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      The Forbidden Zone: An area around an extremely energetic object which normally cannot—and must not—be entered. But once it is entered, then time, movement, all events stop, everything changes. Within such a forbidden zone lies a state beyond mere destruction. It is a condition of chaos, absolute derangement.


      —William N. Holmes, Ph.D.


      “Large-Scale Transitions and Quantum Derangements,”


      The Journal of the Physical World
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      To the middle of a perfect summer afternoon came a long, trembling scream. Because it was so faint, Brian Kelly feared at first that it was a memory. It could have been, certainly. His young and pregnant wife, who was lying in the grass beside him, didn’t seem to hear it. He would have looked to his dog for reaction, but she was off on a wild chase after a rabbit.


      The scream died away. He sat up and gazed out across the wide view. Perhaps he would see a column of smoke from a burning house, or a wrecked car on a roadside. But Oscola seemed quiet, and the southern range of the Adirondacks that rose beyond the town dreamed innocently in the blue haze of summer.


      He could see past Judge terBroeck’s house down Mound Road and on up Main into the center of town. In the other direction, he could follow Mound almost to its intersection with Route 303, which wound off toward Ludlum thirty miles distant.


      In all of this expansive view, nothing was amiss. Maybe it had been an animal or a bird, or the wind.


      The sun was warm, and he soon closed his eyes, letting the quiet of the hour transport him toward a nap. Time possessed him, that strange substance that had been the focus of his career and his life… time, his beloved mystery.


      In the past he would come here with Mary. But she never cared for the mound. She was an indoor person, an intellectual—a genius, really, the best physicist he had ever known.


      Her young death, with work and life unfinished, had left so many echoes.


      He kept listening, worrying that he was going to start hearing her death screams yet again, and that they were indeed going to be like the scars on his chest, with him forever.


      He reassured himself that this little mound was not a place for dangerous memories. People in Oscola had been coming here on summer afternoons for generations. Kids sledded here in the winter, always had. Judge terBroeck, who owned the place, didn’t approve of casual trespass, but the town had long ago become indifferent to his many dislikes.


      Ever since Mary and Kate had been killed, Brian had been hearing screams. His doctor had been the first one to speculate that he might hear them for the rest of his life. Initially, this link with his loved ones had seemed in a strange way reassuring. But once he found a new love, it had come to be an imprisonment. For his own sake and for Loi’s—and for the sake of their baby—he had to let his dead family go.


      Trying to escape, he found a state remembered from boyhood afternoons lying in this very spot. “I can almost feel the earth turning,” he said. Loi answered with a contented murmur.


      Every time she heard his voice, looked at him, touched him or felt his passion, she reminded herself of her good fortune. For a woman whose life had been almost entirely unfortunate, finding him was a great piece of luck. He meant escape from the past, the dreadful memories of the Chu Chi tunnels, the soul-breaking anguish of the Blue Moon Bar in Bangkok. There was nothing in Vietnam, and very little in the rest of Asia, for a woman born of a G.I. father and a French-Vietnamese mother.


      Before Brian, she had felt that a brutal life had robbed her of the ability to feel joy. But his gentle, persistent ways, his blazing, devoted love, had planted a new seed in the brown dust of her heart.


      Brian would have thought nothing more of the scream if there hadn’t been another—this one hard and loud and long. It was the kind that made you sick inside, a scream touched by death agony. But his wife still didn’t stir. “Loi, did you hear that?”


      She opened her eyes. “I was just dozing off.”


      He raised himself on one arm. “I’m definitely hearing screams again.”


      She turned to him, her stomach shifting heavily. Despite her grace of body, eight months of pregnancy had made her clumsy. “Oh, my poor Brian.” She kissed him, hoping that the unfortunate ghosts of his Mary and Caitlin would finally go to their rest.


      “I think they were real.”


      Dutifully, she listened. “There’s nothing, Brian. You must try to forget the past.”


      “I am, Loi.”


      “Maybe I can help you.” She shifted herself again, took him to her and embraced him. Very deliberately this time, she kissed him.


      How she could kiss, he thought. She did it with a combination of attention and sensuality that never failed to thrill him. Her kisses were so careful, yet so hungry. For a rumpled old physicist, and a damaged one, she was quite an extraordinary catch.


      Mary, also, had been considered a catch. Poor Mary had burned alive.


      Loi could tell by his stillness that his mind had retreated to the tragedy. She broke gently away. “You used to come here a lot?” If her predecessor had made love to him here, she must be very careful or her own efforts would only strengthen the power of the ghost.


      “Not often enough. Mary wasn’t an outdoor person.”


      She stretched luxuriously. “I love it so much outdoors.”


      He watched a smile envelop her face. As it did there emerged in her black eyes the trembling glance of a girl. Normally, her face—the neat, sad mouth, the hints of wrinkling under her eyes—communicated hurt. But these smiles when they came were miraculous.


      He knew that she’d had a terrible life: her very refusal to say much about it revealed this. And yet, somehow, the tight little woman he’d met while she was waitressing at the Waywonda Inn had become this fabulous lover, tender and vulnerable and passionate.


      There was a crash in the brittle summer brush, and Apple Sally came bounding up barking. “Hey, Sal.” She sat on her haunches, whined. She was not happy, which was very strange. “Sal? C’mon, babe, take it easy.” His tone quelled her nervousness, and she lay down with her big face between her paws.


      There came another cry, one of total despair. It stopped abruptly, as if stifled.


      Loi sat up. She’d heard that, all right. A look of agony came into her poor husband’s eyes. As he dragged in a frightened breath, she took his hand. “These screams are real.”


