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Late one summer evening in the front room of a tenant farmhouse outside Tulare, California, ten-year-old Julie Taylor sat straddle-legged on the brown linoleum floor. Tall and exceedingly thin, her skinned knees made bony knobs in the middle of her long, tan legs. Beneath a tangle of thick russet curls, Julie’s large, dark eyes were intent upon her game of jacks. She bounced a quarter-sized red ball and, one at a time, between bounces, picked up a handful of smooth pebbles. She’d found the ball next to a packer’s shed where some other child had lost it. Julie had spent hours carefully selecting exactly the right sized stones to complete her game. There would never be money to buy a real set of jacks. 

Across the room Joey, three years older than Julie, sprawled next to their dad on the soiled green and white bamboo-patterned couch. Joey slowly turned the tattered pages of a Comic book. It too was a found item. Beside him, Joe Taylor scowled as he entered numbers in the sweat-stained notebook he always carried in his shirt pocket. Occasionally he’d look up, his dark, thought-glazed eyes sunk in nests of sun-wrinkles. Then he’d grip the stubby pencil and write again. The figures had something to do with the money the family should get for their fieldwork. 

A thin wall separated the front room from the kitchen where Camilla Taylor cooked supper. The clatter of pots and the clank of an iron skillet on an iron burner rang through the house. The hot, oily smell of frying potatoes and sizzling pork, along with the rank green odor of boiling cabbage, filled the four-room shack. Julie’s frail shoulders tightened, and she missed several pick-ups. Any minute Camellia’s warm, round voice would call, Jul-lie. It was past time for Julie to set the wobbly table with the salmon-colored plastic dishes. Julie pulled her feather-soft eyebrows together in concentration. Just one second more, and then she’d go. 

When the headlights of a car flashed across the front windows, Joe Taylor jerked up his head. Joey looked up, too. As suddenly as the sweep of light had pierced the dusty ecru curtains, it just as quickly disappeared. The sharp way Joe and Joey raised their smooth, dark heads made the skin along Julie’s arms pucker. In following their startled looks, Julie turned toward the door. As her slender waist twisted, the double slam of car doors rang out. Before Julie could blink, the rickety plank porch shuddered under the heavy thud of pounding feet. The front of the house rattled as if caught in the midst of a thunderclap. The hard linoleum carried the tingling vibration along Julie’s legs. 

Then, there was a scant second of silence. 

After the quiet, the blow against the flimsy door was deafening, like an exploding bomb. 

Julie swung back toward her father. He was in a startled half crouch, rising to his feet. Joey’s lips drew up in a surprised, cherry-colored circle as they formed an unspoken question, while his dusky cheeks blanched white. Another kick followed the first loud pounding slam against the door. The center of the door cracked and splintered. Then the weakened door broke away at the hinges and slammed back against the peeling faded blue wallpaper. 

A squeal caught in Julie’s clogged throat and came out as a high, sharp squeak. In an instant Joe Taylor was up and in mid-stride across the scuffed brown floor. Joey followed a step behind, his shocked angry frown an imitation of his father’s fierce scowl. The little rubber ball slipped from Julie’s fingers. It rolled behind the couch and, more to avoid being stepped on than to retrieve the ball, Julie plunged after it. She dodged the tangle of swiftly moving feet and crouched at one end of the sofa, ducking down behind the frayed arm. Then, with her heart beating against her ribs, she edged to the corner of the sofa and peered out into the room. 

For an instant two huge men blocked the shattered doorway. When they lunged forward the black night spilled in after them. It threatened to overpower the weak lamplight. In the yellow-brown darkness, Julie’s mother sprang to the kitchen door. 

A wooden-handled butcher knife dangled from Camilla’s hand, a silent scream stretched her crimson lips, and terror sparked her ebony eyes. Julie’s mouth pulled back to cry out too, but shock held her soundless. She tried to rise, to go to Camilla, yet her knees refused to straighten and lift her. In a flash, Julie went cold. Not a chilly, shivering kind of cold, but an icy, frozen-in-fear cold. The burly men filled the tiny room, their jowl-heavy faces burning with wild excitement, ready to burst into violence. 

One of them raised a baseball bat. 

The first whistling swing caught Joey on the left side of his head. The impact made a dull whoomp, like a watermelon dropped onto the pavement. Joey uttered one strangled cry and crumpled to the floor. Thick, bright red blood spurted from the gash in his scalp. As it soaked his rumpled hair and dripped onto the brown floor, Julie stared, slack-jawed and dumb. 

Camilla shrieked. The scream split the air sharp as a flash of lightning. She plunged into the room waving the butcher knife above her head. As Camilla flew at the men, hatred distorted her pretty, high-cheekboned face into a grotesque mask, a gnarled, misshapen rose. 

Her mother’s action freed Julie. She sobbed Joey’s name and stretched out her hand. Then Julie started to crawl to him through the forest of thrashing legs. When she reached the front of the couch, a heavy work boot whacked into her ribs. The sharp kick gouged a gasp out of Julie, and she doubled up like a crushed worm. Then the toe of another boot smashed against the right side of her face. Pain shot out from under her cheekbone and filled the top of her head. Julie’s mouth twisted to let out a garbled scream. The sound was lost amid other cries and the crash of end tables, shattered ashtrays, and ripping curtains. Quickly, Julie tumbled away. Like a burrowing beetle, she scurried back to her hiding place. The blood dripping off her chin and trickling down her neck confirmed the dim notion that her face had been cut. 

