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    1. Night Call


    


    The drop-leaf digits on his alarm clock had just flipped to 3:06 a.m. when the telephone on the bedside table sounded its first ring. Lawrence Carver, resplendent in his expensive tuxedo, a glass of expensive French champagne raised to his lips, had just been ceremoniously handed the vice-presidency in his public relations firm when the vision dissolved into stardust and he regrettably found himself back to a hazy sort of reality, snuggled in bed with one of his two pillows lying folded over on the floor.


    His co-workers’ smiling faces. Their sincere applause, congratulatory slaps on the back and hearty handshakes. The overwhelming feeling of achievement, not to mention relief and acceptance, associated with long sought-after success.


    And damn it, it had all been a dream.


    The phone rang a second time. But Lawrence remained stiffly in his position under the sheets, quietly defiant, disappointed that his beautiful fantasy had come to such an abrupt, unsatisfying conclusion.


    On the third ring, after muttering a few choice expletives, Lawrence rotated his pajama-clad body and fumbled for the phone. Clearing a layer of phlegm from his throat, he snapped up the receiver.


    “Yeah, hello,” he rasped.


    “Lawrence, this is Maureen.” The caller was his ex-wife, and she sounded frantic.


    Maureen…as if it was necessary for her to identify herself. Even at this ungodly hour the shrillness in her voice was instantly recognizable.


    Lawrence’s acknowledgement was a dry cough. He propped himself up on an elbow, and, after flicking on the bedside lamp, reached for his pack of cigarettes and lighted one.


    “Lawrence, are you there?”


    “Yeah Maureen,” he breathed, succeeding in his effort to sound annoyed by this unwelcome intrusion. “I haven’t hung up yet.”


    Maureen ignored his sarcasm and spoke to the point. “Lawrence, it’s Krissie. She’s had another one of her nightmares.”


    Lawrence didn’t respond. He drew heavily on his smoke and exhaled slowly.


    “Did you hear what I said?” Maureen said impatiently.


    Lawrence’s tone remained flat. “I heard. How is she?”


    “How do you think she is?” Maureen’s voice dropped to just above a whisper. “She’s absolutely petrified.”


    “Well,” Lawrence said, unable to stifle a yawn, “you tell her that you spoke to Daddy and that he said everything’s all right and there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


    “Lawrence,” Maureen was getting that patented irritated tone in her voice, “I really think she needs you here.”


    Lawrence hesitated; then he spoke slowly, and deliberately. The thoughts that coursed through his brain were much harsher than his measured words. “Maureen, it’s after three in the morning and in five hours I’m supposed to be at a breakfast meeting with Tom Wittmeyer…an account that Sanborn has promised to all but demote me over if I screw up.” He took a breath before he continued. “Hell, be reasonable. I can’t run over every time Krissie has a little nightmare.”


    “Little nightmare?” Maureen sounded almost incredulous. “Lawrence, it’s the fourth night in a row where she’s gotten up like this! I think this has gone beyond being just a ‘bad dream’.”


    “So, what am I supposed to do?”


    “Just you being here — for Krissie. Please.”


    Lawrence sighed; then he forcefully stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray. “Okay, dammit, okay. I’ll be over as soon as I can.”


    He was just about to slam the receiver back into the cradle when he heard Maureen murmur, “Thanks.”


    Lawrence could usually complete the drive from his downtown apartment to the fashionable duplex at the other end of town in about thirty minutes. This early morning, though, with virtually no traffic to compete with, it took somewhat longer. Lawrence couldn’t fool himself that it wasn’t deliberate. After all, it wasn’t necessary for him to steer his Volvo into the 24-7 self-serve gas bar and pump a few gallons into the tank when the fuel indicator told him he wasn’t even half empty. He also would have made much better time had he followed his usual route rather than avoiding the detour that would have saved him a good quarter hour. To aid in settling his mood Lawrence switched on the radio and pumped down on the selector buttons to pick up some classical music, or better yet, early jazz, settling on a Bert Kaempfert instrumental. He acknowledged the song with an ironic smile: That Happy Feeling.


    It was a just past four a.m. when Lawrence pulled in front of the front-lighted two-story duplex, now outwardly asking himself what the hell was he doing here? He flicked off the ignition but remained seated in the car, indulging himself to another cigarette. He remembered something about a recent city ordinance that prohibited motor vehicles from being parked on residential streets after a certain hour. Was that law still in effect, he wondered; then, in the next instant, realized it didn’t matter a damn either way. He wasn’t planning to stay that long. Just long enough for him to be the concerned, comforting Daddy; perhaps to exchange a few barbed words with Maureen (since the break-up cynicisms had become an integral part of their conversational pattern).


