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  From a Fan …


  I first met Rick Hautala in 1998 at the Northeastern Writers Conference (affectionately called Camp Necon), but I’d known him for years.


  Back in the ’80s, when the horror genre still had a chair at the adult’s table, I couldn’t pass a bookstore (and there were a lot of them back then) without stopping in to peruse the HORROR SECTION (yes, an actual dedicated section) or leave without making a purchase.


  Needless to say I had a lot of books, most of which carried the Zebra imprint. I could always count on Zebra to provide my horror fix. Then, one day, during a routine search, I was surprised (okay, excited to the point that I actually said “Wow” out loud) and intrigued to find a paperback with a holographic skull the cover.


  My, oh, my … this was something new!


  As was and still is my habit, I flipped the book—something called Night Stone, by someone named Rick Hautala (and if you search Bing.com images, you can see it)—open at a random spot and started reading.


  And kept reading.


  After a good twenty minutes or so I decided I’d better buy the book before one of the clerks came over to remind me I wasn’t in a library.


  Because my sons were still young and required a mom’s care (when not watching cartoons while she hunkered down in front of her Leading Edge computer), I did the majority of my reading on the couch in the family room before bed. Generally, I’d get through a chapter before I began nodding off and I thought that’s what would happen when I started Night Stone—from the beginning. It was a good plan, a solid plan and one that always worked before … but that night I kept reading until I noticed that the room was getting brighter and I heard my younger son waking up.


  Hmm.


  I finished Night Stone before lunch and it was only when I put it onto my bookshelf, that I noticed I had two other books by this Rick Hautala guy: Moondeath and Moonbog.


  Neither of them had a cool holographic cover but I remembered the stories and also remember having read them almost as quickly as I’d read Night Stone. I hadn’t been able to put them down.


  Longer hmmm.


  So, I had three books by this Hautala guy which meant I must be a fan.


  You would think I’d know that, wouldn’t you? But I have a confession to make: I am a writer guilty of the most heinous and habitual crime perpetrated against my fellow authors—I remember stories but not who wrote them.


  Awful, isn’t it?


  I’ve gotten better and, of course there are some names (S. King, P. Straub, T. Tessier and J. Hill) that instantly bring titles to mind, but more times than not I’ll still find myself waxing poetic about a novel I’d just read … to the person who wrote it.


  However, once I discovered I was, obviously, a fan of this Rick Hautala guy I made it a point to find his books. And find them I did. I bought every new novel of his that came out, holographic skull or not.


  Fast forward to 1998.


  I’d been hearing about this thing called Camp Necon from a friend for years and it sounded like my kind of convention—laid back and relaxed and with just enough programming to make it a legitimate conference; a gathering where HORROR writers (both beginning and established) could hang out and talk shop.


  I was thrilled when I finally got the chance to go and it was everything I’d imagined … plus the fact that a good many of the writers whom I admired and respected seemed to know my writing. Wow. I could have died happily with just that, but, no, the universe had something else planned for me.


  I was introduced to Rick Hautala.


  The Rick Hautala.


  The author whose name, along with his books, I’d committed to memory.


  He was dressed in shorts, t-shirt and flip-flops and smiled when we shook hands. Then he stood there, still smiling, slightly embarrassed but politely nodding while I literally gushed all over him. “Oh, my God, it’s you!” “I can’t believe I’m meeting you!” “I’m your biggest fan!”


  You know, the sorts of things one says to an idol.


  When I told him “I’ve read all your books,” he said something that I would soon come to know as a true Hautala-ism. He said: “I’m sorry.”


  I’ve since stolen that particular line from him; but, seriously, say what?


  Here was a man who’d written over a dozen books (at the time) and would go on to write many more (plus short stories and screenplays) and he was standing there in flip-flops telling me he was sorry that I’d read and enjoyed his work.


  But that was Rick.


  Give him a compliment and he’d tell you why he didn’t deserve it. Tell him it was a beautiful day out and he’d go into great descriptive detail about the perils of skin cancer. Tell him you liked his books and he’d say he was sorry.


  He was our very own walking and talking Eeyore.


  Personally, I think it was all a scam and that he adopted an outlook similar to that depressive, gloomy little toy donkey with the pinned-on tail (my personal favorite of all the Pooh characters), because it was safe. If you’re the first to put your work down, no one can beat you to it.


  I understand that, I think a lot of writers do.


  However, that’s not to say he wasn’t proud of the books, short stories, chapbooks and screenplays he’d written; you knew he was when he talked about them. Of course, a moment’s obvious pride would immediately be followed by an Eeyore shrug as if to say: Yeah, but what does that matter in the big scheme of things?


  Flash forward a few more years to another Necon.


  Rick told me his new novel, The White Room, was going to be published by Berkley under the pen name, A. J. Matthews (taken from the names of his sons, Aaron, Jesse and Matti). This was great news and we told him that; but leave it to Eeyore to find the one shadow in the sunlight. With a sad little smile and shoulder shrug, Rick said he had to use a pen name because no one wanted to read Rick Hautala anymore.


  I swear, sometimes I just wanted to slap him.


  He was wrong, of course.


  The name on the spine might have been different, but the minute I opened The White Room and started reading I recognized the voice and style and storytelling. It was still Rick and I was still a fan.


  Three more A.J. Matthews novels were to follow and then …


  And then.


  I lost all of my books in the Great Ft. Washington Flood of 2006, including my collection of signed Rick Hautala and A.J. Matthews novels. But it’s okay because I remember the stories and I most certainly remember the author.


  And always will.


  P.D. Cacek


  Phoenixville, Pennsylvania


  2016


  To the memory of


  Vennie Marie Pistenmaa


  Her garden was her church. Her church was her family. And her family was her garden.


  THE WHITE ROOM


  Alas, how many hours and years have passed,


  Since human forms have round this table sat,


  Or lamp, or taper, on its surface gleam’d!


  Methinks, I hear the sound of time long pass’d


  Still murmuring o’er us, in the lofty void


  Of these dark arches, like ling’ring voices


  Of those who long within their graves have slept.


  —Orra, a Tragedy


  … there are frail forms fainting at the door.