      He felt a great familiar vise enclose his chest and begin to squeeze.


      Mary shrieked, and then she turned and she was burning—


      Another cry erupted, this one as clear and sharp as the crack of ice on a winter night. “We go for help, Brian!”


      Apple Sally started digging, her claws ticking against stones, throwing back earth and bits of grass and flowers.


      Brian leaped to his feet, stared down. “Jesus, they’re coming from inside the mound!”


      Loi could hear that it was true. There was certainly somebody in there. But who, and where? It was just an earthen mound, hardly even a hill. Could Mary be in there, she wondered, her ghost still suffering from the flames of her death?


      Brian ran the twenty feet to the mound’s bare summit. He peered around, pitifully trying to find some kind of an opening. His face was twisted, his eyes glistening.


      “We have to get Bob,” Loi called. His best friend was a state trooper. She started off down the hillside as fast as she could go.


      When she saw Brian lean toward the ground, she returned. From below there came a long, echoing scream, lost in despair, indeed a cry from hell. “Brian, come.” She tugged on his shoulder.


      Sweat was pouring out of him. He was shaking like an old tree rattled by the monsoon. “Brian, we get help!”


      The next scream spoke of absolute, almost inconceivable suffering.


      “We’ve got to go!”


      Beside him Apple Sally dug with the fury of the possessed. Maybe she could smell the poor woman, Brian thought, maybe she was actually close to the surface. Brian joined the dog, yanking up tufts of grass, trying to drag back the heavy, unyielding soil.


      To Loi it appeared that he was going crazy. “That doesn’t do any good! We need help!” She ran a little way, then saw that he was still ignoring her. She wanted to pull him away, but she dared not be so disrespectful.


      He dug, he struggled, again there was a scream. He began to gasp, to grunt with the strain of his useless work.


      She saw that he was entering a hypnosis familiar from her childhood. When soldiers did this, their officers slapped them back to their senses.


      To treat an honored husband in such a manner was unthinkable. He was no common soldier—but he was digging like the animal beside him, grunting, panting, lost.


      He felt something slam into the side of his head. Stars snapped behind his eyes and then he was on his back, his hands clawing air. Loi stood over him, all five feet of her, and she shouted in a trembling, unsure voice, “We have to get help at once!”


      His cheek stung, his ear was ringing. He watched her shoulders hunch, saw her take her guilty right fist into her left, squeeze it until her hands shook. “I meant no disrespect,” she whispered. “Please forgive me.”


      Chiefly, he was amazed at how strong she was. He sat up, realizing that he was being incredibly stupid, on some level reliving the moment he’d tried to dig through the wall of the burning kitchen where Mary and Kate had been trapped.


      Another scream came and it was terrible to hear. “You come with me now, work the car phone!” Digital technology mystified and angered her. She took his hand, forced all the authority she could into her voice. “Come with me, Brian, if we are to help.”


      They went headlong down the mound, Loi rolling along with what Brian saw as all the grace of a small tank. He hurried behind her with his arms out, protective lest she take a fall. Apple Sally bounded through the grass beside them.


      Loi ran because she had to run. Somebody was in agony, somebody was dying. Brian Ky Kelly bounced within her.


      “Slow down, honey! Take care!”


      As Brian hurried to keep up with her, his knowledge of local topography brought a frightful possibility to mind. He thought that a sinkhole might have opened up, maybe the ceiling dropped out of an old cave. Given that somebody was already inside, it was likely to be on the path. “Loi, stop!”


      She ignored his cry.


      “Loi!”


      She shot off like a deer, racing wildly, heedless of her condition, unconscious of the danger. He dashed after her, past the clumps of daisies and dandelions, into the spreading view of Oscola, St. Paul’s church spire and the town roofs awash in the green of summer trees.


      He reached the base, looked desperately for her. “Loi?”


      Silence.


      No, please, not again. Not another wife killed, another baby. He ran madly toward his truck; he didn’t see her in the cab. “Loi!”


      Just then she sat up. She’d been bending over, pushing buttons on the phone. “It won’t make the dial tone,” she cried. He jumped in the cab, turned the phone on and punched in the number of the state police.


      “Lieutenant West, please.” Bob came on the line. “There’s screaming coming out of the mound. You’d better get out here.”


      “Screaming, Brian? You’re sure about this?” Bob knew all about Brian’s problems.


      Brian handed the phone to his wife. “Tell him.”


      “I hear it, too, Bob. And the dog, she is upset.”


      Bob said he’d be there in ten minutes, and Brian put down the phone.


      Instantly, the thrall of summer reclaimed the moment. Bees were working through a soft white cloud of Queen Anne’s lace in the field that led up to the judge’s ruined pear orchard. A songbird warbled in a stand of hemlocks beside the road. Brian uttered a sort of whispered groan.


      “Sometimes waiting is what we have, husband.” She took his hands and began wiping them clean as best she could with some Kleenex. “Why did you do this crazy digging? Already your poor fingers are scarred.”


      “It was stupid.”


      She looked toward the mound. “I don’t like it anymore.”


      “It’s just a little hill. Some kind of—well, a small hill. A geologically trivial feature.”


      “Yes, my husband.”


      “There may be a sinkhole opened up around here. We’ve got to be careful.”


      “Yes.” She noticed then that his temple was flaring red where she had hit him, and longed to touch it. But her shame was too great. Let it not become a bruise, let it fade.


      Finally they heard a siren. The next moment a Chevy Blazer in state police colors swerved to a stop behind them. Bob climbed down out of the cab. He was in his usual shabby, unkempt uniform, and his wide, gentle face was grave.