    Lawrence finally pulled himself from the car, closing the door behind him with just a bit more force than was necessary. He tossed aside his cigarette after drawing a long, final puff and paused, taking a slow, wandering look along this residential street. Because of the early hour Lawrence found himself briefly caught up in the prevailing atmosphere. The neighborhood was quiet, peaceful, and particularly picturesque at this time of day. A thin blanket of dew covered the neatly-manicured lawns, glistening in the deep blue darkness like a billion tiny light bulbs illuminating a miniature city. The air was fresh and crisp, too, unlike the steady diet of crud and car exhaust Lawrence fed his lungs by living in the heart of the city. As he inflated his chest with a generous breath of the clean, moist morning air, Lawrence once again experienced those familiar twinges of resentment: Resentment at having to give all this up.


    Sure, maybe he did the pressing for the divorce, but Maureen drove him to it, what with her endless nagging and parade of neuroses. By God, he had no other choice but to leave her, to hold onto what was left of his sanity. What’s more, he could never remember Maureen putting up much of an argument when he told her of his decision. Oh, she shed the few customary tears, and there was some discussion — not a hell of a lot, though. But damn it, if the marriage ever meant anything at all to her, she could have at least put some honest effort into saving it.


    Yet on reflection none of this should have come as a surprise to him. Maureen’s family was a strong argument for those who claim mental dysfunction is hereditary. The family album stood as verifiable proof. The old man, “Buckskin” Frank Hanover, was, to put it generously, a case study in eccentricity; perhaps more accurately: an example of early senility. Lawrence never rightly knew his age but figured “Buckskin” must be somewhere in his early to mid-60s. Always with his mouth in motion but with nothing of value ever expressed. In all the years Lawrence had been acquainted with the family (too damn many) he was sure he’d never once heard the old man utter a sentence that was even remotely intelligent. There was Flora, the old lady, who shriveled up and died in 1976. He remembered her as a mousy personality who, in contrast to her loudmouthed husband, barely squeaked out a complete sentence at any urging. Brother Franklin, an irresponsible overage juvenile, forever in debt and always just a few steps ahead of the law with his gambling and other vices. And yet there was a wife and God knows how many kids (legitimate and otherwise) in the picture. Lastly there was Maureen, who had developed and nurtured her own unique set of odd and neurotic traits, most of which took only a couple years of married life for Lawrence to discover.


    Lawrence’s back teeth clamped together. The feeling had intensified. The same feeling he’d had those long months before the divorce. The vice grip that tightened around his gut whenever he was guilt-trapped into seeing his ex-wife.


    Slowly, but with deliberate steps, he started up the walkway, yanking another cigarette from his pack and thrusting it between his lips, though not lighting it.


    The porch light switched on. When Lawrence was halfway up the walk, the front door swung open and a pathetically slim, blue-clad figure stepped outside. His ex-wife, Maureen, her body wrapped snugly in the fluffy periwinkle housecoat Lawrence had given her either their second or third Christmas together…the housecoat Lawrence was positive he had never seen her wear before.


    Maureen stood slightly hunched over, her broomstick arms (which perfectly matched her spindly legs) folded tightly across her no-chest.


    “Oh Lawrence, thank God you’re here!” As usual, she was stretching it in the near-hysteria department.


    Lawrence came up next to her, but he remained silent, his features locked in a frown. His heavy-lidded eyes briefly took in the faintly tremulous form standing before him and he once again was reminded of just how unattractive Maureen had become. The jaundiced coloring produced by the muted glow of the overhead porch light did nothing to improve her appearance.


    Maureen said, “I finally got Krissie to calm down, but she’s terrified of going back to sleep.”


    Lawrence scratched the stubble on his chin and glanced up at two moths that were fluttering around the circular light fixture.


    “Did you give her some warm milk?” he asked blandly.


    “Hot chocolate, but she wouldn’t drink it.” She spoke abruptly. “Lawrence, she really wants to see you. As a matter of fact, knowing that you were coming over is the one thing that’s cheered her up a little.”


    Lawrence nodded absently.


    He blew out a breath and said, “It might be after four in the a.m., but I sure could use a drink.”


    Maureen eyed him — with a knowing look.


    “But I put on a pot of coffee.”


