coming up, a sleepy detective named P.M. Hubbard arrived on the scene. The ambulance was about to leave with Karen Bell’s dead body. Hubbard took a quick look: no bruises or scratches, no tom clothing, no sign of violence or a struggle. He conferred with Doctor Jerry Wexler, the medical examiner, and the two patrolmen on hand. They all told him that it looked like a perfectly straightforward suicide. The woman was young and good-looking and had a very nice home, but the same could be said of so many people who took their own lives these days. It was just another routine tragedy.

Hubbard studied the Escort for a few minutes. An ordinary green garden hose ran from the tailpipe, where it was snugged in place with a cotton face cloth, to the driver’s window, where the gap at the top was plugged with a bath towel. Hubbard had seen precisely this arrangement at least a dozen times in the eighteen years he had been on the Clearville force.

There were no footprints in the yard around the house, no marks of forced entry at any of the doors or windows. A search of the interior of the house yielded nothing. There’s nothing to this at all, Hubbard thought. The woman had not left a suicide note, nor did it appear that she had consumed any pills or alcohol, but those things were options that some chose and some didn’t.

But then there was the husband. Hubbard sat down to talk with him in the room that doubled as a den and a home office. David Bell could not accept the fact that his wife would do that to herself—and to him. Karen had not suffered from depression or any other mental problem. She had no enemies, no feuds, no broken friendships or family wars. She liked her job—she loved the kids and got along well with the staff. There was no one at all, as far as David knew, who would want to harm Karen. But, he insisted, she was not the kind of person who would even think of suicide; it simply wasn’t in her nature. She’d never even made a single previous attempt on her life. Karen was life-positive.

Hubbard listened politely and nodded. He’d heard this sort of talk before. Relatives often bridled at the fact of suicide. It still had something of a stigma attached to it, and it seemed to say that they, too, had failed and were partly responsible.

The detective asked a few questions and soon learned about the Bells’ desire for children and their long record of failure. In giving his account of the previous evening, David was candid about his affair with Lisa Chin, and that it wasn’t his first extramarital fling. He was absolutely certain, however, that Karen had never learned about that side of his personal life. Finally, in response to another question, he told Hubbard that Karen’s life was insured for $50,000 (David’s was covered in the amount of $100,000; he had drawn up both policies himself).

A thin smile formed on Hubbard’s face. He didn’t much care for David Bell. The man had a way of speaking quickly, with glib self-assurance and an air of authority. It was the mentality of a marketing pro. A couple of hours ago he had found his wife dead, and here he was calmly detailing how he’d cheated on her. He didn’t seem particularly overcome with grief, although the two cops had told Hubbard that Bell was truly distraught when they arrived; maybe he had great powers of recovery.

But all that talk about how Karen Bell would never take her own life was baloney. The man was protesting too much. Hubbard coolly explained that there was no physical evidence to suggest anything but suicide. As for motive, there was the obvious fact of her period and the continuing failure to conceive a child. In addition, Karen might well have heard something about her husband’s other romances; in spite of what David thought, it was in the nature of such things that she would, sooner or later. If David had been able to give Hubbard the name of just one person who might want to harm Karen, then the detective might have something to go on.

“But from what you’ve told me, the only person who stands to gain anything from her death is you.”

Not, however, money. David Bell proved to be a very poor suspect. With a verdict of suicide there would be no insurance payoff, as Bell would have known better than most people. If he had wanted to murder his wife for profit, he would have arranged something other than an apparent suicide.

Hubbard talked to a few friends and relatives of the Bells. Karen’s parents reacted to her death with stoic acceptance and had only good things to say about their son-in-law. Even those who were aware of David’s infidelities were convinced that he had loved Karen and was committed to their marriage and the idea of a family. He was basically a good man who had not only never mistreated his wife but had always been loving and protective. The other women were an unfortunate sign of lingering immaturity that he was bound to grow out of in due course.

Karen Bell was buried in a pleasant corner of Saint Jerome’s Cemetery, not far from the Connecticut border. It was hallowed ground, for nowadays the Church is more discreet and sympathetic in the matter of suicide. The current thinking is that a person has to be pretty stressed-out, if not totally unhinged, to go that route. The ultimate forgiveness or the actual casting out into eternal darkness is better left to God. After all, who else can understand the state of mind when such things happen?

Thus the Karen Bell case, which was never really much of a case at all, soon dribbled away into nothingness.

Something else always comes along, and only a few weeks passed before P.M. Hubbard was drawn into the darkest, spookiest episode in his career to that point. It was exactly ten days before Halloween when he was assigned to investigate a complaint that had originated half a continent away, on the banks of the Mississippi River.