      He came toward their truck, running hard. Loi watched him through the rearview mirror. When she had been a child working for the Vietcong, he had been an American soldier. His unit had pumped liquid fire down the tunnels; her worst dreams were haunted by that same fire. When he had heard her side of the story he had shed silent, unacknowledged tears. Bob was the sort of tough-tender policeman who spent his off-duty hours coaching Little League and doing charity work. One of his secrets was that he corresponded with many of the men he’d put in jail. If they wanted, he’d be there for them when they came out.
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      Apple Sally began to woof with excitement. She knew Bob, and her tail bounded against the bed of the truck.


      “‘Lo, buddy,” he said into the window. He barely glanced at Loi. They’d both left parts of their souls in Vietnam, and their relationship was complex. Sometimes when their eyes met, she would see something that frightened her a little. She could not tell if it was suspicion or anger or simply part of his pain. When they’d been getting to know one another, she had wondered if they could find forgiveness in their hearts, two soldiers who had lost dear friends to each other’s armies.


      “Show me where she is.”


      Loi would not be left behind; she also descended from the truck.


      To Bob she looked ready to explode. He’d never seen anybody so pregnant. “You’d better stay here,” he said. “Until we’ve got an idea what we’re dealing with.”


      “Brian needs me,” she said, afraid he would panic again if the person in the mound continued screaming.


      “He’s right, Loi. Somebody’s already fallen in.”


      His tone told her that he wanted very badly for her to obey him. Normally, Brian did not insist. But when he did, she had to concede. Not to obey now would cause him loss of face. She bowed her head.


      Bob was already running up the mound as she got back into the truck.


      Brian put his hand on hers. “I’ll be all right, Loi. I swear.” Then he started after Bob, checking the path ahead, looking for any sign of an opening. Sal ran beside him, her dewlaps flying. They weren’t halfway up before she started baying.


      “What on earth do you think you’re doing?” came Judge terBroeck’s voice from behind them. The old man must have been alerted by Bob’s siren.


      Brian was surprised to notice that the judge was changed, even from a few weeks ago. Where was his prissy, self-important way of walking, his easy arrogance? Now he dragged along, a wavering reed, his thin hair chalk white, his face all wrinkles and angles, his lips a bitter line.


      As a matter of fact, he looked meaner than ever. A good deal meaner.


      “There’s somebody trapped in the mound,” Brian shouted back at him.


      “There’s nowhere in there to get trapped.”


      “We know that, Judge! But she’s there.”


      When the judge began to hurry, his spider legs pumped comically. The way he swayed reminded Brian of a great cornstalk blown by the wind. He arrived puffing hard. “My liability insurance covers me, thank God,” he gasped. “I’ve never cared for people coming here! Why do they do it? They all know it’s private.”


      “It’s been part of this town forever.”


      “So has everybody else’s backyard, Brian!”


      With a terrific jerk Apple Sally abandoned all her years of training and ripped her leash out of Brian’s hands. “Jesus,” he cried.


      Seconds later she reached the site of the original rescue attempt. She dug in a frenzy, her whole body pulsating with effort. Dirt and stones flew up around her.


      As if the woman heard the sounds of renewed digging, she began to shriek again. “My God,” Bob said, “she hears us!”


      “That doesn’t sound like screaming to me,” the judge announced.


      Sal’s frenzy increased. She became a blur of flailing legs, her ears flapping like flags in a hurricane, her eyes bulging.


      At first Brian was proud of her, but then he began to see red flecks on the stones she was throwing back. She was tearing her paws to ribbons. “C’mon, girl. C’mon, easy! Easy, Sally, back! Back!”


      The wailing, pleading screams continued.


      Something awful was happening to the dog. Spittle sprayed from her flapping dewlaps, and she made noises Brian had never heard her make before. “C’mon, Sal,” he shouted, “back!” He grasped the dog around the midriff and started to tug. She turned, snarling and snapping. He released her. “Goddamnit!”


      She used the moment of freedom to jump back into the hole she’d been making. The red flecks became gobs of bloody earth. The screaming rose. Then Sal’s huffing growls changed to the desolate moans of a dying hound. Brian grabbed her tail and tugged. She skittered around, dug in with her feet, snarled and twisted.


      Brian had hunted with dogs all his life, but he’d rarely seen a hound in a state like this. The whites of her eyes were showing, her teeth were bared, her muzzle sloppy with foam. Despite visibly torn paws she was still digging hard even as he dragged her back away from the rough pit.


      Her whole body flopped and writhed, she twisted around, her jaws snapped, her bulging eyes gleamed. She began making undulant, humping movements, her skin quivering, her fine, clear voice gone to cracking, whispered barks.


      As if responding to the sounds of the dog’s effort, the screaming reached extreme frenzy.


      “It isn’t human screaming,” the judge said. “It’s some damn coon.”


      “It’s gotta be checked out,” Bob responded.


      “You’re a damn nut,” the judge snapped at Brian. “All this over nothing!”


      Abruptly, Sal collapsed, as if she’d been turned off with a switch. One moment she was in full cry, struggling to get back in her hole, the next she was a heap of floppy brown animal with froth pouring out of her slack mouth.


      “My God,” Brian said. He lifted her head, listened at her nose, looked into her eyes. “She’s dead.”


      When the sound of Sal’s digging had stopped, the woman in the mound had begun to sob. “We’re coming,” Bob shouted.


      Silence.


      “Just hang on, ma’am!” Bob’s voice was shaking.