  Though their voices are silenced,


  Their pleading looks will say,


  Oh, hard times come again no more.


  —Stephen Foster


  One


  It was the smell that got her.


  It always did.


  As soon as the automatic front doors of the emergency room swung open, the sharp, antiseptic smell hit her like she’d run into a solid wall.


  Cold … clean … and sterile.


  But beneath that nauseating, sanitized aroma was something else—something that she would never be able to blot out of her memory—the stench and the deep ache of loss and misery.


  For what had to have been at least the hundredth time this morning, Polly Harris tried to talk herself out of doing what she was about to do. She glanced back over her shoulder, up at the clear, blue June sky.


  There wasn’t a cloud in sight. The fringe of trees at the far end of the hospital parking lot was bursting with green. Their long, ink-wash thin shadows stretched out, reaching toward her like two-dimensional hands sliding across the slope of grass and parking lot. A flock of brown sparrows chirped noisily in the shrubbery as they darted about from branch to branch. A cool, fresh breeze was blowing inland from the Atlantic Ocean, carrying with it the sharp tang of salty air.


  There’s freedom out there … new life … new hope … new possibilities.… You’ve got to remember that, Polly told herself as the almost unbearable urge to turn and flee swept through her.


  No one was forcing her to do this, after all, but no matter how much she reminded herself of that, she found herself being drawn irresistibly inside the air-conditioned coolness of the emergency room.


  As far as she was concerned—or anyone else, for that matter—she didn’t have to go through with this. She hadn’t even told her husband, Tim, what she planned to do today. She might have mentioned something about it to him once or twice a couple of weeks ago, and Tim—as always—had been supportive and understanding. In fact, although he was supportive, he had voiced the concern that perhaps volunteering to work as an aid at Stonepoint General Hospital might not be such a great idea, considering everything that had happened. But Polly had insisted that she was over it, all the while thinking to herself that, even if she wasn’t over it, it at least was time to put the past behind and try to move ahead. She had to get outside of herself and back into life sometime.


  The past was dead, dead and gone, just as her daughter—her unborn baby girl, Crystal—was dead and gone … four years now.


  How could it be that long? Polly wondered, feeling the pain as fresh and sharp as if it had been only yesterday.


  The backs of her legs felt unhinged and ready to fold up on her as she passed through the second set of automatic doors. They swung shut behind her, cutting off the chirping song of the birds and the distant rush of traffic. The antiseptic smell was even stronger now, almost enough to gag her. That old, familiar warm sting of gathering tears came to her eyes, and a tight, sour taste filled the back of her throat.


  I’m not gonna make it, she thought. There’s no way in hell I’m gonna make it.


  But in spite of herself, her legs kept moving. Hesitating in the hallway, she couldn’t help but wonder how she must look to an outsider.


  Did she look bold and confident, the way she hoped to present herself?


  Or could anyone who even glanced at her see the damaged woman she really was inside—fragile and oh so close to shattering?


  She tried not to breathe the hospital air too deeply as she turned to the left and walked the short distance to the glassed- in enclosure of the emergency room admissions desk. A large-breasted woman with thinning gray hair was leaning over the desk, supporting herself on two clenched fists as she scanned the file that was spread open in front of her.


  Polly recognized her from around town, but all she experienced was a slight measure of relief that at least it wasn’t Rachel Parsons. Rachel had been the triage nurse on duty that night four years ago. The emergency room had been renovated since then, but it was still familiar enough to jack Polly’s tension up another notch or two.


  “May I help you?” the nurse asked, looking up. After a second or two, she registered who Polly was, and a smile spread across her wide, pale face. “Why, Mrs. Harris. Hello.”


  Feeling so numbed it was like she was flying on automatic, Polly stepped into the small office. She was trying hard to place the woman’s face but coming up empty as she held out her hand for the woman to shake. The woman’s grip was soft but firm.


  “I’m Anna Kincaid,” she said. “I was the school nurse at Wescott Elementary. Your son, Brian, was in first grade with my daughter, Shaunalee.”


  “Oh, yes. Yes, of course,” Polly said, cringing at the curious flatness she heard in her own voice. “Nice to see you again.”


  Mrs. Kincaid regarded Polly in silence for a moment, then frowned slightly.


  “Is there something I could help you with?” Nurse Kincaid asked.


  Polly had the disorienting sensation that there was a thick sheet of plate glass separating her from Anna. She had to ponder the question for a moment as if to let it sink in.


  “Are you all right?” Mrs. Kincaid asked.


  “Yes … yes. I’m fine,” Polly said, nodding as she struggled to snap out of her daze and focus on why she was here. “I was just … I’ve been out of work for … for a while, now, and I was just … I wanted to talk to someone about possibly volunteering to work here … in the hospital.”


  “Oh,” Mrs. Kincaid said, arching her eyebrows and nodding. Polly thought she could sense the woman’s relief that, thankfully, this wasn’t an emergency. “You have to go up to the personnel office. It’s on the second floor. Room two sixteen.”


  “Of course,” Polly said softly.


  She suddenly realized how foolish she must appear. Of course she should have gone to the front entrance and asked at the information desk in the main lobby. What was she thinking? Why in heaven’s name had she come to the emergency room first? Was it force of habit … or something else?


  “So tell me, how’s Brian doing?” Nurse Kincaid asked before Polly had a chance to turn and leave. “I remember that he seemed to have a lot of trouble with allergies. He was in my office at least a couple of times a week. Especially in the spring. I got to know him quite well that year.” She laughed softly at the memory.


  “Oh, he outgrew that years ago,” Polly said. “He’s doing fine now, just fine.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Mrs. Kincaid said. Leaning forward and lowering her voice as though sharing a professional secret, she whispered, “You know, to tell you the truth, I always thought it was just nerves more than anything else.” Polly shrugged tightly, feeling suddenly defensive about her son.


  “How’s Shaunalee doing?” she asked. “I haven’t heard Brian mention her in … quite a while.”


  “Oh, she’s doing terrific. She’s a student at Bishop Connolly High, in Beverley.”


  Polly made a slight sound in the back of her throat as she nodded. She was at a total loss as to how to disengage from this conversation without appearing awkward. She had already been one-upped by Anna Kincaid twice: first when she mentioned Brian’s allergies and “nerves,” and a second time when she threw out so casually that her daughter was attending an exclusive Catholic private school that was known to be quite expensive.