Joe Taylor swung a chair leg at one of the men. Behind him, the other man brought the baseball bat down on Joe’s dark head. While the one clubbed Joe, the other dodged the chair leg and bent over to pull something out of his right boot top. In one smooth move, he slid a knife from his ankle up to Joe’s chest. Julie saw the flash of polished steel and went rigid with fear. As the shining, pointed blade sank into Joe’s shirtfront and then ripped up toward his chin, Julie wet herself. Hot urine soaked the string-thin crotch of Julie’s underpants and ran rivulets down her dusty brown legs. It was as if a balloon filled with scalding water had burst. As her father fell and his blood flowed, Julie bit the back of her hand until her teeth touched with a tiny click and a warm, salty liquid filled her mouth. 

Camilla’s screams rang throughout the four rooms. The high siren sound rose and fell until the weak walls trembled with the reverberation. She slashed and stabbed at the men. The lavender veins at the sides of her neck pulsed, bulging with her fury. The shivering wild banshee cries rolled from her lips in one shrill wave after another as if Camilla sought to kill the men with sound. Then, in an instant, a swoosh and a thumping crack ended Camilla’s cries. The blood-splashed room was suddenly awash in silence. The quiet fell on Julie’s small ears like hard, sharp blows. 

Behind the couch Julie curled into a tight ball, her spindly arms locked around her scabbed knees. Even with all four limbs caging her chest, Julie feared the barricade of porcelain bones might not contain her lunging, hammering heart. The hair on her arms and head tingled, her mouth and throat were sand-dry, and a searing pain scorched her lungs. Submerged in horror, Julie squeezed her eyes shut tight. Then she waited for crushing death to come whistling down on her bowed head. 

With her eyes closed, she saw thin red threads woven through her eyelids, tiny vessels flowing full of rich blood. She imagined the rest of her body crisscrossed with the tubes of thick, vital fluid. This system of veins and arteries nourished her in the same way the irrigation ditches kept the fields alive. Julie visualized the storm-blue vein just under her jawbone, remembered how it climbed up and disappeared into her cheek. Caught there between ivory bone and transparent skin ran Julie’s life. She’d also traced its travels under the soft tan velvet at her inner wrist. In spots it came dangerously close to the surface, making it easy to spill. Julie trembled, as exposed and fragile as an embryo in a glass womb. 

Through the orange haze of abject terror, Julie heard a man speaking. The voice was low and hoarse in the destroyed room. The words were rasped out between ragged gulps for air. 

“We shoulda waited till they was all asleep, like I told you. Somebody heard this racket for sure. Let’s get the hell out a here!” 

“Wait! Where’s that kid? The girl. What about her, hey?” 

“You crazy, man. Come on.” 

“Hey, no. Listen. We got to get her.” 

“Too late. She split, man. You got a brain you will too. You want to go hunting around out there for her? When the cops get here maybe they help you, huh?” 

In the moment of indecision, as the man hesitated, Julie held her breath. Then four boots stomped across the linoleum and thumped with a hollow thud on the sagging boards of the porch. When the sound died away Julie softly released a trembling breath. Now that their monstrous evil no longer filled the rooms, it seemed that the house caved in like a rotten cantaloupe. It collapsed around Julie, drowning her in a sickish sweet smell. 

She pulled into a tighter knot, trying to disappear altogether. Long minutes passed, and wispy, blue-black smoke twisted around the top of the kitchen door. It flowed across the ceiling and snaked out the ruined door to mingle with the night. As she huddled close to the floor Julie barely noticed the char of burning pork and potatoes; instead, her nose tingled with the scent of blood, gore, and excrement. The odor brought memories of the featherless, gutted bodies at chicken killing time. Too stunned to be relieved and too shocked to cry Julie climbed down deep inside herself to a spot well away from this horrid new world. 

When the gray, pink-shot sky of dawn replaced the night, Julie slowly returned and crawled from behind the couch. She stayed on her hands and knees while her wide, brown eyes photographed the roomful of death. Then Julie stood up, stiffened all over, and started screaming. 
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On the east edge of Flagstaff, Arizona, the Brentwood Motel stood dark and silent. The L-shaped building blended into the high desert rock and sand hillside like a large, natural outcropping. In the chilly predawn the sixteen-foot-tall neon cactus road sign loomed blank and dead, its flashing yellow and green replaced by waning milky-blue moonlight. As the stars faded from the Arizona sky, the young woman in unit number fourteen fought to break the grip of a nightmare. A nightmare she’d had off and on for the last fifteen years. 

Julie Taylor lunged upright in bed, a scream locked between her clenched jaws, her fingers covering the small, pale scar under her cheekbone. Julie’s chest and back were sweat-drenched, the skin hot and sticky. Her blue cotton gown was plastered tighter than if she’d walked through a shower. Julie blinked at her strange surroundings; it wasn’t her room at Mrs. Hager’s house in San Bernardino. It took Julie a minute to remember that she was on the way to Oak Grove, a small town in Arkansas, where she would teach school next fall. The nightmare always left Julie confused and, if she dared admit it, terrified. 

Julie put a trembling hand to her forehead and brushed back a damp tangle of hair. Julie had learned to master the daylight hours, but the dark time of sleep defied her control. When she closed her eyes, the killings played out before her as if they had happened yesterday. A chilling fear clung to Julie, and she heard the man’s voice as clearly today as when she’d shivered in hiding behind the couch. She was alive only because they hadn’t known she was still in the house. 

Julie fingered the scar under her right cheekbone; it was physical evidence of that night. Some minor surgery would remove it, but even if there were money for an operation Julie wasn’t sure she’d want it. At times, the inch-long, ragged white line made her self-conscious, especially with strangers. Yet, it was a link with her family. The small injury connected her with their greater, fatal wounds. It was all Julie had left. 