      The response was terrible to hear, as if she had just made a new and hideous discovery, something awful beyond belief.


      “Oh, Christ, get a backhoe, Bobby! Get a damn backhoe!”


      “Don’t you dare! You’ll tear my property to pieces.”


      The screams dropped low, became gurgles, finally stopped.


      “Listen,” the judge said. “Nothing. So you don’t need a backhoe. Not for a coon that just died.”


      As Bob ran down the mound, Brian gathered the dog into his arms.


      “You let her overdo it,” the judge said, “you let her run herself to death trying to dig out a coon.”


      “Hell, she wasn’t trying to dig anything out, Judge. Don’t you know a single damn thing about hounds?”


      “Well, I—certainly!”


      “Judge, there’s something in there that Sal wanted to kill.”


      Both men looked down at the roughly ditched ground. Brian knew his dog. Sal had died of hate.
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      When the phone rang Ellen Maas was—as usual—alone in the office. It was eight-fifteen on a Saturday night and this week’s edition of the Gazette was supposed to be put to bed, but she was working desperately to expand the all-important local gossip column, the one with everybody’s name in ALL CAPS. The more people she could fit in, the more papers she would sell.


      She stared at the ringing phone. Surely it wouldn’t be a bill collector, not on a Saturday night.


      Between rings, she listened to the moths fluttering against the screens. There was a mutter of thunder; she blew sweat from her top lip.


      “Gazette.”


      “This is Harry terBroeck.”


      She sat up a little straighter. You wanted the extremely powerful, deeply respected, profoundly unpleasant Judge terBroeck on your side around these parts, you sure did—especially if you were the new owner of a broke newspaper. “Hello, Judge.”


      “I have a story. You know the way the paper used to run the local news on the front page? Well, this is that kind of thing. It’s not going to be up there with a presidential visit to China, but it’s interesting to us yokels.”


      The new girl in town had just been criticized. OK. She could handle that. “Great,” she enthused, “I’m always looking for a big local story.”


      “Well, this is big, I mean, for us yahoos.”


      He waited for her protest that they weren’t really yahoos, that they were terrific, that she just loved the town, gush, gush. The expected words got stuck in her throat like a backed-up corn fritter.


      He went on. “The state police are out on my mound. You know the place?”


      “Of course. What’s the story?”


      “They’re tearing it all to hell. Making an awful mess of my private property without so much as a by-your-leave!”


      Ellen tried not to sound impatient. “Right,” she said, “shoot.”


      “Shoot?”


      “Tell me the rest. Why are they there?”


      “Well, I’d never let ’em do it, and if there’s nobody in there I’ve got a fine cause of action against the state.”


      “Nobody in where?”


      “The mound! My mound! They’re tearing it apart to find a supposed woman. Been screaming.”


      “What woman would that be?”


      “The one that’s supposedly trapped in there. Nobody told you anything yet?”


      “Why should they? This is just the newspaper.”


      He cleared his throat. For Judge terBroeck the paper was chiefly a forum where he could publish letters about the many liberal plots he detected in the affairs of the community. Evil forces on the town board trying to put in streetlights, hippies from downstate with their communistic recycling schemes, that sort of thing. “A dog—badly handled, poor damn thing—already died trying to reach her.”


      “You heard the screaming?”


      “I heard sounds that I personally connect with a raccoon in distress. Brian Kelly said it was human screaming, of course—which he would, given that he’s more than a little off balance on that particular subject, poor man. He was out there trespassing with that peculiar new wife of his when they first heard it.”


      “The woman in a cave or what?”


      “They haven’t found any woman! The story isn’t the damn fool alleged woman, it’s the invasion and destruction of my property, you stupid creature!”


      She wanted to slam down the phone on him. She swallowed hard, then forced herself to thank the judge with dutiful and agonizing care. She hung up and went to the steel locker to get the ancient Speed Graphic that had been there when she bought the paper. It had been slated for immediate replacement, of course, considering that it was fifty years old, weighed twenty pounds and required old-fashioned glass plates that had to be special-ordered from Kodak.


      “Immediate” had come to mean the end of her current five-year plan—if said plan could be realized somewhere this side of bankruptcy court.


      Lugging the miserable hunk of photographic iron and an old Bloomie’s bag full of plates, she went down the angular stairway onto the street. It was dead quiet, of course. Early on she’d discovered that Oscola nightlife ended when the Mills Café closed down at nine. She’d been a night rider in New York, as often as not starting with the theater or a concert and ending when they flushed out the after-hours clubs at dawn.


      A Crown Victoria slid up Main Street, the frail driver sitting stiffly erect. The car moved like a hearse. Why? Small towns tend to be elderly, and old drivers can’t see spit after dark. Plus, street lighting was a liberal plot.


      If she walked out in front of that Crown Vic, there wouldn’t even be the flicker of a brake light. Still traveling at a stately fifteen miles an hour, it would roll over her like a bump.


      It being past eight on a Saturday night, Oscola was as dark as a cave, except for dim light coming from the Mills Café and Handy’s Tobacco. The Rexall Drugstore was dark, as was Mode O’Day Fashions, which was like an antique clothing store where everything was still new. They had black patent leather belts and slack suits along with boxes of hair ribbons in the glass-topped counter and a rack of $2.98 harlequin reading glasses.


      But Main Street was lined with big old oaks and maples, and down at the end where it became Mound Road there was one streetlight, a wonderful old iron creation meant to resemble a sapling, complete with iron leaves cradling the lamp.


      The smell of pipe tobacco that floated out of Mr. Handy’s open door was pleasant, and the faint clink of dishes coming from the Mills communicated the peace of the entirely ordinary.