    Lawrence flashed a quick, sardonic smile. “Keeps me awake.” He brushed past his ex-wife and stepped inside the house, slipping off his shoes, then taking off of his university-crested jacket and hanging it on the doorknob.


    Maureen, still standing outside, experienced a shiver, frightening in its familiarity. She could remember Lawrence doing the same thing the last time he was over, just about a month ago. He wouldn’t see his daughter until he first downed a straight scotch.


    No, it’s nothing, Maureen reassured herself, quickly becoming embarrassed at her thought. Nothing at all. I brought him all the way over here. He’s entitled to a drink.


    She ignored the fact that once more she was attempting to justify her ex-husband’s behavior.


    Lawrence entered the living room and took a slow look around. He was hoping to be critical — but the place was immaculate! The green shag carpeting freshly shampooed, the pile feathery soft and slightly moist under his feet. The furniture was almost geometrically positioned and the wood and chrome pieces polished to perfection. Perhaps it was just his present mood but Lawrence could never remember the house looking this neat and orderly when he was around. As a matter of fact, while they were still “blissfully” wed his only real complaint against Maureen was that she was never much of a housekeeper.


    He tightened his jaw to keep his resentment in check.


    Now he wanted that drink more than ever.


    He crossed over to the sectional bar at the corner of the room, sitting down on a stool and hooking his feet around the tubular legs.


    Maureen came inside the house and walked behind the bar. Her arms were still folded, only now a cigarette hung loosely between her fingers. To Lawrence that dangling smoke really completed the picture of a middle-aged neurotic.


    As Maureen took out two highball glasses and placed them on the bar, Lawrence eyed her curiously. Maureen — the old Maureen he was once married to — never drank. Hardly ever. Maybe a glass of wine at a social gathering that she would nurse throughout the evening. She claimed to have an aversion to alcohol. Of course, Lawrence had a pretty good idea why she was tipping the bottle now: to try, in her own Maureen Hanover way, to make him feel guilty; to remind him once again of the difficult time she was having, with a young daughter to raise — and a nightmare prone one at that! Lawrence’s hands tightened into fists. His back straightened like a rod and he could feel a pounding pressure start to build at his temples. Well, goddamn it, it was not going to work. She sure as hell wasn’t going to get to him that way. She drove him to the divorce. She never gave a damn about the marriage.


    “Lawrence,” Maureen said quietly, pouring the scotch into a shot glass and emptying it into her tumbler, repeating the action for her ex, “Krissie’s waiting to see you.”


    Lawrence pretended not to hear and instead removed two coasters from their piano-shaped holder. He placed one coaster in front of himself and slid the other across to Maureen.


    “Lawrence?”


    “Look, I’m here, aren’t I? Just let me have my drink first, please.” He pushed a hand into his trousers pocket, closing his fingers around the key ring, and squeezed, almost relishing the quick surge of pain.


    “Well, you do plan on seeing her?”


    Lawrence squeezed his hand harder.


    “Naw,” his tone was brutally sarcastic. “I just drove all the way across town at four in the morning ‘cause I was thirsty and the bars were closed.”


    Now it was Maureen’s turn to react, though her emotion was kept inward. She’d made a vow earlier not to let Lawrence upset her. She reminded herself that Krissie was her main concern.


    “Lawrence,” she said, her voice subdued, “can’t we call some kind of a truce, just for now?”


    Lawrence took down his drink in one swallow and slid the glass back over to her (a dismissive movement with which Maureen was all-too-familiar). He eyed her drearily for a moment, then swung off the bar stool and headed for the stairs.


    Krissie lay still on her back in the middle of the bed, the goose down comforter pulled up to her chin. She looked unusually small, younger than her seven years. Her skin was pallid and slight semi-circles had formed under her eyes. She may have looked asleep, but she was not. She had been fighting sleep for the last two hours; every time she felt she was going to doze off she would shake herself awake.


    She never wanted to go to sleep again.


    Lawrence stood as a framed silhouette in the doorway, the corners of his mouth pulled up in a strained attempt at a smile.


    “Hi sweetheart,” he said.


    Krissie’s eyes popped open at recognition of her father’s voice. Her unsettled expression immediately gave way to an ear-to-ear smile.


    “Daddy!” she exulted, scrambling to her knees and extending her arms to welcome his hug.


    Lawrence walked slowly over, embraced his daughter almost tentatively, and sat down on the edge of the bed. Maureen, nearing the top of the stairs when she heard her daughter’s excited whoop, had rushed over to the bedroom and stood quietly, smiling, outside the open door. She’d watched an ecstatic Krissie practically leap at her daddy, grabbing him and hugging him tightly around the waist. But Maureen’s smile faded as she saw Lawrence hesitate for just a moment too long. He seemed unsure of how to respond to his daughter’s affection.