  “Well,” Polly said, nervously rubbing her hands together as she started backing out of the office, “I won’t take any more of your time, Mrs. Kincaid. You’ve been most kind.”


  Mrs. Kincaid smiled warmly at her and said, “Say hello to Brian for me, okay?”


  Polly nodded that she would.


  She kept telling herself that there was nothing else behind what Mrs. Kincaid had said. She was simply being as helpful and friendly as she could.


  But all the encounter left Polly with was an almost overwhelming conviction that, as nervous as this was making her, she was doing the right thing. It had been four years since she and Tim had lost their baby daughter during delivery, and it was time—well past time—to get back into the feel and flow of life, and get a real job even if it was—for now—only volunteering at the hospital.


  She was vaguely aware of the open door behind her as she took another backward step before turning to leave. Her neck and face were flushed, and she could feel a low tremor deep in her stomach.


  I don’t have to do this, she told herself. It’s not too late to walk out to the car, get in, and leave. Even if Mrs. Kincaid notices me driving off, she might think I’m just driving around to the front.


  So intent was she on escaping—yes, escaping was the word—that she only distantly registered the sudden noise and flurry of activity when the interior set of automatic doors slid open.


  With a swiftness that belied her size, Mrs. Kincaid wheeled around the side of her desk and rushed past Polly into the hall. As Polly exited the office, she saw a three- person medical emergency crew coming toward her, wheeling a gurney. Her first impression was that the gurney was empty, but then she saw the small shape strapped onto it. One of the EMTs—a thin, young man with black hair and glasses—was leaning over the figure, holding an oxygen mask in place with one hand.


  “What are her vitals?” Mrs. Kincaid asked sharply.


  Her brow was furrowed, and Polly was impressed by how quickly she snapped into professional mode.


  Another of the emergency crew—an older-looking man with a blond crew cut—answered her.


  “BP’s eighty over forty and dropping. Pulse is high. A bit over one forty.”


  “Left pupil is blown,” the man with dark hair and glasses said.


  Polly could hear the tremor in his voice, and although she didn’t know exactly what a “blown pupil” was, she knew it couldn’t be good.


  “Take her to trauma room one,” Mrs. Kincaid said.


  As the medical crew rushed past her, Polly couldn’t help but look down at the small figure lying on the gurney. Her vision suddenly telescoped to a tiny circle with the accident victim’s face in its center. All of the sounds of the hospital around her seemed to close down with an audible whoosh.


  That looks like … No! It can’t be!


  It was a little girl, no older than ten or eleven years old. The oxygen mask covered the bottom half of her face, and the top part of her head was horribly distorted. The crew cut EMT was holding a thick wad of blood-soaked gauze to the left side of the girl’s head, and Polly suddenly realized what a “blown pupil” was. The center of the little girl’s left eye was so fully dilated that only a thin rim of blue showed around the wet, black circle. The whites of her eyes were so bloodshot they looked solid red.


  And the little girl was looking up at her … staring straight at Polly with a distant, glazed look.


  A terrifying sense of recognition hit Polly, but she was too stunned to let it sink in. She could hear a faint, almost insectlike buzzing sound and realized that the little girl was trying to say something only when the EMT holding the oxygen mask in place leaned forward and whispered to her, “There, there … just relax … We’re going to take good care of you.”


  Before they moved past Polly, she stepped up to the gurney. Holding the railing lightly with one hand, she started pacing along beside it.


  Her voice felt thick in the back of her throat when she tore her gaze away from the little girl’s dilated pupil and asked the EMT across the gurney from her, “Where did this happen? Where did you find her?”


  “Hit and run over on Martindale Street,” the EMT replied solemnly without looking at Polly.


  As soon as he said those words, an icy rush filled Polly’s stomach.


  Oh my God! she thought.


  Tears stung her eyes, blurring her vision. The light in the corridor seemed to suddenly dim to a murky yellow. Polly had to tighten her grip on the gurney railing to keep from falling down.


  “I live on Martindale,” Polly said, not even sure if she was speaking out loud. “I think I … know her.”


  At that, the EMT glanced at Polly. She could read the deep concern in his eyes.


  This isn’t good, Polly thought, and the coldness tightened unbearably inside her. She isn’t going to make it.


  “Her name is Heather … Heather Olsen.”


  The EMT nodded, but before he could say anything, they burst through a set of double doors and went the short distance down the corridor to the first trauma room on the left.


  Polly was feeling so weak in the knees she was afraid she was going to collapse into a heap on the floor as she stepped back and watched the sudden flurry of activity around the gurney. Two more of the medical staff joined Mrs. Kincaid as they set to work examining Heather. Their shouted commands and reading of stats became a meaningless cacophony. All Polly could think was how small and frail Heather’s body looked, lying there as if it were nowhere near large enough or strong enough to keep the life inside her from leaking away.


  My God, she’s dying, and there’s nothing I or anyone else can do about it!


  The doctor who was obviously in charge—a heavyset, balding man wearing green hospital scrubs—said in a steady, commanding voice, “Okay, let’s get her into the OR, stat.”


  His voice sounded curiously flat, and Polly was nearly overwhelmed by a feeling of helplessness. Everything looked like she was moving in a dream as she stepped up to the gurney and took hold of Heather’s hand.


  It felt cold and lifeless, totally limp.


  Fresh tears filled Polly’s eyes as she squeezed the little girl’s hand, wishing she could send her courage and strength. She could feel the tears, running down the sides of her face.


  It may have just been from the motion of the gurney as the emergency team swung it around to leave the room, but Heather’s head rolled to one side, and Polly realized that the girl was staring up at her. Her gaze was distant and hazed, but—thankfully—Polly didn’t see any pain in her clouded eyes.


  She’s in shock, Polly thought even though she knew that it was more than that. Heather was dying, right there in front of her. Polly tried to keep the memory away, but she couldn’t help but remember another day almost four years ago when she had watched helplessly as another little girl—a newborn, baby girl they were going to name Crystal—had died here in the same hospital.


