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    Afraid to move, afraid that even shifting her weight might be taken as a sign of irreverence, the little girl stood in the cold night air with the other children, watching in silence.


    Speaking in a language the little girl did not understand, Sister stood before the altar, her slender black-robed form illuminated by the candlelight and the glow from the crackling fire. She picked up a large silver cup, drank from it, then handed it to her assistant, who also raised it to his lips. Unlike Sister, who had no other name, her assistant was named Seymour, and the children addressed him as Brother Seymour.


    The little girl knew that she and the three children who stood with her were special. Sister had told them so, had explained that the four of them had been chosen from all the children in the orphanage to do something very important. To the little girl’s right was a blond boy named John/Jack. On her left stood a red-haired, freckle-faced girl named Margaret/Peggy and a dark-haired boy named Carl/Charley. The little girl was uncertain what the important thing was that they were supposed to do. And, although she realized she should feel proud to be chosen for something special, she couldn’t help feeling frightened.


    But then, almost everything about Sister made her afraid. The little girl recalled the last time she’d been in the punishment place and she shivered.


    Picking up a sword from the altar, Sister made a quarter turn, pointed with it and spoke a strange word, then repeated the act three more times, making a complete circle. Then, despite the chilly night air, Sister allowed her robe to fall from her body and she stood naked before them. A frigid breeze stirred her long dark hair and the candles flickered.


    “Tonight is Walpurgis Night,” she said, looking at the children. The little girl felt as though Sister’s eyes had found hers—hers alone—and had locked onto them.


    “For the four of you, this is a very special day. You are preparing so that, on this date many years from now, you will be able to take the most important step of your lives.” As she spoke, Sister’s eyes seemed to glow the color of the flames. “Hail the master!” she shouted.


    “Hail the master,” the children echoed.


    Brother Seymour struck a gong.


    Then, behind the little girl, the door to the orphanage opened, and there was a rustling of cloth as the children in the building joined the ceremony. Although the little girl was unable to see them, she knew they had quietly assembled behind her. She could feel their presence.


    “Hail the master!” Sister shouted.


    “Hail the master,” a chorus of young voices responded.


    Again, Brother Seymour struck the gong.


    Shifting her eyes to the right, the little girl could dimly make out the woods that surrounded the orphanage. Most of the snow was gone now, but none of the trees had leaves yet. Suddenly, it occurred to her that no one stood between her and the trees, that she could run, escape. Instantly, a pain shot through her stomach, and the little girl gasped, trying as hard as she could not to cry out.


    Sister always knew when you had bad thoughts.


    The little girl’s eyes found the slender naked form at the altar, and she thought: I won’t have bad thoughts again, Sister. I promise, I promise.
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    Mary Taylor was stacking boxes of patching plaster on the shelf when a customer came down the aisle, a lost look on his face.


    “May I help you with something?” Mary asked.


    “Uh, I need a pipe fitting,” the man said. He was a burly fellow in his thirties with a thick black beard.


    “What kind of fitting?”


    He looked at her skeptically, obviously uncertain about a woman helping him with anything as manly as plumbing. Finally, he said: “A union, three-quarter-inch.”


    “Follow me,” Mary said, heading for the other side of the store.


    Zel Home and Builders Supply’s modern store in suburban Boston sold almost everything anyone would ever need for construction or home improvement. The building was enormous, with aisle after aisle of tools and nails and fasteners, whole sections devoted to displays of bathtubs and sinks, kitchen cabinets and counters, doors and windows. Out back was the yard, in which you found huge stacks of lumber, cement, plasterboard, and other materials.


    Mary led the man to an aisle with numerous metal bins of various sizes. She reached into one of them and grabbed a three-quarter-inch pipe union, which she handed to her bearded customer.


    He eyed it doubtfully, frowning. “It looks bigger than the old one. You sure this is a three-quarter-inch?”


    Mary nodded. “Did you measure the pipe?”


    “Sure, I measured it.”


    “How?” Mary asked.


    Giving her a peculiar look, he dropped the union back into the bin. “With a ruler.”


    “I mean, did you measure the inside diameter or the outside?”


    He hesitated, looking very uncomfortable then said, “The outside. I just laid a ruler across the pipe, and it measured a little over three-quarters of an inch.”


    “That’s your problem. Pipe size goes by the inside diameter. If you got a little over three-quarters of an inch by measuring the outside, then your pipe’s half-inch.” She reached into a bin and took out a smaller union.