      Farther off something revved and died, probably some of the town’s smattering of teenagers tuning a pickup out at Fisk’s Garage. The “blown” pickup was Cuyamora County’s ultimate muscle car. There were no Porsche Carreras here, no Acura NSX’s. But then again, there were also no orthodontists in mirrored sunglasses to go with them, which was a plus. She’d had her fill of mirrored orthodontists, especially ones named Ira Bergman.


      Still, something appealed about those breezy early-morning runs to East Hampton in Ira’s Porsche with the wind in their hair. That was back when the relationship was still in the battlefield maneuvers stage, before the actual war had started.


      Well, hell, what was love compared to owning a dying newspaper?


      People around here hadn’t stopped buying the Gazette because it was bad, but because she’d breezed into town and bought it and she was a city person and a fancy former New York Times reporter into the bargain.


      She pulled her ancient gray Duster out of the parking space in front of ludicrously named Excelsior Tower. It was two stories tail, for God’s sake. Then she drove the mile out to the mound, the Speed Graphic on the seat beside her.


      As she turned into the long driveway beside the judge’s house her ears drank the newsy snarl of heavy machinery out on the mound. A glance in the direction of the old terBroeck place told her that the judge was at home. She could see him in his kitchen, still on the phone.


      Ahead she observed dancing red light bars, and up on the mound itself the glare of portable floodlights. She opened her door and jumped out, hefting the camera.


      Passing the jumble of cars and trucks at the base of the mound, she noticed Brian Kelly’s exotic wife asleep in the cab of their truck. The way the story went, he’d met her while she was waitressing at the Waywonda Inn in Ludlum. Discreetly turning tricks was more like it, Ellen thought. She was one of those desperate, unwanted souls coughed up by Southeast Asia, a Vietnamese all mixed up with French and American blood. As a child, she’d allegedly been used by the Vietcong as a tunnel rat. God only knew how she’d made her way to Oscola, New York. Ellen leaned into the cab. “Mrs. Kelly?”


      Loi’s eyes opened, but there was no sense of her being startled awake. Maybe the tunnel rat story was true. She certainly displayed the elaborately careful attitude of a person who’s lived with danger.


      “I’m Ellen Maas, Mrs. Kelly, with the Gazette.”


      Finally, Loi smiled. “I’m tired,” she said apologetically. It wasn’t surprising, considering the advanced state of her pregnancy.


      “What do you know about the woman in the mound?”


      “You must ask my husband.” She made a movement so sudden that it shocked Ellen. The woman was as swift as a cat, but all she’d done was glance at her watch. Then she came down out of the truck and moved off up the path, her huge belly making her rock from side to side.


      Ellen had the feeling that Loi Kelly was running away from her. So naturally she followed, stopping when Loi did among a group of men standing under the lights. They had a large chart open between them. She stared right back at the trooper eyes that were now regarding her.


      Trooper Numero Uno was here, Lieutenant Robert West. His big, open face broke into a grin. She was not deceived: West was a sweet man, but he was no hick. And he was very careful about the press. She knew why: this particular Medal of Honor winner had gotten his award for doing some very hard things, very hard indeed. Very brave, also, but it was not West’s nature to be proud of killing people with his bare hands.


      She’d made the mistake of doing research into his medal. He’d begged her not to print the story. “Tell about my Little League work. Tell about my Great Books stuff. But leave the medal alone.” She’d complied: her feature about him had quoted his thoughts about Aeschylus, but not Westmoreland.


      She walked toward him, working on her mask. Don’t smile like an idiot, just look very professional. Reticent though he was, the man remained a hero. How do you share a secret heroism?


      Of the men with West, Ellen knew only Brian Kelly, now standing hand in hand with his wife. Her face had gone soft, the almond eyes melted with love, the full, heart-shaped lips revealing what Ellen thought was probably pride.


      He’d lost his daughter and his first wife in a fire, and Ellen had looked that up in the newspaper’s morgue, too. The fire had been attributed to a defective propane line under his ancestral home. He’d been burned half to death attempting to save them. He and Mary Kelly had been extremely close. She’d been one of his students, and after she got her doctorate they’d taught as a team.


      The fire had crushed him. He’d walked away from his university job and become a hermit, gone on a two-year bender. Then he’d suddenly met Loi and astonished this half of the state by bringing her into his distinguished old Oscola family.


      Ellen took a deep breath. West, with his obsessive concern for safety, was already asking one of the men to help Loi back down the mound. She’d be next, she knew, if she wasn’t careful. “Any luck?” she asked in a voice that came out so husky it could have pulled a dogsled. Too many cigarettes.


      Bob West glanced at her, then hid his face under the shadow of his hat.


      “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to ask a few questions. Is she in a tomb?”


      “More likely a cave,” West responded. “And you’d best wait in your car until we’ve found the opening.”


      She rushed on. “Well, isn’t it an old Indian mound? Maybe it’s full of tombs.”


      “Now, ma’am, we’ve got a lot of heavy equipment working out here, and—”


      “I’m press, Bob, you know that.”


      Instantly the head lowered, again the eyes disappeared. “I just worry that it isn’t safe.”


      She sighed. “I have to stay. It’s my job.”


      “You keep near us,” Dr. Kelly finally said. “We don’t want anybody else falling in holes.”


      “Thank you,” Ellen responded.


      “We think a sinkhole has opened up,” Kelly explained. “Our theory is that she’s fallen in and she’s wandering in our hypothetical cave.”


