Twilla
by Tom Reamy

TwillaGilbreath blew into Miss Mahan'slifelike apink butterfly wing that same day in early December
the blue norther dropped the temperature forty degreesin two hours. Mr. Choate, the principa, ushered
Twillaand her parentsinto Miss Mahan's ninth-grade home room shortly after the tardy bell rang. She
had just checked theroll: al seventeen ninth graders were present except for Sammy Stocker, who was
inthe Liberd hospital having his appendix removed. She wastelling the class how niceit would beif they
sent aget-well card, when the door opened.

"Goooood morning, Miss Mahan," Mr. Choate smiled cheerfully. He dways smiled cheerfully first thing
in the morning, but soured as the day wore on. Y ou could practicaly tell time by Mr. Choate's mouth.
"We have anew ninth grader for you this morning, Miss Mahan. ThisisMr. and Mrs. Gilbreath and their
daughter, Twilla"

Severd things happened a once. Miss Mahan shook hands with the parents; she threw a severe glance
at the classwhen she heard asnigge—but it was only Alice May Turner, who would probably giggleif
she were being devoured by abear; and she had to forcibly keep her eyebrows from rising when she got
agood look at Twilla. Good Lord, she thought, and felt her smile falter.

Miss Mahan had never in her life, even when it was fashionable for achild to look like that, seen anyone
so perfectly ... pink and ... doll-like. She wasn't sure why she got such an impression of pinkness,
because the child was dressed in yellow, and had golden hair (that's the color they mean when they say
golden hair, she thought with wonder) donein, of al things, drop curls, with abig yellow bow in back.
Twillalooked up at her with asweet, radiant, sunny smile and clear periwinkle-blue eyes.

Miss Mahan detested her on sight.

She thought she saw, when Alice May giggled, the smile freeze and the lovely eyes dart toward the class,
but shewasn't sure. It al happened in an ingtant, and then Mr. Choate continued his Cheerful Charlie
routine.

"Mr. Gilbreath has bought the old Peacock place.
"Redly?' she said, tearing her eyesfrom Twilla "'l didn't know it wasfor sale.”

Mr. Gilbreath chuckled. "Not the entire farm, of course. I'm no farmer. Only the house and grounds.
Such acharming old place. The owner livesin Wichitaand had no use for them.”

"I would think the houseis pretty run down,” MissMahan said, glancing a Twillatill radiating at the
world. "No oné'slived in it snce Wash and Grace Elizabeth died ten years ago.”

"Itisalittle" Mrs. Gilbreath said pleasantly.
"But structuraly sound,” interjected Mr. Gilbreath pleasantly.
"Well enjoy fixing it up," Mrs. Gilbreath continued pleasantly.

"Miss Mahan teaches English to the four upper grades,” said Mr. Choate, bringing them back to the
subject, "aswell as speech and drama. Miss Mahan has been with the Hawley school system for
thirty-one years."

The Gilbresths smiled pleasantly.



"My ... ah ... Twillaseemsvery young to bein the ninth grade." That get-up made her look about
eleven, Miss Mahan thought.

The Gilbreaths beamed at their daughter. "Twillais only thirteen,” Mrs. Gilbreath crooned, pride swelling
her like yeast. " She's such an intelligent child. She was able to skip the second grade.”

"l see. From where have you moved?'
"Boston,” replied Mr. Gilbregth.

"Bogton. | hope ... ah ... Twilladoesnt find it difficult to adjust to asmall town school. I'm sure Hawley,
Kansas, isquite unlike Boston."

Mr. Gilbreath touched Twillalovingly on the shoulder. "1'm sure shelll have no trouble.™

"WEell," Mr. Choate rubbed his pamstogether. "Twillaisin good hands. Shall | show you around the rest
of the school ?*

"Of course," smiled Mrs. Gilbreath.

They departed with fond murmurings and good-byes, leaving Twillalike abuttercup stranded in a
cabbage patch. Miss Mahan mentally shook her head. She hadn't seen afamily like that since Dick and
Jane and Spot and Puff were sent the way of McGuffey's Reader. Mr. and Mrs. Gilbreath were in their
middle thirties, good looking without being glamorous, their clothes nice though as oddly wrong as
Twillas. They seemed cut with some outdated Ideal Family template. Surely, there must be an ol der
brother, adog, and a cat somewhere.

"Wdl ... ah, Twilla" MissMahan sad, trying to reinforce the normal routine, "if you will take a seet; that
onethere, behind Alice May Turner. Alice May, will you wave aflag or something so Twillawill know
which one?" Alice May giggled. "Thank you, dear." Twillamoved gracefully toward the empty desk.
Miss Mahan fdt asif she should say something to the child. "I hopeyouwill ... ah ... enjoy going to
school in Hawley, dear.”

