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  Gretchen Lewis rested her head on the pillow and sighed.


  “I’d better be going,” she whispered in the darkness. “Dick will be getting worried.”


  Beside her, Charlie Grain frowned. “Or suspicious, maybe.”


  Gretchen rose without answering and began pulling on her clothes. She was tired of allaying Charlie’s fears. Dick would not be suspicious. Her husband was too dull-witted to see the truth even if it knocked him flat on his can. If Dick were to wander into Charlie’s bedroom right now and see the two of them here, Charlie in his undershirt and nothing else, Gretchen herself half-dressed, her skin glistening with jewels of sweat—if he saw all that, he’d merely blink, say hello to Charlie, and ask Gretchen if she could remind him where she’d left that jar of peanut butter she told him about.


  It wasn’t that Dick was a bad man, but he’d sure gotten old in a hurry—too damn old for her. At sixty-nine, he was ten years her senior, and seemed a good ten years older than that. His hands were starting to shake, and pretty soon he wouldn’t be able to hold a pair of barber shears for the life of him; his eyesight was failing; and his interest in lovemaking, never strong, was now as much a part of history as the Battle of Bull Run. All he did at night was sit on the front porch and smoke that pipe of his. It was enough to drive a woman to drink—or to other vices.


  And so, every night for the past two and a half months, Gretchen had gone out for a walk; and always her path led her to Charlie Grain’s house on Second Avenue for a half hour of hurried, frightened intimacy.


  She really couldn’t say just how she and Charlie had gotten started like this. Part of it was simple availability on both their parts. She was desperate for a man who’d make her feel like a woman again, and not just a piece of furniture; and as for Charlie, well, he was a bachelor at the age of sixty-three, a regular hell-raiser in his youth who’d seen the good times go by, a man with nothing in his life now except his Merle Haggard records and his coffee shop; the records were getting scratchy and hard to play, and the coffee shop was nearly always empty these days.


  She didn’t think she loved Charlie, not really, and she was sure he didn’t love her; still, they were good company for each other, and that was something. But their time together was so brief, only a few minutes each night; and then she would have to return to a husband who was barely more alive than a corpse at a viewing. There were moments when she was sure she couldn’t stand it another day.


  She finished dressing and began straightening her hair. Behind her, the bedside light snapped on.


  “Gretchen.”


  She turned. Charlie was watching her from the bed, a funny look on his face.


  “I’ve been thinking about something,” he said slowly. “I’d like to know your opinion of it.”


  “Fixing to redecorate?” she asked lightly.


  “No. Nothing like that. This business I want to bring up with you—well, it’s serious.”


  “Okay, Charlie,” Gretchen said, with no trace of humor this time. “I’m listening.”


  Charlie had dropped his gaze. “Well, here it is, then. This town’s through. Everybody here knows it. Not much point in fighting it anymore. I’m only sixty-three; I ought to have some good years left, and I don’t want to spend them wasting away in a place that’s hardly better than a graveyard. So I’ve been thinking ...” He took a breath, then said it. “I’m going to close up shop and move on. To Arizona, maybe, or New Mexico. Someplace where there are golf courses—I’ve always meant to take up that game—golf courses and maybe a fishing hole. And people. Lots of people.”


  “You ... you’re leaving, Charlie?” she whispered, and in that moment she knew he meant much more to her than she’d believed.


  “Yes, I believe I am.”


  “When?”


  “Next month.”


  “Oh, God ...”


  Suddenly her knees were weak. She sat on the edge of the bed. She felt his hand touch hers.


  “But, Gretchen,” he whispered, “there’s something else I wanted to say.”


  She kept her head down, ashamed to let him see the tears blurring her vision. “You mean there’s more?”


  “A little more.”


  “Well ... what, then?”


  “Will you come with me?”


  She heard the words. At first they had no meaning; they were only a string of empty sounds. Will you come with me? Will you leave Tuskett, this place of weeds and boarded-up windows and old people killing time till the Reaper comes? Will you leave your husband, a man sliding into senescence as surely as a dinosaur into a tar pit? Will you leave all that behind, and come with me to start a new life in some green, laughing place of golf courses and fishing holes?


  “Charlie,” she breathed, “are you serious?”


  He squeezed her hand.


  “Will you?” he asked again.


  “Yes.”


  “You mean it? Really?”


  “Yes, Charlie, yes, oh, Lord, yes!”


  Then they were crying and hugging each other and rocking back and forth on the bed while the rusty springs creaked. A long time passed that way, and while it did, Gretchen knew the purest joy she’d known in years.


  Finally they separated.


  “What will we live on?” Gretchen asked as she collected herself.


  “I’ve got money saved up. A lot. The coffee shop used to do land-office business, you know. Years ago. I’ve got plenty squirreled away. And there’s my Social Security too. We’ll do fine.”


  “Yes,” she said happily. “Of course we will. Oh, God, this is wonderful. We’re getting out. We’re leaving Tuskett. We’re not going to have to grow old and die here, like I figured we would.”


  “Huh-uh. Let all the rest of ’em stay here and rot. We’ll live it up.” Charlie was smiling, but the smile left his face as he added, “It’s going to be hard on Dick, though.”


  “I know it.”


  “But we have to do what’s best for us. Right?”


  She nodded firmly. “Right.”


  “Anyway, he’s got plenty of friends here.”


  “Sure, he does.”


  “He’ll make it all right.”


  “I’m sure he will.”


  It was a lie. They both knew that. This would kill Dick. She pictured him waking up to find his wife gone, along with her clothes and all her other belongings. He would wander the house in his pj’s, calling her name and blinking back tears. And when he found out Charlie was missing too—when he found out that his wife of forty years had left him for another man, and not just any man, but a friend, a fellow who’d come to Dick’s place regularly for a shave and a trim—when he learned all that, he would curl up like a sick old dog and die.


  The thought pained her. But if she stayed in Tuskett, she would be the one to die. And she wanted to live. She was still young enough, still had her strength and her health. She had a right to do whatever it took to save her life. Of course she did.


  “Of course,” she said out loud.


  Charlie glanced at her. “What?”


  “Nothing.” Her eyes flicked to her wristwatch. “Look at the time. I’ve really got to get home. I’m late as it is, and Dick will be fretting now, for sure.”


  Charlie kissed her, briefly and awkwardly, on the cheek.


  “I figure a month from now,” he said, “or six weeks at the most, and I’ll be ready. And we’ll say adios to this town.”


  “If Tuskett lasts that long,” she answered cheerfully, and they both laughed, and Charlie kissed her again, a real kiss this time, and it was good being kissed that way.


  ***


  By nine thirty Jenny Kirk was getting seriously scared.