      Fifty feet away the backhoe growled again. The machine rocked, its operator clamped his cigar in his jaws, a jet of exhaust fumes shot up past the lights. The hoe turned and the debris went pouring down into a pile near the base.


      Ellen cranked up the Graphic and took a picture.


      “Kill the backhoe,” a man bawled from the dark summit of the mound. It ground, coughed, rumbled, finally went silent. All that was left was an occasional random crinkle from its hot exhaust manifold.


      Ellen could just barely see the face of the man who had called out. It was visible in the faint green glow of some sort of electronic device. Smelling more story, she started up toward him.


      “Quiet,” the man yelled. “Hey, lady, quiet! Don’t move, don’t even breathe!”


      Little pinging noises started above, continued for a few moments. Then the man stood up, removed his earphones, stepped out of the glow coming from his instrument’s screen. He hurried down toward Bob West, who regarded him with eyes so full of pain that Ellen wanted to cuddle the poor man up in her arms.


      “It’s solid earth, in my opinion,” the man said.


      “You’re sure?”


      “There’s nothing in there. It’s exactly what it looks like, a small glacial tip without geologic significance. Certainly there are no caves.”


      “Then what did we hear, Danny?” Brian’s voice was much too smooth.


      Danny, who Ellen surmised was a state-owned geologist, rubbed his left hand against the stubble on his cheek. “I just don’t know. Maybe it was a trick of the wind.”


      The Speed Graphic began to feel awfully heavy.


      “There’s somebody in there,” Brian Kelly said. His voice had taken on the low, ominous note of a threatened man. “I can’t buy your finding.”


      “Well, you have to,” the geologist replied blithely. “It’s reality.”


      Kelly tucked his chin into his chest. “She was in a hollow space. We could hear the echoes.”


      “Well, it wasn’t in this mound! I’m telling you, there’s nothing in it. Zero. Zip. Nada.”


      “That’s bullshit, Danny.”


      “Then dig the goddamn thing up yourself, Doctor! You’ve got a backhoe here, raze the damn thing.”


      Bob West spoke. “Let me ask you a question.”


      “One I can answer, certainly.”


      “Are you willing to say I should abandon this rescue, given that a woman—a human being just like you or me—could be in there dying in agony? You’re that certain?”


      “I can only tell you that my instruments do not support the notion that this mound is anything except what it appears, a pile of broken schist and stone.”


      “Come on, Danny,” Kelly interjected, “you’re dealing with a government surplus echo sounder that was designed for work in water. It’s next to useless here. Even a dumb old physicist can tell you that. The resistivity of the soil isn’t going to allow a meaningful reading.”


      “It’s been recalibrated,” the young man snarled. “Of course.”


      In the motionless air, the mutter of thunder became more defined. Off in the west the dark was thick.


      “I’ve never liked this place much,” the backhoe operator said. He’d been standing at the edge of the group. “Back last month the wife and me was up here and the whole thing sort of shook. It spooked us and we took off.”


      The geologist wiped his brow. “Admittedly there’s evidence of some earth movement. The schist’s probably loose. Changing temperature, degree of dampness—a lot of things can cause small-scale earth movement. Even the Towayda fault could be involved.”


      “The woman was screaming,” Kelly repeated.


      In support of her husband, Loi Kelly became fierce. “I heard her, too, Danny!”


      Ellen made a mental note never to tangle with this woman.


      “You might as well go ahead and move this equipment out,” the young geologist said.


      Brian Kelly roared. “No you won’t! You sure as hell will not!”


      Bob looked at him. “I can’t get a budget for it if the expert says there’s nobody in there.”


      “What expert? He was a failure when he was at Ludlum, and he’s a failure now. That’s why he works for the state!”


      “How dare you!”


      “Hey, Brian, come on. He’s still my official expert. He’s the guy I’ve gotta rely on.”


      Kelly went up to West, face-to-face. “Somebody’s dying in there!”


      “Brian, I don’t have enough evidence. And what about the judge—he’s already been after us to get out of here. I continue this dig without good cause. I’ve got a lawsuit on my hands.”


      “If there turns out to be a story here,” Ellen said to West, “could you please give me a call?” She started off down the mound.


      “Take care,” Brian Kelly called after her.


      She waved, and was soon negotiating the dark with the dubious old penlight she kept in the bottom of her purse.


      She was past the halfway point when she felt a sort of lurch. A distinct vibration began pulsing up from the ground. It stopped her dead. “Jesus,” she heard herself say.


      It hurt her bones in a way she’d never felt before, as if the marrow itself was vibrating. She imagined a crazed dentist boring into her jaw with a bone-burning drill. The vibration was accompanied by a metallic shrieking noise, like a very large buzz saw going berserk in the distance.


      Lights flashed, the sound hummed off into the sky. She turned around to see the floodlights swinging on their poles. Shadows darted as men jumped to hold them steady.


      She heard a new sound, painfully loud, like the squeal of a desperate child. Ellen turned toward the group she’d just left in time to see Loi Kelly stagger backward clutching her belly.
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      The buzzing sensation was so intense that Brian slapped his hand to his jaw, instinctively going for the pain that was screeching through his head. But Loi’s agonized shriek made him forget himself, gather her in his arms. “Baby,” he said, “oh, baby!”


      She felt the fire of a bayonet plunging into her womb, a thing she had seen done. She wanted to scream, but fought against it. Best to maintain a serene appearance.


      Before anybody could react further there was a faint, tremendous clang, as if a door the size of a mountain had been slammed shut.


      Bob threw himself down, listening. “Hey,” he shouted at the ground, “hey, lady!” Then he crouched. “Nothing.”