    “Yeah,” he said, studying it, “that looks about right.” Again he gave her an odd look, then he turned and walked away.


    Behind her, Mary heard a soft chuckle. She turned; the sound had been made by Lynn O’Donnell.


    “You ruined that poor fellow’s day,” Lynn said, grinning. “No woman’s supposed to know what a pipe union is.”


    Mary shrugged. “What brings you back to this part of the store?” Lynn worked the checkout aisle and rarely left her cash register.


    “Coffee break.”


    “You already had one.”


    “But Adkins was out during that one, so as far as he knows this is the first one of the afternoon.” She winked. Lynn was short and a little on the chubby side, with curly blonde hair. Mary was just the opposite: tall and thin with straight brown hair. At twenty-three, Mary was two years younger than Lynn.


    The two women were good friends. In fact, had it not been for Lynn, Mary would probably still be single. It was one of those things that never should have worked out. Lynn had asked Mary over for dinner, and Lynn’s husband Bob had invited one of his friends. For Mary and Tom, it was practically love at first sight—they were married four months later. The O’Donnells, of course, now considered themselves unequaled as matchmakers.


    “Oh, oh,” Lynn whispered. “Old jerko’s giving us the hairy eyeball.”


    Following Lynn’s gaze, Mary saw Walter P. Adkins, the assistant manager. He was two aisles away from them, walking toward the front of the store. A slight man, he wore plastic-rimmed glasses and combed his thinning hair up from the sides in an unsuccessful attempt to hide his baldness. He was giving the two women a stern look—what Lynn had referred to as the hairy eyeball.


    Lynn smiled politely. Mary, who lacked her friend’s bravado, hurried back to the boxes she’d been stacking.


    Mary had been working at Zel Home and Builders Supply about a year. It was a job in which she derived absolutely no benefit from her college education, but then there weren’t that many job openings for English majors. And in many ways, she found the work exciting. The company had trained her, teaching her about plumbing, tools, construction materials, and a whole wealth of other information about which she’d known absolutely nothing. To Mary, it was every bit as fascinating as studying Jane Austen or William Shakespeare. She simply loved learning, whatever the subject.


    An orphan, she had been raised in the small town of Evans Ridge, Maine, by foster parents, although she really didn’t think of them as such. They were her mother and father, her family, the people who loved her and cared for her and helped her to get through college. That was what made a family, not biology. That her name had been Kensington and theirs Caldwell was unimportant. No family, she was sure, had ever been more warm or loving or wonderful than hers.


    They had understood when, after graduating from college, Mary had decided to come to Boston. There was, after all, nothing to keep young adults in Evans Ridge; most of them left, seeking their opportunities—both economic and romantic—elsewhere. The Caldwells had driven her down, helped her find an apartment. She’d cried herself to sleep her first night alone in the city.


    At times she wondered about her biological parents. Was she the daughter of a pregnant teenager, a rich man and his mistress, a pair of mass murderers from whom she was taken by the court? Mary knew absolutely nothing about her ancestry. She could be a descendant of Irish immigrants, Spanish conquerors, the czars of Russia.… Even her name held no clues, as it had been given to her at the orphanage and wasn’t really hers at all.


    Her stomach tightened, and she immediately pushed all thoughts of the orphanage from her mind. The time she’d spent there was a blank, a part of her life about which she could remember almost nothing, and yet she was afraid of that place, afraid to even think about it. Shakily, she finished putting the boxes of patching plaster on the shelf, then took the empty carton to the trash bin behind the building.


    Lynn, who worked the day shift, left at five. Mary stayed until nine, when the store closed. After the last customer had been rounded up and ushered out, Walter Adkins did the same with the employees, and then locked the door behind him, leaving the place in the hands of the janitors.


    It was a nice spring evening—the temperature, though cool, no longer had the chilly bite of winter. As she walked through the unlit parking lot, Mary glanced back at the building. It was a simple structure with a flat roof and brick walls. To her left, she heard footsteps on the asphalt and peered into the darkness, trying to see who was there.


    “Good night, Mary.”


    “Oh, it’s you, Mr. Adkins. I was wondering who was there. Have a nice evening.”


    Finally, she reached her car, a green Plymouth Horizon. Once she had slipped behind the wheel and locked the door, she felt somewhat relieved. Employees had to leave their cars at the far end of the lot so customers could have the choice spaces, and the nightly walk through the shadowy parking area was always a bit unnerving. Come on, she told herself sternly, you’re not a little girl anymore, and there’s absolutely nothing’ in the dark to be afraid of. Yeah, she added nervously, except muggers and rapists and murderers.