  Tommy still hadn’t come back, and he never, absolutely never, stayed out this late.


  She paced the living room, ignoring the drone of the TV set from the parlor. Her teeth tugged at her lower lip, a nervous habit. She wondered what could have happened to her son. Most of her was afraid, just plain scared, the way an animal might be, with no mitigating complications about it; but one small part of her, a part she didn’t care to acknowledge, was angry too—angry at Tommy for scaring her like this, and angry at the world for making it her problem and hers alone. She had known that anger before. She’d known it for nine years—ever since she stopped off in Tuskett for a bite to eat, on her way to a better life in LA, or any kind of a life at all.


  Back then, the Tuskett Inn had still been alive, if not exactly thriving, in those days when the town was only beginning to die its lingering death. She still remembered the meal she’d ordered there, an open-face roast-beef sandwich with a gravy boat of mashed potatoes on the side. The food was good, amazingly good under the circumstances, and she made the mistake—if it was a mistake—of telling the waiter to give her compliments to the chef. She’d lain awake on many nights in the years since, wondering how things might have turned out for her if that roast beef had been a tad less tender or the mashed potatoes just a touch undercooked.


  The waiter, she later learned, had passed along her compliment with a lascivious grin; it was the grin that persuaded the chef, a young man named Mike Kirk, to pay a visit to the lady’s table. She was startled when she saw him; he looked like a lifeguard with his wavy blond hair and sky-blue eyes; he was, she thought, Malibu incarnate—the mystical paradise for which she’d begun her cross-country odyssey, embodied in the person of a man. They hit it off right away, and she found an excuse to stay over, and that very night she slept with him. Yes, it was that fast. Love at first sight, or so it seemed at the time; months passed before she realized that what they’d had between them was not love and never had been; and by then it was too late, because they were married and she was pregnant and he was gone.


  Just gone. He’d never been the type to think things through, she guessed. The marriage, like his courtship, had been merely an act of impulse, and when the consequences began to dawn in his brain, when he saw her belly swelling, he’d panicked and run. She had no idea where he’d gone. Frankly, my dear, she didn’t give a fuck.


  There had been no men since. Tuskett was not known for an overabundance of eligible bachelors—for an overabundance of anything, in fact. Of course, there was Bill Needham, a sweet man, decent and thoughtful, serious and reserved, a man who no doubt would make a caring husband and father. And he was interested in her; she’d seen the look in his eyes when they made small talk to pass the time. But she’d never shown him any interest in return. She told herself she had no time to get involved with a man; she had her hands full raising Tommy while holding down a full-time job. This was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. The whole truth was that she was scared to go through it again. She’d gotten used to sleeping alone, snuggling up to a pillow rather than a man, and it did have its advantages; a pillow couldn’t hurt you the way a man could; it couldn’t take off one day and leave you alone and crying.


  So she kept her distance; and good old Bill, who seemed to sense what she wanted, kept his.


  And, truthfully, life wasn’t so bad. She had a son she loved, a job she tolerated, friends and neighbors who cared for her and didn’t look at her with that awful, pitying, good-Christian expression too often. She had her health. And, modesty be damned, she still had her looks. She was thirty-one but could have passed for twenty-five, especially when she unclipped her hair and let it cascade around her shoulders in waves of chestnut silk. Yes, things were fine.


  Only now things weren’t fine. Now it was nine thirty on a Tuesday night in July, a cop show was blaring in the parlor, pots and pans were soaking in the sink, and Tommy wasn’t home.


  Jenny completed another circuit of the living room, then stopped. She stood stock-still, thinking.


  She knew her son well enough to be sure he wouldn’t stay out without a damn good reason. And the only good reason she could think of was that he’d gotten hurt. Maybe he’d twisted his ankle in a vacant lot or tumbled out of a tree and knocked himself cold. Or maybe—God forbid—he’d gone over to the old motel and fallen through the rotted floor or ... or the dump ...


  That decided it. She had to find her boy, and find him now. She couldn’t do it alone. She needed help.


  With sudden determination she marched into the kitchen, where a rotary-dial phone hung on the wall near a bulletin board. Pinned to the board, nearly lost among the shopping lists, recipes, and clippings from the Clarion’s comics page, was a slip of paper marked EMERGENCY with two phone numbers written underneath. One was the number of the police department; the other was Lew Hannah’s home phone. It was a number she must have dialed a thousand times, a number she knew as well as her own name; but just now—funny thing—it seemed to have slipped her mind.


  She picked up the phone with a shaking hand and dialed, while thinking in dull wonder that in the entire time she’d lived in Tuskett, this was the first emergency she could remember.


  ***


  At ten minutes to nine Tommy Kirk had been thinking quite seriously of heading back. He wore his very own digital wristwatch, a birthday present from Mr. and Mrs. Hannah two years ago this October; its display glowed greenly in the gloom, and he knew that it would take him five minutes, at least, to get to his house from the dump.


  He’d been warned not to play in the dump. His mom had told him that there were germs and rats and other creepy-crawlies there, and that it was no place for a boy of eight to be fooling around. She’d said he’d darn well better mind her or there would be the devil to pay.


  Tommy had listened respectfully and promised—crossed his heart and hoped to die—that he wouldn’t go. He’d meant it too; but the town was so small, and there was hardly anything for a kid to do on a restless evening. The dump might be dangerous, but it was fun, and the fact that it was forbidden only made it better.


  So Tommy went to the dump. He went often, but only in the evenings, when darkness concealed his entry and exit. In a small town, there were eyes everywhere, eyes that never seemed to shut or even blink. The twilight was Tommy’s ally; it screened him from any possible observer as he ran down Joshua Street to the Old Road, then east a quarter mile to the dump’s rusty gate, and slipped inside. Once in the dump, he no longer feared being caught; no grown-ups would come here; there was nothing for them to find.


  Plenty for him, though. He liked to prowl among the rusted car frames and the broken glass, looking for treasure. So far he’d collected three dollars and sixteen cents in change, a can opener, and a copy of Playboy magazine bloated with rain. He’d looked through it, intrigued by the naked women who were—he was sure of it—performing intercourse.


  His discovery tonight had been of less moment. Toward the rear of the dump, lying in a corner on its side, was a dead refrigerator. He’d crawled inside, wondering idly what he could make out of the thing. He supposed he could flip it on its back, put wheels on it, and run it like a racing car. That might be pretty neat.


  But now it was time to hurry back through the darkened streets, climb into his pj’s, run a toothbrush over his teeth, and crawl into bed with Duncan the Dragon, who lay resting on the pillow with his cheery gap-toothed grin. His brief hour of freedom was up, the hour when he could pretend to be a man, all grown-up and on his own with a world to explore and remake to his own design; now he would have to resume the dreary routine of childhood.


