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  To Markku Jalava and his wonderful family—Sirkka, his wife, and their children—Elina, Johannes, and Tuomas.


  “The road to a friend’s house is never long.”


  REMEMBERING RICK HAUTALA…


  Writer/cartoonist/illustrator/teacher Stephen R. Bissette, and novelist and folklorist Joseph A. Citro, sat down to reminisce about their long friendship with Rick. This is what they distilled from that chat…


  A couple of things you need to know first: Rick was born in Massachusetts and lived and worked in Maine; Joe and Steve are from, and live in, Vermont.


  Zebra Books is a publishing imprint of the Kensington Publishing Corporation. They went through a period of expansion in the 1980s, which included contracts with Rick and with Joe.


  Warner Books, an imprint of Warner Bros., is one of the major, big-time publishers, especially compared with Zebra.


  NECON is the annual Rhode Island-based Northeastern Writers’ Conference, co-founded by Bob and Mary Booth in 1980.


  Rick passed away on March 21st, 2013.


  I. MEETING RICK


  JOE: I’d heard a lot about Rick before I actually met him, mostly from Wendy McCurdy, the editor at Zebra Books. I was undecided whether to sign on with them, so I asked her to send me a couple of their best books. 


  STEVE: She sent you Rick’s?


  JOE: That’s right. She considered him one of their finest writers. She also sent me the press kit for Night Stone. And that’s how I got my first look at Rick: in a photograph. As is so typical with horror writers, he didn’t look anything like you might expect. The picture showed this big, blond, handsome, happy-looking guy who appeared somewhat bewildered, as if he were saying, “Jeez, I can’t believe all this good stuff is happening to me.“


  It looked like he was off to a good start.


  After that, I think, we may have swapped letters or phone calls—it was pre-internet—but I didn’t actually meet him until we both showed up at a NECON in Rhode Island. That must have been in 1987 or ’88.


  STEVE: I think I met him at NECON in 1988. I didn’t know anybody there, except Jeff Jones—we initially felt like fish out of water, two artists in a writer’s conference, didn’t now anyone there and barely knew one another—but Rick made a point of introducing himself and getting us to meet others.


  JOE: Yup, that’s Rick. You, me, everybody hit it off with Rick. He was a very decent guy. There was no pretense to him, no attitude.


  STEVE: And he loved to laugh; he could be absolutely hilarious, often at his own expense. He’d cite his Scandinavian heritage—“it takes a Finn to [insert line here]”. 


  II. CAREER


  JOE: It is a little scary the way our writing careers paralleled each other. We both were New Englanders, we both loved regional horror; we’d read many of the same books. Our first novels got picked up by Zebra at about the same time. And we both had the same editor, Wendy McCurdy. Then—at pretty much the same time—we both moved to Warner Books, where, once again, we shared an editor.


  STEVE: I’ll never forget Rick's excitement at the leap from Zebra to Warner—and how those high hopes led to building a new home in Maine for his family. And then how the new editor at Warner KILLED all those hopes and dreams. 


  JOE: Yup, that was Brian Thomsen. He and Warner Books fucked both of us, royally. At that point, I’d had enough. I’d grown to hate the big-time publishing scene and wanted out, but Rick was made of stronger stuff.


  STEVE: Maybe. In any event that really screwed Rick at a major career turning point, and ultimately led him back… to Zebra. They lost that new house in Maine, and had to move into more modest abode. And Rick had to re-engage with juggling day-jobs with writing. 


  JOE: In retrospect it all seems like events conspired against him. I don’t think the situation was planned, of course, at least not by any earthly planner, but the move to Warner really set him up for failure. Personally, I blame that damned Zebra hologram cover. That cover was responsible for a tremendous number of sales. It was a wonderfully creative marketing device in the horror-glutted 1980s. It helped put Rick’s book on The New York Times bestseller list, but it also hurt him. He would never be able to attain those numbers again. Rick’s numerical success at Zebra was an illusion, yet that was the standard Warner tried to hold him to.


  STEVE: Without providing any comparable promotional or marketing boost, I might add. And somebody at Warner assigned a science fiction editor to edit a horror writer: that was inherently self-destructive. Science fiction is a rational genre; horror is an irrational genre. The Warner editor not only didn't “get it,” he actually LOATHED horror. 


  JOE: I cringe as I recall… After Warner Books had had its way with us, we were both pretty rattled. I call it “The Warner Betrayal”.


  III. FREEFALL & RESURRECTION


  JOE: The events at Warner exacerbated all Rick’s insecurities. As you said, his life sort of fell apart. His first marriage went to hell. He had to sell his house. Rick was very high-strung to begin with, and he became quite agitated. He would telephone friend after friend, day after day, looking for some sort of encouragement or validation that no one seemed to be able to give him. You got the calls; I got the calls… 


  STEVE: But that’s what Rick's horror fiction is about. It was his real-life dread of a lot of things—that’s what those phone calls were about. Despite all the ghosts in Rick's fiction, it wasn't ghosts or bugaboos he feared: his life was brimming with anxieties, and his worst fears were too often (and easily) not only realized, but inescapable, it seemed. 


  JOE: Like the time he found that “lost” manuscript for The Stand—


  STEVE: A perfect example! Rick was one of the most selfless, giving men I've ever known. When he found The Stand manuscript among his materials, I vividly remember how excited he was, how happy that he now had something he could “give back” to one of his heroes, and how his absolute first instinct was to let Stephen King or King's agent know ASAP. In the end, it was Rick's discovery of that manuscript—a gift to him from King back in the day—that became a gift to all readers (and another bestseller for King). That generous act—giving the manuscript back to King—the manuscript King himself had lost—led to yet another in a series of bitter disappointments for Rick. What did Rick get out of it? Well… nothing. Not even a “thank you” in the new edition when it was published.


  JOE: And as I recall, that incident inspired a bunch of panicky phone calls.


  STEVE: I always did my best to turn those anxious phone conversations around into productivity—the entire slew of Little Brothers short stories only exist as a result of my talking Rick DOWN during a particularly sour spell for him, and convincing him to channel that energy into developing stories based on my favorite of all his early novels. Rick responded big-time favorably to that, and writing was indeed a lifeline for him at all times.