    Mary started the engine, and a moment later, she was on her way home.


    
      
    


    As usual, the porch light was on, a reminder from Tom that she was loved, missed. His Toyota station wagon was at the curb, so she pulled into the driveway—two strips of concrete with grass between them—and followed it to the separate garage. She left the car in the driveway and, checking to make sure the doors were locked, dropped the keys into her purse and then headed for the front door.


    The house was a small wooden home in a neighborhood of small wooden homes. Its principal distinguishing feature was its yellow color; most of the houses on the tree-lined block were white. Before she reached the front door, it opened and Tom stepped out. She took the two porch steps in a one-leap stride, collapsing into his arms.


    “Gee,” he said, hugging her, “you must have had a bad day.”


    “No more than usual. I just like flinging myself at you.”


    “Come on,” he said, leading her inside. “Your dinner awaits.”


    “You really don’t have to cook for me, you know.”


    “I’ve got to cook for myself. All I do is keep yours warm. I’d wait and eat with you if I didn’t get so hungry.”


    Tossing her purse on the couch, she reached around his neck, pulled his head to her, and kissed him. “You’re wonderful.”


    He returned the kiss. “So are you. Now, how does meat loaf sound?”


    “Terrific. I’m ravenous.” Releasing Tom, she collapsed on the couch. Across the room a sitcom played on the TV set.


    Tom headed for the kitchen. An inch under six feet, dark-haired, and athletic-looking, he was what one of Mary’s high school girl friends would have referred to as a hunk. They’d been married for six months.


    Like Mary, Tom was not from Massachusetts. He was, to use his words, a service brat. The son of an Air Force officer, he had lived all over the country. Before his father was transferred to Hanscom Air Force Base near Boston, Tom’s home had been in San Antonio, Texas, and in California before that, and South Dakota before that. When his family had moved from Boston, Tom, then a freshman at Boston University, had remained behind. He’d been in Boston ever since. His parents, whom Mary had never met, were living in Germany, but would be returning to Boston for a visit during the coming summer.


    Nine years older than she, Tom had been divorced when Mary met him. In what he referred to as a friendly parting, his first wife, insisting that all she wanted was her freedom, had vanished from his life, leaving him everything except her clothes. Mary occasionally found reminders of her predecessor: hairpins that had once secured Anne’s blonde curls; a large, cloth-covered button from a feminine garment; a misplaced birth control pill.


    As Tom told it, Anne had wanted more social life, more travel, and more things than he had been able or inclined to give her. Then when she found someone who appeared willing and capable of providing her with what she wanted, she had asked Tom for a divorce. Realizing the marriage was not only over but never should have been in the first place, Tom readily agreed.


    In his words: She wanted a jet-setter, and I’m only the assistant manager of a sporting goods store.


    “Five more minutes,” he called from the kitchen. “As soon as the broccoli’s ready.”


    “Need some help?”


    “Not unless you think it takes two people to lift broccoli out of the water and put it on a plate.”


    “I guess you can handle it.”


    The living room, decorated by Tom’s first wife, contained the same ornate, fragile-looking furniture as the rest of the house. Pseudo-Chippendale, Mary called it. It was the sort of stuff you came up with when you had high aspirations and a limited budget. Had Mary been the decorator, she would have chosen pieces of a different, more solid-looking style, doing without until she had enough money to get what she wanted. She’d already resolved to begin phasing out the existing furniture as soon as it began to show signs of wear—if she could convince Tom to spend the money. To him, decor was a matter of complete indifference.


    “Here you go,” Tom said, setting a TV tray in front of her. On it was a plate with a large chunk of meat loaf, macaroni and cheese, and broccoli, everything steaming. He hurried back to the kitchen, returning a moment later with silverware and a glass of milk.


    After taking a bite of the meat loaf, Mary said, “Delicious.”


    It was, too. Whether preparing a simple meal like this or something elaborate, Tom was an excellent cook, far better than Mary knew she would ever be. But then Tom truly enjoyed cooking, and to Mary it was a chore, like mopping the floor. Because of their schedules—Tom’s workday started at nine, Mary’s at one in the afternoon—he cooked most of the dinners, she most of the breakfasts.