Mrs. Robin Potter of Red Wing, Minnesota, wanted the police to find her sister, Mrs. Nancy Brentwood of Clearville, New York State. The relevant points (according to Robin) were these: Nancy and her husband, James, who owned the Shazam Auto Body Shop and the Malibu East Suntan Salon, were not getting along; Nancy suspected that James had a lucrative sideline in stolen cars, and that he used the money from that to set up Malibu East, where he fooled around with the underdressed, sexy young attendants; Nancy and the kids (there were two boys and two girls, ages ranging from five to fourteen) had planned to spend July and August visiting Robin, but they never came; Nancy and Robin sent postcards to each other regularly and talked on the phone at least once a month, but Robin hadn’t heard from Nancy since June; James told Robin that Nancy had decided against the trip and was annoyed with her for some unspecified reason; every time Robin phoned, James said that Nancy didn’t want to talk to her, or else she got no answer at all; James even refused to let her say hello to any of the kids; when Robin finally took the desperate measure of contacting one of Nancy’s neighbors, Delia Borland, she learned that Delia and her husband Kurt hadn’t seen Nancy or the kids since June, and that James had told them his marriage had broken up and Nancy had taken the kids to live in California; a subsequent telephone call to the Clearville Board of Education confirmed that the Brentwood children had all been removed from the school rolls; Robin would come east to confront James herself, but she had three kids of her own to take care of and her husband had just dumped her for a twenty-two-year old divorcee with no kids, so she couldn’t afford the fare; besides, James scared her. Robin Potter suspected the worst.

Hubbard didn’t. He’d seen plenty of similar cases and he knew that the person who contacted the police often proved to be a mischief-maker or someone with an axe to grind. There was no shortage of in-laws eager to ‘help’ a daughter or a sister out of a marriage of which they did not approve. The wives usually chose to stay with their husbands, apparently in the belief that even a bad husband was better than none. It was not at all uncommon for them to stop talking to their families, simply to avoid the hassle and to help preserve marital peace. In which case, file under F, for Family Feud.

On the other hand, complaints like this did sometimes turn up nasty domestic situations. When that happened the police would caution the people involved, and perhaps (depending on the cop) try to steer them to an appropriate counselling service or social program in the area. But there wasn’t much to indicate violence here, the detective noted. Mrs. Potter hadn’t even accused her brother-in-law of beating or otherwise abusing his wife and children.

Hubbard knew of Shazam and Malibu East, but he had never heard of James Brentwood before. The reason for that was simple. It turned out that Brentwood had no police record whatsoever. Hubbard asked some of the other cops and learned that as far as anyone knew both the auto body shop and the tanning salon were clean, legitimate business ventures. Shazam had been around for a while without ever attracting a hint of suspicion. Malibu East had opened only about six months ago and was still undergoing a certain amount of scrutiny, but so far no one had reported a parade of furtive johns slinking in and out of the place.

When he went looking for James Brentwood, Hubbard started at the tanning salon. It was a most illuminating visit, although Brentwood was not there. The staff consisted of two women, Cathy, the manageress, was middle-aged but did her best to look healthy and youthful. She smiled every time she spoke. Debbie, the “tanning attendant,” was still in her early twenties but could not have been hired for her potential as a sex object. Dressed in stiff white slacks and a modest blue top, she looked more like a bored dental assistant. Neither woman had a tan.

Once Hubbard identified himself as a policeman, Cathy was only too happy to talk. She and Debbie hadn’t been paid in two weeks. Brentwood hadn’t been around for some time, and it was virtually impossible to get him on the telephone. Business was terrible. Cathy and Debbie were sure Malibu East would close down any day now; the only calls Cathy took were from creditors. She intended to quit if she didn’t get some money by the end of the week; Debbie thought she might stay on a bit longer if she was offered the position of manageress.

The reason for Malibu East’s poor showing may well have been the fact that sex was strictly verboten. Brentwood had laid down the law on Day One: no hanky-panky. He was convinced that all other tanning salons were just fronts for brothels. He would make money by offering the real thing. Not only would he fire any employee who violated his rule, he would report them to the police and, hopefully, have them run out of Clearville.

James Brentwood, it seemed, was a devout follower of the Reverend Jerry Falwell, and he never missed a broadcast of “The Old Time Gospel Hour”. The qualities he stressed were Godliness, Cleanliness, Healthfulness and Hard Work, all of which were sure to lead to Prosperity. The only dollar Brentwood was interested in making was an honest one. Cathy had found all of this vaguely admirable, if a trifle unrealistic. Nonetheless, she’d been willing to give it a try. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be working out. Men came, took the introductory session, and then never came back. A few women came, but only a few.

At the Shazam Auto Body Shop the story was a little more upbeat. Business was steady, a large man named Chick explained. He was in charge because Brentwood had taken a week off to attend to personal business. Chick liked working for Jim. True, the boss was one of those religious nuts, but he never shoved it down your throat. He was a fair employer and a hard worker; he didn’t sit back and let others make money for him.

Lately, come to think of it, Jim had been acting kind of strange. Well, maybe not strange, but distracted. Chick thought there might be family problems, judging by the tone of voice when Jim was on the phone to Nancy and the look on his face when he hung up. But Jim didn’t talk about it and Chick wasn’t about to stick his nose in where it didn’t belong.

