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PART ONE

Adam


CHAPTER 1

The sprawling apartment complex was like a massive, decaying honeycomb, a crumbling hive of the less affluent. Burned-out streetlights stood sentry over tenants’ rusting cars. Of the residents who did have jobs, most worked on the assembly line at Iron Rapids Manufacturing. Once, Douglas Sands would have thought that employees of an auto company drove newer automobiles, but now he knew better. The employees did get a good deal on new cars—and then promptly sold them out of town for a tidy profit. They needed the money more than a new vehicle. They favored older, cheaper cars. Instead of collision insurance, they paid rent or bought groceries, bought clothes for the children. That was why the streets of Iron Rapids were littered with abandoned, broken-down heaps of steel, vinyl, and rubber.

Parasites, Sands thought. Parasites living off corporate largesse. If they didn’t start having babies before they were fifteen, or if they stayed married—even got married—when they did, or if they finished school, they might be able to support a family. Nobody just hands it to you. Nobody had ever handed anything to Douglas; he’d gotten where he was through hard work.

He wouldn’t have been caught dead in this place if it weren’t for Melanie. How many times had he urged her to move, even offered to pay her rent elsewhere? But she was determined to be independent. That was all fine and good in theory, but it aggravated Douglas that she wouldn’t get out of this squalor.

The building next to Melanie’s was currently vacant. Several months ago, a balcony had collapsed. A few people were injured or killed—Sands didn’t remember all of the details. An inspection, apparently overdue, had followed shortly thereafter, and the entire structure condemned. Nothing had happened since—nothing except the tenants being kicked out to find room with relatives, or perhaps to rent some of the dilapidated shacks closer to the river. There was still a blue tarp nailed over the hole where a set of sliding glass doors had pulled away along with the falling balcony. The building’s lower windows were boarded up, but vandals had tested their arms—and their trigger fingers—and shattered several of the higher windows. The complex had been the brainchild of the social engineers of the Great Society. Thirty years later, beset by crime and drugs and poverty, the housing project had been privatized—so now the inhabitants, as well as the facilities, foundered and decayed on their own, rather than at the expense of the public dole.

Why in hell does she stay here? Sands wondered.

Finally, he found a parking spot relatively close to a streetlight that actually worked. His shiny, latest-model vehicle stood out among the dented cars with their primer-colored panels. As he stepped out into the night, the grimy, packed snow crunched like small bones beneath his feet. Even wearing his overcoat, Sands felt out of place with his slacks and dress shoes visible. It was next to a miracle that he hadn’t been mugged coming here, or had his car vandalized. Not yet, anyway. He glanced around, feeling much like a spotlighted deer beneath the lonely street lamp. A chill ran down the length of his spine; the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He pulled his overcoat more tightly together at the neck, tucked his scarf in more securely.

The parking lot was a treacherous glaze of ice, melted and refrozen snow compressed to a grey mass beneath countless tires. Sands’ shoes were meant for the boardroom and afforded him no traction. He spread his gloved hands wide to help balance and shuffled across the glacial lot; he would have made it unscathed, had it not been for the car.

The headlights whipped around the curve of the parking lot, their path zigging and zagging. Grinding tires tried, and failed, to find purchase on the ice. The car slid toward the outside of the curve, compensated, fishtailed the other way. The engine was gunning, the tires spinning faster than the car was moving—which was still far too fast for the conditions. Sands wasn’t sure if the driver saw him sliding unsteadily across the parking lot, but the car didn’t slow. It hurtled toward him, a mass of steel, blinding lights, and pounding bass.

Sands moved more quickly and felt his precarious balance desert him. His feet slid from beneath him. He lurched, trying to stop the fall, and felt the familiar twinge in his back. He caught himself against an overflowing dumpster as the car roared past, spinning tires and skittering erratically across the ice.

He stayed there for several seconds, supporting himself against the dumpster, not wanting to lower himself to the ground and dirty the knees of his slacks, but unable to lift himself because of the pain radiating from his lower back. The green metal of the dumpster was cold through his driving gloves. The stench of uncollected garbage, along with the pain in his back, began to churn his stomach.