      Loi felt a tickle along her inner thigh. She turned away into the dark, bent over and reached her hand up under her loose outfit. Yes, the worst. She straightened abruptly.


      “Loi?”


      She hated to reveal weakness, but she had no choice. This was urgent. “Brian, there is no cause for alarm, but I would like to be taken to see the doctor now.”


      “Is the baby—?”


      “No, Brian, he is not coming. But we must go at once, please.” Always in the back of her mind was the fear that Brian would reject her if she lost his son. Love was wonderful, but even American men surely had their practical considerations.


      Brian fought down the churning acid in his own stomach. He must not let Loi see how frightened he was.


      Ellen Maas reappeared in the swaying pool of light. He was startled by what it did to her face, making it appear alternately hard and soft. It struck him that she was an unusually beautiful woman.


      “We go now,” Loi said. Eight months was much too late for blood.


      “I can take her,” Ellen announced. She was fluttering her long hands at Loi, communicating concern. But Brian sensed something a little predatory in the gesture. A reporter always wanted something from you.


      “I’ll do it,” he said.


      His arm around Loi’s shoulder, Brian guided her down the slope. He should have taken her back to the truck the minute she reappeared, not let her stay like this.


      As they left, Brian heard the geologist telling Bob that the earth movement theory had just been confirmed.


      Brian didn’t believe it for a moment. But Danny wouldn’t have been the first scientist who wanted to dismiss a mystery rather than explore it.


      To both him and Loi it seemed a long, long time before the dark shape of the truck came into view. He helped her up, belted her in, then got in himself. He started the engine and began driving carefully toward the road, avoiding ruts and bumps as best he could. “Call Dr. Gidumal’s office, hon, tell ’em we’re on our way.” He started the phone for her, trying to control his shaking hand.


      When they finally reached the relative smoothness of Mound Road, he floored the accelerator and the truck jumped forward, tires squalling. They went racing through the dark and out onto Route 303, then down toward Ludlum and the hospital.


      He shifted in his seat. She reached over, squeezed his hand. She was very scared, but she wanted him to be reassured, to think well of her. “I am a strong woman, I have a good womb.” Was it true, after all the abortions, some of them done by casual midwives, others by well-intentioned friends? At the Blue Moon Bar they used to abort each other with a long instrument provided by the management. She had no idea of the condition of her womb.


      He looked over at her. She was sitting with her head pressed far back into the seat, one hand on his. He reached the hand to his lips, kissed it. Her hand was as soft as a little bird. She seemed so brave and so vulnerable. He was terrified: he could smell his own sweat.


      She finished the call to the hospital and put down the phone. “I am very healthy, Brian. I will give many sons!” She could feel the blood coming out steadily now. Baby Brian was jumping a little, as if he was beginning to become distressed. Sometimes she thought she could feel his beautiful young soul lying within her, like a golden shaft of light in her womb. He must not die, not now.


      “We’ll be there in twenty minutes, honey.”


      The ache was growing, becoming touched by what felt like heat down at the bottom of her belly. She forced back an urge to moan. The heat began to spread into her thighs, up her back. She sat as still as stone to stifle what she knew could quickly become agonized squirming. She turned to him and gave him a smile. “I am admiring your skillful driving. Please hurry.”


      That brittle, terrible smile told him that she was in agony. His own breath began coming hard and tight. It would have been easier for him, he thought, if she had not been so composed.


      Her mind drifted on long waves of pain. The birds called softly in the garden of the Emperor of Jade Pagoda in Saigon, while little Qui Thanh Nguyen crouched in a secret place, a small girl in a white boo dai.


      She’d changed her name to Loi because the white-eyes couldn’t pronounce the “Q” sound correctly. She loved her white-eyes husband, though, no matter how he spoke.


      The pain dug at her. Touching herself, she brought up blood on her fingertips. In the light of the dashboard they gleamed as if darkened by wet paint. She snatched the evidence out of sight, wiped it away under her blouse. The smile remained fixed on her face.


      Although Brian knew every twist and turn, the trip seemed to last forever.


      When they finally saw the lights of the hospital, the big red sign that said emergency, Loi was drifting into soft blackness. She came back, feeling the pain like a saw grinding between her legs.


      Brian raced into the ambulance bay honking his horn.


      Nurses came running out, followed by Dr. Gidumal.


      “Help us,” Brian said. “Please help us.”
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      A couple of minutes later she was in an examining room in stirrups, and Dr. Gidumal had a speculum poised as delicately as a wand in his gloved hand. The pain was now slamming up from her gut in great, red waves. She could no longer maintain even a fixed, rigid smile. But Dr. Gidumal was a stranger, and before a stranger one must be composed. She was breathing too hard. She tried to be more quiet.


      “We went on a picnic,” Brian said. “We heard someone screaming, called the state police. Loi is very gentle. She got upset.”


      The doctor stroked her forehead. “You experienced a sudden pain before you noticed the blood?”


      She was silent. To speak of the pain would be to let it capture her. Now her womb felt like a great balloon filled with boiling blood, compressed, packed, being penetrated by white-hot needles.


      “She is like the women of my country; she prefers not to reveal pain.” The doctor looked at Brian. “You must tell me.”


      Brian looked into his wife’s face, seeking an answer to the doctor’s question. Her sweated skin gleamed in the hard fluorescent light. “I am going to have such a healthy boy,” she said. “You will be very pleased with him!” Her voice was a harsh whisper. Her face was something carved.


      An American woman would have been howling, Brian thought. He reached out his hand, and she pressed a clammy cheek into his big, rough palm. “She’s suffering terribly,” he told the doctor.