Yes, Chick knew all about Malibu East. Jim had offered the staff at Shazam a discount rate, but no one had taken him up on it, probably because, knowing Jim, they knew it wasn’t the kind of place where you could get your crank turned. Chick thought the tanning salon was a bum idea. That miserable bitch Cathy kept calling up, trying to get Jim on the line, and, when he wouldn’t listen to her, whining to Chick about one thing after another. It was only a matter of time before Jim cut his losses and got back to serious business. That was probably what he was doing with this week off. Chick knew for a fact that Jim was in town; he’d come by the shop for a few minutes yesterday to deal with some snotty kid who refused to accept the job they’d done on the rocker panel of his Audi.

So now three of his employees had made convincing statements about James Brentwood’s religious beliefs and moral fiber. Robin Potter appeared to be way off base with her allegations of stolen cars and scantily clad hookers. Hubbard left the auto body shop all but certain that he was dealing with another family feud.

The Brentwood house was located on Winslow Street, within walking distance of downtown Clearville. It was a neighborhood that revealed its own economic history from the beginning right down to the present day. Many of the houses dated from early colonial times, and many more from that other golden age, the first decade of this century. Then there were the more recent intruders, the unattractive two-and three-family structures that began to creep in as the old money drifted away. Big homes were converted into apartments, and this area, like so many other downtown neighborhoods in the northeast, eventually touched bottom as a dumping ground for the working poor. But all that had changed in the last ten years. For a while it had been overlooked, but Clearville was still as close to Manhattan as it had always been. A new generation with lots of new money fell in love with the place, the convenience, and the absurdly low (but not for long) real estate prices in the downtown area. Gentrification was swift and sure. The older homes were bought up and thoroughly renovated for single-family use, and the worst of the triple-deckers were simply razed to make room for smart, expensive ‘suburban townhouses.’ The upper middle class had reclaimed its rightful place in the center of Clearville.

Hubbard knew immediately that Brentwood was one of the few remaining holdovers from the previous economic trough. Maybe he had no inclination to move, or maybe, like some, he believed that since property values had soared they would continue their upward flight indefinitely. Or maybe it was just that Brentwood’s spare change had gone into Malibu East. Whatever the reason, the big Victorian house on Winslow showed years of neglect. It needed a new roof and a new paint job, for starters. The windows looked like they were the originals, no doubt draughty as hell.

Yet there was a certain mean orderliness about the place. The lawn, albeit stitched with crabgrass, had recently been cut. The leaves had been raked, the border hedges trimmed, and asters bloomed in the flowerbeds along the front walk. Aside from a group of rusted metal chairs on the porch, nothing, not even a single toy, had been left lying about. The Brentwood property was dilapidated but tidy.

Hubbard was halfway up the front walk when he noticed the face in the third-floor window. When he stopped to get a better look, the face—he thought it was a man’s—disappeared from view. Just like a cheap horror movie, Hubbard thought. He went up onto the porch and rang the doorbell. It was old, the kind you turned sharply to make a loud grinding noise, but it still worked fine. He waited long enough for someone to come down from the top of the house, and then he gave the doorbell another hard twist. Finally Hubbard pounded on the heavy door with the heel of his fist.

“Who is it?”

The voice was so weak and distant that Hubbard almost didn’t hear it. He walked back out onto the lawn and looked up. The third-floor window was open now and a man’s face was partially visible behind the screen.

“Mr. Brentwood?”

“You’ll have to come back some other time.”

“Are you James Brentwood?”

“What do you want?”

“I’d like to talk to you.”

“Come back later.”

“I’m here now and you’re here now,” Hubbard said, “so let’s talk, and then I won’t have to bother you later.”

“I’m busy.”

“It’ll only take a couple of minutes. Come on.”

“Who are you?”

“Detective Hubbard, Clearville Police.”

Brentwood continued to stare down from on high for a moment. His lips moved, but no sound reached Hubbard. Then there was some slight movement as Brentwood seemed to be reaching over his shoulder. A loud explosion suddenly ripped through the air, and James Brentwood’s face flew away from him, spraying the window and screen with a shower of blood, disintegrated flesh and bits of bone. A stray drop of blood floated down, landing on the back of Hubbard’s hand, the one he’d been using to shade his eyes as he looked up; later he would notice a couple more on his jacket and shirt, and in his hair. “Holy shit.”

The detective ran to his car and radioed for help. Then he raced back to the house. The front door was locked but he broke a window next to it, reached in, turned two latches and slid a bolt to gain entrance. Hubbard had his gun out, since he had no idea what to expect. He didn’t even know whether Brentwood had shot himself, or if someone else had done it.

Quickly but cautiously, Hubbard climbed the stairs. The walls were covered with holy pictures and scriptural mottos, and on each landing there was a small table that had been turned into a shrine, with flowers, candles and one or more statuettes of Christ. Christ carrying the cross. Christ on the cross. As always, Christ had the soulful, long-haired look of an eternal hippy. Hubbard wondered if James Brentwood was now trying to explain things to Christ.