Trying not to breathe, Sands gripped the metal tightly. He pulled slowly, sliding his feet beneath him. Excruciating barbs of pain shot up his back and down his leg as he re-established his balance. Supporting his weight again, he couldn’t help releasing his breath, and when he breathed in again, the greasy, permeating odor of the garbage nearly overwhelmed him. He raised his hand to cover his mouth and nose, only to realize that his gloves were covered with some tacky substance from the side of the dumpster. He stared at his open palms for a moment, then ripped off the gloves and threw them at the dumpster in disgust. More jolts of pain shot through him with the sharp movement. The gloves landed amidst the bags and boxes and tattered mattresses that formed a cascading abutment beneath the opening of the over-filled dumpster.

Cursing under his breath, Sands struggled to the stairwell. He couldn’t stand straight, and with each very small step that he took, the pain streaked like lightning along his back. The individual stairs were just tall enough, and he had to raise his foot just high enough, that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to overcome the searing agony of each step long enough to reach the third floor. Without his gloves, his hand quickly froze against the metal handrail. After tearing off one patch of skin, he managed to slide the sleeve of his overcoat low enough that he could support himself; he couldn’t make it up the stairs otherwise. And still, the stench of decay clung to him, as if it had seeped within him and was now leaking through his pores, actively trying to make him retch.

The breezeway at the top of the stairs was aptly named; the wind whipped through the dark cavity and pushed Douglas ahead more quickly than he could comfortably move. Sanctuary was so close now. He hoped that Melanie realized exactly what he went through on her behalf—he certainly planned to tell her. It wasn’t enough that he ventured into this misbegotten pit; now some maniac driver had tried to kill him!

Then, as Sands reached for the faux-brass knocker on Melanie’s door, the metal twisted away from his fingers. The crude lion’s head, above the engraved numbers “666,” stretched open its mouth, like some Dickensian apparition, as if to roar, as if to bite. Sands jerked his hand away—

And there was nothing. Nothing unusual. The faux-brass lion waited patiently with the ring of the knocker between its teeth. There was no “666,” just the apartment number “3031”. Sands stared at the knocker. He forced his rapid breathing to slow, and licked his cold, dry lips. “What the hell…?” he whispered, the steam of his words escaping toward the obscured heavens. His legs felt weak, and his stomach boiled like a vat of hot grease. His back—it was all because of his back, he told himself. He knocked on the door, at last, weakly, and was relieved beyond measure to embrace the warmth and safety within.


CHAPTER 2

She couldn’t face the house during the day, so she’d waited until night. Strange, Julia realized, because night was when it had happened.

She stood by the curb for quite a while. Beside the car. As long as the car was only a few feet away, she could jump back in and leave. She fought that impulse the entire time she was standing there.

The house was very much like most of the others in the subdivision: white vinyl siding, with a brick garage facing the street; a basketball goal above the garage door; a few shrubs buried under snow around the base of the porch; hanging baskets, home to dead, shriveled plants. The ivy and flowers in the baskets had probably died well before the snows came, during the summer, maybe even the spring. David wouldn’t have thought to have watered them. Only brown stalks and a few withered leaves remained. No lights were on inside the house.

Eventually, Julia Barnes stepped away from her car. She took one step, then a second, up the walk. She stopped. Down the block, a car door slammed. Someone was laughing, talking. A teenager, a parent, home from somewhere. Did they see her? She didn’t think so. Or if they did, they didn’t notice. A few more seconds passed—less than a minute altogether of the cheerful voices—and then another door closed and they were gone, as if they’d never been there. Julia wished to God that she’d had nosy neighbors, just one—someone with her face pressed against the kitchen window, watching every time anyone came or went. Then Julia might know the truth. But every family was snuggled warmly inside its bunker of vinyl, brick, and insulation, a television set—or multiple sets, one in each room—the sole link to the outside world. But not to reality.