  JOE: I don’t think Rick ever realized that he had internal resources to take this stuff on. He was chronically underestimating himself. Anyway, he kept working. Novels—I don’t know how many. Short stories. Comics scripts. Screenplays. He worked really hard on those. He was amazingly prolific.


  STEVE: He also wrote under pennames—A.J. Mathews, four novels for Berkley—and co-wrote five novels with our mutual friend Chris Golden, the Body of Evidence series. Remember how disappointed he was with the rejections we got for the Little Brothers comics adaptations? Four stories: I would draw two, and there’d be two by Michael Zulli.


  Those were real blows to all of us; all three of us NEEDED the work and the income at the time! And they were slow-motion blows, weeks that dragged into MONTHS just waiting for a promised phone call from an editor or publisher, which made the project a long slog leading to nothing in the end for the team we were so eager to work as. 


  JOE: But I think Rick took it the hardest. And then there was that episode about George Romero wanting to make a movie of Rick’s zombie novel [Moon Walker, 1989]. Apparently he actually talked to Mr. Romero on the phone a few times, and he said, “Rick, I love your stuff!” For a little while it seemed real. And then what happened?


  STEVE: Nothing. Bottom line: Rick really wasn't looking for much in life—at times, just an acknowledgement, a nod—but he rarely got whatever little he was seeking, it seemed. Which he would turn into more self-deprecating humor, more often than not: dealing with hurt and disappointment with a laugh was something Rick did with grace and aplomb.


  When did you last see Rick?


  JOE: Jeez, I don't remember. It was a while ago. I had quit going to conventions, but we kept in touch, most recently on Facebook. I remember meeting him in Portland during one of my trips to Maine. He was working in a bookstore, I think. But he kept on writing. We had some laughs and said our goodbyes. It never occurred to me that I might never see him again.


  STEVE: I was fortunate enough to see Rick almost to the end. He’d make the drive down to Chris Golden’s Boston-area gatherings, usually with Glenn Chadbourne (terrific artist, also from Maine), and I made the drive from Vermont as often as I could. Rick was always upbeat and happy to see everyone, always had irons in the fire.


  In fact, I think Rick is the one who opened the door for Glenn, with Glenn illustrating Rick’s anthology Bedbugs in 1999.


  JOE: That’s just how Rick was: beginners or veterans, he treated everyone with equal generosity and respect. A really wonderful guy. Constantly. Right to the end.


  STEVE: Amen, brother.


  Joseph A. Citro & Stephen R. Bissette
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  SHADES OF NIGHT


  ONE


  Night Vision


  1


  It was the end of her second week in her new home with Vincent, her new husband, and Lara De Salvo thought that by now she should be able to get a decent night’s sleep. But night after night, rest didn’t come easily; and when it finally did, it was always thin and disturbed, with rapidly shifting dreams that she could never quite recall upon waking, but which nevertheless left her with an odd, disorienting sense of discomfort and loss in the morning.


  Lara knew that meeting—and marrying—Vince should have made her happy. Theirs had been almost a storybook romance. Not that she had been looking for a husband. Far from it, in fact, having broken up last year with Matthew Coulter, her boyfriend of seven years. She had gone to the bank’s annual Christmas party hosted by Martha Kimball, her best friend from work, mostly because she’d felt obligated to make an appearance and to help out Martha if she could. But that night, she had met Vincent De Salvo, who was in town on business, and after what seemed, even to Lara, like a much too brief courtship and engagement, they had married in June.


  She should now be happy—thrilled, in fact—that a man as handsome and successful as Vince had asked her to marry him. He was obviously deeply in love with her—and he did everything he could to make her happy—but every night since the wedding, as she lay in bed, awake and staring up at the hazy gray ceiling, she thought otherwise.


  As usual, Vince had fallen asleep within minutes after they had made love. Lara told herself it was because he worked hard and had to get up early in the morning, but she couldn’t help but feel a pang of desertion as she lay there beside him with one hand resting between her legs, still moist from their recent lovemaking, and the other covering her mouth as she nibbled gently on the knuckle of her clenched fist. She tried to convince herself that she should be luxuriating in love and warmth and security, but every night—at least so far—her stomach twisted as she experienced a cold, gnawing worry which she tried to ignore but couldn’t.


  They had made love every night since their marriage, and why not? They were still honeymooners, even though, because of previous business commitments, Vince had had to postpone their plans for a two-week vacation in the Caribbean. Lara knew it wasn’t making love that left her feeling so empty. She and Vince seemed to have a natural physical compatibility, and the affection she sensed coming from him seemed genuine and complete.


  But as on every other night she’d spent in Vince’s house, it was well past midnight, and she still hadn’t drifted off to sleep.


  It doesn’t matter, she told herself, settling her head in the well of the pillow. What have I got to do in the morning, anyway?


  She no longer had to get up and go off to work. Until two weeks ago, she had been living in Danvers, Massachusetts, but she had quit her position as a loan officer at Bay State Bank and had moved to Maine to be with Vince. Besides, Vince had made it clear that he didn’t want her to work. He made plenty of money at his development firm, and he’d practically insisted that she take some time off to pamper and indulge herself … at least for a little while, he’d said.


  It was after one A.M. when Lara finally drifted off to sleep, but she awoke sometime later to a gentle tugging on the bedspread down by her feet. It wasn’t frightening. She didn’t jolt awake and sit bolt upright in bed, trembling. Instead, the sensation was soft and subtle, almost comforting. It drew her gently out of her sleep. At first, she thought it might be Mittens, her old cat, clawing at her feet; but as consciousness returned, she realized that Mittens had died long ago, and this felt …


  Different.


  Lara eased herself into a sitting position, resting on both elbows. Her vision was still blurry with sleep as she looked down at the foot of the bed. For some reason, she wasn’t at all frightened to see a person standing there.


  I have to be dreaming this.


  The thought had a crystal-sharp clarity that she didn’t usually experience in dreams, but Lara choked back a cry of surprise as she stared long and hard at the figure silently staring back at her from the swelling darkness.


  It didn’t take long for Lara’s eyes to adjust to the dark, but she realized immediately that this person—whoever it was—seemed to be glowing with a dully radiating blue light.


  It’s a woman.


  Lara could see that much—a young woman with dark, shoulder-length hair, a pale, oval face, and deep, penetrating eyes that swelled like holes punched in the night.