    Sitting down at the other end of the couch, Tom resumed watching TV. Mary studied his handsome profile while she chewed a mouthful of broccoli, thinking what an idiot Anne had been to give him up—and how glad she was that Anne had been an idiot.
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    Setting two plates of scrambled eggs with bacon and toast on the small wooden breakfast table, Mary sat down facing Tom. As he usually did, Tom had risen early, donned his jogging suit, and gone out to run. Dressed and showered now, he was ready to face the day. Jogging was not an activity they shared. As far as Mary was concerned, running wasn’t something you did unnecessarily; you saved it for things like being chased by muggers.


    She took a bite of toast, then washed it down with coffee. Through the window by the breakfast table, Mary had a view of the back yard, which looked bright and cheery in the early-morning sunshine. The grass was greening nicely; soon the trees and shrubs would be budding. Spring was her favorite time of year.


    “You know what you did last night?” Tom asked.


    “What?”


    “You denied being you.”


    She swallowed the scrambled eggs in her mouth. “I did what?”


    “You denied being you.”


    “What are you talking about?” she asked, feeling vaguely uneasy.


    “Last night, we’d just gone to bed, and I thought you were still awake so I said your name. For a moment you didn’t answer me, then you said, ‘I’m not Mary. Don’t call me that.’”


    “I—I don’t remember saying it.” Nor did she understand why she found the incident disturbing.


    Apparently noticing her concern, Tom said, “It’s nothing to worry about. You were just talking in your sleep.”


    Mary nodded.


    “I think it’s pretty obvious what you meant. Mary Kensington was the name given to you at the orphanage. You really might have another name, one given to you by your parents.”


    “You’re probably right,” she said, hoping he’d drop the subject. She didn’t want to talk about anything connected with the orphanage, with the time she couldn’t remember.


    “Oh, Jesus,” Tom said, glancing up at the clock on the wall. “I’m going to be late if I don’t get my ass in gear.” He quickly finished off his eggs and toast, then stood up, gulping down the last of his coffee.


    Less than a minute later, Mary stood in the doorway, kissing him good-bye. Returning to the kitchen, she finished her breakfast, and then washed the dishes.


    
      
    


    About eleven, Mary closed the paperback romance she’d been reading, laid it beside her on the couch, and stretched. She usually spent her mornings with a book, although not always with a pulpy love story. She also liked spy thrillers, as well as the good solid literature former English majors were supposed to read—particularly Jane Austen and Oscar Wilde.


    She stood, stretching again, and decided to get ready for work. In the bathroom, she peeled off her clothes, pausing to examine her nude body in the full-length mirror on the back of the door. Though a little too thin, she was reasonably attractive. Her legs were long, her waist narrow, her breasts small but perky.


    As she’d done so many times before, she stared at her face, hoping it would reveal something about her lineage. As always, the image told her very little. It was an ordinary Caucasian face, a face that could easily be English, Irish, Italian, German, Scandinavian, Slavic.


    Why do I keep doing this? she wondered. There’s no way I can ever know anything about my ancestry. I’m Mary Taylor, wife of Tom Taylor, and what I see is what I am. There’s nothing more. With that, she turned on the shower and stepped under the spray.


    A few minutes later, her wet hair wrapped in a towel, she stood before the dresser in her bedroom, choosing clean underwear from the top drawer. Suddenly she froze. There, in the back of the drawer, behind the bras, was something small and black, something she was sure hadn’t been there earlier this morning. Oh, God, she thought. Don’t let it be happening again.


    Hoping it was something innocent that had gotten there by mistake, Mary picked up the black object. Immediately, she discovered it wasn’t one item but two, a top and a bottom. She was holding a black bikini. Her hands were shaking, and she flung the bathing suit away from her as if it were contaminated.


    Modesty would prevent her from wearing such a thing; she simply wasn’t the type to display her body. Afraid of what she’d find, she looked in the wastebasket beside the dresser. The only thing in it was a small bag, which she picked up. Inside was a sales slip for one bikini bathing suit.


    Five minutes ago, she’d have stated under oath that she’d been reading all morning, that she hadn’t left the house. But she had left it; she’d gone out and bought a bathing suit she’d never wear, and in her hand was a store receipt for it, bearing the day’s date. She crumpled the sales slip and the bag and dropped them back into the wastebasket.


    Suddenly feeling weak, Mary backed away from the dresser. When her legs touched the bed, she sat down on it, putting her head in her hands. This was the first time it had happened since she married Tom. She’d foolishly allowed herself to think that being married had somehow cured it. Oh, please, she thought. Let it stop. Please let it stop. A tear trickled down her cheek.