Julia started forward again. She managed to traverse the entire walk this time, to climb all three steps, but she found herself helpless before the front door. Once she stopped moving, inertia seized her body. The key, just in the pocket of her parka, seemed so far away. The coat’s hood dangled on her back; her ears and her nose were numb. The police tape that had blocked the door was long since gone.

How could the police have been so sure? How could they be so wrong?

She took a deep breath, removed the key from her pocket, unlocked the door, opened it…. She faced the dark entry hall from the porch. A dusting of the lighter, more powdery snow followed the draft through the open door. Hesitantly, Julia followed as well.

The darkness and silence were stifling. This didn’t feel like her own house. The tension in her body made her face and fingers and knees hurt. She had to pee. She’d been away for less than a year, yet when she turned on a light, she kept expecting someone to confront her, to decry her intrusion. But there was only the faint hum of the heat, left on by the realtor to keep the pipes from freezing. Julia left the bathroom door open while she urinated. The intense emptiness of the house made her heart ache. This wasn’t right, to be so alone in a place that had been so full of laughter and happiness at one time—even if not at the end.

But none of that had been Timothy’s fault—hers, and David’s some, but never Timothy’s. How could the young couple that she and David had been just a few short years ago have known the strain that an infant would place upon their seemingly firm relationship? How could they have known that, once they each truly began living for someone else, for precious Timothy, their love for each other would grow pale and fruitless? A child was supposed to be the fulfillment of a marriage; for most people that was true. That it had not proven the case for them was no fault of Timothy’s. In the end, she had been the one to find work elsewhere, back East; she was the one who had left, agreeing to leave her child behind, so he could be close to his grandparents. Such a flimsy excuse. None of Julia’s friends had understood—or maybe they’d understood too well, understood better than Julia had. She’d not been able to believe that she could be so callous, that she would choose single life and freedom over motherhood for any but the most unselfish of reasons, for Timothy’s welfare. Not until catastrophe had struck, and she’d found herself an empty shell of a person, hundreds of miles from home.

Standing in the empty house, she wondered what could have happened that night. She found it hard enough to believe that David had grown suicidal after their separation; he was not one to internalize, to suffer in silence and grow depressed. Julia winced at that thought, at the implied criticism, but she knew the truth of it; even David would have agreed. If he were alive.

She made her way through the living room. Her movements were hesitant, as if she were peering into someone else’s life, a stranger’s; the books and the pictures on the shelves seemed foreign. She climbed the steps in darkness, not turning on other lights because of a strange fear that the neighbors would see, and call the police. But the neighbors wouldn’t see. They hadn’t seen.

She looked into the master bedroom, her old bedroom, her and David’s, where they had conceived Timothy. This was where it had happened—where David had shot himself. The carpet and the comforter were new; the realtor would have seen to that.

The next doorway was more difficult for her—the nursery, and later Timothy’s room when, at some point, it had made that ambiguous transition because he was too old to call it a nursery. As hard as it was to believe that David would take his own life, Julia could not imagine for a second the conclusion that the police had come to—that Timothy had found his father’s body and then run away. Timothy had never been a particularly adventuresome or brave child. “Timid” would be a better, more accurate description. When he was a toddler, she had kept him away from the stairs by leaving the vacuum cleaner sitting at the bottom. The machine frightened him so badly that he would run screaming from the mere sight of it. Was this a child that would run away and stay away on his own? With his grandparents living a few blocks away?

The police, too, suspected that the boy had met with foul play after he fled the house; perhaps he’d been snatched off the street. But their inquiries had been limited to the conventional, the mundane. How could Julia have told them about the other dangers, the dangers she knew must have conspired to rob her of both her estranged husband and her only child? She would have spent the rest of her days in an institution. As it was, she’d found other people who might be able to help her find Timothy. If it wasn’t too late already.

“If only I’d been here…” she said, crumpling to her knees beside the narrow twin bed where Timothy used to sleep. If she’d been here, she might have been able to stop whatever happened, or at the very least, she wouldn’t be left behind to wonder and mourn alone. “If only I’d been here…” she said again, and the words unleashed her tears. She sat crying late into the night, alone in the empty house.