Twillasat primly and glowed at her. "I'm sure | shdl, MissMahan,”" she said, speaking for thefirst time.
Her voice waslike thetinkle of fairy bells—just as Miss Mahan was afraid it would be.

"Good," she said and went back to the subject of aget-well card for Sammy Stocker. She had done this
S0 often—there had been a great many sick children in thirty-one years—it had become dmost aritua
needing only asmdl portion of her attention. The rest she devoted to the covert observation of Twilla
Gilbregth.

Twillasat a her desk, displaying excdlent posture, with her hands folded negtly before her, seemingly
paying attention to the Great Greeting Card Debate but actually giving the rest of the class careful
scrutiny. Miss Mahan marveled at the surreptitious caculation in the girl'sface. Sheredizes she's
something of agreen monkey, Miss Mahan thought, and I'll bet my pension she doesn't let the Situation
stand.

And the class surveyed Twilla, intheir superior position of established territorid rights, with open
curiosity—and with the posture of so many sacks of corn medal. Some of them looked &t her, Miss
Mahan was afraid, with rude amusement—especidly the girls, and especially Wanda O'Déll, who had
bloomed suddenly last summer like a plump rose. Oh, yes, Wandawas going to be aproblem. Just like
her five older ssters. Thank goodness, she sighed, Wandawas the last of them.

Children, Miss Mahan sighed again, but fondly.



Children?

They were children when she started teaching and certainly were when she was fifteen, but, now, she
wasn't sure. Fifteen is such an awkward, indefinite age. Take Ronnie Dwyer: helookslikea
prepubescent thirteen at most. And Carter Redwine, actualy a couple of months younger than Ronnie,
could pass for seventeen easily and was anything but prepubescent. Poor Carter, achild in aman's body.
To make matters worse, he was the best-looking boy in town; and to make matters even worse yet, he
waswell aware of it.

And, she noticed, so was Twilla. Forget it, Little Pink Princess. Carter aready has more than he can
handle, Miss Mahan chuckled to herself. Can't you see those dark circles under his eyes? They didn't get
there from studying. And then she blushed inwardly.

Oh, the poor children. They think they have so many secrets. If they only knew. Between the taitletales
and the teachers gossip, she doubted if the whole student body had three secrets among them.

Miss Mahan admonished hersdlf for having such untidy thoughts. She didn't use to think about thingslike
that, but then, fifteen-year-olds didn't lead such overtly sexua lives back then. She remembered reading
somewherethat only thirty-five per cent of the children in Americawere dtill virgins at fifteen. But those
sounded like Big City statistics, not gpplicable to Hawley.

Then she sighed. It was al beyond her. The bell rang just asthe get-well card Situation was settled. The
children rose reluctantly to go to their first class: dgebrawith Mr. Whittaker. She noticed that Twillahad
cozied up to Alice May, though she still kept her eye on Carter Redwine. Carter was not unaware and,
with ddliberate, lordly indifference, sauntered from the room with his hand on Wanda O'Déll's shoulder.
Miss Mahan thought the glint she observed in Twillas eyes might lead to an interesting turn of events.

Children.

She cleared her mind of random speculation and geared it to Macbeth asthe senior dlassfiled in with
everything on their minds but Shakespeare. Raynelle Franklin, Mr. Choate's secretary, lurked nervousy
among them, looking like a chicken who suddenly finds hersalf with a pack of coyotes. She edged her
middle-aged body to Miss Mahan's desk, accepted the absentee report, and scuttled out. Miss Mahan
looked forward to Raynelle's performance every morning.

During lunch period, Miss Mahan walked to the dime store for aget-well card which the ninth-grade
classwould sgn that afternoon when they returned for English. She glanced at the sky and unconscioudy
pulled her gray tweed coat tighter about her. The sky had turned a cobalt blue in the north. 1t wouldn't be
long now. Though the temperature must be down to thirty-five already, it seemed colder. She guessed
her blood was getting thin; she knew her flesh was. Old age, she thought, old age. Thin blood, thin flesh,
and brittle bones. She sometimesfelt asif shewereturning into abird.

She dmost bumped into Twillas parents emerging from the dry goods store, their armsloaded with
packages. Their pleasant smilesturned on. Click, click. They chatted trividities for amoment, adding
new dimensonsto Twillas aready flawless character. Miss Mahan had certainly seen her share of blindly
doting parents, but thiswas unbelievable. She had seen the cold calculation with which Twillahad sudied
the class, and that was hardly the attribute of an angel. Something didn't jibe somewhere. She speculated
on the contents of the packages, but thought she knew. Then she couldn't resist; she asked if Twillawere
an only child. Shewas. Well, there went that.