During the year following the killings (she thought of it as the red year) Julie had been in torment. She fought grief and loneliness, but the stark terror of each day and night was that the killers might find her. Julie didn’t doubt that they had intended to kill the entire family. She was equally sure as to who had sent them. However, no one would believe her. No one would listen. That produced a special, mind-numbing horror. She was alone, Belva was after her, and not a soul would believe her. Julie clearly remembered her sessions with the Tulare police. A lady officer had questioned her, and she was always present when the policemen talked with Julie. After Julie had been taken to the police station, Officer Lily Martines put her arm around Julie’s trembling shoulders.

“Sit here, honey,” she had said. 

Julie was numb. She could not do more than nod as she sat down on a metal chair beside a metal desk. 

“You want a Coke? Are you hungry?” Officer Martines was trying to be nice. 

Julie slowly shook her head. 

“Do you need to go to the bathroom? If you need anything, you let me know. All right?” 

Julie looked up at the woman. She had big brown eyes, pretty eyes, but not as pretty as her mom’s eyes. Tears slipped down Julie’s cheeks. 

“I know you are scared, sweetheart, but we need to find the person who did this. We need you to help us. Okay?” 

When two large men entered the room Julie wanted to run. They were as big as the two men who had killed her family. A small cry escaped her lips. Officer Martines squatted down beside Julie and patted her hand. 

“These are the detectives who are going to find the bad guys. I’ll stay right here with you while they ask you some questions.” 

Julie swallowed, her mouth felt dry. “Okay,” she whispered. 

When she finally managed to look at the two detectives closer she saw one was a bit smaller than the other. The smaller man had a pinched face and narrow eyes. He seemed angry. So Julie spoke toward the larger, blond man. 

“We were getting ready to eat. Mama was cooking.” 

“You said there were two men. Have you ever seen them before?” asked the smaller man. 

“No. I don’t think so.” 

“Where did your dad go to gamble?” the pinched-faced detective ask. He seemed to take the lead even if Julie kept looking at the blond man. 

“I don’t know.” 

The smaller detective shrugged his shoulders and turned away. Officer Martines glared at him. She patted Julie’s shoulder. 

“It’s okay. You just tell us anything you remember. We’ll finish soon, and a nice lady from social services is on her way.”

Julie had no idea what that meant. Her heart began to race. Weren’t they going to ask her anything else? Maybe they weren’t even going to look for the men. The two detectives went to the hall doorway and began talking to each other in low voices. 

“What do you think?” said the larger, blond man. “Drug deal gone bad? Trying to collect a gambling debt and got carried away?” 

The smaller one shook his head. “No idea. An eye witness, and we got nothing.” 

A flash of fear swept over Julie. They weren’t going to look. She knew who had sent those men. Grandmother Taylor, her only close relative, had died just before they’d left Louisiana. Julie would always remember her for two things: her death benefits from a small insurance policy provided the money for her father to move his family to California, and Grandmother Taylor was the one who had told her about Belva. 

“Wait,” Julie suddenly cried. 

Both men turned back toward her and stepped into the room. Julie knew she had to convince them so they could find Belva. If they didn’t, Belva would send more men to kill her. Julie straightened her shoulders and stared straight at the detectives. 

“Belva did it!” Julie declared. 

“Who is Belva?” the blond detective asked. 

Julie haltingly told them of someone from Louisiana, someone her Grandmother Taylor once told her about. A woman the Taylors feared. 

“But why would she wait five years to catch up with your dad?” 

Julie couldn’t say. Still she had to make them understand, or she’d be killed. She stood up and grabbed at the blond detective’s arm. 

“She sent those men. I know she did. She wants to kill me too.” 

“It’s okay,” he said. “Don’t get excited.”

He looked toward Officer Martines as if for help. They didn’t understand. Julie stamped her foot. She started to say more, but right then Mrs. Rameriz from Social Services showed up. Julie tried to convince the officers, the detectives, and even Mrs. Rameriz that Belva had sent the men to kill the Taylor family. Yet, in the end she grew silent. All her insistence only earned her the reputation of being a hard-to-handle, rebellious child. 

The Tulare police developed their own scenario. The Taylors had left Louisiana five years earlier, it wasn’t likely the men would wait that long and come so far to settle a grudge. No, the men and the reason for the murders were local. Everyone appeared satisfied with this report, and the police seemed glad to be finished with Julie. Her steady, dark-eyed stare made them shift from one foot to the other and cough nervously. Social Services made a search for relatives, someone to take custody, but there was no one. 

“I told you,” Julie had shouted at Mrs. Rameriz. “Grandma Taylor died. But she told me about Belva. She’s a witch! She wants me dead, too. You are all stupid!” 

Mrs. Rameriz had narrowed her eyes, the same way the detective had.

“If you don’t behave we’ll have a hard time placing you, Julie.” 

Julie learned to keep silent. 

If her grandmother could see her now, sitting in a dark motel room, shivering in fear, she would nod her head knowingly. Wasn’t she the one who had said it was useless to run? She had been right. Julie bent her head, and a harsh laugh rumbled in her chest. Oh yes, Granny, you were right, but no one believed you. And they don’t believe me! Julie grabbed her worn terry robe off the foot of the bed and shoved her arms into the sleeves. The air conditioning was weak and barely moved the stale air about, but with sweat drying across her shoulders, Julie chilled. 

A deep sadness turned to a solid ache beneath her breastbone. She was so alone. She wished she had someone to talk with, someone to hold her, someone to help face what she knew must come. One day Belva would find her. Grandma Taylor had told Julie stories about Belva, the swampland witch. Belva had terrible powers. Somehow, she had come to use them against the Taylors. Now there was only Julie left, but she swore she’d fight. She would not give in to the evil that had destroyed her family. 