  Lara’s heart started fluttering—fast—and she was aware of the sheen of cold sweat that broke out across her skin. She shivered, telling herself not to panic, to take deep, even breaths and maintain control. If she was awake, this was simply an illusion created by the darkness and ambient light; if she was asleep and dreaming, she would wake up soon and the figure would be gone.


  But as she leaned forward and stared at the ghostly woman at the foot of her bed, Lara couldn’t dispel the thought that this was real—it was happening. Another cry of terror threatened to burst from her when the woman raised a hand and slowly beckoned for her to follow.


  Lara clutched the bedcovers close to her chest and shook her head.


  Shivers rippled through her like a jet of ice water.


  No!


  She wasn’t sure if she said the word out loud or merely thought it, but the figure standing at the foot of her bed seemed to register her reaction. The woman’s expression hardened, and she shook her head as though angry and indicated more urgently that she wanted Lara to come with her.


  No … I can’t!


  A sense of almost overwhelming sadness and loss swept through Lara, making her wonder if this was how she felt, or if she was somehow picking up this ghostly woman’s feelings.


  I have to be dreaming this! … I’ll wake up soon!


  The woman paused and slowly shook her head, her hair whispering like the wind as it cascaded in slow motion and brushed against her shoulders.


  Trembling inside, Lara slid out from under the bedcovers without disturbing Vince and stood up. Her legs barely felt strong enough to support her, but she took a few hesitant steps forward.


  As soon as she did so, the eerily glowing figure shifted away from her with a quick, silent glide. Lara wasn’t at all surprised to see that the woman’s body seemed to disappear, melting into the shadows, while her face continued to hover in the darkness.


  Wha–what do you want?


  Once again, she wasn’t sure if she had spoken aloud or not, but it didn’t seem to matter because the woman responded, staring at Lara with an expression of deep, unrelenting sadness, a cold, dull gleam filling her eyes. Lara saw the silvery tracks of tears, glistening on the woman’s cheeks.


  Entranced, she took a few steps forward, but the ghostly woman kept pace, drifting away from her. She reached the closed bedroom door and passed through it. Lara’s hand was trembling as she opened the door and followed the woman out into the hallway.


  The house was filled with a thick, eerie silence, and the damp chill of the June night penetrated her thin nightgown. Her legs felt like wooden stilts as she went down the hallway, following the retreating figure. She looked down at her own hands and was surprised to see that they, like the woman’s, seemed to be glowing with an internal light.


  That’s it! … I have to be dreaming!


  But the sensations were too distinct, too real.


  Lara followed the woman down the corridor to the stairway, and watched from the landing as she descended to the first floor, straining to hear the slightest whisper of the woman’s, or her own, passage. But the night was muffled with a dull silence broken only by the ragged sound of Lara’s breathing.


  As she descended the stairs, Lara noticed how different the house appeared—the entryway seemed to have been … altered—expanded, somehow. The foyer appeared to be much larger than it really was. The front door loomed like a gigantic slab of black marble. To either side, she could see two doors instead of the single door on the left that led into the living room and the one on the right that opened into the kitchen. The stairs seemed to telescope crazily beneath her feet as she followed the woman in the foyer.


  Lara couldn’t help but wonder what rooms might be behind those doors, but she didn’t have much time to speculate. The woman, without looking back at her, started down the hallway toward the back of the house. Hurrying to catch up, Lara tripped and almost fell as she rounded the corner.


  She had been expecting the woman to lead her to the back porch door and outside. She was sharply aware now of the surrounding night—of the cold wash of moonlight on the tiled floor and of the dark, velvety silence, broken only by the constant chirring of crickets. She took a deep breath, but beneath the sting of the night’s fresh air, she thought she caught a whiff of something else … something rotten.


  Glancing over her shoulder at Lara, the woman paused for only a moment, and then began to shift and melt through the closed door that led down into the cellar.


  No!


  The word—or thought—was like a shotgun blast in the night. Lara drew up short, her breath a burning coal in the center of her chest.


  Once again, before she disappeared through the door, the woman looked back at Lara. Her expression of sadness and of silent pleading twisted her features into a frightening mask that seemed to loom out of the darkness. The woman raised one hand and slowly beckoned with slim fingers for Lara to follow.


  Lara shook her head vigorously. She had been down into the cellar only two or three times since moving into the house, and each time she couldn’t get back upstairs fast enough. She generally wasn’t spooked by such things, but something about the cellar had tripped a silent alarm. Maybe it had been the dry, earthy smell of the packed dirt floor … or the cobwebs that hung in thick, black clots from the ceiling rafters … or the white streaks of lime and crumbling mortar that stained the dirt floor and the blocks of stone in the walls. Whatever it was, Lara had not been at all comfortable down there, and she was not going down into the cellar on this night.


  She turned and started to leave, but even before she could focus on the darkened hallway up ahead, the woman was suddenly in front of her, wide-eyed and angry looking as she darted at her.


  Leave me alone!


  Lara tried to scream, ducking to one side and clawing in front of her face with both hands, as if to push the woman aside, but like a passing puff of wind, the woman was gone.


  A cold tingle zipped up the back of Lara’s neck as she turned around, more than half-expecting to see the ghostly image hovering behind her, but the hall and the doorway to the basement were dark and empty. For a moment, Lara listened to the sharp rasp of her breathing. A subtle tremor ran through her as she turned and started slowly back toward the stairway.


  She felt different now; her senses were sharper, making her feel more … real. On the way, she noticed that there were no longer two doors on either side of the hall—just the one on each side—the way it was supposed to be. She shook her head, convinced that she had been dreaming … and sleepwalking, but now was truly awake. She wiped the sweat from her face, shivering at the chill touch of her own hands.


  “Man, oh man,” she whispered aloud, and the sound of her own voice made her start. Her legs were about to give out under her, but she made her way up the stairs and back into bed.


  “Hey, you okay?”


  The suddenness of Vince’s voice made Lara cry out.


  “Oh! I—I’m sorry … I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  She heard him shift in bed, rolling over; then his hand came to rest on the side of her face. The touch was warm and loving, but it sent a spike of cold through her.


  “You didn’t. I had to go the bathroom, anyway.”


  Lara nodded, knowing the motion was wasted in the darkness. “What were you doing downstairs?”