    Blank spells, she called them, and she’d had them for as long as she could remember. Sometimes, as had happened today, she’d find things she couldn’t recall buying. On other occasions, someone would refer to a conversation or an event she’d been involved in but which she was completely unable to recollect. Or it could simply be a matter of trying to recall what had happened earlier in the day and finding she had no idea.


    It was frightening to have chunks of one’s life vanish. These were periods during which she’d done something. But what? Had she lost her virginity? Robbed a bank? Fomented a revolution? Once, when she was thirteen, she’d lost two whole weeks. Another time, she’d found the notes for a college class she was unable to remember attending that day. They were written in her notebook, apparently with her pen, but in someone else’s handwriting. Later, talking with a friend who was taking the same class, Mary learned she had been present for that day’s lecture. The strange handwriting, however, remained a disturbing enigma.


    Mary had never told anyone about this, not even her foster parents or Tom. Although the fear was inexplicable, the thought of anyone learning about her blank spells terrified her.


    Many times, she’d desperately wanted to tell the Caldwells, to ask for their help, but the words had always died in her throat, as if something inside, some internal censor, had forbidden her to speak. Mrs. Caldwell would be cleaning or washing dishes, and Mary would stand there, desperately wanting to force the words from her lips, yet knowing she was totally incapable of the act. On occasion, her foster mother would turn and, seeing the child’s tears, come to her and ask what was wrong. Unable to tell her, Mary would cry harder.


    That she hadn’t told Tom was a constant source of guilt. She felt as if she were a disreputable salesperson passing off shoddy merchandise as first-rate—the slick talker who failed to mention that the car had a serious transmission problem. She’d tried to tell him. But, as always, the words had refused to come, and she’d knowingly allowed the man she loved to marry a woman with—she shivered—a defect. The words “mental problem” hung on the periphery of her consciousness, words that were too threatening to be dealt with, and she pushed them away.


    Then, giving in to the tears that wanted so desperately to come, she pulled the towel from her head and lay back on the bed, her nude body shaking as she sobbed.


    When the tears finally stopped, she took a few moments to pull herself together, then continued getting ready for work.


    Twenty minutes later, after having used a blow dryer and styling wand on her hair, she stood in front of the bathroom mirror, putting the finishing touches on her face. The phone rang, and she hurried into the living room to answer it.


    “Hi, hon.” It was Tom. “How’s your morning going?”


    She hesitated, then, with as much nonchalance as she could muster, said, “Oh, I did some reading.”


    Maybe it wasn’t a lie, but it certainly was a deception because it omitted so much. It wasn’t her nature to be dishonest, and she bit her lip, hoping Tom hadn’t noticed her hesitation and that he wouldn’t ask anything that might force her to tell him an out-and-out lie. “After this morning,” Tom said cheerfully, “I can tell you unequivocally that summer is just about here. I sold six hundred dollars’ worth of camping equipment and a pair of water skis.”


    “I’m glad to hear business is so good,” she said, relieved. She was glad now that he had called; just hearing his voice made her feel warm, loved.


    They talked idly for a few minutes, about the weather, about Lynn and Bob, about everything and anything. Finally, Tom ended the conversation, saying he had to get back to work, and Mary hung up, feeling much better than she had before his call.


    Things would be fine, she decided. Today’s blank spell had been the first in more than a year. It might be another year before it happened again. Perhaps it would never happen again.


    She returned to the bathroom and finished applying her makeup.


    
      
    


    In his small, cluttered living room in Lewiston, Maine, John Edwards sat in a threadbare easy chair, halfheartedly watching a game show on TV. The set, an old black-and-white console, allowed the image on the screen to roll every few seconds, but Edwards had grown so accustomed to it he wasn’t sure he could watch a TV with a stable picture. In his early twenties, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. On his left arm was a tattoo of a lizard.


    Big fuckin’ deal, he thought. That’s what his whole life was. A big fuckin’ deal. The picture rolled, and he threw it a finger.


    Edwards was upset because of what had happened the night before with his girlfriend, Doris. He’d slugged her, twice. Not that he felt that badly about it—after all, it didn’t hurt to let your old lady know who was boss every now and then. What bothered him, though, was that he couldn’t remember doing it. And he’d bruised her—bad. He’d done more than just slap her around a little bit.


    Six weeks ago, he’d lost his job as a construction laborer the same way. They said he’d knocked the foreman down, that he’d kicked him again and again, until some of the guys pulled him off. But for John Edwards, the incident was a blank; it had never happened.