  Polly was barely aware of everything going on around her. Her entire attention was focused on Heather’s eyes and the dimming light she saw there.


  “I’m here, baby,” Polly whispered, still not sure if she was even speaking out loud or not. She squeezed Heather’s hand gently but firmly, hanging on to it, feeling its limp lifelessness. She knew—she could tell—that she and Heather were connected, if only by this fragile touch and their steady eye contact.


  “I won’t leave you. I promise. I won’t let you go.”


  Polly looked around when the medical team burst through a set of doors into the operating room. She felt a gentle tug on her shoulder and saw Mrs. Kincaid standing behind her. The woman’s mouth was moving, but Polly couldn’t hear a word she was saying over the faint, indistinct buzz that filled the room.


  Polly turned back to Heather. The girl’s face looked like it had slipped away from her and was disappearing into a blurry lens of failing light.


  “No … please … don’t leave me.” Polly whispered to her in a voice that had a dull, dragging quality to it.


  But she knew it was already too late.


  The faint glow in Heather’s eyes was fading.


  “… Mrs. Harris …”


  Polly was distantly aware of the sounds in the room around her. She thought she could hear someone calling her name, but it was far away and echoing. Once again—or still—she felt the gentle tugging on her shoulder, but she gripped Heather’s hand all the tighter, determined not to let her go … not until …


  Not until she passes through.


  Polly locked her gaze on Heather’s eyes and wouldn’t turn away. Deep inside, she knew that would break the contact, that it would be deserting Heather at the last moment.


  “I’m here with you, baby,” Polly whispered, feeling a ragged dryness clutch her throat. “I won’t let you go.… You’re safe here with me, baby.”


  But Polly knew that Heather was no longer in the room with her. She was fading away slowly, like a dying ember drifting on a faint breeze. They stared at each other with an intensity that was frightening, and Polly could feel herself being pulled under along with Heather. Swelling blackness surrounded her, closing in from all sides like seething storm clouds. The only thing that was real was the intensity of their eye contact, their touch, and the unspoken words and thoughts—the love and the fears—that they shared.


  “… Mrs. Harris … please …”


  The voice sounded muffled and so far away Polly thought it might be coming from the next room or from outside the building, but it cut into her awareness with a torchlike brilliance and began to draw her back.


  “… You’ll have to leave now, Mrs. Harris …”


  Is that Mrs. Kincaid’s voice? Is she talking to me?


  “… There’s nothing more you can do here, Mrs. Harris …”


  Before Polly could respond, she noticed a sudden change in Heather’s eyes. A dull white film cast across her gaze like a skimming of frost, and a dim lifelessness transformed the darker depths of the little girl’s eyes so her eyes mirrored the bright lights of the operating room with a frightening intensity.


  In that instant, Polly felt a subtle electrical current shoot up her fingertips and through her hand. In a flash, it passed up her arm to her shoulder, tingling and growing stronger with an amazing simultaneous warmth and cold as it spread across her shoulders and up the back of her neck. Then, still gathering strength, it seemed to penetrate deep inside her body, gripping her lungs and stomach with a burning cold touch.


  Polly was only dimly aware of the faint whimpering sound she made as she released Heather’s lifeless hand and stepped away from the gurney. A terrible sense of vertigo swept through her as that odd tingling sensation went deeper, touching her heart and mind with a curious, warm prickling sensation.


  “… She’s gone.…”


  Polly clearly heard the words—Yes, it was Mrs. Kincaid’s voice—echo her own thought as the terrifying truth gradually sank into her mind. Too stunned to move, she just stood there rigidly. She had experienced death this intensely only once before, that day four years ago when her baby died, struggling to be born, but she had never felt anything like this before. It was as if with just that touch, something … she had no idea what, but a small fragment of Heather had entered her.


  Her what?


  Her body?


  Her mind?


  Her soul?


  Polly just stood there, blinking her eyes stupidly as she turned slowly and looked over her shoulder at Mrs. Kincaid.


  “We’ll have to leave now,” Mrs. Kincaid said in a soft, soothing voice that did nothing to quell the deep sense of loss and loneliness that gripped Polly.


  She knew this feeling all too well.


  It was how you felt when you were lying on a hospital operating table yourself, and you knew that no matter what you or the doctors and nurses tried to do, no one was going to be able to save the life you so desperately wanted to cling to.


  “I tried …” Polly said in a shattered voice. “I tried to … keep her here and I … couldn’t.”


  She licked her lips, acutely aware of their dry roughness as she closed her eyes and tried to concentrate. She wanted to hold on to the feeling of soothing warmth that seemed to have settled around her heart as though holding it, cradling it, like warm, loving hands.


  With her eyes still closed, Polly smiled weakly and inhaled gently. A sudden cold fear clenched inside her when her nostrils were assaulted by a terrible stench unlike anything she had ever experienced before.


  It was more than a smell.


  It was a sickening taste that invaded her nasal passages and clung to the back of her throat like the nauseating stench of burned hair and rotting flesh and sour milk and … and something else … something she couldn’t identify even as it made her stomach roil and churn.


  “My God! What is that smell?” she asked, frowning with concern as she glanced around the operating room.


  There was no longer a sense of urgency in the room. Polly could see that the monitors connected to Heather were all displaying flat, green lines on their black screens. There was a high-pitched buzzing sound that, thankfully, someone quickly shut off. When she glanced over at the gurney, she saw that someone had pulled the white sheet up over Heather’s face. Polly stared numbly at the bulging outline of the gauze pad and the faint red stain that was blossoming on the sheet as blood seeped into it.


  “You’ll have to leave now,” Mrs. Kincaid repeated softly. “There’s nothing more you can do.”


  A choking flood of emotion welled up inside Polly. She reached out, grateful for the support Mrs. Kincaid offered her as she turned and started from the room. At the door, Polly hesitated and glanced back at the tiny sheet-draped form on the table, unable to process or accept the fact that there really was a little girl under there who, no more than an hour or two ago, had been happily living her life. Now she was gone … forever.


  The emotions that welled up inside Polly were almost too much to bear but somehow she found the strength to leave the room. As the Emergency OR doors whooshed shut behind her, Polly’s only thought was, That’s the smell of death in there.… And now it’s inside me!