Shelooked at the clock on the high tower of the white rococo courthouse, and, subtracting fourteen
minutes, decided sheld better hurry if she wanted to eat lunch and have arest before her one o'clock
class.



The teachers |ounge was a reasonably comfortable room where students were forbidden to enter on pain
of death—though it seemed to be a continuing game on their part to try. Miss Mahan hung her coat on a
hanger and shivered. "Has anyone heard a weather forecast?' she asked the room in generd.

Mrs. Latham (home economics) looked up from her needlepoint and shook her head vaguely. Poor old
dear, thought Miss Mahan. Dueto retire thisyear, | think. Seemslike she's been here since Creation.
She taught me when | wasin school. Leo Whittaker (math) was reading a copy of Playboy. Probably
took it from one of the children. " Supposed to be below twenty by five," he said, then grinned and held
up the magazine. "Ronnie Dwyer."

Miss Mahan raised her eyebrows. Loretta M cBride (history/civics) tsked, shook her head, and went
back to her book. Miss Mahan retrieved her carton of orange juice from the small refrigerator and drank
it with her fried egg sandwich. She put part of the sandwich back in the Baggie. She hardly had any
appetite a al anymore. Guess what they say istrue: the older you get ...

She began to crochet on her interminable afghan. Thelittle squares were swiftly becoming apaininthe
neck, and she regretted ever starting it. She looked at Mrs. Latham and her needlepoint. She sighed; |
guessit'sexpected of usold ladies. Anyway, it gave her something to hide behind when she didn't fed
like joining the conversation. But today she felt like talking, though it didn't seem asif anyone dsedid.

She finished asquare and snipped the yarn. "What do you think of the Shirley Temple doll who joined
our merry group thismorning?'

Mrs. Latham looked up and smiled. "Charming child.”

"Yes" sad Loretta, putting away the book, "absolutely charming. And smart asawhip. Redlly knows her
American Higtory. Joined in the discussion asif sheld beenin the class al semester.” Miss McBride was
one of thefew outsdersteaching in Hawley who gave every indication of remaining. Usually they came
and went as soon as greener pastures opened up. Most were like Miss Mahan, Mrs. Latham, and Leo
Whittaker, living their entire livesthere.

It was practically incestuous, she thought. Mrs. Latham had taught her, she had taught Leo, and hewas
undoubtedly teaching part of the next crop. Miss Mahan had to admit that Leo had been something of a
surprise. He was only twenty-five and had given no indication in high school that he was destined for
anything better than a hanging. She wondered how long it would be before Leo connected his students
inability to keep secrets from the teachers with his own disreputable youth.

Now here he was. Two yearsin the army, four yearsin college, his second year of teaching, married to
Lana Redwine (Carter's cousin and one of the nicest girlsin town) with ababy duein acouple of months.
You never cantell. You just never can tell.

"W, Leo," Miss Mahan asked, bemused, "what did you think of TwillaGilbresth?'

"Oh, | don't know. She seemsvery intelligent—at least in dgebra. Quiet and well-behaved—unlike afew
others. Dresses kinda funny. Seemsto have set her sights on my cousin-in-law." He grinned. "Fat
chancel" Miss Mahan wouldn't say Leo was handsome—not in the way Carter Redwine was—but that
grin wasthe reason half the girlsin school had acrush on him.

"Oh?Y ou noticed that, too? | imagine she may have afew surprises up her deeve. | don't think our
Twillaisthe fairy-tae princess she's made out to be." She began another square.

"Y ou must be mistaken, Miss Mahan," Loretta said wide-eyed. "The child is an absolute darling. And the
very idear ababy likethat running after Carter Redwine. | never heard of such athing!™



"Redly?' Miss Mahan smiled to hersdf and completed ashell stitch. "We shal see what we shall see.”

The norther hit during the ninth-grade English class, bringing amerciful, if only temporary, hdt to the
sufferings of Silas Marner. The glassin the windows rattled and pinged. The wind played on the
downspouts like amead flautist. Sand ticked against the windows and the guard lights came on in the
school yard. Outside had become amurky indigo, asif the world were under water. Miss Mahan
switched on the lights, making the windows seem even darker. Garbage cansrolled down the street, but
you could hardly hear them above the how! of the wind. And the downtown Christmas decorations were
whipping loose, asthey dwaysdid at least once every year.

The sand was only temporary, acloud of it blown along before the sorm; but the wind could last dl night
or dl week. Miss Mahan remembered when shewas agirl during the great drought of the thirties, when
the sand wasn't temporary, when it came like amile-high, solid tidal wave of blown-away farmland, when
you couldn't tell noon from midnight, when houses were haf buried when thewind findly died down. She
shuddered.