    It was the same way with the trouble he had gotten into as a kid—slashing tires, breaking streetlights, and the rest of it. He could never recall having done any of it. Of course, he couldn’t tell anyone that. They either wouldn’t have believed him, or—and this was the part that had really scared him—they’d have sent him away and locked him up with the real crazies. It was the kind of thing you kept to yourself if you were smart. And to this day, that’s just what he had done.


    A knock on the door brought him out of his thoughts. “Shit,” he muttered, getting out of the chair. It was probably some asshole selling encyclopedias or one of those crazy women who want to read to you from the Bible.


    Opening the door, he found a tall, thin man who eyed him nervously.


    “Mr. John Edwards?”


    “Yeah. What do you want?” Pushing some strands of blond hair out of his eyes, Edwards glared at the man.


    The man simply stared at him, saying nothing, and Edwards noticed the tormented look on the man’s face. Whatever this guy’s problems were, Edwards wanted no part of them.


    “Look, man,” he said, “I don’t have all day to just stand here while we look at each other.”


    “I know what you really are,” the man said. “I know about Walpurgis Night. And I know about Jack.”


    If Edwards hadn’t been in such a lousy mood, he’d have laughed. Jack? Walrus night? Christ! “Hey, you see that green house down the block there?” he asked, pointing. “Well, there’s a little old lady there who’s as crazy as you are. She’d love to play ‘Twilight Zone’ with you, but I’m afraid I just don’t have time right—”


    The man’s arm shot forward, and suddenly a pain ripped through John Edwards’s chest.


    And then the arm shot forward again. More pain. Edwards stumbled backward, his entire system in a state of shock, the room swirling. And then he was falling. Though vaguely aware that he had hit the floor, he still seemed to be dropping, tumbling continuously downward. He saw the man standing over him, a pointed object in his hand, and then he saw only blackness, and there was a strange buzzing in his ears that slowly grew fainter and fainter until it stopped.


    
      
    


    That evening, Detective Lieutenant Daniel K. Larson sat on the arm of the worn, overstuffed chair, waiting for the medical examiner to finish checking John Edwards’s body. A heavyset man in his fifties, Larson had been a police officer in Lewiston for thirty-two years. He was the kind of cop who went about his job slowly but doggedly, checking out even the most dubious of leads, hating it whenever he had to give up and let a case go into the records unsolved.


    So far, all he knew about Edwards’s murder was that the victim’s twenty-year-old live-in girlfriend had arrived home from work about five-thirty and discovered the body. At least that was her story. Larson had seen the black eye and bruise on Doris Mitchell’s face and was fairly certain he knew who had put them there. Until he had more to go on, Doris was definitely a suspect. She’d broken down during questioning, so he’d had a uniformed officer drive her to her mother’s place. Later on, he’d talk with her some more.


    Obviously, neither she nor the dead man had been inclined to clean up the place. Beer cans littered the floor in the living room and bedroom. The kitchen floor was grimy, the sink full of dishes, and something in the refrigerator smelled. Throughout the house were filthy ashtrays that apparently had been emptied but never washed.


    The medical examiner, who’d been squatting beside the body, straightened, turning to face Larson. Frank Jenkins was tall, about forty, and had a full head of thick blond hair.


    “Well?” Larson asked.


    “Stabbed twice in the chest with something small and sharp—an ice pick, maybe.”


    “Care to take a guess at the time of death?”


    Jenkins frowned. “Ummm, I’d say noon, one o’clock, somewhere around there. That’s all I can tell you till we cut him open.”


    “Okay, Frank. Thanks.”


    Picking up his bag, the medical examiner left. Larson heard him speak to someone outside, then Detective Jim Grant entered.


    “What’d you find out?” Larson asked.


    Grant took out a small notebook and flipped it open. He was tall, thirty-five, dark curly hair. “Couple neighbors said there was a car with a guy sitting in it parked down the street all morning. One of them”—his eyes dropped to his notes—“a Mrs. Ross across the street, says the guy went to Edwards’s door about midmorning, talked to him a moment, then went back to the car. I got a description of the guy. Nobody got his license number.”


    “Figures. What’d the guy look like?”


    “The two descriptions are just about identical.” He flipped over a page in his notebook. “Six feet tall, slender, brown hair, balding, about fifty-five years old.” He turned another page. “Uh, the car was either a Chevy or a Ford, depending on which neighbor you want to believe. Both of them agreed it was old, beat up, and dark blue.” He closed the notebook.