The third-floor front room was locked. Hubbard gave one good kick and the old wood shattered, the door swinging open. The body was alone on the floor inside, a .45 automatic still clutched in its right hand. Hubbard looked at the man’s ruined head just long enough to be sure all life was gone. A wallet in the dead man’s back pocket contained a driver’s license and a Visa card in the name of James Brentwood. He must have reached around, held the gun to the back of his head and then squeezed the trigger. He knew what he was doing. Every year a surprising number of people, sticking to tradition, shoot themselves in the temple and accomplish nothing more than a lobotomy.

The room itself was virtually empty. The only thing that remotely resembled furniture was a thin mat on the floor; if the wrinkled sheet was any indication, Brentwood had been sleeping there recently. Also on the floor, nearby, were a Bible and a small table lamp, some candles and another makeshift shrine. A few jugs of water and eight loaves of bread were there to save Brentwood the trouble of running down to the kitchen. But the food had other uses too, Hubbard noticed: hundreds of round Ritz crackers had been arranged carefully to form large crosses on the floor in every corner of the room. They were discolored with mold now. Elsewhere, piles of dirty clothes had grown like stalagmites. The air was so stuffy it seemed to lack oxygen, and the smell was a diabolical combination of rotten food, lingering farts and stale sweat. Brentwood had been nesting up there in that wretched little room for some time.

Hubbard got back down to the front porch in time to greet the arriving policemen. He briefed them and issued the standard instructions to secure the grounds, keep the gawkers at bay and the street traffic moving. Because nothing could be done for James Brentwood, the ambulance crew was told to wait outside until the rest of the house had been cleared. Then Hubbard drafted a beefy cop named Enright to accompany him inside.

The house was typically Victorian. In its prime it must have been a golden beauty, full of lustrous hardwood and elegant moldings, but decades of wear and indifference had tarnished it to the point of decay. The walls were scarred with minor chips and scratches, the floorboards groaned and sagged, and the best of the woodwork had been smothered with chocolate-colored paint.

To Hubbard, the place seemed like a rat’s warren of little boxes. There were nine rooms, not counting the one in which James Brentwood lay, and each of them was locked. None of the keys Hubbard found were of any use, so he and Enright took turns in kicking open the doors. They started at the top of the house and worked their way down. They found no one, but all of the rooms were tidy, even the children’s bedrooms. The only unusual thing was the religious iconography which was present everywhere in the house, but that didn’t surprise Hubbard. He also noticed the thin layer of dust in each room which, along with the lifeless air, meant that no one had been there for some time. Brentwood really had confined himself to the front room on the top floor.

But why? Hubbard was beginning to think that perhaps Nancy Brentwood had, after all, packed up and moved to California, taking the kids with her, and that since then her husband had withdrawn into an ascetic cocoon where he could slowly lose all his marbles. But if she’d done that, surely she would have let her family know, and according to Robin none of them had heard from Nancy in months. In the living room there were some photos of the family. They were all a bit on the plain side, but not unattractive; neat and well-scrubbed.

The cellar was deep, with stone walls and a dirt floor. It was also cluttered with tools, toys and all kinds of abandoned household junk. It looked as if everyone who had ever lived there had left something behind in the cellar. Some of the stuff would probably fetch ridiculous prices at an upstate antiques market. The two policemen made their way slowly through the clutter. There were a couple of possibilities that Hubbard did not want to come across: large shipping trunks, and patch of floor that had recently been disturbed.

“There’s a closet over here,” Enright said, “or maybe it’s a cupboard.”

“Oh shit.” Hubbard hadn’t expected that in a cellar. When he got to where Enright stood he saw that the wooden door, which had a padlock on it, was set flush with the stone wall. “That’s a root cellar,” he said. “A lot of old houses have them. It’s a little room for keeping potatoes and apples and stuff like that through the winter. And let’s hope that’s all.”

Enright laughed. Hubbard examined the ring of keys he’d taken from James Brentwood. None of them had worked on the rooms upstairs, but this was a shiny new padlock. The first key he tried turned out to be the right one.

“What do you know.”

The door was slightly out of true, so it took an effort on Enright’s part to drag it open across the dirt floor. Hubbard felt around for a switch but couldn’t find one, and the feeble glow cast by the single light bulb suspended from the ceiling couldn’t penetrate the root cellar.

“Shine your flashlight in there,” Hubbard said.

Enright did so, and immediately screamed, “Oh Jesus Christ!” Hubbard looked at the floor first; it sloped down and away but there was nothing on it. Then his eyes moved up and he saw the feet. Two, four, six, eight, ten of them, perfectly still in the dancing light—for Enright’s hand was shaking so. Hubbard took the flashlight, sent the patrolman upstairs with the news, and then gazed into the root cellar.

Their feet were black, possibly from rot, but more likely due to lividity, the process by which a dead person’s blood gives in to gravity and settles in the lowest part of the body. That would mean they’d been hung up there soon after they had died. Each body had been rolled up in a blanket and then tied tightly with rope across the chest and under the arms. Hubbard couldn’t be sure, but it looked as though the ropes had been looped over spikes or hooks embedded in the wall. The hands and faces were not discolored, but they were covered with remarkably delicate wrinkles, and the skin looked soft and spongy. They looked old. Even the youngest, the girl of four, looked like a wizened old granny doll. They were wearing pajamas or nightgowns, and the still visible bruises around their throats told the rest of the story: one by one, they’d been strangled in their sleep.