For months, Julie had searched to find a small, out-of-the-way place that needed a grade school teacher. She had heard that towns the size of Oak Grove were gossipy and nosy. Everyone knew everyone else’s business. That was exactly what she wanted. If a stranger came among them, the townspeople would buzz like a beehive. What better alarm system could she ask? The tightly knit community would serve another purpose as well. Julie longed for security; she needed a place to snuggle down, a calm, peaceful home. 

Surely no one in Oak Grove had ever heard of the Taylor family and their terrible slaughter. Julie was free to invent a new story. She could give her family a decent departure, not the bloody, sensational deaths they actually suffered. Next to hiding from Belva for as long as possible, leading a quiet, respectable life topped her list of important goals. 

As Julie thought of her future, the sun came up and sent a golden beam through the crack in the motel’s vinyl-backed draperies. The shaft of sunlight crossed the bed and landed at Julie’s feet. She looked down and smiled. There was the yellow brick road. She’d follow it to her new home and hope for peace and safety, at least for a time. She knew better than to ask for more. All anyone had was the day at hand. Time runs out on everyone and everything. Flowers fade, people die, and at some point even mountains crumble. Nature never provides a happy ending. 

While Julie showered and dressed she worried about her old green Chevy. It had been groaning and wheezing. She coaxed it on with the promise of a long rest once they reached Oak Grove. At least she’d not run out of gas on some long lonely stretch of road. With her usual care and caution, she kept a five-gallon can of gas in her trunk. Julie buttoned her plain white blouse, and her thoughts raced ahead to her new home. She was to replace Mary Haley, the retiring third grade teacher. Mary wouldn’t be there when Julie arrived, but she had arranged for a friend, Della Hanks, to help Julie settle in. Julie imagined her meeting with Della, and she was anxious to meet Mr. Harris, the principal, as well. She tried to picture a face to go with each name, and the activity banished the last trace of her dark dream. 

By the time Julie loaded the sun-bleached Chevy and headed east on I-40, a small spark of hope flickered in her mind. Regardless of what Grandma Taylor had said and all that had happened, maybe Belva would finally give up and let the last of the Taylors live in peace. 

As Julie drove, she sighed and leaned her elbow on the open window. It was silly to place much faith in such hopes; still, she’d escaped so far, hadn’t she? Julie wished she could take credit for this success, but the truth was she had simply been lucky. The incident when she was fifteen proved that. Julie gripped the wheel tighter and pulled to the left to pass a white tanker truck. On its side, the foot-high red letters spelled out, inflammable. 

When Julie was well around the truck and speeding far ahead, she relaxed. Danger was everywhere. You could be doing the most innocent task and find yourself in jeopardy. Julie tried to stay alert; she had since she was ten, yet there were unguarded minutes. Perhaps if her mind hadn’t been on something else that evening when she was fifteen she might have avoided the trap in the alley. 

She had been staying with a foster family named Amato. The Amatos were keeping three younger foster children at the time. Myra Amato was a nice woman but careless in many ways. She forgot to make shopping lists and therefore constantly ran out of things: salt, crackers, laundry soap, and they must have had the only shampoo bottle in Los Angeles that never had more than a quarter inch of shampoo in the bottom. 

Julie liked helping with the little ones; she preferred the company of small children. She felt safe with them. She especially liked two-year-old Monte. He had large, dark eyes and soft brown hair. He reminded her of Joey. When Julie looked at him, it brought a surge of sweetness that quickly changed to pain. One evening Monte was running a fever and Julie was helping Myra take care of him. She searched the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. 

“Myra,” Julie had called. “I can’t find the aspirin.” 

“Monte don’t need aspirin. He’s not that sick.” 

“You’re out, aren’t you?” 

“Maybe.” 

Julie returned to the living room, where Monte was lying on the couch. His dark eyes were glazed with heat, and his cheeks flushed a hot pink. 

“Myra, he needs a doctor!” 

Myra waved her plump hand. “I took his temperature. It’s barely a hundred. He’s just got a head cold.” Myra patted Monte’s head. “He’ll be okay. Won’t you, big boy?” 

Monte slowly nodded and looked like he was going to sleep again. Julie stormed out of the house, At least she could get him some baby aspirin. The store was two blocks away, and Julie cut it down to one by taking the alley. 

As she hurried along, lost in thought, she grumbled to herself. The Amatos were okay, nice people; most of the foster families were. However, Julie never stayed long enough to care much one way or the other. It would have been better had she moved before Monte was placed with the Amatos. She had become too attached to him. 

When Julie had approached the back of the small brick grocery, she stepped out of one alley and into the one behind the store. A streetlight made a dirty, yellowish circle of light near the corner. As she started toward the main street, she caught a flash of silver in the deep shadows near the big green trash Dumpster. Julie’s heart began to pound. Fear was always only a breath away. She started to run. In seconds, a man lunged out of the shadows and grabbed her. One arm went around her waist, pulling her close to him. She felt the coarse stubble of his beard. His hot breath was ripe with stale cigarettes and cheap wine. His other hand held a knife to her throat. 

“You got money?” he rasped. 

Julie went wild. She didn’t hear anything else the man said. She knew who had sent him! Julie shrieked and tried to twist away. She reached back and clawed at his face. She fought for her life. 

He was a small, dark-skinned man, and Julie’s terror had made her strong. She threw her elbow against his nose, and his cry mingled with her screams. The knife fell from his hand and clattered against the pavement. He shoved Julie away from him. When he lunged toward the knife he’d dropped Julie grabbed at his shirt and stopped him. He whirled back toward her, swinging his fist at her face. Julie kicked at him, and as her shoe made contact she heard his knee pop. He screamed, glared at Julie, and then turned and hobbled away, disappearing into the dark alley. 

Julie stood trembling, looking down at the dark blood on her hands. She’d made his nose bleed; maybe it was broken. Someone was screaming—it hurt her ears. Yet, even when Julie realized the noise was coming from her, she couldn’t stop. A man ran into the alley from the street. Close behind him came two women and several other people. 