  Lara fluttered her eyes, blinking back the tears that were building up in them. She searched frantically for an excuse—a lie—but nothing came to mind. After a moment of silence, she said softly, “I … thought I heard something.”


  “Downstairs?”


  “Ummm … yeah. But it was nothing.”


  Vince sat up in bed, propping himself on one elbow. His hand slid down to Lara’s throat, and for a fleeting instant, she imagined that he was getting ready to start applying pressure, to strangle her. She wanted to shift away from him, but didn’t want him to misread her.


  “You should have woken me,” he said.


  His voice had a soft, velvety tone, but, like his touch, beneath was a hard edge that sent another—sharper—spike of fear through her.


  “It’s okay.” She was surprised by the strangled sound of her own voice. “It wasn’t anything … I think I must’ve been dreaming or something.”


  “Dreaming? … ’Bout what?”


  There was no doubt about it now. Vince was applying not-so-gentle pressure to her throat, the tips of his fingers dimpling the skin of Lara’s neck. A hot, heavy pounding began to thunder in her ears.


  “Nothing … really. I can’t … remember.”


  “You can’t remember?”


  His voice seemed to echo with a metallic resonance. The pressure around her throat tightened. The pounding inside her head was getting louder. Suddenly a blue bolt of light shot, like a fork of lightning, across her vision, and with it came a sizzling spark of pain that cut straight to the center of her head. Lara cried out and pressed both hands hard against her forehead.


  “You really can’t remember? … Or you don’t want to remember?”


  Vince’s voice filled the darkness, but when Lara tried to look at him, the jiggling blue afterimage still burned across her vision. She could still see the jagged line of light, gradually turning to bright red with a vibrating edge of purple. She tried to take a breath, but Vince’s fingers squeezed her throat tightly, cutting off the air she so desperately needed.


  “What do you mean you can’t remember?”


  The voice didn’t even sound like Vince’s. Terrified, Lara closed her eyes, but the blurry afterimage still danced across her sight, its shifting colors seeming to swell forward and recede at the same time. She gasped when, centered in the middle of the pulsating light, she once again saw the face—the woman’s face. The woman looked at Lara with blank, staring eyes, holes of darkness that appeared to have no bottom.


  I … can’t … remember …


  Her lungs were burning for air, and the throbbing pulse slamming in her ears drowned out every sound except Vince’s voice.


  “You can remember! I know you remember! … You just don’t want to tell me!”


  Batting futilely at Vince’s hand, Lara tried to pull away. The lightning bolt was still dancing and weaving in front of her eyes, but beyond it, she could vaguely see her husband’s face.


  He seemed to swell in the darkness, and Lara was struck dumb when she saw his face start to melt, transforming itself into … something else.


  Let me die! … Please … Just let me die!


  A low, growling rumble filled the night as she felt the thing her husband had become press close against her. He was the night, and his embrace was death. His grip on her throat was steel-tight. Starved for air, she sensed her consciousness begin to slip away. Yellow pinpoint explosions of light trailed across the darkness, and through the darkness, she saw the wicked red gleam of Vince’s eyes.


  No …


  The thought wasn’t much more than a feeble whimper inside her mind, a rapidly diminishing echo that was soon lost beneath the explosive roar that split the night. Vince’s mouth opened wide, and she saw that it was lined with long, pointed teeth that glistened with foamy saliva. He pressed down hard on her. As his hot, sour breath washed over her face, the flesh on the back of her neck began to tingle, and she realized that those needle-sharp fangs would soon close, down on her throat and grind her windpipe to mush.


  … no …


  The word, as faint as the puff of breath when a candle is blown out, was lost in the rising maelstrom of Vince’s roar. Lara felt herself falling backward, tumbling head over heels. Her hands clawed feebly at the hands gripping her throat, but she knew it was over. She was going to …


  “Die!”


  Lara flung out both arms, smacking the bed on one side and Vince’s back on the other.


  “Hhhnnn? … Whaaa? …”


  Blind, choking panic filled her, and then a blast of bright white light exploded in the darkness. Her pulse was slamming in her head, and it took her several seconds to realize that Vince had turned the light on and was holding her shoulders with both hands.


  “I was … you were …” she sputtered as an indistinct shadow loomed above her.


  “Hey, hey … Just take it easy, okay?”


  She blinked her eyes rapidly, but they still stung from the sudden brightness of the light as his face began to resolve close to hers. Tears were running down her cheeks, but like a flooding river that has reached its crest—now that she was awake, and this was her husband, not some monster—her panic began to ebb. She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and sucked in a torturous breath as she stared, gape-mouthed, up at Vincent.


  “Easy, honey … There, there,” he said, his voice as soothing as his gentle touch, gliding across her face. When he enfolded her in his arms, Lara at first cringed away from him, fearing another attack, but then she fell into his embrace, telling herself to let go … even if he was going to kill her, to just let go.


  “You must’ve been having one helluva dream,” Vince said in hushed tones, his breath hot against her neck.


  A jolt of pain shot up the back of her neck as she nodded her head and whispered, “Yeah.”


  The light still hurt her eyes as she stared at their bedroom over his shoulder and felt his reassuring pat on her back. His embrace was firm yet gentle.


  “It’s all right now,” Vince whispered heatedly, and his embrace tightened, but only for an instant.


  “Yeah,” she said again, her voice still not much more than a strangled gasp.


  “But that’s all it was—just a dream,” he said, pulling away but still holding onto her as he looked her square in the eyes. For an instant, afraid of what she might see, Lara couldn’t look right at him, but then she forced herself to smile and was amazed to see that his face appeared to be normal.


  “Want to tell me about it?”


  Lara stared at him, still feeling a subtle sense of mistrust, but the expression of genuine concern on his face soon cut through to her. She smiled weakly and, biting her lower lip, shook her head.


  “No, I … it’s all just a big jumble now.”


  Even as she said it, she wondered why she was lying to him. The images of the dream—the ghost woman’s blank eyes, the pressure on her throat, his foam-flecked jaws opening to bite her—were still too horrifyingly vivid in her mind. If anything, she wished they would fade, quickly and forever. She took a deep breath and, still gazing into her husband’s soft, brown eyes, forced her smile to widen.


  “I’ll be all right,” she said, licking her lips. They felt like sandpaper against her tongue.


  “Want a glass of water?”