    Lawrence turned in Maureen’s direction, his face registering no expression.


    Maureen grimaced, turned away and went back downstairs.


    


    “Damn it, she’s your daughter!”


    Maureen was finding it increasingly difficult to keep both her voice and her temper in check.


    Lawrence was back on the stool. The fingers of his right hand were rubbing the padded arm rest on the bar. “I know,” he said miserably, “I know.”


    Maureen poured herself another drink, a double. Lawrence knew he was in no position to pass judgment this time.


    Maureen said, “Be honest, Lawrence. Is it because of us? Because of me? A reminder that you’d rather not have? She loves you, y’know.”


    “I love her,” Lawrence said, but the words were halted and the tone not altogether convincing. He took a fast swallow of his drink; then mumbled, “Why’d you have to be standing there?” He finished his scotch but his hand continued to tightly grip the glass. “And no, dammit, it isn’t because of — you.”


    “Then tell me what it is,” Maureen pleaded. “It is something.”


    Lawrence spit out a quick breath. He was sure Maureen knew the reason. She had to. The only problem was that it was so difficult for either of them to acknowledge, let alone accept.


    He pulled away from the bar. “You told me to be honest,” he blurted. “Maybe you should be the one who’s honest.”


    Maureen’s eyes took on an intense, questioning look.


    “What are you talking about?” she said, her words coming slowly.


    Lawrence eyed her hard, as if trying to penetrate her brain with words he was unable to articulate.


    Suddenly the color looked to drain from Maureen’s face.


    “You don’t mean…” The words felt heavy in her mouth and she, too, was unable to speak them.


    Lawrence turned his head away.


    “Oh God, it — it can’t be,” Maureen mumbled through the open fingers of her hand. “Lawrence, what happened…that was two years ago.”


    “Just under two,” he corrected for really no good reason.


    Maureen reached for her pack of cigarettes on the bar and with a slight tremor in her fingers, she pulled one out. She jammed it into her mouth, fumbling to light it.


    “I don’t know what to say,” she said, her voice unsteady. “I can’t believe that you…”


    “I’m sorry,” Lawrence replied with a deliberate shrug.


    “But — your own daughter?”


    “Look,” Lawrence said as he rubbed his fingers roughly alongside his temples, “don’t think I’m proud of the way I feel. But I…” He couldn’t finish.


    “But Lawrence, just tell me why? Especially after all this time?”


    Lawrence understood there could be no sensible explanation he could offer Maureen, and certainly not one that she would accept. He had to end this discussion — and fast. He had to put up some form of defense, however obvious it might be.


    He coughed self-consciously and looked along the bar for the pack of matches with which to light his cigarette.


    “Well, Krissie’s nightmares,” he said gently, trying to avoid the now-penetrating stare of his ex-wife and hoping to change the direction of the conversation. “What are we gonna do about them?”


    Maureen could see only too well what Lawrence was trying to do. And in a way it pleased her…Hell, it really pleased her! But what’s the use, she thought. She didn’t share his vindictiveness. Why push it? Lawrence’s stubbornness had always proved an impenetrable barrier.


    “I think it would be a good idea if we took her to see Dr. LaFreniere,” she suggested.


    Lawrence lit his cigarette and drew deeply on it. It tasted good. In need, a friend indeed.


    “You really think she needs a doctor?” he asked, breathing easier now that the outcome of where their talk had been headed had been sidelined.


    “I don’t know what to think,” Maureen said tiredly. “But something’s gotta be done. I can’t figure it — apparently the exact same dream, four nights in a row.”


    “Yeah, well that is — strange,” was about all that Lawrence could offer.


    They shared a silence. However brief, they had actually conversed in a relatively civilized manner, no thrusts and parries. Of course, the reason wasn’t difficult to understand — at least not to Lawrence: Maureen had uncovered a disturbing truth (perhaps one she’d already suspected), and if necessary could use that truth to her own advantage.


    “Then we agree?” she said.


    Lawrence merely nodded. He checked his wristwatch and decided it was time to go. He was tired and admittedly a little drunk. He still had that drive back into the city and had to somehow prepare himself for his important breakfast meeting.


    Maureen spoke abruptly. “Can I count on your being there?”


    Lawrence clenched a fist that he thrust into his trousers pocket. Bitch! Not only does she have him over a barrel, she’s rolling it perilously close to the edge.