  “What kind of tea is this?”


  It was half an hour later, and Polly was seated in the nursing staff room. She held a Styrofoam cup of hot tea tightly in both hands and sniffed as thin tendrils of steam rose from the cup and curled around her face. Her hands were still trembling deep inside, but she felt at least a little better.


  “‘S just regular old tea,” Mrs. Kincaid said, indicating the box of Red Rose Tea that was on the table beside the staff coffeemaker.


  “Ummm … It smells … different, though,” Polly said, nodding as she brought the cup up closer to her face and inhaled more deeply.


  A frown creased her brow as she tried to match this aroma with her memory of what “just regular old tea” was supposed to smell like. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make the two fit. This tea smelled … odd. It had a thick, almost cloying damp earth smell that made her stomach do a little flip-flop.


  “You can use the phone on the wall beside you if you’d like to call your husband,” Mrs. Kincaid said. “Just dial nine to get an outside line.”


  “No. I have my cell phone, but there’s no sense getting him worried. I’m feeling considerably better now.”


  Polly was aware of the slight drag in her voice and how it might make Mrs. Kincaid think she wasn’t feeling much better, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how odd the tea smelled, like it was something she had never smelled before in her life. Her frown deepened as she looked over at Mrs. Kincaid.


  “So what happens next?” she asked. “About Heather, I mean.”


  “We’ve contacted her mother at work,” Mrs. Kincaid said. “She’s on her way over.”


  “So there’s nothing else …”


  Polly left the question unfinished and swallowed with difficulty as another heated rush ran through her. The sensation seemed to be centered in her chest, close to her heart, and she wondered again about that curious feeling she’d had the instant Heather died.


  No, not died, Polly thought. She passed over.


  “There was nothing more you or anyone else could have done,” Mrs. Kincaid said. Polly knew that the sympathy she heard in the woman’s voice was genuine, and she chided herself for suspecting earlier that Mrs. Kincaid had been trying to one-up her.


  “We did everything we could, but sometimes … you know?” Mrs. Kincaid took a slight breath, and Polly could hear her shudder as she exhaled and shook her head. “Sometimes there’s nothing we can do. It’s especially hard when it’s a child.” She blinked away the tears forming in her eyes. “It was a good thing that you did, being there and holding her hand. It was very courageous.”


  “What else could I do?”


  Polly looked down at the cup of tea she was still holding tightly with both hands. The surface of the tea reflected the fluorescent lights overhead, and for a frightening instant, she recalled how, at the instant Heather died, her eyes had suddenly glazed over and reflected the lights in the operating room like polished mirrors.


  “I guess we can only hope that there’s someone there to do the same for us when we—” She almost said died, but finished—“when we pass on.”


  All this time, though, Polly couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened, what she had felt in that terrible instant when the spark of life left Heather Olsen. She didn’t doubt that she had experienced … something.


  She just wasn’t sure what.


  As she mulled it over, she became convinced that the instant Heather died, some essential part of Heather had somehow been transferred to her. Even more frightening, Polly was beginning to think also at that same instant, some part of her had been lost or replaced by whatever it was of Heather that had entered her. Leaning forward with her eyes closed, she tried to make that thought go away, but now that it had been planted, it wouldn’t let go.


  Is something like that even possible? she wondered as a tightening nervous fear gripped her.


  Polly wasn’t a strictly religious person. She didn’t attend church or say prayers regularly, but she was to some degree what she would consider religious. She believed that there was a spiritual—if not supernatural—aspect to life, so if there really was a soul, and if it resided somewhere within all of us while we’re alive, why wouldn’t something like that be possible?


  Thinking these thoughts with her eyes closed, she felt the warmth curling around her heart intensify. For a panicky instant, Polly wondered if, under the stress of what had just happened, she might have ruptured a blood vessel that was leaking blood internally and would eventually kill her.


  The rising panic took hold as she opened her eyes and looked at Mrs. Kincaid, hoping to find something to anchor her sight on, but her vision suddenly clouded over, and a sprinkling of white dots zigzagged in front of her.


  Polly wanted desperately to get up and leave, right now. She felt compelled to run out of there, but she was afraid that, the instant she stood up, she would pass out. Her vision, especially around the edges, was jittering with a blurry red and black darkness that seeped across her eyes like a slowly spreading ink stain.


  Oh Jesus! What’s happening to me?


  She looked around the staff room, wanting desperately to find something to focus on. Determined not to lose control—not here … not now … not in front of Mrs. Kincaid—she clung desperately to consciousness.


  When she took a deep breath of air through her mouth, her chest felt like it was filling with warm water, not air. The warm, liquid sensation spread out slowly, radiating into her shoulders and deep down into her abdomen. As her panic spiked, a feathery whooshing sound filled her ears, keeping time with the almost painful throb of her pulse.


  Moving with slow deliberation, Polly turned to her left and tried to place the cup of tea on the table beside her before she spilled it, but her hands were trembling so badly that some of the tea sloshed onto her thumb, scalding her with its sharp bum.


  “I don’t—”


  That was all she managed to say before the darkness at the edges of her vision closed down around her with a dull, muffled roar. She was already unconscious by the time she pitched forward out of the chair and landed face first on the threadbare, carpeted floor.


  Two


  “Jesus, Polly, you should have called me sooner,” Tim Harris said the instant he entered the kitchen and saw the expression on his wife’s face. He let the screen door swing shut behind him and rushed over to her.


  It was late in the afternoon, and it had been several hours since Polly had gotten home following her ordeal at the hospital. For the past half hour, she’d been sitting at the kitchen table, waiting for Tim to get home. The cell phone was on the table by her elbow where she had left it ever since she had called him at his office at the university and told him what had happened. She stood up shakily, her face pale and moist with tears. Whimpering softly and unable to say anything, she practically fell into her husband’s arms and clung desperately to him.


  Tim frowned, unable to disguise the worry he felt as he embraced his wife for a moment. Then he pushed her away and looked at her. She smiled at him, but it looked thin and forced. There was a distant glaze in her eyes that made him think of a thin skimming of ice over a pond that was just starting to freeze. Although she was looking directly into his eyes, she seemed to be focusing on something else … something in the distance behind him.