  He sighed and climbed out of the fridge. He got to his feet, brushing the dirt from his cut-off jeans and bare knees. He looked around, A hundred feet away, a huge tangled heap of scrap metal poked its snout at the sky, a volcanic cone streaked with lava flows of rust, encircled by islands of junk and archipelagos of abandoned automobiles. The moon, three-quarters full, was rising; the summit of the scrap heap glowed chalk-white. No moonbeams reached the lower portions or the surrounding detritus; they remained lost in a well of purple shadow.


  Tommy stared at the scene, struck by its strange beauty. And if there could be beauty even here, in a town dump in the middle of the desert, then what must the rest of the world be like—those places he saw on TV, Los Angeles and New York, Paris and Tahiti? He experienced a sudden fever of impatience about growing up, the kind of fever that came on at odd times and made him itch with the need to escape this town and see the world, all of it, every inch; and then the fever broke and he was left feeling sad and a little afraid.


  He couldn’t say why. There was nothing to be afraid of here.


  He shook his head and started walking. He made his way through a maze of irregular walls looming up out of the ground cover of garbage. Each mound had its own distinctive silhouette, sharp against the sky. His eye picked out animal shapes—giraffe, bear, gorilla—a topiary of trash.


  He was halfway through the dump when he heard a sound.


  He stopped, listening. It was a low rasping sound, the sound that skeletal fingers might make as they clawed their way out of an unmarked grave. For the first time, Tommy wondered if there were bodies buried in the dump. The thought made a kind of twisted sense; this was a place for dead things.


  He screwed up his face, disgusted with himself. Of course there were no dead bodies here, and even if there were—even if somebody like, say, old man Tuskett had been buried here in secret, years ago—even then, it wouldn’t matter because the dead stayed dead, they stayed in the ground with the earthworms and maggots where they belonged, no matter what went on in those scary movies his mother did her best not to let him watch.


  But something sure as heck was making that sound.


  He stood rigid, head cocked, eyes half-shut, doing his best to pinpoint the location of the noise. As best he could tell, it was coming from the other side of that huge central scrap heap, less than fifty feet away. Close by. He could take a look. Would only cost him a minute or so.


  He hesitated, torn between curiosity and fear. Part of him wanted to find out what the thing was; another part was flashing a warning at him, like the digital readout on his watch.


  Then he shrugged. What was the worst it could be? A stray dog or coyote, maybe, rooting with its snout in the trash, sniffing out rotted food. Or a raccoon, pawing at the garbage heap and licking up grubs. Or a rat, just like his mom had warned him about. He knew there were rats here—he’d seen them—though he’d never heard one make this kind of noise.


  Well, there was one way to find out.


  Slowly he approached the junk heap. He moved silently, treading on the balls of his feet, so as not to scare away whatever was on the other side. The mound towered over him, blotting out the night sky. Wind gusted up, spraying a fine scatter of dirt.


  He reached the scrap heap and began to circle around it, taking each step with slow caution, watching the ground at his feet. He avoided the broken bottles that would crunch under his sneakers, the tin cans that, if kicked, would bounce and jangle in that hollow way tin cans had, the loop of barbed wire that could have snagged his leg and made him cry out. He was careful. He made no sound. And meanwhile the noise on the other side of the mound was growing louder, closer. He thought he could detect breathing, low and regular, but it might have been only the sighing of the wind.


  After some endless length of time—half a minute, at least—he was nearly within sight of the source of the noise. Slowly he peered around the edge of the pile.


  It was not a coyote, or a raccoon, or a rat.


  It was a man.


  He was crouching with his back to Tommy, rummaging through the trash, and the low rasping was the sound of his hands—long-fingered hands with smooth, hairless backsides and bone-white knuckles—digging. Searching for something.


  The man was a stranger in town. Tommy knew that much, right off, even though he couldn’t see the man’s face. Nobody in town wore a long black coat or a dirt-blotted cowboy hat, or had hands like that. And nobody in town made Tommy shudder, a brief involuntary spasm, the way he’d shuddered just now.


  Part of him—an old, wise, instinctive knowledge at the base of his brain—told him to run now, run away, run and don’t look back. Tommy didn’t run. He stood unmoving and watched the man as he continued to root in the garbage like some immense black insect with its legs folded under it and its pale, grasping forelegs poking at a dunghill.


  The man found something. A length of pipe, rusty and cracked, ten inches long. He turned it over and over in his hands, studying it, and nodded—Tommy saw the hat bob briefly—and then the black coat opened up like the wings of an insect unfolding, and the man tucked the pipe inside, and it was gone.


  He went on searching. He unearthed an empty plastic milk carton and tossed it aside; it made a dull thud in the darkness. He found an old shoe, the neck of a whiskey bottle, a tattered telephone book, a phonograph record. He kept none of those things. Then his questing hands, crawling like pale whitish scorpions over the mound, closed over another length of pipe, this one slightly shorter than the last. A sound like a mirthless chuckle, a dark death-rattle sound, greeted the discovery. This pipe, too, disappeared inside the coat, swallowed up by its black folds.


  Tommy stared, his gaze riveted on the stranger. He didn’t know why he had to keep watching, what it was about this man that made him unable to turn away. Somehow it seemed terribly important to know what he was doing, to see him dig up still more of those cracked and rusted pipes he seemed to prize.


  Then the man stiffened, his shoulders hunching. Slowly his hat turned on its axis and his face swiveled into view and his eyes, ice-blue and ice-cold, met Tommy’s own.


  Tommy stared into those eyes, into their depths, drowning in them as he might have drowned in an arctic sea. The night was warm, but a freezing wind seemed to have kicked up in the confines of the dump, or maybe it was simply blowing like a gale through his own body as he stood trembling with his knees threatening to buckle.


  As Tommy watched, unable to tear his eyes away, the man rose to his feet in one swift, effortless motion and stood staring down at him from that dizzying height all grown-ups enjoyed. He was smiling.


  “All alone,” the man breathed in a voice like dust, “little boy.”


  It was not a question.


  Tommy’s heart was doing dance steps in his chest. His breathing was quick and shallow; he was sucking in the dry night air and getting no oxygen. He tasted something nasty, like puke, at the back of his mouth. His brain buzzed.


  “Stay away,” he whispered bravely.


  The man laughed, and the worst thing about that laugh was that it was perfectly ordinary, not a movie villain’s chortle, merely a brief bark of amusement. Tommy remembered a cartoon he’d seen on TV about Mickey Mouse and an evil giant, and how little Mickey had faced off against the giant, his tiny mouse body swallowed by a looming, monstrous shadow, and how he’d tried to act brave.