    He rose from his stool. “Listen, I’ll try.” He paused, dragged quickly on the last of his smoke. “No, I’ll — be there.” He butted the cigarette into the ashtray.


    


    Krissie was sitting up in her bed, rocking gently back and forth, staring blankly at the many kindergarten and school drawings that peppered the opposite wall of her room. A multi-colored display: there were pictures of fairy tale characters, of flowers, animals; there were a few that were her view of trips the family had taken when they were still a family. But on each end, set a fair distance apart from the rest, almost like big, comical ears sticking out of a head, there was a drawing of Mommy and a drawing of Daddy, each with cherry red, exaggerated smiles.


    But Krissie wasn’t concentrating on any of her pictures. She really wasn’t focusing on anything in particular. She had started to hum, softly, and was rocking more vigorously.


    The small (black?) object scurried across the top of the Cinderella comforter. Krissie’s humming and rocking both ceased abruptly.


    Her eyes scanned the bed carefully.


    It was a spider. Not very large or threatening, but an icky eight-legged crawler nonetheless.


    Krissie felt herself tensing as she watched it.


    The spider stopped midway across the blanket, changed its direction, and scurried toward Krissie.


    (Go away, spider)


    Krissie’s eyes contracted; they were focused directly on her tiny aggressor. The rest of her face tightened.


    (I don’t like you)


    The spider kept coming, scurrying faster over the rises, almost as if in defiance of Krissie’s thoughts.


    The little girl’s body had become unnaturally stiff. Her face was livid and slight beads of moisture glistened on her brow.


    (Go away)


    Krissie’s eyes closed, and when she next opened her eyes they were like luminous gems, alive with a transcending energy.


    (Go away)


    And the spider stopped, dead. Its body crumpled, collapsing in on itself.


    (Go away)


    And it began to bubble…


    …swell…


    (I SAID GO AWAY!)


    And the spider popped, spreading a small stain of jelly across her blanket.


    Krissie loosened, relaxed. She again closed her eyes, and this time when she reopened them they had returned to their usual soft blue. She looked down to where the spider had been and gasped in surprise. She started to giggle, not understanding what had just happened, but it was comical nonetheless.


    “Goodbye, spider.”

  


  
    10. The First Lesson


    


    Together they sat by the still waters of the lake surrounded by a surreal and multicolored twilight: the boy, cross-legged, in a stiff meditative pose; the girl, cross-legged as well, but more loose and relaxed.


    The boy, Adamm, was speaking.


    “…and I was exiled by the evil society that once existed upon your planet. The society consisted of ambitious, corrupt individuals, and I attempted to halt their advances. Unfortunately, what chance had I — one — against the forces of so many?”


    Krissie’s eyes grew large. “But you’re just a little boy!”


    “Yes Krissie, I suppose you could say I am. And I was but a boy then, during that great struggle for dominance — so very many years ago.”


    Krissie’s features expressed her bewilderment over what the boy was saying.


    Adamm explained. “Do you recall when you asked me where we were — what place this was — and my answer to you was that we are a part of eternity?”


    Krissie nodded, uncertain.


    “It may prove difficult for you to understand, Krissie, but eternity is such that physical age is non-existent. As you can see, bodily I have not aged. Of course mentally and emotionally I have grown. I have advanced rapidly. Indeed, I have acquired much knowledge through all the years I have been part — ” He opened his arms to their widest separation to indicate their surroundings. “ — of this.”


    “You are very smart,” Krissie said.


    “Yes. Much time was spent learning…and observing.” He added: “And planning.”


    Krissie squeezed her eyes. “Planning?”


    “Yes Krissie, planning my return to the world I was made to leave. Your world. And this is why you were brought to me.”


    Krissie shrugged her shoulders. “But I’m only a little girl. You’re the one who’s smart.”


    “Yes, I possess the intelligence to know that I cannot free myself on my own.”


    “But what could I do?” Krissie asked.


    “Again, do you recall when I told you that you were in possession of a very special gift?”


    “Yes.”


    Adamm smiled; his strange eyes seemed to glow.


    “Krissie, your ‘gift’, if used properly, could help me…so that I might come with you to your world, where I could continue to teach you and be your friend — always.”


    Krissie asked, “What kind of a gift is it?”


    “Child,” Adamm replied, “Simply your gift is this: If you will it, so shall it be.”


    “Adamm, you’re not making any sense again,” Krissie said, flustered.