      It was awful, like fire within! Brian Ky Kelly was jumping, also. She could feel his distress now! “A happy baby,” she managed to whisper.


      The doctor examined her. “There are no signs of labor. This baby is not going to be born today.” He plunged his gloved hand into the bloody passage of life. It took only a moment. “As I thought, there is a tear,” he said. “We may be able to repair it with fast work.”


      Barking orders to nurses, he went quickly away. Moments later Loi felt her stretcher begin to roll, saw the ceiling sweeping past. The suddenness of it all caused her composure to fail her. “Brian,” she shrieked.


      “I’m here, baby.” He was trotting along beside the stretcher. They went up an elevator, then down another hall that ended in two huge and familiar double doors. The old, awful smells assailed him, the iron reek of iodine and the fuzzy aroma of alcohol. He remembered the burnt-meat tang of his own skin on the morning they’d brought him in.


      Another doctor hurried through the doors, leaving them swinging back in Brian’s face. He peered into OR-2. She lay on her back draped in rough green sheets.


      “Good luck, baby.”


      Loi’s voice came back, thin and high, “All will be well!”


      When they closed the inner doors he went to the waiting area, all bright colors and cheer, equipped with coffee machine, Coke machine and plenty of magazines. Four years ago his father had waited for him here, bearing the knowledge that Mary and Kate were gone. Yellow curtains or not, blue chairs or not, you could smell the fear in this place.


      Brian waited, feeling like a dog left out in the rain. For a time he stared blindly at an old copy of McCall’s magazine. He was counting the tiles on the floor when a shadow appeared. His heart jumped, but it wasn’t the doctor. Instead, he found himself looking into the beautiful face of one of the very last people he would have chosen to see.


      “Hello, Dr. Kelly.”


      “This isn’t going in the paper.”


      “Shouldn’t that be my decision?”


      “I’d appreciate being left alone.”


      She pulled a chair up in front of him and plopped herself down. “What happened out there?”


      “She was injured.”


      “Yeah, I noticed. But what did it? What was that noise, for God’s sake? It went through me like a knife.”


      “Look,” he said, “I don’t want to be rude—”


      “Then don’t be.”


      “I want to be alone, Miss Maas.”


      “Ellen, if you prefer. It’s just that I don’t understand—”


      He had no reserves of politeness left. “Leave me alone!”


      “Do you know what the noise was?”


      “My wife might be in there losing our baby and I want my privacy!”


      “I’m sorry, Dr. Kelly, really I am.”


      He shook his head wearily. Then he walked to the window, stared into the black glass. Behind him, he could see the reflection of her arm reach out, hesitate, then drop.


      She waited for a full minute. Finally her reflection turned away and went off down the hall. Her head was bowed and her shoulders were stooped, and he found himself feeling a little sorry for her.


      But she was gone, and it was a relief.


      Over two hours passed before the doors to OR-2 finally opened and Dr. Gidumal came out. Brian, who had been resting on three chairs pulled together, clambered noisily to his feet. Flecks of Loi’s blood stained the doctor’s green hospital gown, and for a moment Brian had a horrible thought.


      “She’s fine and so is your son,” the doctor said in one quick breath. Brian sagged. Suddenly he felt absolutely exhausted. The doctor guided him to a chair. “But I want to know what happened to her, Brian. This is a violent injury. There ought to be a police report.”


      “She—I guess she got upset. All the excitement.”


      “No, this is wounding of the uterine wall. She has lesions. We have repaired all we could, but this is caused by one thing—concussion. Hitting.”


      “That’s impossible. She didn’t fall, and she certainly wasn’t hit.”


      The doctor nodded, his face screwed into a deep frown. “This injury is the result of a concussive force against the womb. An explosion, a blow. Nothing else could account for it.”


      “Nothing exploded,” Brian said. He heard a high note in his own voice. “There was a little… tremble in the ground, I guess. But nothing exploded.”


      The doctor folded his arms. “That wouldn’t do it. Was she— well, to be frank, Brian—was she beaten?”


      Brian knew that his hair was wild, his face stubbled. He probably looked very much the part of someone who would strike his wife. “I’d never hurt her.”


      “Of course not. I meant if there had been an assault. A stranger, of course. It’s just that I don’t understand this injury. You say no explosion. You say no blow. So I say, something is funny here.”


      “Wait a minute, there was more than just a little tremble. It was a strong vibration coming up from the ground.”


      “There are houses down, trees uprooted? No, Brian, you would see this if she had been in a terrorist bombing, or gotten a kick in the belly.”


      Brian made an effort to keep his voice level. “Nothing like that happened,” he said. “I want to see my wife.”


      “Yes of course. She will wake up soon, I expect.”


      Brian followed the doctor into the recovery room. And there she lay, a pitiful, delicate vision. “Loi,” he said.


      “Oh…”


      Suddenly Dr. Gidumal pushed Brian aside, leaned into Loi’s face. “Did anybody hit you, Loi?”


      “No… it was the humming… the humming that hurt me…” She closed her eyes, suddenly asleep.


      Dr. Gidumal straightened up. “Certainly this was not caused by any humming.” As he had when he first saw her, he laid his hand on Loi’s forehead. Brian saw the tenderness and understood at once. Both of them were far from home, both were Asian, both must have known the acute hurt generated by all the small, silent acts of prejudice in a self-involved little community like the Three Counties. Dr. Gidumal obviously felt protective toward his fellow emigrant, and worried that she was being abused. “She will doze for a little time more. When she awakens fully, you must be
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