  “What brings you here?” the man asked in a voice neither cruel nor kind, but faintly ominous, like a distant rumble of thunder.


  “Playing,” Tommy said, fighting the dryness in his throat.


  The man nodded. “Me too,” he said somberly. “What’s your name?”


  Tommy knew he shouldn’t tell him, knew he shouldn’t talk to strangers at all—that was another thing his mother had warned him about—but he couldn’t help it. Those eyes drew him in and made him tell.


  “Tommy Kirk.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Eight.”


  “Are you afraid of me, Tommy?”


  Say no, his mind ordered. Say no. Say no.


  “Yes,” he said, then added uselessly, “a little.”


  The long-fingered hands made two fists, then unclenched, then clenched again, slowly, rhythmically, as if keeping time with a melody only their owner could hear.


  “Well,” the stranger said softly, “you should be.”


  Tommy knew he had to run. Had to get away. Because this man was the devil his mother had warned him he would pay if he broke his word and played in the dump. This was his punishment, this man of ice and dust. This was the bogeyman.


  That thought broke his paralysis at last. Tommy took a step back, and another, and one more, and the stranger followed, and they matched each other stride for stride, the boy retreating and the man advancing, and all the while the night shivered and stirred around them like the folds of the man’s great black coat, rustling fitfully.


  Then with a burst of energy Tommy turned and broke into a run, and behind him footfalls hammered in pursuit, and he knew with sudden clarity that he was running for his life.


  Twisted shapes rushed past him. A clawed hand, which was a loose coil on the spring of a mattress, snagged his shirt. He tore free, the shirt ripping loose with a zipper sound. He ran on. He glanced back and saw the man following swiftly, swallowing great gulps of ground in long strides. The coat flapped like bat wings. His hat bobbed on its chin strap, crazily askew, exposing a bird’s nest of hair sticking out at all angles. His lips were parted in a pale crescent that was a smile.


  Oh, God—Tommy heard himself praying—please don’t let him get me. I promise I won’t play in the dump anymore.


  He sucked air in shallow gasps. His sneakers pounded the ground, racing in a mad blur. One of his shoelaces came undone and flapped at his ankle, threatening to trip him up. He felt a sudden spurt of warmth and moisture in his underpants and realized with a stab of shame that he’d wet himself. It seemed like such a stupid, babyish thing to do. He hoped his mom wouldn’t see the stain.


  He glanced back over his shoulder and saw that the man was gaining on him.


  The stranger wasn’t running, not quite. He seemed disdainful of the need to run. But he was striding at a fast clip, closing the gap between himself and his prey. And he was still smiling. That was the worst thing of all, his awful, sickly smile—that, and his eyes, gleaming like the blazing night-vision orbs of a coyote or a timber wolf.


  Tommy ran faster, ignoring the ice-pick stabs of pain in his lungs, the racing crescendo of his heart. But when he looked back, the man was less than ten feet away, and closing in.


  Up ahead, two heaps of trash formed a narrow alley bordered by a sofa bed on one side and a rusted-out Buick on the other. The alley tapered to a slot just barely big enough for him to squeeze through, too small for his pursuer. He arrowed toward it, knowing the man would have to go around, and meanwhile he would be out the front gate, home-free.


  It was a good plan, except that halfway down the alley Tommy realized it narrowed more than he’d thought. It was too narrow for him to get all the way through. He was trapped.


  When he looked back, the man had reached the entrance.


  “I’m coming, Tommy,” he said in a voice as soft as velvet, and then the velvet became sandpaper. “Coming to get you.”


  Tommy felt tendrils of fear creep over him. He stood frozen as the man moved forward, his shoulders brushing the heaps of glittering rubbish on either side. He walked calmly and casually now, in a way that was hardly threatening at all; he might have merely been out for a stroll, enjoying a breath of the night air. But those eyes still glinted, shading from blue to green to yellow, and he still smiled, an unholy smile laced with some hidden purpose, a purpose Tommy didn’t want to know.


  Tommy backed up as far as he could, until his shoulders made a pincushion for random scraps of metal poking out of the pile. Another few steps and the man would be right there. Tommy thought about shouting for help. No use. Nobody would hear.


  Well, then, he would just have to escape.


  He grabbed hold of the first thing within reach, which was the handle of the Buick’s door, and hoisted himself onto the roof of the car, and then a hand caught his sneaker from below, trying to drag him down, and with a final effort he kicked at the hand and knocked it free.


  He clambered over the car. Its roof was level with the summit of a low, shapeless hill of junk. He stepped onto the pile. Tin cans and broken bottles shifted under his feet. He took a step forward and brought his foot down on the reassuring solidity of a toilet seat, but the seat scooted out from under him like a skateboard and he came down on hands and knees. He landed on someone’s baby doll. It giggled mechanically and kept on giggling as he struggled to get up with his heart thumping at his eardrums and his breath coming in gasps.


  He shut his eyes, listening.


  Something else was moving on the junk heap.


  He looked back—God, let it be a rat, only a rat—but it wasn’t a rat. It was him. It was the bogeyman. He had climbed over the car, just as Tommy had, and was now setting foot on the top of the pile.


  Tommy grabbed the doll and hurled it at him. The man didn’t even move. The doll whirled dizzily into space, missing him by a yard or more. It hit the ground somewhere below, still unspooling its idiot laugh.


  Tommy threw himself upright and staggered forward, sliding drunkenly on the mound, fighting its quicksand softness and the sucking holes that appeared out of nowhere, tugging at his feet, trying to pull him down. He fell again. His arm scraped a scrap of wood studded with nails, gouging deep grooves in his flesh. He barely noticed. He looked back at the man, who was following slowly, one cautious step at a time, moving with the graceful hesitance of a high-wire artist. He was less than a yard away.


  Tommy gave up on walking. He crawled over the garbage pile, scrambling madly, cutting his hands and legs. He kept his head down, eyes glued to the crap passing by, inches below his face—buttons shining like coins, pencils worn down to stubs, mismatched socks with holes in the toes, a Richie Rich comic book, a spiral notebook littered with somebody’s scribblings, a can of Alpo Liver and Gravy Dinner encrusted with flies like raisins, more stuff, an endless river of it, and God, did it ever stink. The stench of rotten food, of maggots and rodent droppings, stung his nostrils and made his gut heave.


  A voice was droning on his mind, the voice of a very scared little boy who didn’t want to die. Make him go away, the voice was pleading, make him leave me alone, and don’t let him hurt me, please don’t, please please please—


  A hand grabbed him by the loop of his belt.