  “What the hell were you thinking?” he asked, not doing a good job of hiding his anger.


  “I thought I … that it would be all right,” Polly replied in a high, tremulous voice.


  “Well, I just don’t get it,” Tim said, shaking his head and taking a step away from her. “I mean … Christ! What on earth possessed you to go there in the first place?”


  Polly shrugged. Tim could see that she was feeling really bad about what had happened, and that his anger wasn’t what she needed right now.


  “I just thought it was time to start looking for something to do,” she said weakly. “We’d been saying how I had to get out of the house more, get involved with something.”


  “Yeah, but that was months ago,” Tim said, still fighting his anger. “I didn’t think you were actually going to do it. Certainly not today, anyway. You never even mentioned it to me.”


  “I didn’t think I needed your permission,” Polly said with a sudden flush of anger. “It was a beautiful morning, and I was feeling pretty good, so I figured today was as good a day as any.”


  “Not if you’re going to call me fifteen minutes before I’m supposed to administer a final exam and inform me that you passed out in the hospital staff room. And what’s this?”


  Tim took hold of Polly’s left hand and raised it so he could get a better look at the thick wadding of bandage on her thumb.


  “Oh that … I burned my hand a little when I spilled some tea. Nothing serious.”


  “You burned your hand,” Tim echoed.


  “If it had been real serious, what better place to be than in a hospital, right?”


  Polly chuckled softy, but no matter how hard he tried, Tim couldn’t find even the slightest trace of humor in the situation.


  “But you … I mean … What the hell were you thinking, putting yourself into a situation like that? You’re not trained to … That’s not what … Unable to find the right words, he let his voice trail away. Pressing his hands against his forehead, he shook his head with exasperation.


  “I didn’t really have a choice,” Polly said softly, regarding him with a dark, steady stare that he couldn’t begin to read. “Once I was there, things just … happened. And anyway, forget about me. Fuck me! Think about the Olsens and what they have to deal with now. Think about their child …”


  Polly’s voice hitched as she looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears.


  “Their daughter is dead, Tim! She’s really dead!”


  “I know … I know,” Tim replied, but Polly was looking at him like she thought it was painfully obvious that he didn’t know, that there was no way in hell he could ever know or understand. Her tears were running down both sides of her face, and she sniffed loudly as she wiped her nose with the back of her hand.


  “I was there, Tim … I was holding her … her hand, and I—”


  She sniffed again and almost choked, but forced herself to continue.


  “And there was nothing I could do, Tim. Nothing! I had to just stand there and watch as she … as she … she slowly faded away and then … then she was … gone. Just like when our—”


  Before she could finish the sentence, Tim drew her to him again and hugged her closely, pressing her face against his chest and running his hands up and down her back. She was trembling terribly as deep sobs ripped through her. She felt so small and fragile in his embrace that he almost started crying, too; but this was one of those times, he told himself, when he couldn’t let himself feel the emotion and hurt. He had to put his own concerns and irritation aside and just be strong for her.


  “I was holding her hand,” Polly said, her voice muffled against his shoulder. “Her tiny, little hand … And I was the last one … I was the last person she ever saw before she … before she—”


  Polly’s voice broke off. Her body collapsed against him as she cried all the harder and pressed her face into his shoulder as if somehow he could protect her from what she had experienced and what she was feeling right now.


  “There, there,” Tim whispered, cupping the back of her head with one hand and crushing her against him.


  They stood that way for a long time, saying nothing, just feeling each other.


  “You weren’t there.… You have no idea what it was like.…”


  “I know.”


  After a minute or two, once she seemed to gain a measure of control and her tears had begun to subside, Polly pulled away from him. It was only with difficulty that she was able to make eye contact with him. When she tried to speak, nothing came out. Biting her lower lip, she simply shook her head and, closing her eyes, pressed her face against him once again.


  “It must have been horrible,” Tim whispered. “Absolutely horrible.”


  But even as he soothed her, rubbing her back and holding her tightly, he sensed just by the way she stiffened in his embrace that Polly was thinking there was no way he could even begin to understand what she was feeling. He realized that he had reacted the same way when their daughter had died. The awakened pain of that terrible day four years ago was like a knife jab to his heart, but he told himself that he couldn’t let it show.


  He had to be strong … for Polly.


  Later that day, once she had calmed down, they sat side by side on the couch in the living room, not saying much but trying to find comfort in each other’s presence.


  Polly still felt utterly alone in her grief. Her husband didn’t seem to understand. Lois Mclssac, her best friend and confidante, was traveling in Europe with her new husband. Her other friends, she was sure, wouldn’t understand what she was feeling. So that left her stranded, all alone … alone except for the subtle sensation of warmth that shimmered in her chest like two tiny, fragile hands, holding and caressing her heart.


  A mild shiver of fear raced through her when she thought about what she had felt the instant Heather had died. She knew that she didn’t have the words to communicate what she was feeling to her husband.


  There’s something new inside me.


  A bone-deep shudder ran through her.


  And, at the same time, I’ve lost something.… There’s something missing.


  “It’s like … like a little piece of me died with her,” she finally whispered with tears in her eyes as she shifted closer to Tim and placed her hand lightly on his elbow. “It’s just like when … when Crystal died … I feel like I … I’ve lost something … a piece of myself.”


  Tim said nothing as he stared at the glass of beer in his hand. Polly was grateful for that because she knew there was nothing he could say.


  He didn’t understand.


  He couldn’t understand.


  No one could!


  She wasn’t entirely sure that she knew what she had been through, but watching Heather die had opened up old wounds, wounds she had never thought were healed but were now bleeding fresh and strong.


  After taking a deep breath, Polly let it out in a sigh and leaned closer, her head resting on his shoulder. It was then that she became aware of something else, of a faint, musky scent that filled her nose.


  “What’s that smell? Is that on your jacket?” she asked as she pulled quickly away from him.


  “Huh? What smell?”


  “Your jacket,” Polly said, frowning. “It smells … funny.”


  Tim raised his arm to his nose and noisily sniffed the sleeve, then looked at her with a deepening frown. Polly was tempted to lean forward and sniff him again, but even through the congestion of having just finished crying, the pungent smell was strong in her nostrils.