“I called the police,” one of them yelled at her. 

The first one to reach her asked, “Are you hurt?” 

Julie had continued to scream, then started crying. She couldn’t breathe. Her legs were shaking. Belva almost had her. She’d sent that man to cut her throat! She heard a siren, and then a police car swung into the alley behind the grocery story. The crowd parted, and policemen once again began questioning her. 

“I know who sent him,” Julie screamed at the officer. “She’s found me! She killed my family, and now she’s found me.” 

Julie had raved on and on. When a policewoman tried to help her into the patrol car Julie, pulled away from her and kept screaming about Belva. In the back of her mind, Julie knew she should keep still. But her fear was too great, and she lost control. Her frenzy gained her nothing. A couple of people in the crowd said they’d seen the attacker running away. A small, dark man wearing a white shirt and jeans. The police found the knife lying where it fell. 

Julie was unable to stop fighting and yelling, insisting someone listen to her. Finally, someone did. Her antics earned her four weeks in Los Angeles County General and three sessions with Dr. Foster, a psychiatrist. If Julie hadn’t made the mistake of telling him about Belva, she would have been out much sooner. Still, that was when she was young and had hopes of finding someone to believe her. 

As Julie drove toward Oak Grove, she reviewed her strategy. She meant to start over, put the past behind her, live as near a normal life as possible. To do this she must be ever on guard for signs of Belva’s presence. It was like having an incurable disease that was in remission. She accepted the fact that she couldn’t hide forever, yet she could choose the battlefield. Hiding away in a small town there was a chance Belva might not find her. This slim hope kept Julie from total despair. 
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As Matthew Sheldon prepared to leave Indianapolis in search of Julie Taylor, he knew as much about her as was possible to know without having met her. Matt had spent months building up a file. Julie’s background was difficult because there were no relatives to fill in details. He had had to rely on official records: newspapers, police reports, and Social Service files. However, he’d found one person who had given him a personal picture of Julie. Mrs. Hager was Julie’s landlady, or had been until Julie left for Oak Grove. Julie had roomed with the lady for the past two years. 

When Matt telephoned Mrs. Hager, he had asked for Julie. He wanted to make an appointment for an interview. When he learned she was gone disappointment set in. Yet, Mrs. Hager soon lightened his mood. He hadn’t even needed to explain who he was and what he wanted; Mrs. Hager poured out information. Matt’s research as a developmental psychologist didn’t interest Mrs. Hager. All she cared about was a listening ear. 

“Goodness knows why the poor little thing took it into her head to go that far away. She just finished up at Cal State. Surely there were plenty of opportunities to teach right here.” 

Matt took notes as the woman gushed on. 

“Still, without a soul in the world there wasn’t anything to hold her. I did my best to be friend and family to her. She could have stayed with me easy as not. But she ups and went, leaving me with an empty room. Guess she thought to find it more to her liking in Oak Grove. Oh well, probably for the best. She didn’t have friends here. Julie wasn’t one for getting close. Nervous and closed-mouth most of the time. Why, I had to drag it out of her that she didn’t have family. I insist on listing a next of kin on my renters. You never know when something might happen. Julie dodged around and finally admitted they died in a car accident. It must be hard for her to talk about, but still,” 

Matt suffered a pang of empathy; his parents had died in a car wreck two years ago. A family lost in any manner was painful, but it was significant that Julie wanted to hide the way hers had died. Mrs. Hager’s had continued speaking.

“...and she kept to herself. Never had company. She tried to pass it off as being tired from working full time and going to school. But I saw through that. Why, when I was her age I went from sunrise to sunset and had energy left over to dance all night.” 

From the rapid-fire rattle of Mrs. Hager’s conversation, it didn’t sound as if age had slowed her down. Matt thanked her and hung up. 

New impressions of Julie Taylor whirled in his head. Until talking with Mrs. Hager, Julie was only a name on a file folder. She was simply a collection of dates, places, and old reports. That part of the work was easy. There wasn’t any emotion involved in compiling a ‘paper person’. The challenge came when Matt confronted his subjects. After talking with Mrs. Hager, Matt decided to risk a trip to Oak Grove without first speaking to Julie. It was difficult to convince some of his subjects to submit to an interview. It sounded as if Julie might be one of these. His original itinerary had been to head west, stopping in Colorado to visit with Vera Carson and then on to California. 

Mrs. Carson ran a clinic for traumatized children, and although her files were private, she had offered to help with general information. When Matt told her about Julie, Mrs. Carson mailed him studies describing the normal ten-year-old personality. He had determined that the child’s age when they witnessed killings had a direct bearing upon how they developed afterward. Although no age was ideal, ten seemed a most unfortunate time to experience such horror. 

At ten years of age, the normal child is beginning to blossom socially. They are happy and trusting, feeling friendly toward the world, ready to branch out and form friendships. Yet, they still have extremely strong family ties and at this age have a great admiration for their parents. Ten is aware of life in general and is forming his own ideas in particular. The sense of fair play and justice is pronounced. Matt shook his head—what Julie must have suffered. The killings took her family, they distorted her picture of the outside world, and then the police failed to provide justice. The situation hit all the developing areas of a ten-year-old child. 

Because of the various ages and circumstances of each survivor, every case was different. He hoped to find a common thread that would give mental health professionals another tool. Matt had received his doctorate in psychology from Indiana University. He’d become interested in developmental psychology while he was an undergraduate. It seemed to him that the formative years were all important, and when he heard about the brutal murder of a farm family in Kansas his interest narrowed further. One of the children had lived through the horror. 