  Tommy twisted onto his back. The man loomed over him, black as night, even his eyes lost in shadow now. With one hand he held on to Tommy; with the other he reached into his coat. Tommy caught a glint of metal there, a cold steel spark that wasn’t one of the rusty pipes but something else.


  He screwed up his face against a flood of tears, and with the last of his energy he pistoned out both legs and delivered a vicious kick to the man’s midsection, and the man let go, doubling over, hissing like a deflating balloon.


  Tommy dived into the trash, heedless of injury, and propelled himself forward like a swimmer doing a breast stroke, flinging his arms over his head in quick, rhythmic jerks while his legs kicked wildly. With each thrust he sucked in a great gasping lungful of air. White spots danced in his field of vision. He reached the edge of the pile. With a final thrust he plunged over the edge, down the side, rolling over and over, while sharp things bit and clung and tore and the night spiraled around him in a dizzy glittering whirl.


  He thudded headfirst on the ground. A red spray jetted from his nose. Scraps of tin and shards of glass clung to him like porcupine needles. He didn’t care. He’d gotten away.


  Thank you, God, he thought. I’ll never play in the dump again, I swear, I swear.


  “I swear,” he grunted aloud, not aware he was saying it, as he struggled to his feet, trying to find the strength to run. And then he stopped, in time with another warning from that wordless instinct he’d never known was his.


  Very slowly, he turned and raised his head to look up at the pile of junk; and there, at the very edge, was the man. He stood looming against the sky, a great black bat with its wings folded around it; and as Tommy watched, he spread his arms like the wings of a bat unfolding and leapt from the mound. He sailed into the air, executing a perfect leap, almost beautiful in its grace and athleticism. He landed catlike on both feet, a yard away. He stared at Tommy, his eyes cold, his face composed. He didn’t seem even to be out of breath.


  “You shouldn’t have tried to get away,” the man said. “You’re going to be very sorry for that, young man.”


  Absurdly, hurtfully, the words reminded Tommy of his mother and the way she always called him “young man” before she sent him to his room without supper, and it was that thought, no less than the certainty of what was to come next, that brought bitter tears to his eyes.


  “Don’t hurt me, mister,” he whispered, knowing that all words were useless now.


  The man only smiled. He raised his left hand, and again Tommy saw that silver glitter, which was a knife.


  The blade, so long and sharp, caught the starlight prettily, trembling like a drop of dew on a leaf. Tommy made a low whimpering sound and took a stumbling step backward, and his feet tangled up on him, and he fell on his butt. He lay helpless, staring up as the man approached, his boots crunching with a dry-leaf sound.


  The man stopped a foot away. He clasped the knife in both hands and turned it slowly, arrowing the knife point at Tommy’s chest. The blade shone like a sliver of moon against the sky. Tommy imagined that awful sharpness whistling down to puncture his heart like a paper bag. He was crying.


  Slowly the man raised the knife, lifting it high over his head. The wind tugged at the loose straw of his hair. His eyes blazed with a cold, psychotic fire. Clad in his flowing black coat, he might have been a priest standing at the altar of a human sacrifice.


  There was no place to run this time.


  Tommy scrabbled at the ground, and his fingers closed over a scrap of plywood.


  “Good night, Tommy,” the man said in a voice as quiet and as dry as the night wind. “Sweet dreams.”


  The knife swept down in a shining arc. And in the same instant Tommy flung up the plywood plank to cover his chest, a makeshift shield. Steel met wood. The knife punched through up to the hilt, then stopped, held in check, inches from Tommy’s heart.


  The man laughed, a dark sound, like the gurgling of black waters.


  “It’s no use. Tommy. You’re no match for me.”


  He tugged at the knife, working it loose. Tommy let go of the scrap of plywood and tried to get to his feet and run, but his body wouldn’t obey him, and he could only backpedal frantically on the ground, grunting like an animal, kicking up a spray of dirt and pebbles. He felt a sting of pain as his hand skidded into a broken bottle neck. He seized it, thinking it might make a weapon, and then the man wrenched the knife free.


  He tossed the plywood plank aside and moved forward with the knife in his hand. Tommy twisted around to a crouching position, clutching the bottle neck. The knife flashed. Tommy dodged the blow and thrust the bottle at him, sinking its jagged glass teeth into his knife hand. Drops of blood pattered on the ground in a fine red rain.


  He bleeds, Tommy thought with a rush of hope. I can hurt him. The realization made him giddy, lightheaded.


  The man lashed out again. Tommy leapt to his feet, avoiding the knife by inches, then flung the bottle at the man, aiming for his face. A spray of glass shot up in time with a howl of animal rage. The man hissed like steam. His left cheek was scored with a webwork of crimson lines. He drew back, pressing a hand to his face, and for the moment—just one moment—Tommy knew he had been forgotten.


  He ran. He cut a zigzagging course through scattered mounds of trash, heading for the rear of the dump, where he could climb the fence and get away. But it was no use. Already the man was following, and he was quick, so quick; Tommy knew he couldn’t outrace him.


  Directly ahead, a familiar shape came into view. The refrigerator. The one he’d been playing in only a few minutes ago. He could hide in there. Like an animal holing up in its cave. If he could get inside and wedge the door shut, he might be safe, at least for a while, and maybe help would come before the man found a way in.


  A faint hope, but better than no hope at all.


  Tommy reached the refrigerator, snatched a tire iron from the litter at his feet, and pitched himself inside. He twisted around to grab the door. Through the rectangle of the open doorway, the man was visible, bearing down on him, his face a blood-smeared mask.


  Tommy yanked the door shut. Darkness closed over him. His fingers groped for the built-in shelf on the inside of the door. He found it. Running along the shelf was a metal bar. He wedged one end of the tire iron behind the bar, then braced the other end against the side of the refrigerator, jamming the door shut.


  In the next instant, bestial grunting sounded just outside, and hands scratched at the door, seeking to pry it open.


  “Come on out, little boy,” the man muttered, his voice muffled. “You can’t hide in there for long. Not enough air for your little lungs. You want to suffocate? You want to die that way?”


  Better than your way, Tommy thought, his face set and grim.


  The door rattled. A fist or a boot pounded it savagely. It did not yield.


  Tommy licked his lips and tried not to think about the closeness of the walls, the mustiness of the air in here, the awful feeling of being trapped. The refrigerator was like a coffin, and being locked in it was like being buried alive. He’d heard about a kid who’d crawled into a fridge in a junkyard in Jacob and had gotten locked in; that kid had croaked when the oxygen ran out, just like the man had said. Tommy figured the same thing would happen to him before long. But he guessed it didn’t make much difference anymore.