  Her memory of Tim, especially when he wore this particular herringbone jacket, was that he always smelled tweedy, the way a college professor should. But now there was a different smell about him.


  Polly tried to get a fix on what it was, but the scent was elusive—a mixture of damp wool and soap and something else—a faint flowery aroma and something like citrus, orange peels, maybe, from an orange that had gone bad and dried out.


  “Did you let some fruit rot in your coat pocket or something?” she asked.


  Tim shifted forward and patted both pockets, all the while shaking his head.


  “No. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” he asked.


  Polly winced as if he had slapped her.


  “No!” she said sharply. “I’m not feeling all right at all, but there’s …”


  She closed her eyes for a moment and rubbed the bridge of her nose, all the while telling herself just to drop it.


  It’s nothing.


  She told herself she was focusing too much on little things, letting them become more important than they really were. His jacket probably just needed a cleaning, that’s all.


  Still, there was something about it that seemed … different, and it bothered her that her sense of smell seemed to have changed so dramatically.


  Maybe it’s somebody’s perfume, Polly thought, surprising herself with this sudden suspicion. Maybe he’s having an affair with a colleague or with a coed from one of his English literature classes.


  Polly’s eyes widened as she stared at her husband, trying to divine the truth from his expression; but as far as she could tell, he was just as perplexed as she was. If he was hiding anything like an affair, he was masking it extremely well.


  But maybe he’s had a lot of practice, she thought.


  What she said was, “We should probably send that old thing out to the cleaners.”


  “It’s my favorite sports coat,” Tim said.


  “Yeah, well, the semester’s pretty much over, so you won’t be needing it until the fall, anyway.”


  Tim raised his sleeve up to his nose again and sniffed loudly. Before he could reply, they heard the front door open and then slam shut.


  “Anybody home?” a voice called out.


  Footsteps approached from the entryway, and both Polly and Tim turned as Brian, their thirteen-year-old son, entered the living room. He swung his backpack off his shoulder and slid it like a bowling ball across the floor until it hit the foot of the stairs with a loud thump.


  “Am I interrupting anything?” Brian asked.


  “We … your mother’s had a pretty rough day,” Tim said. “She was at the hospital—in the emergency room—when Heather Olsen was brought in.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Brian said, nodding. “I heard something about that at school today. Someone said she’d been hit by a car or something on her way to school this morning.”


  “She was,” Polly said. Her voice almost broke, but she tried to keep it steady. “She … didn’t make it.”


  “What? You mean she died?” Brian asked, his eyes widening with surprise. “Oh, man. That really sucks.”


  Polly tried to say something more, but now her voice failed her.


  “That’s what you have to say?” Tim said sternly, glowering at Brian. “It sucks?”


  “Yeah,” Brian said, raising his hands and looking around, genuinely confused. “Well, it does.”


  “Oh, never mind,” Polly said softly.


  Another flood of tears was building up inside her as she allowed herself the fleeting thought of how she would feel if it had been Brian who’d been struck and killed by a car and “That really sucks” was the extent of his friends’ reaction.


  An awkward silence filled the kitchen. For an instant, Polly thought—just to create the illusion of normalcy—that maybe she should say something to Brian—again—about not sliding his backpack across the floor like that; but she wasn’t in any mood right now to start harping at him about anything, so she let it drop.


  “You know,” Tim said, suddenly clapping his hands together and rubbing them, “now that we’re all together, I figure it’s as good a time as any to tell you something.”


  Polly tensed, suddenly—irrationally—expecting the worst.


  Is he going to drop the bombshell now? What’s he going to do, admit to having an affair right here in front of both of us and tell us he’s leaving?


  Tim cleared his throat as he looked back and forth between his wife and son. Then, adopting the same slouched stance she had seen him assume whenever he lectured a class, he said, “What do you say we all go on a family trip this summer?”


  “What?” Brian said, unable to contain his surprise.


  Polly did a little bit better than that and checked any overt expression of surprise, but this was so different—and benign—compared to what she had been expecting that it caught her completely off guard. She had to struggle not to burst out laughing. After a moment, though, she composed herself and gave her husband an inquisitive look.


  “A vacation?” she said, enunciating the word and hearing just a trace of skepticism in her tone of voice.


  “Yeah … a vacation,” Tim repeated, his eyes lighting up as he fired to the idea. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while, now, and I think this is gonna be our best chance—probably our last chance—to take off for the whole summer and get away.”


  “Get away?” Polly said skeptically.


  “The whole summer?” Brian said at the same instant. His expression said it all: He wasn’t the least bit interested in taking off for even part of the summer much less the whole of it, especially with his mother and father.


  “Yeah, but we haven’t taken a family vacation since … gosh, since we went to Quebec when Brian was five or six,” Polly said hesitantly. She was trying to keep her reaction in check because she didn’t want to say anything too committal either way before she had some time to think about it.


  “Exactly,” Tim said emphatically. “We work and go to school and never take any time off except for weekends and holidays, and then we end up either just hanging around here or doing housework. We’ve never taken time for the three of us to be together.”


  Polly raised one eyebrow and shook her head but said nothing.


  “My classes are over in a week,” Tim continued, “and Brian’s done with school the middle of June. If we start planning now, we can make reservations at the places we want to go.”


  “Uh-huh. Like where?” Polly asked, seeing her own hesitation reflected in Brian’s perplexed expression.


  “I don’t know. Like Glacier National Park and Yellowstone and the Grand Tetons,” Tim said enthusiastically. “We could drive out, taking a northern route across the Great Plains and Rockies, then come back by a southern route, through New Mexico and Texas and Alabama.”


  Brian sniffed with laughter as he shook his head. “Oh, yeah. Alabama. That’s my idea of an ideal vacation spot, especially in the middle of the summer.”


  “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Tim said, sounding a shade exasperated as he registered his family’s resistance to his proposal. “I’m talking about all the national parks and monuments. Haven’t you ever wanted to see the Alamo?”


  “Not particularly,” Brian said with a sly smirk. “And as for this summer, I was thinking more along the lines of getting a job doing lawns or something.”