    Larson grunted. “How many houses with nobody home?”


    “Two.”


    “Keep checking until you find someone in. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”


    Grant nodded.


    “The ME says the time of death was around noon. The girlfriend says she was at work all day. Let’s see if just maybe she forgot to tell us about an unusually long lunch break.”


    “You figure the victim put those bruises on her?” Larson sighed. “You know how it works. Violence is just like charity; it begins at home.”


    His eyes dropping to Edwards’s body, Grant said, “Meat wagon’s outside.”


    “Send them in.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Three


    
      
    


    Mary kissed Tom good-eye, then watched through the window as his compact station wagon pulled away from the house. A light mist hung in the early-morning air. It would burn off in an hour or two.


    It was Thursday, her day off, two days after the bikini incident. Before long, Lynn would be here to pick her up so the two of them could go shopping. Because Zel Home and Builders Supply was open seven days a week, most of its employees worked at least one day on the weekend. Mary and Lynn had arranged to get the same schedule: Thursdays and Sundays off.


    After finishing her coffee and washing the dishes, Mary headed for the bathroom to check her hair and makeup. Both were fine, but she had a spot on her shirt, so she hurried into the bedroom to change. Checking the contents of her dresser while she unbuttoned her blouse, Mary spotted her blue-and-white University of Maine sweatshirt. She was in jeans; the sweatshirt would be perfect. She snatched it from the drawer, revealing what was underneath. There, exactly where she’d put it two days ago to get it out of her sight, was the black bikini.


    Suddenly, its presence in the house was intolerable; as long as it was here, she’d be constantly rediscovering it like this, a grim reminder that she wasn’t … wasn’t well. Dropping the sweatshirt, she grabbed the bathing suit and rushed from the room. In the kitchen, she yanked the lid from the plastic garbage can, flung the bikini in with the egg shells and coffee grounds and potato peelings, then slammed the cover back in place as if she were afraid the bathing suit would try to escape.


    She stood there with her blouse unbuttoned, staring at the plastic container. It wasn’t good enough. The next time she put anything into the garbage, the bathing suit would still be there, on top, waiting for her. Or worse, Tom would find it, ask her about it, force her to tell a lie.


    No, that wouldn’t work at all. The thing had to be gotten out of the house now, today. From a drawer beneath the stove, she grabbed a small paper bag, then retrieved the bathing suit from the garbage. Brushing off a few loose coffee grounds, she dropped the bikini into the sack. In the living room, she grabbed her purse from the couch and stuffed the brown paper bag in on top of her comb and keys and checkbook. While shopping, she would throw it away, and that would be that.


    Relieved, she returned to the bedroom and put on her sweatshirt.


    Then it happened again.


    
      
    


    For a moment, she wasn’t sure what was happening; so many sensations bombarded her simultaneously that she couldn’t sort them out. People were screaming. She was in the water. Hands were reaching toward her. No, not toward her. They were pulling someone else out of the water. A woman. She was yelling something.


    “No,” Mary heard herself saying. “I didn’t try to drown you. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    The woman was pointing at her, accusing her, screaming. A crowd had formed.


    “No, no, no,” Mary said. “You’re wrong. I wouldn’t.” Slowly becoming aware of her surroundings, she realized she was in a large indoor swimming pool, clinging to its edge while her legs lazily treaded water. She had never been here before.


    Suddenly, the hands were reaching toward her again, and this time they did grab her. She was pulled from the water.


    “Let’s hear your version of this.” He was a muscular blond in his early twenties, wearing swimming trunks.


    She wanted to scream that she had no idea where she was or how she had gotten there or why that woman had accused her of anything, but instead she simply stared at the man.


    He waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Hey, are you okay?”


    “Don’t do that,” Mary said, pushing his hand away from her face.


    “You want to tell me what happened?” Beyond him, the woman stood, still surrounded by the people who’d pulled her from the water. She was middle-aged, dumpy, and wore a white bathing cap. She waved her arms as Mary spoke.


    “I don’t know what happened,” Mary said.


    “She says you tried to drown her.”


    Mary shivered. “I didn’t,” she declared weakly.


    “She says you did.”


    “I—I’ve never seen her before. Why would I try to drown her?”


    “Why were you wrestling with her in the water?”


    Mary shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe I just bumped into her, and we got tangled up or something. I wasn’t trying to hurt her.”