  The refrigerator gave a hard sideways lurch. It teetered, then crashed on its side. Tommy banged his head. Involuntarily he cried out. The tire iron shuddered but held, still wedging the door shut.


  He hugged himself, shivering, in a corner of the lightless box. From above, he heard noises. Scrabbling sounds, then echoing hammer blows. He understood. The man had hurled the refrigerator onto its side, hoping to crack it open. He’d failed. In a frenzy of frustration, he’d climbed on top of the thing and was pounding it with some blunt object—one of those rusty pipes he’d salvaged, probably. Tommy reached up and ran his hand over the smooth plastic above his head. He could feel it dimpling with each blow. The metal casing underneath had been dented, but it hadn’t cracked. Not yet.


  “Game’s over, Tommy,” the voice rasped with a lunatic chuckle. “Olly olly oxen free ...”


  The man would break through soon. And he would be angry. Tommy had hurt him, humiliated him. He would do things. Awful things. Things Tommy didn’t even want to think about.


  The wall caved in a little more, in time with another sledgehammer strike. Tommy shut his eyes against the burn of tears, and waited.


  ***


  The Ford Tempo glided down silent streets, its headlights cutting the darkness. Lew Hannah peered through the windshield, looking for any sign of the Kirk boy.


  Jenny had called him ten minutes ago, her voice threatening tears the way a dimming sky might threaten rain. Lew knew Jenny as well as anyone did; he and Lynnie thought of her almost as a daughter, the child they’d never been able to have. God knew, they were old enough to be her parents; but then, Lew Hannah didn’t like to think about encroaching old age—the stiffness in his knees on damp mornings, the ringing in his ears that kept him up nights. Watching over Jenny—even if she didn’t quite realize he was watching over her—was one of the things that kept him feeling young.


  So, yes, he knew her, all right, and he’d thought he knew her every mood, every nuance of her personality; but he’d never heard that particular choked tone of voice from her before.



  “Tommy’s missing,” she said.


  Lew hadn’t answered right away, just pulled in a breath. He felt Lynnie’s eyes on him, the movie on Channel 11 forgotten. His wife had been the one to answer the phone, before handing it over to him, so she knew it was Jenny, and from his face she knew with equal certainty that something was wrong.


  “Okay, Jen,” Lew said softly. “Don’t panic on me. Just tell me what’s going on.”


  Briefly, her voice trembling only a little, Jenny summarized the situation. “He should be home by now,” she finished. “He’s never late. He wears a watch. The one you gave him.”


  “All right. Do you have any idea where he might have gone? Is there someplace he likes to play? The motel, maybe?”


  “I told him not to go there.”


  “How about the dump? I remember you telling me he wandered in there once.”


  “He’s not supposed to go there anymore. He knows that.”


  “But do you think he might’ve?”


  “Dammit, Lew, I don’t know!”


  “Okay, hon. Take it easy. We’ll find your boy.”


  He was sure of it too. This was Tuskett, after all. How much trouble could a boy find in a town with a population of just twenty-three? Then he recalled the incident at the coffee shop an hour ago. Twenty-four, he realized. There were twenty-four souls in Tuskett tonight.


  For the first time he felt a faint stirring of fear. He brushed it impatiently aside.


  “We’ll find him,” he told Jenny again, keeping his voice calm and confident. “You sit tight.”


  He hung up and turned to Lynnie. She was watching him intently, her gray eyes narrowed, lips pursed. It was the same look she wore when she was reading one of her mysteries or doing the crossword. He liked to watch her when she looked like that. The prettiest thing about her, he’d been known to say, was the intelligence that was so often visible on her face.


  “Tommy missing?” Ellyn Hannah asked after a long moment.


  Lew nodded.


  “You think it’s got anything to do with that man Kane?”


  “I doubt it.”


  “Pretty tall coincidence, don’t you think?”


  “The boy’s probably just lost track of time. Let’s not go making a federal case out of it.”


  “This Kane, he might be a child molester or something.”


  Lew winced. “Dammit, Lynnie, don’t say that.”


  “These things happen.”


  “Not here.”


  She said nothing.


  “Look,” Lew said, “I’ll find him. Okay? Meantime, if Jenny calls again to say that he’s come home on his own, buzz me on the police band and give me the good word.”


  “Roger wilco,” Lynnie said, and smiled. But Lew noticed a hint of dampness sparkling in her eyes.


  In the ten minutes since leaving the house. Lew had made two complete circuits of the town, stopping now and then to shout Tommy Kirk’s name. He’d gotten out at the trailer park to look around, but had seen nothing. Now he was at the south end of town for the second time, looking out on the Old Road, which lay empty and silent under the three-quarter moon and the star-flecked sky.


  He thought about the motel ... and the dump. His gut told him a little boy would be more than likely to hang out in such places; certainly enough of them had, in the years when there were lots of kids in Tuskett. He remembered how Rick Duarte, all of nine years old, had taken a tumble down a flight of rotted stairs in the Tuskett Inn and broken his leg. Rick had worn a cast for weeks; in the summer heat it must have itched like the very devil.


  Tommy might be there, or at the dump. Lew hesitated, weighing the two possibilities. The dump seemed the more likely of the two, though he couldn’t have said why. Maybe simply because it was the kind of place he would have gone if he were a boy of eight with a summer evening to spend.


  He guided the Tempo to the front gate of the dump. The gate was half-open, but that in itself meant nothing; the lock had rusted through long ago and had never been replaced. In a dying town, such small deaths went unnoticed; they happened every day. He cut the engine and almost got out, then hesitated, held in place by a sudden thought.


  Pretty tall coincidence—Lynnie had said—don’t you think?


  He didn’t believe it, of course. Didn’t believe there was a man in town who’d kidnap a child ... or do something worse. Or was it merely that he didn’t want to believe it? He remembered sitting at the counter and staring into Kane’s eyes and feeling chilled to his very soul. He hadn’t wanted to admit, even to himself, how much those eyes had scared him. They were eyes that seemed to speak to him, and what they spoke of was death.


  A dark man, Bill Needham had said. An evil man.


  That was crazy. No logic to it, none at all. Still ...


  Lew Hannah unlocked the glove compartment and took out the gun he kept hidden there. It was a snub-nosed Colt .38. The Detective Special, it was called. The kind of thing real cops—you know, the ones on all the TV shows—had been known to use.


  He checked the cylinder. The gun was fully loaded, six rounds. He wedged the gun in his belt on his right side, where he could reach it in a hurry. If it came to that.


  It wouldn’t, of course. Kane was probably soaking his feet in Ethel Walston’s tub by now, washing off the desert dust. And Tommy Kirk was just bending his mother’s rules a little, the way kids would. Sure. He knew that.