Matt had made a trip to the farm. He could not gain access to the scene, but he did talk with neighbors about the surviving child. The murders were reminiscent of the 1959 killing of the Clutter family near Holcomb, Kansas. Matt had read Truman Capote’s novel based on the tragedy. These murders, forty-five years later, also involved a shotgun. The father was blown in half, the mother stabbed sixteen times, a ten-year-old daughter clubbed (officers speculated it was done with the butt of the shotgun), and a three-year-old son had, like his mother, been stabbed. The middle child, a boy of six, was unharmed. 

The killings were discovered two days later. They found the boy sitting in the middle of the living room floor playing with a set of Hot Wheels. Dried blood crusted his hands, and he didn’t speak a word. The child hadn’t spoken since. 

While Matt was still in school, he gathered everything he could on children who had lived through a family massacre. A rush of questions followed each new bit of information. What kind of adults did these children grow up to be? How did the scars manifest themselves? 

At thirty-one Matt had yet to settle down into a real commitment to anyone. Neither of his two marriages had produced children, and since they hadn’t lasted, that was fortunate. Children were entitled to a solid home. Matt wasn’t ready to provide one. He’d finished his schooling and spent a couple of years in counseling work, long enough to know that the personal touch wasn’t for him. He wanted to contribute, but he had difficulty dealing with people. Case studies were far more to his liking. On paper, the facts were clear and brought order out of life’s chaos. He had truly enjoyed the research for his dissertation. That combined with his interest in children who survived family killings brought him to his present work. He wanted to compile a comprehensive study on the subject, and he hoped to have it published. 

A fine, silvery spring mist fell as Matt shoved the last box of books into the back seat of his Oldsmobile. For a moment, he felt at loose ends, as if he’d come to a jumping-off place. The Olds was crammed with everything he owned, and if you measured success by material possessions then he’d not achieved much. Even more telling were the invisible failures he pictured heaped on the roof of the car, like excess baggage. Try as he might Matt couldn’t think of one thing, other than his years in school, that he’d ever completed. He slammed the car door and strode back to lock the apartment door. 

After he returned the keys to the apartment manager, he headed back to his car. For a second a mild panic gripped him. He wasn’t running away, pretending he had work to do elsewhere so that he might legitimately leave, was he? Still, he had no reason to stay in the area. His parents were both deceased. A rueful smile tugged at the corner of his mouth; he certainly wasn’t sorry to be leaving the town where his ex-wives lived. Yet, something about leaving did bother him. Perhaps because leaving was what he did best. He knew it was time for a change in his behavior. He had to stop cutting loose if things became too involved, too demanding, too time consuming, or too inhibiting. 

As he backed the Olds away from the curb, he promised himself he’d make a definite effort to improve. The next time he entered a personal relationship it would last. However, maybe he’d not have the opportunity again. With a bitter smile, Matt realized he might have had his last chance at romance. How many failures was he entitled to? He shook the gloomy thoughts from his head and started planning his coming interview with Julie Taylor. Dealing with his subjects in person was hard. He hated digging into their past and causing them pain. He also hated the emotional involvement on his part. 

In his studies, he had come across a theory concerning compassion. It stated that people usually fell into one of two groups. Some people cared for others in a one-on-one situation but had no feeling for the suffering masses. Others were capable of deep sorrow for human misery at large, but had no sympathy for individuals. This last group was usually the ones who felt uncomfortable in the presence of the mentally or physically handicapped. He was sorry to admit it, but he found himself in the second group. That character trait made the interviews especially hard for him. 

The next day, as Matt traveled toward Oak Grove, he tried to prepare for his meeting with Julie. From what Mrs. Hager had said, it would be difficult to gain Julie’s confidence. He wished he knew more about her childhood. He’d found out that she moved from one foster home to another, but that didn’t tell him enough. He needed to know what had happened in those homes. He had turned up one unfortunate incident when she was fifteen, but all other accounts seemed to show that Julie had grown into a stable person—rather remarkable under the circumstances. Even after the attack in the alley, Julie had recovered quickly. However, the record did show a brief period of paranoia with Julie insisting that someone was out to get her. Overall, perhaps that reaction was normal. 

Matt gripped the wheel and frowned into the soft, misty green of an Ozark spring. Events meant nothing; they were merely happenings in a vacuum without someone’s reaction to them. And that reaction depended upon the individual. All of which had landed Matt at the crossroads of heredity versus environment. Which weighed more heavily in a person’s development? Was it the preprogrammed genes they brought into the world, or the dents, nicks, and scrapes they received after arriving? It was a seamless hoop. 

Matt’s study forced him to ponder his own character. His childhood had been normal enough to border on boring. The bundle of genes he’d received appeared to be standard American issue. So, why didn’t he measure up? He had failed twice at marriage, and the only reason he could give was that leaving was easier than staying. He seemed to go through life looking for exits. 

When Matt crossed into Arkansas, he still hadn’t decided how to approach Julie Taylor. If he got lucky there might be a chance to observe her and learn more before barging into her life. One thing was certain: he didn’t want to anger or alarm her. He needed her cooperation. Maybe he should have visited Vera Carson’s clinic before seeing Julie. Still, Mrs. Carson had agreed to an appointment after his trip to Oak Grove. Perhaps she’d help him with the information he would gather from Julie Taylor. 

The road to Oak Grove parted company with the wide, straight interstate. The old state highway was narrow and twisting. For the past hour, the two-lane, blacktopped Highway 81 had become steeper with each turn and switchback. Matt arched his shoulders to ease the strain of driving. Although the elevation was less than two thousand feet, he definitely got the impression the Olds was laboring to climb much higher. Full, dark green pines towered on each side of the road, closing out all except a slender strip of high, distant blue. When the car swung around an outside corner shelf of the mountain and the trees fell back exposing a sheer drop, the illusion of great height was complete. Matt swallowed, and his ears popped. 