  Tim sniffed and shook his head. “Hold on a second,” he said. “Are you telling me that you’d rather stay here in this little town and work instead of travel cross country and back?”


  Brian started to reply, then checked himself.


  Sensing that this could easily turn into a heated argument between Brian and his father, Polly spoke up.


  “We don’t have to commit to anything either way … at least not right now. I think it’s a good idea.”


  She looked directly at Tim and smiled, even though her smile felt forced, and all she could think right now was that this wasn’t such a good idea, and Tim wasn’t thinking at all to mention it now, after the kind of day she’d had.


  “Let’s think it over,” she finished. “We have to take into account what all of us are looking for this summer.”


  Tim’s expression hardened. “I’m just saying, if we don’t do it this summer, we might never get to do it as a family.”


  “Fine by me,” Brian muttered, shaking his head, but Tim kept talking right over him.


  “We’ve been saying for years that it’s something we should do, and I think we’d better grab this summer to do it. Otherwise, Brian’s going to be too old to want to do it.”


  “Maybe I’m too old to want to do it now.”


  Brian spoke in a whisper that Polly heard, but she wasn’t sure if Tim heard it or not until his face flushed with anger, and he wheeled around on his son.


  “If we decide that we’re driving cross country, you’re coming with us, and that’s the end of it,” Tim said. His face turned bright red as he jabbed a pointed finger at his son.


  “Why don’t just you and Mom go? I could stay here,” Brian offered. He cowered from his father but didn’t back down.


  “Alone? For the whole summer? I don’t think so,” Tim snapped as he shook his head in disgust.


  “Why not?” Brian said, rising to the fight. “It’d be a lot better than being stuck in a car all summer.”


  “A trip cross country might be fun,” Polly said, stepping between them. “But like I said, let’s think it over and talk about it later. Right now, I—”


  Before she could finish, a sudden rush of chills filled her chest like a flood of water. For a second or two, her lungs felt constricted, and she found it almost impossible to take a deep enough breath. Her eyes went out of focus, and little white dots shot like tiny comets across her vision.


  “Right now … all I … want to do is … sit down and … relax.”


  Her voice dragged and sounded strangely distant to herself as the chilly prickling sensation rippled up her back. She wanted desperately to close her eyes and just put her head back, but even as simple an act as that seemed impossible to do. She was paralyzed, too frightened even to move. The couch seemed to be pitching gently from side to side, like the heaving motion of a boat at sea. When she looked over at her husband, his face looked subtly distorted, as though she were looking at him through an oddly curved lens.


  “… Polly … ?”


  She saw his mouth move, and she knew that Tim had spoken, but his words didn’t seem to match the motion of his lips. His voice echoed thinly in her ears, sounding impossibly far away.


  Polly struggled against the dark rush of vertigo that was sweeping over her, but all she could think was, This is exactly how I felt at the hospital, just before I passed out.


  She grabbed the arm of the couch like it was a lifeline. Her heart was racing high and fast, making the pulse in her neck almost painful. She looked down at her hands, surprised how far away they looked.


  Is that really my hand? she wondered with just a trace of amusement cutting through her rising panic.


  The hand—her hand—looked so thin and pale and … foreign. For a shattering instant, Polly had the distinct impression that her body was nothing more than a puppet for someone else who was controlling her every move.


  Somehow, she managed to cling onto consciousness as she leaned back, her head bouncing heavily against the cushion. A tingling electrical shock raced up her shoulders, but it felt so distant that it was only mildly painful. Polly laughed softly to herself as she cupped her hands over her eyes.


  “Polly! Are you all right?”


  “Mom?”


  She could hear the frantic edge in both Tim’s and Brian’s voices, but she was drifting too far away, too numbed to be worried, and she couldn’t help but wonder why they would be upset. Her eyes remained open behind her cupped hands as she stared into the darkness that swelled there. The white dots had multiplied and were now part of a vast, vibrating field of white energy that jiggled and swelled within the darkness, keeping time with the hard, steady pulses of her heart.


  I don’t like it here.… I’m afraid.


  Polly heard as much as thought the words. She was positive that this was her own thought, but she was feeling so detached from her body that the words seemed to be coming from somewhere other than inside her mind.


  “Do you need to see a doctor?”


  It was Tim’s voice again, and this time he sounded much closer. Polly took her hands away from her eyes and looked at him. He was kneeling in front of the couch, holding her knees. She could see the earnest concern in his large brown eyes and wanted to say something, but the voice was still echoing inside her head.


  I’m all alone.… I’m afraid.


  Beyond Tim, Polly could see Brian standing in the doorway. He was staring at her with a mixed expression of concern and fear.


  Yes, fear! Polly thought. He’s afraid there’s something wrong with me … that I might be dying!


  “I … I’m all right,” she whispered, even though it pained her to speak.


  Somehow, she managed to smile as she looked at her husband. His eyes looked glassy and moist, as though he’d been so frightened that he’d been about to cry.


  “Seriously,” Polly said, bracing herself and speaking with more strength that she really felt. “I’m all right. I’m still just a little freaked out about what happened today, and I … I just can’t take it when you two start arguing like that.”


  Tim and Brian exchanged guilty glances, and then Tim mumbled, “Sorry.”


  “We’ll talk about your idea after supper,” Polly said, feeling stronger now. “But for now, don’t even mention it.” She took a deep breath, grateful to feel the clean flow of air into her lungs. “I don’t really feel like cooking anything tonight, so what do you say we eat out. How does pizza at Artie’s sound?”


  Tim and Brian both nodded, but Polly thought that they were agreeing just to make her happy. The muscles in the backs of her legs felt loose and shaky as she stood up. She had to lean on the couch arm with both hands for a few seconds to make sure she wasn’t going to collapse.


  “And please,” she said after taking another deep breath and letting it out slowly. “No more arguing tonight. All right?”


  Father and son glanced at each other, and both of them nodded.


  “I just can’t take it,” Polly finished, “because when you think about what we have and what …” She choked up and almost couldn’t speak. “And what the Olsens have lost.”


  She took another deep breath and, reaching out, grasped each of their hands in hers.


  “Let’s just appreciate what we’ve got while we’ve got it, okay?”


  Both of
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