CHAPTER 3

It was all Douglas could manage to take his coat off. Undressing would have been an ordeal had Melanie not been so obliging. She eased his suit jacket from his shoulders and laid it neatly over the back of a chair. She had to know, as soon as she opened the door, from his expression and the awkward way he held himself, that something was wrong. If she noticed the stench from the dumpster, she didn’t say anything or wrinkle her pert little nose.

“You look like you need a drink,” she said, ushering him to the couch.

“A beer would be great.” Sands sounded more pitiful than he meant to, he realized by the overly sympathetic look she gave him. He couldn’t get out of his mind what he’d seen, what he couldn’t have seen—the door knocker opening its mouth to bite him. That, and the nausea, and his back, were plenty to make him miserable. Getting off his feet helped his back a little, but sitting was not comfortable either, and every attempt to shift his position generated renewed jolts of pain.

Melanie opened the refrigerator door. “How about a wine cooler?”

“Don’t you have anything else?”

“I have…wine coolers.”

Douglas sighed loudly. “Good God. All right.”

Without him asking, she helped him recline on the couch, lifting his legs for him, and then she carefully removed his shoes and socks. Douglas could not have reached his shoes at this point, much less untied or taken them off, but as she brushed the snow from them and laid them out by the space heater to warm, he was more concerned with the foul, bottled, kiwi-something concoction that she’d handed him. With the first sip, he felt his stomach turning again, and bile rising in his throat. “Uh. This is worse than the garbage.”

“What?” Melanie sat on the edge of the couch and began to stroke his hair. She liked to seek out the first few strands of grey that were beginning to appear. The fact that he was greying at forty-six was not something Sands liked to be reminded of, and he continually pushed her hand away in irritation.

“What kind of hell do you live in?” Douglas muttered. “Rap music and wine coolers.”

“I don’t play rap.”

“You don’t play it, but you sure as hell listen to it,” he complained. There was, in fact, pounding bass of a neighbor’s music vibrating the floor slightly. It was just background noise to her. This was how she chose to live while she paid her way through community college, instead of accepting Sands’ offer to put her up somewhere else. He wished she would agree, so he wouldn’t have to come to this pit anymore, if for no other reason.

“Is that why you come here?” she asked, loosening his tie. “For the music?”

Sands laughed derisively. “Yeah, right.”

Melanie’s hand pressed against his chest and then his not-so-tight stomach as she traced the line of his buttons down to his waist. “You’re working late tonight.” She began to unfasten his belt, but then noticed his hand. “You’re bleeding.” There was a trickle of blood where his skin had torn away, frozen to the metal handrail.

“Yeah, your door knocker bit me,” he said. He felt stupid as soon as he said it. What was he hoping, that she would confirm what he’d seen? Yeah, it does that sometimes. You have to watch out for it.

But she just gave him a curious look and left him to ponder his sanity as she hustled away to find a bandage, some hydrogen peroxide, and a bottle of ibuprofen. She ministered to his injuries and got him a glass of water when he refused to take the ibuprofen with the kiwi stuff. Only when that was all taken care of did she finish unfastening his belt. “What were we talking about?” he asked.

“You were saying that I work too hard.”

“I think I said late, but now that you mention hard…” She slid her hand under the waist of his pants.

Douglas Sands didn’t come to this Godforsaken place for the music, nor for conversation, nor even for love or companionship. He came to see Melanie naked. The sex was a nice bonus—tonight, after adroitly helping him undress and then casting away her own clothes, she climbed on top and rode him with an intensity that was worth the slight strain on his back—but even more rewarding was afterward. Sex energized Melanie. She wasn’t one for lying with her head on Douglas’ chest; she pranced naked around the apartment, getting something to drink, burbling incessantly about her dreams of the future, of the time when the two of them would be together. Sands feigned interest, but mostly he watched her.

Melanie was attractive but unremarkable in street clothes. Nude, however, her small, lithe body took on a luster disproportionate to her size. Her hair hung almost to her shoulder and was constantly in her face. Her shoulders were strong, not bony; her breasts, little more than a handful, were alluring and pert and had a pleasantly firm bounce. Her stomach and legs were tight but not muscled. She had generously curved hips. She had used to speak often of her desire for children; she’d gone as far once as to suggest that she and Douglas should someday begin a family, but his stony silence had cowed her, and there had been no talk of children since.