    Adamm rose, taking Krissie’s hand and gently pulling her up with him. In silence, they walked to the edge of the lake. There, Adamm stretched wide his arms and said: “Krissie, if I told you that you could make this entire lake vanish merely by wishing it, but wishing it hard, would you believe me?”


    Krissie took a moment before answering. Then: “I don’t know if I’d want to do that, Adamm. It’s my favorite lake in the whole world.”


    “Indeed. But what if I told you that it was possible, that simply by wishing it you could transform all this before you into a barren desert?”


    “I don’t know,” Krissie said, shrugging.


    “Krissie, you possess the ability.”


    “Huh? The ability? What’s that, Adamm?”


    “Your gift, child. A most rare and enviable talent. It is the power to effect any change simply by willing it.”


    Krissie thought for a moment; a gleam came into her eyes.


    “Do you mean I could really make this whole lake disappear…just by — thinking about it?”


    “Indeed.”


    “Okay, I’ll try.”


    Krissie closed her eyes tightly and thought about the lake drying up. In her mind she pictured the water evaporated, replaced with miles of beach sand, exactly like the photographs she’d seen. When she again opened her eyes, after several seconds of not very strained concentration, she saw that the calm blue waters were still before her. Her face dropped.


    “Adamm, I thought you said — ”


    “Young Krissie. You possess the ability, but you must learn how to channel it. Your mastery over your power must be gradual.”


    “Can you teach me how to — channel it?”


    “Yes, I can and I will.”


    Krissie was starting to grow excited. “When can we start?”


    “It is apparent one of the first things I must teach you is patience. To use your gift effectively requires concentration. To concentrate effectively, you must first master patience.”


    Krissie’s eyes drifted down toward the waters. “Sorry,” she muttered.


    Adamm took her by the hand and together they walked along the beach. It was cooler now and the yellows, reds, and lime greens of the surrounding skies were losing their hue and a curtain of more subdued blue began to paint the horizon.


    “Sorry?” Adamm echoed. “Child, you will learn that with the ability you needn’t ever be sorry. Indeed, when you have mastered your power and to call upon it becomes as simple as humming a tune, it shall be others who apologize to you.”


    Krissie’s face scrunched up and her lips tightened. “I know one boy I sure wish I could make sorry. He’s always picking on me and today after school he pushed me on the cement and hurt me real bad. Mommy had to put medicine on my hands because they were bleeding and that really stung.”


    “And you would like to punish this boy for hurting you?


    “I sure would,” Krissie said with emphasis.


    Adamm said, “Very well. Perhaps that shall be our first test — when the time is right.”


    “Huh? What do you mean, Adamm?”


    Adamm turned to Krissie and slowly closed his long fingers over her shoulders. “This boy,” he said. “You shall use your gift to ensure that he never troubles you again.”


    Krissie’s eyes got wide. “You mean I could really do that? Make sure that Peter Grubbish never picks on me anymore?”


    Adamm merely smiled.


    An eager look blossomed on Krissie’s face. She still couldn’t understand all that Adamm was saying, regarding this strange power of hers. What he called her…ability. But she did know that she must be pretty special if she could just think about punishing the boy who tormented her and it would happen. And Peter Grubbish deserved it!


    Krissie’s joy suddenly merged with a new confusion and she cocked her head and looked at Adamm.


    “Adamm,” she said thoughtfully, “I don’t understand something. How is this ability going to help you come with me?”


    Adamm said: “We shall not worry about that yet, child, for not until you have completely mastered the ability will it be of use to me. All I will say is this: When that time comes, when you have complete and absolute control over your gift, then it will require every ounce of the power. That is why it is necessary for us to begin with small exercises — to build up to that glorious point where you will be able to help me.”


    Krissie asked, “How long will that take?”


    “Be patient,” Adamm replied quietly. “The time is not very far off.”

  


  
    11. Saturday Barbecue


    


    Lawrence Carver came right out and angrily asked himself, “What the hell am I doing?”


    He had accepted — much too hastily — his ex-wife’s invitation to come to a backyard barbecue, and was now questioning his decision. What good could possibly come out of his going there? He and Maureen would just argue, as usual, and compete to see who could rack up the most points in the put-down department. Lawrence grumbled out an expletive, shook his head, and brought a fist down hard on the table beside him. Not only did he have difficulty understanding the actions of certain people around him (namely an ex-wife who extended barbecue invitations), lately he was having a hell of a time understanding the actions of Lawrence Carver!