Below him the tricky highway slithered down the side of the ridge and headed for a deep, V-shaped valley. It wound itself under the oaks and ducked behind the hills, but he caught sight of where it started up the next range. He hadn’t met or passed another car for a long time. He wondered if he were on the right road. It occurred to him that finding Oak Grove might be harder than becoming acquainted with Julie. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Three


[image: ]


The Oak Grove city jail was one hundred fifty years old, the same age as the brick railroad depot across the brick-paved street. Inside the jail, Marshal Chub Wooten sat in his butt-sprung leather chair behind a battered yet sturdy oak desk. He stared out the door at the blooming dogwoods lining the back of the depot. With the rust-red wall behind them and the blue-gray haze of evening settling over them, the flowering trees seemed to float in the soft air. They shed a ghostly white light. The trees were newcomers, planted fifteen years ago in a fit of city beautification.

Oak Grove’s original citizens were not concerned with pretty; they were of a more practical turn of mind. Chub rubbed the back of his weathered neck and allowed as how it was a good thing they were. When the railroad put up its station the town started laying brick, too. It was the town folks’ intention to fix it so the jail was close by to handle whatever riffraff the snorting old steam engines carried into town. Not that Oak Grove had been a likely destination for high rollers or drifters; it was more a way station where trouble came by accident. It was still that way. 

The only difference now was that Highway 91 carried all the traffic. To Marshal Wooten’s relief, not much of that traffic ever crossed the Spring River Bridge. Oak Grove stayed on its side of the river and kept its problems to itself. They expected the rest of the world to stay on the north bank and do the same. 

A frown settled over Chub’s square-jawed face as he thought of Oak Grove’s problems. There were always family disputes to settle, such as Henry Hanks’s drinking and wife beating, and the occasional automobile wreck, but what the young people were doing troubled Chub the most. What went on today made beer drinking and cigarettes behind the barn seem like a Sunday School picnic. Chub sighed. 

However, what could a man of fifty-six expect other than to start looking back and seeing the long row of years as the good old days? Time gave the past a soft, pastel blur. Made it look rosier than it had truly been. Wooten leaned back in the cracked leather swivel chair, his hipbones and the chair’s springs sounding a duet; maybe it was the lavender twilight turning him introspective. Then on the other hand it could be suppertime causing the hollow ache in his stomach. Marshal Wooten chuckled. Somewhere along the line he’d learned that a good hot meal packed behind your belt buckle had a tendency to settle most emotional twinges. 

Chub pushed against the padded chair arms and shoved his six-foot, two-hundred-thirty-pound body to a standing position. Then he shuffled across the office and unlocked a scarred gray metal door that led to a hallway and the two concrete-floored cells. He had Henry Hanks locked up sleeping off a drunk. When Henry drank, he didn’t cause the town trouble, but his wife, Della, sure caught hell. Chub had worked out a system that kept Della from turning a splotchy purple-green. He and Della had an understanding. When Henry started getting ugly, Della called, and then Chub picked up Henry. He held Henry until his alcohol-inflamed brain cooled off and his bloodstream flushed out. 

To Chub’s way of thinking, men like Henry had a lot in common with water. They were always seeking a lower level and taking the easiest way to get there. Chub stood in the dusky hallway and raked his keys over the cell bars. The clink-clank, clink-clank bounced harsh and tinny from one cold brick wall to another. 

“Hey, Henry. Wake up. ’Bout time to eat.” 

Henry lay facing the wall. He slowly rolled over and squinted, holding up a shaky hand to ward off the dim light. A stubble of black whiskers outlined his sharp jaw, and a greasy swag of dark hair swung over one eye. His face looked as creased and worn out as the dirty khaki shirt and pants that covered his long, loose limbs. Henry made a feeble attempt to sit up and then slumped back. He collapsed like a scarecrow dumped in a corner. 

“Got a cigarette, Chub?” 

Wooten snorted. Having to keep company with the likes of Henry, and be on a first name basis to boot, wasn’t the finest way to live. However, the job was a worthy one, and Chub didn’t flinch from wading through the necessary muck. 

“Sorry, Henry. You burnt up too many mattresses. Want to hit the john before supper?” 

Henry shook his head and rolled back to face the brick wall. Chub noted with satisfaction that Henry hadn’t vomited or peed all over himself as he sometimes did. That was another thing about Chub’s job; it made him grateful for small favors. 

As Chub stepped back into the office and closed the gray metal door, Lonny Miller came through the front door. Lonny was Chub’s deputy; he’d been home having supper with his wife, Sharon. The two made a nice couple. Both were tall, well built, and blond. Chub thought they were fine looking kids. Lonny had a streak of miser in him, but how else was a young fellow supposed to get ahead these days? Lonny smiled and hooked his hat onto the rack by the door. Then he patted his damp, sun-blond hair, which still held traces of comb tracks. Next, he slid a thumb and forefinger down the sharp creases of his tan uniform pants. Lonny was as neat as a cat, didn’t like a hair out of place. 

“Hope I wasn’t gone too long, Chub. Sharon isn’t feeling good so I had to cook. But she may have been putting on. She does that when she gets lazy. She’d get someone to breathe for her if she could.” 

“Now, Lon, you ought not to be hard on her. Standing on her feet all day checking groceries is bound to wear a person out.” 

“Yeah, I suppose. That and ragging me about buying a house keeps her pretty busy.” 

“I thought you were going to talk to Mary Haley about her house before she left.” 

Lonny shrugged and went to the coffee machine in the corner. He spoke over his shoulder as he poured a cup of coffee. 

“I did. She was real nice about it, but she couldn’t do any owner financing. We just couldn’t get together. Course Sharon had a screaming fit.” 