Similar to the way in which sex invigorated Melanie, Douglas felt twenty years younger watching her. He would lie there and watch as she walked and talked, not flaunting her body but completely at ease with her nakedness. Her total lack of self-consciousness absolved Sands of concern—and regret—about his own aging body. As far as Melanie was concerned, life was a spectrum of myriad possibilities; she had yet to experience the trials that so tenaciously weighted Sands down—and in watching her, he took part in her dreams. Not in the way that she would have thought. He knew he would never be part of her long-term future; they would never have children together, or even marry. But so intense were her dreams that Douglas could lose himself in her intensity, if not in the dreams themselves. For a few hours, captured by her effusive ambition, he could be young and alive. His normal, tired life would catch up with him soon enough.


[image: ]



He awoke to the sound of the shower. That the sound he heard was water running behind the closed bathroom door registered only slowly to his tired mind. His first sleepy sentiment was of mild regret that Melanie would be clothed again when she came out. In the next breath, he fully grasped the fact that he’d fallen asleep—

He jolted awake and jumped up—or halfway up, before his conscious mind remembered that he’d strained his back. It was easy enough to remember—unavoidable, really—once the jagged lightning shot up his spine and he collapsed to the floor, banging his head against the coffee table on the way down. He lay naked and panting for a minute, his eyes squeezed shut against the pain. By the time he’d struggled up and back onto the couch and then, with great difficulty, dressed himself, the shower had stopped. But he didn’t have time to wait for Melanie. Unable to straighten completely from the waist, Sands stalked around the apartment looking for a scrap of paper to leave a note. He found nothing that met his approval readily at hand, so he stomped down the hall to Melanie’s bedroom. Heaps of clothes, but no suitable paper. Sands glanced at the clock; it was after midnight. Good God.

Thinking that the only other thing that could go wrong would be for someone to steal his car, he went to the window and pried open Melanie’s cheap blinds with two fingers. His car looked fine, he was pleased to see, but as he was turning away, something else caught his eye—a figure, not in the parking lot, but on one of the balconies near the blue tarp across the way, the condemned building.

Sands stopped and looked through the blinds again. Nothing. There was snow on the balconies around the tarp, but no shadowy, ominous figure. He stared at the spot for a long time, waiting to see movement of some kind. But the shifting shadows that he did see were merely from snow- and ice-laden trees swaying in the wind. “Must have been a reflection,” he told himself. Somebody’s headlights, off the snow, or the tarp. But the shape he’d seen, thought he’d seen, hadn’t been a bright flash. It was dark and somehow, he felt, sinister. He scoffed at the figments of his own tired mind. Over-worked and in pain. That was it. His back pain was almost as bad as a migraine; he saw spots sometimes, and it could make him queasy. “That’s all that’s happening.”

“What are you doing in here mumbling in the dark?”

He started at Melanie’s voice behind him. He rattled the blinds and, again, hurt his back as he twisted. He brushed past her attempts to sooth his pain. “You shouldn’t have let me fall asleep,” he snapped at her. “It’s late. I have to go.”

“Can’t you stay a little longer?”

“No,” he said, then added sharply, “I have to get home to my wife.” He stalked down the hallway, struggled to get on his overcoat, then paused at the door. Melanie hadn’t come out of the bedroom. He knew he’d hurt her—but, hell, his wife was reality, not just a girl’s childish dreams. “Tell your landlord he needs to put down more salt in the parking lot,” Sands said, and then let the door slam behind him.


CHAPTER 4

Douglas sat in the car with his head slumped against the headrest for several minutes after the garage door closed behind him. The clock on the dash read 1:16 AM. He’d come to a tentative understanding with his back: He didn’t move, and it only hurt half as much. But now his head was throbbing where he’d struck it against the coffee table. He felt a knot forming a few inches above his right eye.