Other cops had come down into the cellar, and they stood a deferential yard or two behind Hubbard, gasping, muttering to each other, cursing quietly. Hubbard took one more look at Nancy Brentwood and her children, hanging on the walls of the root cellar like sacks of fruit. It occurred to him that there was no unpleasant smell. They were well preserved, considering the fact that they’d been there since the beginning of a hot summer. Hubbard felt bad but he could not recall any of the children’s names from the report.

The police investigation that followed was both intensive and thorough, but it yielded no startling conclusion. The last year in the life of the James Brentwood family was reconstructed in what seemed fair detail, yet no matter how large the array of facts grew it always seemed curiously threadbare.

A few years ago James Brentwood had been accidentally brained when a jack slipped at the auto body shop. His moral rebirth took place shortly thereafter. Unfortunately, he failed in his many attempts to instil in his wife and children the religious fervour that had become such an important part of his own life. Several friends insisted that Nancy had indeed been considering separation. Kate, at fourteen the oldest child, had become particularly rebellious. In addition, Brentwood began to experience a certain financial strain. He refused to consider taking out a loan to start Malibu East because he would have had to use his house or Shazam as security, and he couldn’t bring himself to put them at risk. So while he still had mortgage payments to meet and a large family to support, every dollar he could spare went into the tanning salon. That in turn created more resentment at home.

In the end, the police and their psychiatrists fell back on one of the earliest and simplest of explanations. This was the well-known ticking time-bomb theory. James Brentwood had been one of those deeply disturbed individuals who, when faced with mounting tribulations, had exploded and destroyed his family. Then he had malingered on earth for several months, attempting to maintain the façade of his ordinary working life while at the same time retreating into an increasingly monkish existence at home. He had answered questions about Nancy and the kids with contradictory stories that were bound to catch up with him. When detective Hubbard appeared on the front lawn (any other authority figure would have served the same purpose), James Brentwood was no longer able to put off the inevitable crash of outer reality and private delusion.

Nancy, Kate, Michael, William and Dawn Brentwood were given a remarkable funeral. Their coffins filled the center aisle at the Church of St Paul of the Living God (Baptist). The place was packed with weeping relatives, friends and classmates, as well as neighbors, casual acquaintances, the media, the curious and other strangers. They were buried in the town cemetery, not far from the Hutchinson River Parkway.

There was no funeral for James Brentwood. His ashes were delivered to his parents in Hudson, New York, who expressed their shock and sorrow, but otherwise declined to answer questions or comment about anything to do with the tragedy.

In Clearville there was talk of establishing a scholarship fund in the name of the Brentwood children, but nothing came of it when people learned that none of them had been particularly bright students.

A few weeks later, a homeless man scavenging in the Hudson landfill announced that he had found a box containing the ashes of James Brentwood. It was immediately denied by Brentwood’s parents, but there was talk that this macabre relic might be sold to someone like Michael Jackson. It was subsequently determined that the poor trash-comber had come up with used charcoal from the filter of a tropical fish aquarium.

And that was the end of what the New York Post called the Clearville Massacre.

Seen from below, the place is everything. It’s like being at the bottom of a turbulent sea full of difficult, changing shapes that cannot always be avoided. Only once in a while is it just possible to look up and see a shimmering distant surface, a kind of floating window of light. But that leads nowhere too.


 

 

 

Part I

STRANGERS IN THE HOUSE

Look, woman, in the West. There wilt thou see An amber cradle near the sun’s decline:

Within it, featured even in death divine,

Is lying a dead infant, slain by thee.


CHAPTER I

“When was it?”

“Forty-seven days ago,” Heidi answered.

“God, I didn’t think it was that long.” Bella took a sip of diet soda. They’d had this conversation so many times now that the facts were almost beside the point, but going over them again usually seemed to help in some way. Tell me again exactly what you remember of that day.”

“It was a Friday morning and he was finishing his coffee when I came down for breakfast. He kissed me on the top of the head, smiled and went to work, same as always. That’s it. He’s been gone ever since.”

Heidi Luckner and Bella DiMuzio were both seventeen. They’d been friends since kindergarten. They lived only a street away from each other in Clearville’s best residential neighborhood, by the country club. They went to school together, went on double dates together, and they shared so much of their lives that they were more like sisters than just friends, but with no sense of competition or rivalry. Every day, after their last class, they went to Ken’s Kampus Korner, a diner up the street from the high school, for a snack.

“Was your mother there?”

“No.” Heidi’s face tightened. “She was still asleep.”

“Umm.” Bella poked at the last couple of french fries on her plate, decided that she didn’t want them, and lit a menthol cigarette instead. “What about the cops? They must have come up with something by now.”