  But there was no harm in being careful.


  He picked up the flashlight from the passenger seat, where he’d left it after his search of the trailer park. He switched it on and got out of the car. The wind plastered his shirt sleeves against his bare arms. It was a dry wind, dusty and warm, but he shivered anyway, and told himself it was from the cold.


  His shoes crunched on the bone-dry ground. He walked up to the gate and pushed it open, hating the sound it made, the screeching whine of fingernails on a blackboard. Then the gate was behind him and he was inside the dump, its chicken-wire fence boxing him in, cutting him off from quick escape. Now, why would he think of it like that? Escape—from what?


  He shook his head, disgusted with himself, and tried to launch a gob of spit at the darkness. But, funny thing, his mouth was dry. He didn’t have any spit, none at all.


  He swung the flashlight slowly, its beam spotlighting heaps of refuse that glittered like gemstones. He recognized the remains of old Dominic Torres’ Bonneville, a boat-size monster that ate gas like a kid eats candy. Dominic had put two hundred thousand miles on that baby and would have put on two hundred thousand more if he hadn’t gone out onto the interstate, dead-drunk and lead-footed, and smashed head-on into a semi truck. Back in ’82, that was. Then Dominic wound up in a cemetery in Carlyle, twenty miles away, and the car wound up here, in this other graveyard. Lew found the incident oddly appropriate. The interstate had killed everything else in Tuskett; why not its people too?


  Something rustled behind him, and he turned too quickly, his hand going reflexively for his gun. Then he relaxed, feeling foolish, as he saw that it was only a yellowed scrap of newspaper drifting like a tumbleweed on a current of wind.


  See? he told himself. That’s what you get for acting like a skittish old woman.


  He faced the scene before him, sweeping the flashlight over the dump in a searchlight arc.


  “Tommy?” he said. His mouth was still unaccountably dry, and the word came out hoarse, rasping. He cleared his throat. “Tommy?” he said again, louder. “This is Mr. Hannah. Police Chief Hannah,” he added pointlessly, but somehow it didn’t seem pointless to stress that particular fact, just in case someone other than Tommy Kirk might be listening. “If you’re here, I want you to come out now. No fooling around. Your mom’s worried sick.”


  Nothing.


  Lew Hannah could have turned back then, knowing he’d checked out the dump. But somehow he knew, just knew, that Tommy Kirk was here.


  He crept forward, beaming the flashlight into the darkness on all sides. The circle of light bobbed over the ground, illuminating scraps of garbage that littered the dirt like flecks of scum on a stagnant pond. He saw a tattered handbag, a smashed pair of eyeglasses, an empty shampoo bottle. And …


  Blood.


  Fresh blood, not yet dried, lying in a shapeless puddle at his feet. He stared down at it while the darkness shifted around him and the night wind clawed at his shirt and spread goose pimples over his arms.


  Well, so what? he thought. So it’s blood. There are rats galore in this place. Cat or coyote might’ve gotten hold of one. It happens.


  Lynnie’s voice wafted through his mind: Pretty tall coincidence, don’t you think?


  Yes. He did think so. Most likely the blood was Tommy’s. But that still proved nothing, except that the boy had come in here and cut himself on some scrap of metal or shard of glass. Maybe he was hiding out for fear of going home and letting his mother see the damage.


  Raising his flashlight, Lew made out a second puddle, a few feet farther on. And beyond that, shrinking with distance, a third and a fourth. A trail of blood snaking through the dump into the dark.


  “Tommy,” he said again. “Tommy. You there?”


  Nothing.


  Slowly, deliberately, Lew Hannah pulled out the Colt and drew back the hammer. He was past the stage of pretending to himself that everything was normal. He was scared. Scared for Tommy, and for himself. His mouth was terribly dry, and his forehead was hot, fever-hot. He wanted very much to turn back. But he couldn’t do that. He had a job to do. He’d promised Jenny he was going to find her boy.


  The trail of blood led him deep into the recesses of the dump, far from the gate and the car headlights shining like twin beacons at his back.


  “Tommy,” he called again, no longer expecting a response.


  A low sound, half-whimper, half-sob, answered him.


  Lew caught his breath. Tommy was here.


  He moved forward with the flashlight in one hand and the gun in the other.


  “It’s me,” he called out. “Lew. Lew Hannah.”


  A high, thin voice, ragged with fear, rose to his ears.


  “Help me. Please!”


  Then Lew was running, oblivious of danger, the gun cocked and ready, the flashlight bobbing wildly in his hand and making long luminous streaks in the darkness like shooting stars.


  ***


  It had taken a long time for the man to break into the refrigerator, and there was nothing Tommy could do but wait, curled in a knot of fear, wincing at each new hammer blow that shook the darkness like thunder. Then suddenly he heard a new sound, a harsh crackle like the splintering of dry wood. He raised his head reluctantly, almost afraid to see what was happening, and watched in dumb horror as a hole opened in the side of the refrigerator.


  The man had ruptured the metal casing at last, and now with his bare hands he was tugging at the edges of the crack he’d made, pulling it apart, widening the gap.


  Tommy drew back into the far corner of the refrigerator, his breath trapped in his throat.


  Slowly an arm snaked through the opening like an eel gliding out of its cave. The five fingers, long and bony, flexed. They groped in the dark, seeking prey.


  Tommy knew he had only one hope now. He reached out to the door of the refrigerator and found the tire iron, still wedged in place. He wrenched it loose. Now the door could be opened from the outside. But the man might not know that.


  The hand loomed closer, brushing his head. Tommy lifted the tire iron. When the fingers spread wide, preparing to close over his throat, he lashed out. He felt a rush of air whistle past his face, then heard the crunch of impact as the tire iron slammed down on the man’s knuckles.


  The man hissed. Instantly the hand was withdrawn. Tommy waited, gripping the iron bar in both fists. He heard soft scrabbling noises from outside, as if the man were searching the ground for something. So far, at least, he hadn’t tried to open the door. He must think it was still sealed.


  Then the hand burst through the opening again, and this time something sharp and deadly as an icicle gleamed in its fingers—the knife. Tommy jerked his head to one side. The blade flashed past. He swung out blindly with the tire iron, beating at the hand, trying to smash it like some loathsome insect that had crawled in here to sting him. The hand withdrew once more, defeated. For the moment.


  Tommy lay in the corner, his heart thudding at his eardrums, his breath coarse and ragged in his throat. A slimy trickle ran down the tire iron onto his hands. Blood. He’d drawn blood again. Good.