    It was a sunny and very dry Saturday afternoon. The curtains in Lawrence’s apartment were drawn and the air conditioner was going full power. The scenic design clock over the television read 2:30, exactly. Nothing on the tube held his interest. Using his remote control, Lawrence absently switched through all the channels, twice, then finally clicked off the set. He remained seated in his chair for a moment, then forced himself up and went into the kitchen to fix that drink he’d been convincing himself he needed. He mixed a tall rum and Coke, swirled the drink around in the glass and returned to his chair. He lit a cigarette and leaned back.


    But any relaxation he was hoping to capture was dashed as his brain was suddenly besieged by thoughts: some pleasant, others less so. But no matter what form they took, they all grouped around the same nucleus:


    His daughter Krissie.


    The pleasant thoughts were like brief, random excerpts from long ago memories. Quick flashes of events that, for the most part, seemed only to exist in a parallel world. The almost forgotten happy times spent before it all came tumbling down.


    There were the Christmases, made extra special by the baby’s presence…and Lawrence was remembering how he used to rush home from work, every day, just so he could hold that cuddly little bundle in his arms. He was remembering the day Maureen dressed up the three-year-old Krissie (she was such a curly top) in her best little outfit, a yellow frilled concoction, for that family portrait. And of course he was remembering the first day his little girl went off to kindergarten, so happy and excited because she felt so grown up…


    Maybe he was feeling the effects of the alcohol, but what Lawrence found himself reflecting on were those times when he was sure no father loved a daughter more.


    But Lawrence’s lips drew tight and his eyes creased as those thoughts were overtaken by the deluge of unpleasant memories; painfully, they were all too vivid.


    The assault on his daughter. And the mixture of responses that followed: the grief, confusion, concern. The consuming hate and guilt. The frustration at being so helpless.


    But most prominent and lasting — the sickness that, like a cancer, spread rapidly through his system and chose to remain. Plaguing him endlessly as he became overwhelmed by a sense of self-loathing, brought on by feelings of revulsion.


    Revulsion…toward his own flesh and blood.


    Lawrence’s thoughts traveled back even further; it was as if he were regressing through a series of doors, each one swinging open to reveal a dark and disturbing memory…


    He was a little boy. It was a specific day in the spring of his eleventh year.


    The day his sister came home.


    Jeannie had just turned fourteen, but in many ways she looked more like a woman than her own mother. And she was a beauty. Slim, flaxen-haired, with soft blue eyes and features that could only be described as pure and angelic.


    But despite the innocence of her looks, she had a rebellious side and chose to associate with a less than desirable crowd. Although she had been raised in a strict Protestant household, Jeannie began to exhibit undisciplined behavior once she reached her early teen years.


    She knew that her parents would certainly have disowned her had they found out she was running with a wild bunch, so she was careful never to cause them suspicion. At this time she discovered another facet of her personality — the ability to lie convincingly.


    But after about three months had passed, Jayne and Douglas Carver began picking out strange irregularities in their daughter’s behavior; slight things, like the use of words and phrases they’d never heard her utter before. Never anything particularly offensive, just so unlike the child they had raised. However, being stubborn and old-fashioned (and strong in their conviction that their children could do no wrong), they directly attributed this to her school environment.


    Lawrence remembered it as a Saturday. He had just come back from seeing a matinee featuring a science fiction picture about an invasion of giant mutant insects and was excitedly revealing the plot to his patient but less-than-interested mother, whom he remembered vividly as engrossed in the baking of a mammoth chocolate cake for a church luncheon. Lawrence remembered building dramatically to the climax of the movie when the back screen door slammed shut and Jeannie stumbled inside the house, sobbing hysterically. Her skirt and blouse were soiled and, revealingly, torn, and Lawrence recalled seeing something thick and red trickle down her legs (raspberry jelly, he kept thinking and not knowing why). His father came charging into the kitchen, his omnipresent pipe spewing cheap tobacco fumes, with a look in his eyes that gave Lawrence the impression he was ready for the kill. The moment he set eyes on his daughter, he ordered young Lawrence out of the room. The boy protested, out of brotherly concern for his sister, and his care was promptly rewarded with a sharp backhand swat (later the old man would make a half-assed attempt at an apology, but Lawrence could never really forgive him).


    Lawrence ran sobbing to his room, but through the paper-thin walls he heard his sister’s story.