  Lara nodded. As soon as Vince let go of her to get off the bed, a wild panic seized her, almost making her cry out.


  What if it isn’t over?


  The thought gripped her with blinding terror. She wanted to cry out as she watched him get up from the bed and walk into the bathroom. When he turned on the light there, it cast his shadow at a long, odd angle across the carpeted floor of the bedroom. Lara’s ears throbbed as she listened to him run the water for a moment and then fill a cup for her.


  What if I’m still dreaming?


  Icy coils of tension twisted like snakes inside her. Her eyes steadily widened as she stared at the bathroom door and Vince’s shadow on the floor, almost expecting to see it shift into something else.


  What if he’s still a monster?


  She tried to swallow, and her throat made a loud, gulping sound. The water in the bathroom was still running. It seemed to be taking Vince forever to come back to her. Fear clutched at her, and she had no idea which she feared the most—his leaving her there in bed alone, or his coming back to her.


  The light in the bathroom winked off, and Vince rounded the corner, carrying a glass of water.


  “Here you go,” he said, as he handed it to her and sat down carefully on the edge of the bed.


  Lara took it, nodded her thanks, and took a quick sip. The water hit her stomach like a ball of ice, making her shiver.


  “You sure you’re okay?” Vince asked. His face was creased with concern, and she couldn’t deny the warm glow she saw in his eyes.


  “Yeah … really. It’s just—” She broke off with a gasp and a quick shake of her head.


  “Do you have nightmares often?”


  In order not to answer right away, Lara took another sip of water and let it sit in her mouth before swallowing. Her throat made a loud gulping sound.


  “Not usually,” she finally said.


  “You want to tell me about it?”


  Vince leaned forward, and for a shattering split second, Lara was afraid she saw a red glint in his eyes, but she smiled tightly and shook her head.


  “I would … if I could remember it.”


  Vince shifted around and slid back under the covers. He raised one hand and gently touched her cheek, rubbing it with his thumb.


  “Do you know how much I love you?”


  Flustered, Lara glanced down and nodded, then looked him in the eyes and repeated what had become a private password between them.


  “Not as much as I love you.”


  Vince gave her a tender kiss on the lips. For an instant, she was afraid it would lead to something more, but then he pulled away and sank down into the bed.


  “You want me to leave the light on?”


  Lara considered for a moment, then shook her head. “No.” Glancing at the alarm clock, she saw that it was almost three. “Oh, God! You have to get up in three hours.”


  Vince chuckled softly as he rolled over and clicked the light switch. The room was instantly plunged back into darkness.


  “Hey, don’t worry about me,” he said. His voice drifted like smoke in the darkness that already Lara could feel pressing in around her again. He reached out and patted her on the shoulder.


  “You just worry about you, okay?”


  2


  A fine spray of dew that glowed silver in the moonlight covered the lawn and bushes. The night was alive with the songs of crickets and night birds, and now and then the tearing hiss of a distant car; but most of all, the man who stood in the darkness outside the house was listening to his own racing heartbeat, thumping like a muffled drum in his ears.


  He clung to the shadows of the trees that bordered the wide expanse of yard as he cautiously made his way around to the back, all the while staring at the darkened house. The windows reflected back the night like polished black marble—as flat and expressionless as the staring eyes of a dead person.


  He knew that a fancy residence like this could easily be bristling with security devices—cameras and laser beam sensors; he wouldn’t know where even after he had tripped the alarm. The first he would know about it would be when the police closed in on him and arrested him.


  Arrested him? For what?


  He hadn’t done anything wrong … not yet, anyway.


  He could say he’d been out for a late-night stroll and had taken a wrong turn, or had gotten confused, trying to take a shortcut.


  What was so wrong about that?


  But by Jesus, this is the place! he kept telling himself, tingling with barely contained excitement.


  This is where she lives!


  His eyes were suddenly drawn to a window on the second floor when a light winked on. Cringing back into the shrubbery, he glanced at his wristwatch and saw by the illuminated dial that it was a little past two-thirty.


  Had he tripped an alarm?


  Were both of them awake now, waiting for the cops to show up? Or maybe it was just her.


  Maybe she was having trouble sleeping.


  Before long another light came on upstairs, and then he saw a distorted silhouette shift across the drawn window shade.


  That must be the bathroom, he decided. And is that her? Maybe she can’t sleep.


  His hands involuntarily clenched into fists, and he squeezed until they began to hurt. His breath was liquid fire in his chest. He stared at the light in the upstairs window until it shattered into watery circles and diamonds as tears filled his eyes.


  He knew he had to wait.


  He had found the house on Shore Drive just this day, and he wanted to take his time, follow her around for a while, check out her daily patterns and wait for the right place and time before doing something.


  Besides, he wasn’t even sure yet what he wanted to do.


  Of course, his first thought was to kill her, but that might be too easy. He needed to make her suffer, at least as much as he had. Only then would he kill her.


  All of this would take time, of course, but he didn’t care. What else did he have but time?


  He knew that hurting her wouldn’t end his own suffering, but it sure as hell would share it, parcel it out a bit, and that might be enough …


  Maybe.


  And maybe not …


  TWO


  Migraine


  1


  “Did you ever get back to sleep last night?” Vince asked as he entered the kitchen and came over to give Lara a quick kiss on the cheek.


  “Well, sort of … I guess,” she replied.


  She was standing at the stove, flipping over the eggs she had started to fry as soon as she’d heard Vince get up and go into the bathroom. She pointed at the breakfast table with the spatula she was holding and said, “Have a seat. These are just about ready.”


  Lara honestly couldn’t say whether or not she had fallen asleep again after her nightmare. She didn’t feel rested, and she’d gotten out of bed sometime before sunrise. To keep herself busy, she had decided to prepare a sumptuous breakfast for her husband, but she’d almost been overwhelmed by nervousness the instant she had started down the stairs. Before entering the kitchen, she had glanced quickly over her shoulder toward the cellar door at the end of the corridor, not knowing what she expected to see.


  She had felt better once the sun rose. Now morning sunlight was streaming in through the eastern windows, and there was bacon, whole wheat toast and jam, fried eggs, juice, and fresh-brewed decaf coffee. As a centerpiece she had filled a small vase with fresh-picked flowers. Vince both noticed and commented on the fact that she was using the fancy china, not the everyday dishes, and that seemed to make him happy.