Heidi made a face and shrugged. “No, it’s just a missing person case to them, and they’ve got a million of those. You’d think that half the people in this country are missing.”

“Have they found his car?”

Heidi shook her head. “Still no sign of it. And in case you’re wondering, there’s even more missing cars than there are missing persons. My Mom said one of the cops told her that Dad could have driven to California and be totally settled into a new life there now. That’s what they think, that he’s just another married guy with kids who got fed up and walked out.”

“Yeah, or he could be just a few miles away,” Bella said hopefully. “Maybe he’s got a girlfriend in Manhattan.”

Heidi lit a cigarette. She’d never even tried one until a couple of weeks ago, when she noticed that Gary had forgotten his pack at her house. Lucky Strike, no filter. Heidi thought she’d cough up blood, they were so harsh, but she smoked several that night and now bought her own. She didn’t really inhale, and they gave her something to do with her hands.

“He wouldn’t just walk away and leave everything behind,” Heidi stated flatly. “He might move in with a girlfriend, if he had one, but he’d get a divorce, he’d do it the right way. He’d explain it to us.”

“Would your mother give him a divorce?”

“Yes.” Then, “Sure she would. She’d take him for as much as she could get, but in the end she’d agree. And even if he lost the house and had to pay a large chunk of his salary every month, he’d still come away with his freedom, his girlfriend and his job. Right?”

“I guess. Were your parents fighting a lot?”

“No, or if they did we never heard it. But they’d been pretty cool to each other for the last couple of years. There was no secret about that.”

“Do you think there is a girlfriend?”

“No, but I don’t know. He worked, and he was around. He didn’t come home late, or go out at odd hours. He wasn’t sneaky. But maybe he was, and was just very good at it.”

“Middle-aged men do some crazy things,” Bella said. “One of these days he’ll turn up on the doorstep, or at least he’ll call.”

“You read that in Cosmo.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Bella insisted. “They do run away with other women, or try to change their lives by becoming bartenders or gamblers or whatever else seems new and exciting. And when they’ve had enough, when they’ve made total fools of themselves, they come limping back home with their tails between their legs, begging for forgiveness. Boy, your mother’ll have fun with him then.”

But Heidi didn’t seem to hear any of this.

“He’s dead, Bella.”

“Oh Heidi, don’t say that.”

“He is, I know he is.”

“You don’t know that. How can you say that?”

“It’s the only thing left that makes any sense,” Heidi said, her voice calm, her eyes distant. “After forty-seven days.”

“No, honey, believe me, if your father was dead you’d have heard about it by now. You know, officially. If he was in an accident, or even if he—well, if he committed suicide, they’d have found his body.”

“Not if somebody killed him, and they didn’t want him ever to be found.”

Bella sighed with exasperation. “Heidi, who’d want to kill your father?”

“I don’t know. Lots of people, probably.”

“But why?”

“He was an accountant.”

“So?”

“Who knows what he knew?”

“You’re letting your imagination run wild.”

“No, he’s dead, Bella.”

Heidi’s voice was remarkably controlled, but her eyes had filled with tears. She rubbed them with the back of her hand and stamped out her cigarette in the foil ashtray, trying to make it look as if she’d simply caught some smoke in her eyes. Bella played along, smiling kindly. It was getting worse. For weeks, nearly seven weeks now, Heidi had been going through hell. First the fact that her father had disappeared. Then the police, the news reports, the public appeals, the pain of all that attention and visibility. The stares, the nasty gossip, the pity. It was a story, and like all stories it faded, especially when there were no new developments. But it continued for the Luckners, and Bella could see the change taking place in her friend. It was eating away at Heidi like a cancer.

“Come on,” Bella said, reaching across the table to squeeze Heidi’s hand. “You’ll be late.”

They left the diner and walked in silence. It was a beautiful May afternoon, breezy but warm and comfortable. From the school baseball diamond a couple of hundred yards away came a sudden eruption of cheering voices. At the corner, while they waited for the traffic light to change, Heidi turned and looked at Bella.

“You know what the worst part is? I hate them. My mother and my father, I hate both of them. I know I shouldn’t, but I do, I really, really hate them.”

“Everybody feels that way when their parents act shitty,” Bella said helplessly. She was shocked at the sudden vehemence in Heidi’s voice and the fierce look on her face. “Don’t make things worse than they already are.”

“And it’s not new.”

“What isn’t?”

“It’s not new,” Heidi repeated. “I hated them both before this happened, but I didn’t know it. My father had to disappear before I began to understand, to really understand.”

“Heidi, you know that isn’t true.”

“Yes, it is.” But the heat had gone out of her voice.

“No, it isn’t,” Bella said firmly, almost angrily. Then she grabbed her friend’s arm to keep her from crossing the street now that the traffic light had changed. “Okay, maybe that’s the way you feel right now, but don’t start telling me that’s the way it always was, because I know better. And so do you.”

Heidi looked at Bella for a moment. Bella had such lovely deep brown eyes you could lose yourself in them. Heidi thought Bella was the most beautiful girl she knew. But she had strength too, and it came from her family. They were Italian Catholics. They had their problems—a Down’s syndrome child, and a son who kept getting in trouble with the police—but nothing ever really threatened the rock-solid core of the DiMuzio family.