    The man left her and joined the group surrounding Mary’s accuser, which had moved farther away, out of earshot. Mary stood there, wondering what they were saying about her. Every so often, one or more of the participants in the discussion would glance her way. She felt alone and vulnerable.


    Finally, the blond man left the conference and returned to Mary. “She’s not going to press charges,” he said. “The whole thing’s blown over, okay?”


    Mary nodded. “That’s it? I can go?”


    “Yeah, and to tell you the truth, I wish you would.” He stood aside, clearly waiting for her to walk past him to the exit.


    She found the women’s locker room, and it wasn’t until she saw herself in the steamy mirrors above the sinks that she realized she was wearing the black bikini. Resisting the urge to find something and cover herself, she tried to think. Her clothes … Where were her clothes? Bewildered, she looked for someone to help her and spotted a teenage girl sitting on a wooden bench, pulling off her shoes.


    “Have you seen my clothes?” Mary asked, stepping up to her.


    “I beg your pardon?” The girl eyed her warily. She was about fifteen, a little on the plump side, and had light brown hair. There was a wire basket on the floor by her feet.


    “My clothes … Have you seen my clothes?” Oh, God, Mary thought, I’m not making any sense. I’ve got to pull myself together.


    The girl pointed to Mary’s bikini bottom. “Didn’t you check them?”


    Mary’s eyes dropped to where the girl was pointing. Pinned to the black cloth was a metal disk with a number on it. For a moment, she was confused, then she realized what the object was.


    Hurrying past the showers, she turned a corner and found a counter with a thin blonde woman behind it. Mary unpinned the metal disk and handed it to her.


    “Number nineteen,” the woman said and disappeared through a doorway behind her. A moment later, she was back, carrying a wire basket, which she laid on the counter. In it were Mary’s things—her University of Maine sweatshirt, her purse, her jeans, her shoes.


    “Thanks,” Mary said, taking the basket.


    “Hey, what was all the commotion out there anyway?”


    “I don’t know,” Mary replied. “I must have missed it.” Clutching the basket, she hurried away from the counter. This had to be the only women’s locker room; her accuser would probably be here any moment now. Mary never wanted to see that woman again. She never wanted to see this place again.


    She passed the teenager, who was carrying her basket up to check it in. The girl was wearing a one-piece red bathing suit. They avoided each other’s eyes.


    With the girl gone, Mary had the dressing area to herself. She frantically pulled off the bikini. Having no towel, she hurriedly pulled her clothes over her still-damp body. A middle-aged woman in a green bathing suit came in. From the corner of her eye, she gave Mary a peculiar look, then quickly stepped into the shower. Without even bothering to comb out her wet hair, Mary fled the building.


    Outside, she found her car in a small paved parking lot. Fumbling in her purse, she couldn’t find her keys, and when she finally did, the key wouldn’t go into the lock. Then she realized it was upside down. When Mary at last got the door open and slid behind the wheel, she was trembling so badly she couldn’t drive. She simply sat there, shaking.


    Oh, God, she thought. Why can’t I remember? Why did I come here? What did I do to that woman? Unable to hold back her tears, she put her face in her hands and wept.


    “What’s wrong with me?” she sobbed. “What’s wrong with me?”


    
      
    


    Forty-five minutes later, Mary sat on the pseudo-Chippendale couch in her living room, trying to make sense out of what had happened to her. When she’d finally regained enough composure to drive, she discovered she was lost. Driving past unfamiliar homes and businesses, she’d eventually found some streets she recognized. She was near Dorchester.


    Everything she’d done was so uncharacteristic. She didn’t particularly enjoy swimming and she was hardly the type to display herself in a skimpy bathing suit. Why had she gone to an unfamiliar part of town to do something she wasn’t fond of, dressed in a manner that embarrassed her?


    I don’t know, she thought miserably. I can never remember. It’s as if … as if I’m out of control when it happens. She closed her eyes and clenched her fists, something deep inside her crying, Help me, someone.


    Help me. But no one would come to her aid, because no one knew. She was unable to tell anyone.


    Again, Mary tried to reconstruct what had happened. Having decided to rid herself of the bikini, she’d stuck it into her purse, intending to throw it away while she was out. Then she went into the bedroom and put on her sweatshirt. The next thing she knew, she was in a pool, some woman yelling that she had tried to drown her. The time in between was blank, and from experience, Mary knew that no amount of concentrating or worrying would pry loose a single memory. Although some of the events that occurred during a blank spell might be pieced together later, the time itself, in the personal sense that one had lived it
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