  He didn’t need a second invitation, so he pulled up a chair, flipped open the starched cloth napkin Lara had folded to look like a bishop’s miter, spread it on his lap, and started to eat as soon as she slid two over-easy eggs onto his plate. After scooping a single egg onto her own plate, Lara sat down across from him, but she didn’t feel much like eating, so she picked up a piece of toast and started nibbling at the edges.


  After a few hearty bites, Vince paused and looked at her.


  “What’s the matter, you’re not hungry?” he asked, leaning forward and smiling widely at her. He slid one hand across the table to touch her fingertips.


  Lara cringed inwardly at his touch, remembering how last night in her dream, his smiling face and gentle voice had changed into … something else. Chewing and swallowing noisily, she gritted her teeth and shook her head.


  “No … Not really, I guess.”


  Vince studied her for a moment, then continued to eat in silence for a while, pausing only to comment on how good everything tasted. Lara satisfied herself with watching him eat and looking around the kitchen, all the while telling herself that she was being foolish not to enjoy a morning like this. The sun’s rays coming through the window were warm, almost hot on her back. She turned and looked out past the lawn and the narrow fringe of trees to the open ocean beyond. It was a gorgeous day, with an arc of blue sky, the blue green sea punctuated only by small whitecaps, the vault above by wheeling dark dots—seagulls.


  She wished her dream from last night would fade with the morning light, but it still clung to the darkest corners of her mind, casting a gray pall over the day.


  “So, what have you got lined up for work?” she asked, forcing a chipper tone.


  “S.O.S., as they say. Same old shit,” Vince replied with a lopsided smile. A bit of egg was stuck to the corner of his mouth, and he wiped it away with the edge of his napkin. His smile faded almost instantly, and he frowned, his gaze drifting past his wife.


  “That hotel project’s still causing you a lot of trouble, huh?” Lara offered, hoping that by talking about something else, she might be able to get her mind off the events of last night.


  Vince grunted and nodded. When he took another bite of toast, he seemed almost to tear at it like a wild animal ripping flesh.


  “Ummm,” he said. “The EPA’s still giving us a hell of a hassle about the wetlands, if that’s what you mean. We have another meeting with them in a couple of weeks, but if they keep busting our buns about this, the whole project could go down the tubes. Some of the investors are already making noises about backing out.”


  “But they’d end up losing what they’ve already put in, wouldn’t they?”


  “Sure, but that might not be so bad compared to what they could lose if we get shut down after we break ground. It’s going to take a lot of fast talking to keep things moving.”


  Lara forced a smile and nodded. She had heard all about this even before they were married. It seemed as though the only time Vince ever got really angry, so angry his neck and face flushed, was when he talked about the problems his development company was having with the new hotel-golf course project they were trying to get started out in South Portland. Other than that, he was as warm and caring and sensitive a husband as any wife could want.


  So why did I turn him into a monster in my dream last night? she wondered, shuddering inwardly as she looked down at her breakfast simply to break eye contact with him.


  She took another tiny bite of toast. It was utterly tasteless and dry in her mouth, and difficult to swallow.


  “Hey, I’ve gotta get going,” Vince suddenly said, glancing at the clock above the stove. He slid back his chair, stood up, and gave his mouth a quick wipe with the napkin. He started to clear his place, but Lara waved him off.


  “Don’t bother. I’ll get that later.”


  He hesitated and then, after kissing her on the cheek again, hustled out into the entryway. Lara followed a few paces behind, watching silently as he grabbed his briefcase and overcoat.


  A cold, empty pit seemed to open up in her stomach when Vince kissed her good-bye and dashed out the front door. She went out onto the front steps and watched him walk over to his red Camaro, which was parked outside their large two-car garage. Even in the direct sunlight, she shivered. A thin blast of exhaust shot out the back of the car as Vince started it up, backed around, and drove away, beeping the horn rapidly and waving from the open window as he turned onto Shore Drive and disappeared.


  Even after his car was out of sight, Lara continued to wave as she listened to the steadily diminishing sound of the engine. Then, clutching her arms tightly against herself, she went back into the house, being careful to close and lock the front door behind her.


  2


  Lara was standing at the kitchen sink, washing the egg-crusted pan and staring blankly out the window at the back yard when the headache hit her.


  It didn’t start out slow and build up, as her headaches usually did. This one slammed into her with all the speed of an oncoming freight train. Later, lying on the couch with a wet washcloth pressed against her eyes, she thought it might have started because she had been staring at the sunlight reflecting off the kitchen faucet, but once the migraine had arrived, it didn’t really matter how it had started. Now as Lara looked down into the dishwater to see what she was doing, a spike of pain rammed into the center of her forehead hard enough to make her stagger backward and cry out.


  But painful as it was, the initial strike wasn’t the worst of it. Something horrible was happening to her sight.


  She dropped the pan into the sink, sloshing sudsy water onto the counter. Turning around, she groaned out loud and sagged back against the cabinet, her wet hands slipping on Formica as she grabbed for support. A shimmering white line sliced across her vision like a lightning bolt. Whimpering softly, she closed her eyes and covered them with both hands, but the vibrating blade of light was still there, viciously pulsating in the blackness like an afterimage—bright, painful, white, with a vibrating purple edge.


  “Oh, Jesus!” Lara heard herself say, but her voice was muffled and sounded infinitely far away, as though she were whispering from the end of a long, dark corridor.


  She pressed her hands hard against her eyes, but the pain and the widening slash of light grew sharper, more distinct.


  Her body felt instantly wrung out—every muscle and joint ached, and her legs, trembling like jelly, didn’t seem strong enough to support her as she staggered over to the kitchen table to sit down. On the way, she tripped and bumped against the table hard enough to knock one of the china plates onto the floor, where it shattered. Lara hardly noticed or cared as she sat down, leaned forward, and covered her face with both hands.


  What the hell’s happening to me? she wanted to scream, but her rising panic and the needle-sharp pain behind her head hurt so much the most she could do was whimper.


  After a moment, she forced her eyes open to narrow slits and looked around. Everywhere in the kitchen, she saw dazzling displays of surging white light that fragmented into shimmering diamonds and spirals of rainbow colors. And still, there in the center of her vision, was that jagged line of light, like a rip in the universe. No matter where she looked, even when she closed her eyes, it wouldn’t go away. And the pain—the pain in her head—rose to an almost unbearable level.