The Luckners, on the other hand, had enjoyed a trouble-free existence, but they were like fine glass figurines. The first real blow might smash them utterly. Whatever the Luckners had, it wasn’t strength; Heidi had never felt strong a day in her life. But there had been times when she felt weak, much more so lately, and when that happened she wanted to run or yell, to do something to stop the wind whipping up inside of her. Weakness was when you knew you should do something, but couldn’t. It seemed to be the only thing her father had left her, a family curse. No matter what happens to you, you won’t be able to do anything about it. Even if you knew what to do it wouldn’t make any difference, because you can’t do anything.

“Heidi? Did you hear me?”

It occurred to Heidi then that Bella still believed there was such a thing as the Luckner family, that one way or another this terrible situation would eventually be resolved, and that they would then somehow get back to normal life. But Heidi knew that was the one thing that would never happen.

“Yeah,” she forced herself to say. “I heard you.”

When her father disappeared, Heidi thought about quitting her part-time job. She did take that first week off to be with her mother and two younger brothers while they waited desperately for any kind, of news. They all had expected something to happen, sooner rather than later. By the end of the week they began to face the possibility that they might not hear anything about John Luckner for a long time, if ever.

So Heidi went back to Rolland & Romains, a fancy food market located just off Main Street, within walking distance of the high school. From three to seven every day and all day Saturdays, Heidi worked behind the cold cuts counter with one or two other girls, slicing overpriced meats and cheeses to order. She was kept busy because Rolland & Romains was a popular store, but that suited Heidi. The work wasn’t all that hard and it kept her mind off other things. Some of the customers could be a pain—the pretentious yuppie wives in particular—but it sure beat dishing out burgers at McDonald’s.

When Heidi emerged from Rolland & Romains just after seven, Gary Wallace was there waiting for her in his black Camaro IROC with tinted windows. He drove her home every evening. Heidi always felt a little better, relaxing immediately as she let herself sink into the low passenger seat. They would cruise around Clearville for half an hour or more, not talking much, playing music tapes with the volume up high, a way of unwinding together. These interludes were especially valued, since Heidi was otherwise limited to Friday and Saturday nights for dating.

When Heidi got in the car, she and Gary kissed. Then, while she put her school books on the floor and rummaged through the tray of cassettes, he reached into a brown paper bag and pulled out two cans of cold beer. Heidi put on The Smiths, the only group she listened to these days.

Heidi and Gary had been going together for eight months. He was almost twenty. The day after he graduated from high school two years ago he started working in his cousin’s vinyl siding business. He was ambitious in his own way, eager to get on with life and expecting a lot of it, but willing to work hard for it. In the winter, when the siding business was slow, he always found other odd jobs like ploughing snow or unloading freight for non-union wages. Gary was not big, but he had a strong, muscular body. If he always seemed to be short of cash it was because he was devoted to his car. The payments were bad enough, the insurance brutal. But even if he didn’t have the Camaro, a decent apartment in the area would still be too expensive, so Gary continued to live at home with his parents and his sister, who was a year younger than Heidi.

When they eventually reached the Luckner house, Gary and Heidi sat in the car for a few minutes more, kissing, stroking each other. This physical contact had become very important to her, regardless of how brief and inconclusive it had to be on weekday nights. It was a great comfort and it always seemed to level off the day and make it easier for her to face her mother. At the beginning of their relationship Heidi had made it clear to Gary that she wasn’t ready for what she called real sex, and he had accepted that. He never pressured her, though she expected it and knew that he was bound to grow impatient. For as long as it might last, however, they enjoyed an intimacy that was based largely on what they could accomplish with their hands.

“Come on in for a few minutes,” Heidi said as she gathered up her school books.

Gary hesitated, his hand on the ignition key. Sometimes Mrs. Luckner would smile and chat politely if condescendingly, but often she wouldn’t bother trying to hide the fact that she thought very little of him. It didn’t bother Gary, but he hated to be the cause of Heidi and her mother having another fight. It had already happened too many times.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, come on.”

Heidi no longer cared about the fact that her mother needed her and depended on her in so many ways. She couldn’t stand the woman’s prolonged helplessness, which over the weeks had come to look more like an ongoing stage performance. Julia Luckner’s pendulum swings from tearful despair to dazed calm to screaming tantrums at the slightest offence now aroused nothing but scorn and contempt in Heidi—that and a new willingness to match her mother scream for scream. In a way, Heidi looked forward to confrontation now; she had finally learned that expressing her anger felt good.

But it didn’t happen that evening. Julia Luckner, dressed in khaki skirt, white blouse and tennis shoes, her hair brushed back in only moderate disarray, was on her best behavior. She kissed Heidi on the cheek.

“How are you, darling?” And, “Hi Gary. Come in, come in. Nice to see you again.”