The heater was blasting—he’d left it on high trying to keep his fingers warm after throwing away his gloves—and the interior of the car was now so stuffy that he could barely breathe. Eventually, he switched off the ignition; he might be exhausted and in pain, but by no means was he suicidal. In a perverse way, he was almost thankful for the pain. Grumbling to himself and dwelling on his own misery served to distract his thoughts from more disturbing topics, impossible sights, there and then not there, the lion and the lurker. The entire night had been a surreal mix of the painful and the base: the driver’s reckless disregard in the parking lot, the foulness of the refuse that had, and still, clung tenaciously to Sands (but surely Melanie would have said something if it had been as bad as all that). The familiarity of home would be a reprieve.

Inside, the house was dark. Faye had left no lights on, not that Douglas needed any. The green glare of the microwave clock saw him through the kitchen. The living room and the family room, even with the curtains drawn, received enough ambient light from the street lamps that he made his way without difficulty. He struggled briefly with his coat and then left it over the recliner. The back hallway was very dark, but it was also short and straight. He opened the bedroom door carefully, so as not to wake Faye, but she did wake up. That was always the way of it: He tried to be quiet, to avoid her questions, and she thwarted him and woke up anyway. Always. Just to spite him.

“Working late? What time is it?” She didn’t sound very awake; her voice was scratchy, thick.

“Go back to sleep.” He tried to be calm and soothing, but the words came out flat, emotionless.

“Doesn’t anybody at your office answer the phone?” She was starting to roll over. If she sat up and kept talking, Douglas knew he’d have trouble putting off her questions.

“That’s what voice mail is for. I’m going to take a shower.” He didn’t pause but headed straight for the bathroom.

“But you have to check your voicemail, or it doesn’t do any good,” she said as he closed the door and flicked on the light and the fan.

She was right. He should have checked his voice mail and let her know that he was going to be late—told her he was working late—before he’d gone to Melanie’s. Douglas never could decide if Faye knew. She’d never tried to confront him about another woman; her questions, like tonight, always seemed innocent enough. Was the undercurrent of suspicion a product of his imagination? Of his guilty conscience? She must at least suspect, he thought. Probably the signs of his affair were things that she saw, but refused to let herself recognize.

The Faye he’d married twenty-five years ago would have known. But then again, the Douglas of twenty-five years ago wouldn’t have been sleeping around. They were different people back then. The Faye he’d married had been ambitious, determined. She’s still those things, he thought as he slowly undressed, favoring his back, and hung his suit on a hanger on the back of the door. It can’t be just me who’s changed. What had happened to them couldn’t be solely his fault. She had changed too. Twenty-five-year-ago Faye’s eyes had always been open. She would have known. She would have cared enough to know. Not that Douglas was sleeping with Melanie hoping to get caught. He wasn’t an unruly youth seeking negative attention rather than no attention. That wasn’t it at all. Faye had changed. Something inside her had died, and for the past ten years the two of them had been following gradually diverging paths, until now the distance between them was greater than Douglas had ever thought it could be. And she still doesn’t know. Whether she didn’t see or didn’t let herself see, really didn’t matter.

The hot water of the shower was welcome relief. Douglas hadn’t fled here purely to avoid Faye’s questions. The steam and heat eased the pounding that was growing, like the knot, above his right eye. Warmth seeped back into his fingers, and his back slowly began to loosen. With careful movements and plenty of soap, he scrubbed himself thoroughly. He finally felt free of the stench of the dumpster, and there was the odor of sex to be rid of; it wouldn’t do to climb into bed with his wife, smelling like Melanie. He often showered after a long night at “the office” for that very reason.

By the time Douglas had finished, taken another handful of ibuprofen, and gotten ready for bed, Faye was sleeping soundly. He climbed stiffly into the bed beside her, afraid that his awkward movements would wake her again, but she barely stirred. The bedroom was very dark after the bright light of the bathroom. For a long while, he lay rigidly and listened to Faye breathing. When she was deeply asleep, she would start to snore gently—a soft, delicate sound that Douglas had always found endearing. Tonight it seemed an unconscious remnant of the Faye he’d fallen in love with—the Faye he was betraying.