  Cold fear took hold of her, twisting like steel in her gut. The only clear thought she had was that she must be dying.


  But she leaned forward and, rocking gently back and forth, gripped her head as tightly as she could, as if that would prevent her head from exploding … or at least deaden the pain.


  And just then, the telephone rang.


  The sound exploded in her ears, jangling her nerves like a surge of electricity.


  She turned slowly and looked at the portable phone base on the counter. It wasn’t far away. No more than six or eight feet, but her vision telescoped wildly. She wondered how she could ever force herself to get over there to answer it. It might as well be a hundred miles away. The throbbing streak of light was still angled across the center of her vision, so she could only see peripherally. She was afraid she would fall down and hurt herself if she tried to get to the phone.


  But what if it’s Vince?


  The thought filled her with a deep longing for safety.


  What if I don’t answer, and he thinks something’s wrong?


  Bracing herself, she sucked in a deep breath as the phone rang a second time. The sound cut into her ears like a whining dentist’s drill.


  But something is wrong! … Desperately wrong!


  A clear image of Vince, arriving home and finding her lifeless body sprawled on the kitchen floor filled Lara’s mind, making her every nerve tingle with panic. She whimpered softly and involuntarily jumped when the phone rang a third time. Sucking in a deep breath and reaching out, flailing wildly in front of her, she pushed herself away from the table and lunged at the counter. By pure luck, she snatched up the receiver in the middle of its fourth ring, but not soon enough to prevent the answering machine from clicking on.


  “Hello,” said the electronic voice. “You have reached the number for Vincent and Lara De Salvo. We’re sorry we can’t come to the—”


  “Hello. Hello. Hold on. I’m here,” Lara said, the words no more than gasps as she pressed the phone tightly against her ear and fumbled with one hand to turn off the answering machine. She shook her head, hoping to clear it, but no matter where she looked, the line of vibrating light cut across her vision.


  “Lara? ’S that you, girl?”


  It was a woman’s voice, and it sounded familiar, but through her panic and pain, Lara couldn’t quite place it. “Yes … it’s me. Who is—”


  “You all right, darlin’? You don’t sound so good.”


  “Martha? … Oh Jesus, Martha!”


  Tears ran from Lara’s eyes. Martha Kimball, her dearest friend from back home in Massachusetts.


  “What, you were expecting the pope or somethin’? What’s with you, girl?”


  “Ohh … nothing. I was just … just …”


  Lara closed her eyes tightly as she considered lying to Martha, but she knew her friend would immediately see through that, so she decided to come clean.


  “No, I—I’ve just got a … a killer headache.” Lara was surprised at how twisted and kind of funny her voice sounded. She winced and massaged her forehead, but the pain continued to blossom behind her eyebrows like a slow-rolling explosion.


  How bad can this get before it just kills me? she wondered, and her fear mounted even higher.


  “You take anything for it? Tylenol or somethin’?” Martha asked.


  “No … not yet. I was just … just standing by the sink, doing the dishes, and all of a sudden this—like, bolt of lightning shot across my eyes.” Lara blinked her eyes rapidly, trying to track the line of light that still floated in front of her eyes wherever she looked. “It’s starting to fade a little, I think, but it’s still there.”


  “Sounds to me like you got a migraine, girl. You ever get migraines before?” Martha asked.


  “No.”


  Lara shook her head slightly, but that made the pressure and pain behind her eyes spike all the more.


  “I … I get headaches sometimes, but, Jesus, never anything like this! This is what a migraine’s like?”


  “Could be.” Martha still sounded casual, but Lara could detect a note of concern in her voice now. “You remember Carol Conners, over in accounting. She used to get migraines something wicked. She’d see lights flashing all over the place.”


  “Yeah, well, this is like there’s this big rip in my vision. I still can’t see anything when I look straight at it. Even with my eyes closed, there’s this big, white, vibrating line. I was afraid I might be going blind or something.”


  “If it’s real bad, you probably ought to check with your doctor.”


  “I don’t have a doctor up here, not yet.”


  “Then I’d suggest you find one, sister,” Martha snapped. “You want me to call back later, once you’re feeling better?”


  “Ummm … that’s probably a good idea.”


  “Take a couple of Tylenols, and just lie down in a dark room,” Martha said. “You might wanna put a cold washcloth over your eyes, too. Carol used to do that whenever it got real bad.”


  “Okay … Thanks. I’ll try that. Did you call just to talk, or was there something important?”


  “No, mostly just to see how married life was treatin’ you, darlin’. You two met at my party, and I still feel kinda responsible for how things go for you. I—Damn it! Meechan just buzzed me. I gotta get going, anyway. Oh, before I do, did you hear ’bout what happened down here?”


  Lara shook her head and tried to blink away the pain that was now spreading like a slow fire down the back of her neck. The muscles in her shoulders were tight, vibrating with tension.


  “I haven’t talked to anyone except you and my mom since I moved up here. What? Is something going on at the bank?”


  “Sort of. You must remember that—Aww, shit! Meechan’s buzzin’ again. He’s really gonna have his undies in a bundle if I don’t get going. Look, I’ll give you a call later today if I get a chance, ’kay, sugar?”


  “Yeah, sure,” Lara replied.


  Even as she said it, she decided that she would leave the phone off the hook while she rested on the couch. The bolt of light was definitely fading now. She’d try some Tylenol, but if her headache didn’t get any better, she was going to have to call a doctor to get something stronger.


  “You take care of yourself, now, you hear?” Martha said, with a gentle lilt in her voice that came close to making Lara smile. “And you make sure to give that hunk of a husband of yours an extra squeeze for me tonight, ’kay?”


  “I sure will. Good to hear from you, Martha.”


  “You, too, Lara. I’ll talk to you later. Bye-bye,” Martha said, and hung up.


  Feeling completely wrung out, Lara pressed the button on the phone to break the call. Then she switched the phone on again, listened a moment to the buzzing dial tone before she laid the phone on the counter and started for the bathroom. She moved slowly, feeling her way along the walls to keep from tripping. She got the Tylenol bottle from the medicine cabinet, but was so weak she had to struggle to get it open. She tossed two capsules onto her tongue, then filled a cup with water and washed them down with three or four big gulps. Next she wet a washcloth with cold water, went into the living room, drew the shades, and lay down on the couch.