She followed them into the kitchen and started asking Gary her now-familiar questions about his work. When she wanted to, Julia Luckner could act as if she found the siding business every bit as fascinating as laser surgery.

Heidi’s anger grew when she looked in the refrigerator. A jug of spring water, no milk, no soda, no juice. Tonic water, a couple of eggs, several different kinds of salad dressing and some fancy mustard. No meat, no fish, no fruit, no vegetables. Some jams and jellies made by monks in France, some mayonnaise, Stilton and double Gloucester cheese, gherkins, artichoke hearts, pickled herring and sour cream. The freezer compartment was empty, but for a bag of ravioli. The cabinets wouldn’t be much better, Heidi knew. Her mother seldom left the house now, and couldn’t bring herself to enter the supermarket.

“What about interest rates? Do they…”

“What did Harry and Joe have for supper?” Heidi interrupted. Her brothers, twelve and ten, were watching television in the family room. “Did they eat?”

“Yes, of course they did,” her mother replied coolly. “They had, oh, peanut butter sandwiches.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all they wanted.”

“Last night they had macaroni and cheese.”

“Ye-es?”

Heidi gave up. “Too bad they don’t like artichokes.” She poured a large glass of spring water for Gary, a smaller one for herself.

“If we need groceries,” Julia Luckner declared, “just say so and we’ll get them.”

You mean I will, Heidi thought. It had reached the point where the only food her mother brought home from her occasional forays outside were marginal items like hot dogs, yogurt, cream crackers and taramasalata. She shopped at R & R during school hours, using her daughter’s ten per cent staff discount. As for the boys, it was Heidi who got them dressed, fed and out the door in time for the school bus every morning. The one thing Julia Luckner was still good about was gin. There was always a back-up bottle of Tanqueray gin in the liquor cabinet. Heidi knew what was going on. Steadily, inevitably, she was being forced into the position of responsibility in the Luckner household, she was being made to play the role of mother, while her mother took on an air of tragic suffering and lapsed into genteel uselessness. Heidi was determined not to let it happen.

“Do you have any homework?” Julia Luckner asked.

“No.” She did, but she hadn’t done a bit of homework since her father had disappeared. Her teachers were giving her a free ride, and Heidi was glad to take it. “I did it in study hall.”

“Oh, good. In that case I’ll leave you two alone to visit and enjoy your evening.”

“Bitch,” Heidi muttered after her mother had left the room. “Lazy bitch.”

“She was in a good mood,” Gary pointed out.

“That doesn’t mean anything. You’re like Bella. You don’t understand what’s really going on here.”

“So tell me.”

Heidi shrugged. “Sorry about the water. It’s all we’ve got until I buy some stuff tomorrow.”

“Why don’t we get the rest of the beer from the car, and sit out back for a while? It’s starting to get dark.”

Heidi smiled. “That sounds good.”

They sat on the patio behind the garage, the one private corner in an otherwise ordinary backyard. Heidi’s father had put in the flagstones and planted the shrubs years ago. If Heidi’s mother came out looking, they’d know it before she found them. They drank beer, smoked cigarettes, cuddled and talked as night settled in around them.

“This can’t go on much longer,” Heidi said.

“What?”

“The way we live now. It’s crazy. I can’t stand it.”

“You don’t think it’s easy for your mother, do you?” Gary asked cautiously. “I know she can be a pain, and I know she acts helpless most of the time, but imagine how things look to her. She’s middle-aged, she’s been married—how long?”

“Nineteen years.”

“Nineteen years, and suddenly it all falls apart.”

“That’s just it,” Heidi said angrily. “She only cares about herself, and what she’s lost. She’s still got three kids, two of them who need looking after, but she doesn’t give a damn. To her kids are just something that came with the life she chose. She doesn’t lift a finger. She’s blanking out, Gary. A little more every day, she’s blanking out.”

“She’ll snap out of it sooner or later.”

Heidi laughed bitterly. “Or she’ll just snap.”

“What can you do.”

“Something,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Oh yeah? What?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about Florida. There’s no winter, it’s a lot cheaper to live there, and it’s far away from this place.”

“Right. When you going?”

“As soon as I put together enough money. Maybe.”

“Right.”

“I’m serious, Gary.”

“You can’t be,” he said, straightening up.

“Why not?”

“Heidi. For one thing, you’re only seventeen.”

“So what?”

“You’ve got to finish school.”

“Why? I’m not college material.”

“Sure you are. Even if you don’t want to do four years, there’s junior college, or the community college.”

“I’m not interested, Gary.”

“Keep slicing salami for a couple of more years and you’ll be very interested. I guarantee it.”

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Heidi said stubbornly, but more to herself than to Gary. “I’ve got to.”

“Your father walks out the door and doesn’t come back, and now you want to do the same thing? Maybe you could do that to your mother, but what about Harry and Joe?”

“I don’t know,” her voice suddenly miserable.

“And what about me?”

Heidi searched his eyes. She liked him so much, he was so good to her, but Gary thought they were serious and she didn’t. From the beginning Heidi felt that they’d have a good romance, but that it would run its course and he’d move on
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