Exhausted as he was, sleep did not come to Douglas. His back wasn’t bothering him quite as much after the shower, but he still felt a severe twinge with almost every movement. And so he tried to lay still—also not wanting to wake Faye—a prisoner in his own bed. He could close his bleary eyes and pretend, try, but he could not entice sleep to claim him. He listened to his wife’s husky breathing, tried to let the easy rhythm slow his heartbeat; that failing, he tried to block out her sleeping sounds, to place himself in a cocoon of sensory deprivation. Again, without success. Each time he glanced at the bedside clock, he wished he hadn’t. What seemed like hours were but minutes, although soon enough the hours, too, began to slip past.

Eventually, agitated by his failure, he climbed out of bed and staggered through the dark. The murky silence of the house pressed down upon him, hemmed him in and made breathing difficult, much as the stifling heat within the car had earlier. In the living room, he poured himself a large glass of Scotch, took a sip, then swallowed more of a mouthful. He smothered a cough, but the tightness in his chest eased somewhat. Breath came more easily to him.

Outside, the wind had picked up again and was moaning as it whipped around the corner of the house. Douglas trudged into the family room. In the darkness, the impossible thoughts came back to him unbidden: the lion, the lurker. He took another swallow of Scotch. Holding his breath, he carefully pulled back the curtain on one of the French doors. Of course there was only the snow-covered swimming pool, he told himself. Those other things were impossible. He had not seen them before; he wouldn’t see them now. He snorted at himself and sipped at his drink. The wind blew powdery snow from the roof and transformed the Sands’ back yard into a scene in one of those tiny globes with a shaken blizzard. Douglas didn’t want to see his world shaken just now, however. He lowered himself gingerly into the recliner. Perhaps the Scotch, and being away from Faye, would allow him to sleep.

His eyes closed, as if of their own accord, and he concentrated only upon the warm trail of liquid fire in his chest. He willed the alcohol to his back, his head, his hand, to all of his raw nerves. He took another large sip; the trail of fire burned anew. Douglas was too tired to think anymore. He held his attention to the spreading warmth in his chest—that and nothing else. For a few moments, there was no Faye, no Melanie, no work waiting for him tomorrow morning—this morning; dawn was not far away.

Douglas started awake suddenly. He glanced around quickly. Footsteps. He’d heard footsteps. Or was he dreaming? He’d finally drifted off, but his mind was not yet content to let him sleep. He sat perfectly still, listening. There was no sign of Faye. Breathing. For a moment, Douglas was certain that he’d heard someone breathing as well. Footsteps and breathing.

He picked up his glass. There was less Scotch remaining than he would have preferred, but he was too bone weary to get up for more. He swigged down the last of it. Damn dreams, he thought. Even when he fell asleep, he couldn’t rest. He’d been thinking about Faye’s breathing—her damn snoring—and it had followed him into his dreams. Faye and her damn questions had dogged him awake and asleep.

But some nagging, just-out-of-reach-memory tugged at Douglas, told him that the breathing he’d heard was not the gentle snoring of his wife, nor were the imagined footsteps hers.

In the end, the shadow-filled family room was of no more comfort to Douglas than his question-plagued bedroom had been. In the darkness, the black television screen stared at him like some piece of alien technology; pictures of his smiling son, always smiling, watched Douglas not sleeping; and the wind, bored with the swirling snow, called to him: “Daddy,” it called. “Dad-dy…” trailing away like water down a drain when Douglas thought he heard it clearly. He pretended not to hear it, not to recognize the disturbingly familiar voice. Guilt and liquor—those were the culprits. A few hours of sleep would clear his mind, but rest was not to be had that night.


[image: ]



Eventually, Sands did get up for a refill, and then another. But uneasy sleep did not come to him until after the sun had risen, and the wind had died. Even then, he dozed fitfully. He feigned sound sleep when he heard Faye stirring, preparing for her day of work and manic activity. After she had left, he called work to let them know he wouldn’t be in, and then he crawled, stiff and despondent, into his empty bed.
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