  After a few minutes, with the washcloth pressed against her closed eyes and the Tylenol beginning to work, she began to feel slightly better. The line of light was still wavering faintly across her vision, and as she was starting to doze off, she realized that it was changing.


  A little current of panic filled her as she shifted her eyes, trying to see the afterimage better, but no matter where she looked, the light drifted to one side or the other. And as the light faded and blended into darkness, Lara was positive that she saw, in the center of the white light, the dim features of a face—a woman’s face.


  The same woman’s face she had seen the night before, in her dream!


  As Lara drifted deeper and deeper into sleep, a single thought kept spiraling in her mind until it seemed almost to blend into the light and the face there in the center of the light.


  Who is she? … Who the hell is she, and what does she want?


  3


  “Hey, what’s this?”


  The man’s voice broke suddenly into Lara’s sleep, making her cry out and sit bolt upright on the couch. She looked around the living room, momentarily confused as to where she was. The room was dark, and she didn’t recognize the furniture. Sunlight trimmed the edges of the drawn window shades with white fire. Lara couldn’t look at it for very long without it hurting.


  “Honey? … Are you home?”


  Vince’s voice echoed in the hallway, and then his footsteps approached the living room. He entered, squinting in the dimness as he looked first at Lara on the couch, then at the drawn window shades, then back at Lara.


  “Are you all right?”


  She tried to answer, but her throat felt dry and crusty from sleep. Narrowing her eyes, she touched her forehead with one hand and nodded as she swallowed and licked her lips.


  “You’re not sick, are you?”


  “No, I … ah …” Her voice sounded thick, and she had to lick her lips again. “I got a headache earlier and was just … just lying down for a bit. Why are you home so early?”


  Vince came over to the couch, sat down on the edge, and cupped her chin with one hand. His expression of caring and concern touched her, and she tried to ignore the tickle of nervousness she felt, remembering the monster she had turned him into in her dream.


  “You sure you’re okay?”


  “Yeah … honest. I just wanted to lie down for a while.”


  “There’s a broken plate on the floor in the kitchen,” Vince said softly. “One of the good dishes. I thought something might have happened.”


  He didn’t sound exactly accusing, but there was an edge in his voice that Lara didn’t like.


  “Sorry,” Lara said.


  She glanced away from him for a second, but her gaze went to the window and the light hurt her eyes so much she had to look away from that, too.


  “I—You see, the phone rang, and I was hurrying to answer it.” She hoped this little stretch of the truth didn’t matter. “I must’ve banged into the table, and then—well, the headache hit me, and I came in here to lie down a bit. I guess I just forgot all about it. Sorry.”


  “Oh, no problem,” Vince said mildly, but his wrinkled brow suggested otherwise. “Long as you’re okay.”


  “What time is it, anyway?” Lara asked, confused as she stretched out her arm and glanced at her wristwatch.


  “A little after noon,” Vince replied. “It’s such a great day, I thought I’d pick you up, and we could go into town for lunch. There’s a terrific little sidewalk café on Exchange Street—The Blue Lady. I thought we might go there.”


  “Sounds like fun,” Lara said, not really meaning it. She raised one hand and gingerly rubbed her brow. The pain was definitely gone, as was the jagged streak of light, but everything still felt so tentative, as if the slightest wrong motion would bring it all back.


  She started to get up from the couch, but was still completely drained. Every muscle and joint ached, and she moved slowly, like an elderly person who doesn’t quite have the strength to stand unassisted.


  “You sure you’re up to it?” Vince said. “Maybe you’d better stay here and rest. I can grab a sandwich on the way back to the office.”


  “No … no,” Lara said, shaking her head decisively, surprised when the pain didn’t instantly return. “I’d like to get out for a bit. Just give me a minute to—to pull myself together.”


  “Sure thing,” Vince said.


  He rose from the couch and, taking both of her hands in his, helped her to her feet. As soon as they were facing each other, he slipped his arms around her and pulled her close. His heated breath washed over her face before he leaned forward and gave her a long, passionate kiss, his tongue darting like a teasing snake between her lips. As their embrace lengthened, and the kiss grew more intense, Vince slid his hands around to her hips, and then brought one up and to gently cup a breast. He leaned against her, and Lara was aware of the hard bulge pressing against her stomach. Feeling suddenly and inexplicably fearful, she broke off the embrace and twisted away from him.


  “No. Not now, hon,” she whispered huskily. “I’m still not—”


  “I understand,” Vince said, looking at her intently, his expression shifting back and forth between desire and hurt at being rejected. Then he smiled and said, “So, let’s get a move on, huh? It’s too beautiful a day to be wasting away inside with all the shades pulled down.”


  He walked over to the windows, but just as he was about to raise the shades, Lara cried out.


  “No! Leave them down!”


  He turned and looked at her, his features almost indistinguishable in the dimness of the room. For a flickering instant, she thought he looked insubstantial, like another ghost from her dream.


  “The light … hurts my eyes.”


  Laughing nervously, Vince said, “Oh, yeah … sure.”


  Lara took a shallow breath. “I want—Just let me put on a little makeup first, okay?” she said, forcing energy into her voice.


  “Sure thing. I’ll clean up the broken plate and wait for you outside,” Vince said, still sounding a bit confused.


  He walked out to the kitchen, and for several heartbeats, Lara just stood, staring around the empty living room, almost overwhelmed by the odd sensation that, now that he was gone, Vince had never really been here—that he was a mirage, too, a phantom from her dream.


  She walked stiffly toward the bathroom, taking small, tentative steps and still expecting her headache and the line of white light to return at any moment. Once in the bathroom, she heard the clink of broken china as Vince cleaned up the mess she had left on the kitchen floor. Leaning over the sink, she ran the tap until the water was cold, then leaned forward and splashed her face several times. Sputtering and shivering, she looked up and stared at her reflection in the mirror, mesmerized by the frightened, haunted look that lit her pale, blue eyes.


  Jesus, Lara! Get a grip, why don’t you? she told herself, using an expression of Martha’s.


  Still feeling dazed and weak, and bordering on tears, she dried her face with the hand towel and forced herself to smile as she walked down the hallway and out the front door to join Vince, who was waiting for her by his car.
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