Chub nodded. “I guess she was disappointed.” 

“Women.” Lon sneered. “Some of them like Miss Haley might be okay, but there’s a bunch of them that aren’t worth much.” 

“I thought my Roselee was pretty special.” 

“I’m sure she was, Chub. But you was smart not to marry again. You know my friend Buck Hansen? Well, Buck is a little rough around the edges, but he might have something where women are concerned. Buck says that if it weren’t for a female’s useful physical attributes there ought to be a bounty on them. Made sense to me.” 

“Now, Lonny, you know better than that. There’s a lot of good women. Mavis for one. And, speaking of Mavis, it’s ’bout time for me to get on over to the hotel and have some supper. I’ll bring a tray back for Henry.” 

“How long we keeping Henry this time?” 

“Till Tuesday, I guess. Give Della an extra day of peace. If you’re counting up good women, you can include Della. She works herself silly keeping the Hanks family together. If it weren’t for her job at the school cafeteria they’d be on welfare.” 

“Okay, I’ll give you Della. But you got to admit that Barbara Jean nearly cancels out anything good her mother does.” 

Chub settled his hat down over his brow and squinted at Lonny. “I won’t be gone long. You know where to find me.” 

Chub started out the door into the cool, dove-blue spring evening. 

“Stay long as you like,” Lon called after him. “Mavis is working nights this week.” 

Chub heard the laugh in Lon’s voice, but he didn’t turn around. He supposed he and Mavis didn’t have any secrets from the town. Still, what went on between them had been over a long time. Not that they still didn’t strike a few sparks, but it was more like an old married couple than a fresh flame. Chub felt grateful to Mavis for many things. If it hadn’t been for Mavis, Chub might have followed Roselee to the grave out of pure grief. Mavis was a good hand at easing sorrow; she knew a lot about it. 

Mavis’s trouble had started nearly twenty-five years ago. Miss Haley was just a young teacher then. Chub shook his head—they were all young then. Mavis was married, and her little boy, Roy Jr., was in Miss Haley’s class. When Roy Jr. got sick, Miss Haley faithfully stopped by the Clayton home to bring his schoolwork. She brought more than just his lessons. By insisting on keeping him up to date she reinforced Mavis’s hope that he’d get well enough to go back to school. However, his rheumatic fever-damaged heart gave out, and Roy Jr. didn’t make it. After that neither did the Clayton marriage. Seemed there was more than enough sadness in the world to go around. 

Mavis never said anything about the boy she lost or the husband either, but when they had the going away party for Miss Haley there were tears in Mavis’s eyes. Yep, in Chub’s book, Mavis was a good old gal. 

Marshal Wooten’s dark blue Ford was at the curb in front of the jail. Lonny had parked his green Dodge pickup right behind it. There stood Oak Grove’s official motor pool. Chub opened his car door and wedged himself behind the steering wheel. Good thing their police work didn’t involve many high-speed chases as the patrol car probably wasn’t up to it. He turned around on the gravel siding by the depot and headed east on Cross Road. 

A block later, Chub stopped at the intersection of Benton Avenue. The Hallmark Hotel, built of hand-hewn silverstone, sat on the northwest corner of Cross and Benton. Chub pulled out onto Benton, Oak Grove’s main street, and parked in front of the hotel. 

As Chub climbed the four white granite steps to the hotel’s front entrance, the aroma of brown beef gravy and deep-fried things wafted out to greet him. Chub’s stomach rumbled in reply. He went through the carved double doors with their oval etched-glass and stepped into the Hallmark’s one-hundred-year-old lobby. His boots echoed on the squares of black and white marble as he headed across the lobby to the coffee shop. 

Mavis was behind the long marble counter, and the other waitress, Clarice, was pouring coffee for two old ladies at a side table. When Chub settled his bulk on one of the red plastic-covered stools, Mavis smiled and came toward him. Mavis Clayton was tall, lean, and tightly tied together. From the crisp Clairol-blond hair right down to the starched, pink apron bow above her flat-bottomed hips, Mavis maintained a slick, polished exterior. Whatever went on inside Mavis seldom broke through that painted surface. Nevertheless, she and Chub got along just fine. Chub took Mavis on her own terms, and it seemed to suit them both. Mavis fluffed up the big flowered handkerchief in her blouse pocket and then patted her tight blond curls. 

“I wondered when you intended to show up. Alice has been keeping your dinner hot for an hour.” 

“She has? Now, how’d she know what I wanted?” 

“Oh, Chub.” Mavis batted her mascara-coated eyelashes. “The day you have something besides meat, potatoes, and gravy we’ll all faint dead away.” 

Mavis reached beneath the counter, brought out a place setting of silverware, and put it before him. Then she scooped up ice in a glass and filled it with water. 

“Alice, Chub is here,” she yelled over her shoulder toward the kitchen. 

A few minutes later Alice tapped the small bell in the pass-through window and Mavis picked up Chub’s dinner. She set the steaming oblong platter in front of him, and Chub dug into the roast beef, gravy, and potatoes, sliced tomatoes and corn. Mavis chattered at him as he ate. 

“I’m sure going to miss Mary. Della said she got a postcard from her. I doubt Oak Grove School will be the same with Mary Haley gone. Course Della misses her. Still, she’s looking forward to meeting the new teacher. From what Mary told her this Miss Taylor is young, and pretty.” 

“When’s she supposed to get here?” Chub asked as he buttered a hot yeast roll. 

“Any time from what Della says. Since Mary couldn’t be here, she asked Della to help Miss Taylor settle in. I thought it was nice of Mary to arrange that. Mary was always doing something like that.” 

Chub glanced up at Mavis, and for an instant, he caught a flash of sadness in her blue eyes. Then it was gone
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