    Jeannie, out of fear and anger, didn’t hold anything back. She admitted that she had been fooling around with a rough crowd, smoking and drinking and hanging out at disreputable night spots. Then she tearfully told her parents how two of the boys had lured her into the back of a clubhouse and spent the better part of the afternoon violating her. She went into graphic detail, and Lawrence could only imagine the look on his parents’ faces as they listened to her story. Jeannie had hoped for understanding — for sympathy — but neither Mother nor Father was prepared to offer their daughter any comfort. Instead, shocked out of their comfort zone, they attacked her, calling her a “whore” and “a disgrace to the good name of Carver.” Her mother spat on her and her father replaced compassion with two good slaps to the face. Lawrence remembered cringing as he heard his sister plead for forgiveness, only to fall under the barrage of accusation.


    There was never any question about Jeannie keeping the baby. Nor was adoption a consideration. Despite his parents’ strong religious convictions, arrangements were made immediately to terminate the unwanted pregnancy. A child conceived under such brutal circumstances was an abomination, an insult to God.


    After the abortion things were never the same — not between Jeannie and her parents, nor between Jeannie and Lawrence. They had always enjoyed a special bond, but his parents had drilled it into him that his sister was no better than a street tramp. In the two years that followed, the girl underwent a drastic personality change. Once so fresh and lively, she became unnaturally withdrawn, almost catatonic. “I don’t live in this house, I only exist here” was the one phrase she would periodically repeat to her brother.


    But Lawrence likewise offered her no sympathy. Due to his parents’ influence he no longer regarded Jeannie as his sister. She had selfishly brought shame to the family. While Jeannie was allowed to stay in the house, she was rarely acknowledged. Both Mother and Father explained in their unyielding way that any girl violated in such a manner was now unclean. The gray, solemn words of his old man still echoed in Lawrence’s mind, like the fading but never totally dissipating knell of a distant bell: “I don’t care how old she is, or what color she is, or even what religion she is. When a thing like that happens to a girl, she’s been touched by the hand of the devil. Son, you never have anything to do with her after that.”


    And harsh as they were, Lawrence grew up remembering those words. He could never feel the same about Jeannie.


    Less than four years later, early on a November morning, Jeannie, aged eighteen, was killed in a two-vehicle accident on a lonely stretch of road leading into the city following a weekend party. Jeannie had moved out with some friends by then. She just never cared anymore and gave vent to her rebellion. Her companion and driver of the car, Charlie Hendricks, had obviously enjoyed himself too much because, according to the one witness to the accident, he was “weaving and doing a lightning bolt across the road.” Until his vehicle hit a patch of ice. His T-Bird swerved over the center line and collided with an oncoming semi. The driver of the semi survived. Charlie and Jeannie were killed instantly.


    Jeannie’s funeral was a closed casket affair; Lawrence heard the rumor that his sister’s body had arrived at the mortuary in bags…


    While his parents were devout churchgoers, they decided against the service being held at their regular parish; instead, the funeral was held at the mortuary itself, where Lawrence remembered his mother and father sitting in rigid impassivity, politely if coolly accepting the condolences of those mourners in attendance…


    As these disturbing memories faded, Lawrence discovered that he was standing in the kitchen, preparing another drink. He shook his head rapidly, as if trying to physically shake away those tragic images. But what he could never erase from his mind was the crystal clear image of his sister, stamped indelibly on his brain…and how much his daughter Krissie resembled her when Jeannie was young.


    When his head was clear, Lawrence turned and contemplated his empty glass. Passing up the Coke, he knocked back two ounces of straight rum. Another straight shot before the empty bottle went into the trash can.


    


    It was after three. Maureen told Lawrence to be at the house no later than three-thirty. However, he decided not to go straight there. Instead, Lawrence stopped off at his favorite watering hole and slammed back a couple doubles.


    By the time he arrived at the duplex it was 4:15, and he was hardly sober. Maureen knew instantly by the heavy smell of alcohol that wafted from his breath that he had made a detour. While upset, she decided not to say anything because earlier she, too, had indulged in a few afternoon libations in preparation of his visit.


    She did, however, ask him if he wanted some mouthwash; Krissie was sure to notice the odor of booze.


    Lawrence responded in predictable fashion.


    “Maureen,” he slurred, “why don’t you just get the fuck off my back.”


    Maureen tensed. “If you’re planning on using your PR language around here, you might as well leave now,” she said, standing her ground.


    Lawrence hesitated, caught unprepared by the sternness of her attitude, and for just a moment Maureen thought he was going to turn back to the car. But he looked at her, nodded slowly, and started into the house. Maureen stood aside and held the door open for him. She didn’t want him to leave, but she wasn’t pleased at having their daughter see him in this condition either.


    One thing Maureen did know for
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