  Then the hand, shorn of its knife, came at him once more, bloody and battered but refusing to give up. Tommy lashed out again, but this time the hand did not flinch or back off; instead those red fingers closed over the tire iron and gave a good hard tug, nearly yanking it free.


  Tommy moaned. The hand pulled harder, refusing to surrender its grip on the thing, dragging it slowly, inexorably toward the hole. Tommy clung to the iron bar with all his strength, but the metal was slick with the man’s blood and his own sweat, and he could feel the weapon slipping away, inch by inch, shuddering free in fits and starts, and there was nothing he could do about it. Finally the tire iron popped loose and slithered away out the hole, and he was defenseless and trapped and doomed.


  A small sound, a scared-little-boy sound, escaped his lips. He sniffed back a sob. He waited.


  “I’m going to kill you now, Tommy,” the man said from some great distance. “And I’ll do it slowly.”


  He reached through the hole again, and Tommy lashed out in desperation at that awful looming hand. He kicked and scratched and bit. It was no use. The hand just kept coming, inexorable as death. Tommy arched his back and pressed his shoulders against the rear of the refrigerator, rigid with terror, as those bone-white, blood-dripping fingers inched toward his throat.


  And he heard a voice—Lew Hannah’s voice—calling his name.


  “Tommy!”


  The hand paused, as if listening.


  Tommy tried to scream an answer, but only a strangled sob came out. Lew called for him again, and this time Tommy found his voice.


  “Help me ...” The words were a warbled cry. “Please!”


  Abruptly the hand vanished through the hole.


  “Tommy,” a different voice, a frighteningly familiar voice, whispered. “Look at me.”


  Against his will, Tommy Kirk lifted his head. Framed in the narrow opening was the man’s face. He was gazing down, blue eyes glowing with moonlight or perhaps with something more. Tommy peered into those eyes and felt that cold wind gusting through him again, as it had the last time he looked.


  “You will say nothing,” the man whispered. “You will keep silent. Do you understand, boy?”


  Tommy wanted to say no. Wanted to leap up and thrust his hands through that hole and claw those evil eyes right out of their sockets. But he only stared.


  From the distance came the clatter of footsteps.


  “Understand?” the man said again, with greater urgency.


  Tommy jerked his head once in a nod of assent.


  Then the man was gone. His boots crunched on the dry soil, receding into the distance.


  Tommy blinked, fighting the swirls of fog in his brain. Slowly he crawled to the refrigerator door and pushed it open and collapsed in a shaking heap.


  ***


  Lew rounded a trash heap and stopped, staring down at Tommy Kirk, who lay halfway inside an upended refrigerator. One side of the fridge had been battered open; the edges of the hole were smeared with sticky snail-trails of blood. A red-glazed tire iron lay nearby. Lew didn’t know what had happened here, but it hadn’t been pretty, that was for damn sure.


  He crouched by the boy and touched his head. “Tommy. It’s me, Lew.”


  Tommy looked up, his eyes wide with shock and fever-bright with fear. Lew scanned his body, taking in the numerous cuts and bruises covering his bare legs and arms. There was no sign of any major injury.


  “What happened, Tommy?” Lew asked. “Tell me.”


  Tommy stared down at the ground. He said nothing.


  Lew hesitated. “Was it a man? A stranger? A stranger in a black coat?”


  Tommy started to tremble. Still he didn’t speak. But he almost didn’t have to. The fear that was racking his body, as nakedly visible as an animal’s terror, was enough.


  “Okay, now. It’s okay.”


  But it wasn’t, of course. It wasn’t okay at all. Lew figured they both knew that.


  He forced himself to think clearly. As he saw it, he could do one of two things at this point. He could lead Tommy out of the dump, drive him over to Jenny’s, and call the state police. That would be the easy way out. He could even justify it to himself. Tommy might be on the verge of going into shock; he needed medical attention. Nobody would blame Lew for thinking of the boy first.


  But there was another option. One he didn’t like to think about, but there was no way around it. Kane had been here just moments ago. He was bleeding, leaving a trail that was easy enough to follow. Lew beamed his flashlight at the ground and saw fresh droplets of blood receding into the darkness. Somewhere in that darkness, Kane was hiding. If Lew left the dump now, the man would have a chance to slip away, leave town, escape into the vastness of the desert from which he’d come. He might never be found.


  Lew tightened his grip on the Colt .38. He felt a stab of anger at himself—anger for being afraid, and for having been so slow to recognize the danger Kane posed. If he’d been quicker on the uptake, if he hadn’t let that man saunter out of the coffee shop to go about his business, none of this would have happened.


  The anger decided things. He wasn’t backing off. It was possible Kane had already climbed the fence or slipped through the gate. But if he was still here, Lew would find him. And if the son of a bitch put up any resistance, Lew Hannah would put a bullet in his chest.


  He helped Tommy to his feet and checked him over. He was pretty sure the boy could make it to Jenny’s house. It wasn’t that far, and his cuts and contusions were only superficial.


  Lew looked him straight in the eye. “Okay, Tommy, I want you to do exactly what I say. You’ve got to run. Run for the gate. It’s not a long way, and I’ll keep an eye on you the whole time. And once you’re out of here, keep on running till you get to your mom’s place. Tell her what happened. Have you got that?”


  Tommy still didn’t react. He looked like a boy in a coma. He just stared and stared, his eyes big and round. Lew thought of those tacky paintings of overly cute children with saucer eyes. Tommy looked like that. Only there was nothing cute about it.


  “All right,” Lew said. “Get going.” To punctuate the thought, he swatted Tommy lightly on the butt.


  Tommy broke into a run. He raced away, streaking through the darkness. Lew kept his flashlight on him till the boy was too far away for the beam to reach; then he squinted, following his progress. Tommy slipped through the gate and was momentarily caught in the Tempo’s headlights; he blurred past them and was gone down the street, out of sight.


  Safe.


  Lew released a breath. Then slowly he turned to face the tangled shadowland that might conceal, somewhere in its midst, a dark man named Kane, a man who had come to Tuskett out of nowhere, and who liked to hurt little boys.


  He gripped the Colt tight. He started forward, following a trail of pinpoint drops of red. He was unnaturally aware of each step he took, each breath he drew, every beat of his heart. Above all, he was aware of the darkness. The awful, blind, empty darkness on all sides, darkness which seemed to be folding in on him like the petals of a jungle plant closing over its prey. There were shadows everywhere, and the man he was seeking was a shadow, and who knew which shadow might hide him, might be him ...


  A rat, squeaking shrilly and twitching its whiskered nose, scurried out of his path. Lew felt the short hairs at the back of his neck stand up. He made his way through the piles of garbage


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