"All right, children. Settle down. Y ou've dl seen northers before.”

Leo and Lorettawere right about one thing: Twillawasintelligent. She was a so perceptive, imaginative
... and adaptable. She had already dropped the Little Mary Sunshine routine, though Miss Mahan
couldn't imagine why she had used it in thefirst place. It must have been a pose—asif the child had
somehow confused the present and 1905.

The temperature had dropped to eighteen by the time school was out. The wind hit MissMahan likeicy
needles. Her gray tweed coat did about as much good as tissue paper. She grabbed at her scarf asit
threatened to leave her head and amost lost her briefcase. She walked as fast as her aging legswould go
and made it to her Sx-year-old Plymouth. The car started like atop, billowing acloud of steam from the
exhaust pipe to be whipped away by thewind.

She sat for amoment, getting her breath back, |etting the car warm up. She saw Twilla, huddled againgt
thewind, dash to anew black Chryder and get in with her parents. The car backed out and moved
away. Miss Mahan wasn't the least surprised thét little Miss Gilbresth wasn't riding the school bus. The
old Peacock place was amile off the highway at Miller's Corners, a once-upon-a-time town eight miles
east of Hawley.

Wl | guess I'm not much better, she thought. | only live four blocks away—but I'll be darned if I'll walk
it today. She always did walk except when the weather was bad, and, oddly enough, the older she got,
the worse the weather seemed to get.

She pulled into the old carriage house that served equaly well with automobiles and walked hurriedly
acrossthe yard into the big, rather ancient house that had belonged to her grandfather. She knew it was
slly toliveal donein such agreat pile—she had shut off the upstairs and hadn't been up in months—but
it was equaly silly not to live there. It was paid for, and her grandfather had set up atrust fund to pay the
taxes. It was a very nice house, redly; cool in the summer, but (she turned up the fire) adrafty old barnin
the winter.

Sheturned on the television to seeiif there were any weather bulletins. Whileit warmed up, she closed off
all the downgtairs rooms except the kitchen, her bedroom, and the parlor, putting rolled up towelsaong
the bottoms of the doors to keep the cold air out. She returned to the parlor to see the television screen
covered with snow and horizontal stresks of lightning.

She knew it. The aerid had blown down again. She turned off the set and put on a kettle for tea.



Thewind had laid somewheat by the time Miss Mahan reached school the next morning, but till blew in
fitful gusts. The air was the color of ice and so cold she expected to hear it crackle as she moved through
it. Thewindowsin her room were steamed over, and she was busily wiping them when Twillaarrived.
Although Miss Mahan had expected something like this, she stared nevertheless.

Twillashair was gill the color of spun dfin gold, but the drop curlswere missing. Instead it fell in soft
foldsto below her shouldersin astyle much too adult for athirteen-year-old. But, then, this morning
Twillalooked as much like thirteen as Mrs. Latham. All the physical thingswerethere: the hair, just the
right amount of makeup, ashort, stylish skirt, apale green jersey that displayed her small but adequate
breadts, alovely antique pendant on agold chain nestling between them.

But it wasn't only the physical things—any thirteen-year-old would have appeared more mature with a
smilar overhaul—it was something in the face, in her bearing: an attitude of casua sophidtication, a
confidence usudly attainable only by those securein their power. Twillasmiled. Shirley Templeand Mary
Pickford were gone; thiswas the smile of a conqueror.

Miss Mahan redlized her face was hanging out, but before she was forced to say anything, severa
students, after aprelude of clanging locker doors, barged in. Twillaturned to look at them, and the
moment was eectric. Their inane chatter stopped asif someone had thrown a switch. They gaped. Twilla
gave them time for the full effect, then strolled to them and began chatting asif nothing were new.

Miss Mahan sat at her desk fedling alittle weak in the knees. She waited for Carter Redwineto arrive as,
obvioudy, was Twilla. When hedid, it was dmost anticlimactic. His recently acquired worldliness and
sexua sophigtication melted away in one callow gawk. But he recovered quickly and hisfeders popped
up, testing the Situation. Twillamoved to her desk, giving him asatisfied smile. Wanda O'Ddll looked asif
she'd eaten abug.

Miss Mahan had to admit to the obvious. Twillawas astunning beauty. But thewholethingwas ...
curious ... to say the least.

The conversation in the teachers lounge was devoted dmost exclusively to the transformation of Twilla
Gilbreath. Mrs. Latham had noted it vaguely. L oretta M cBride ceded reluctantly to Miss Mahan's
observations of the previous day. Leo Whittaker expressed a masculine gppreciation of the new Twilla,
earning afishy look from Loretta. "I never saw Carter act so goofy," he said grinning.

But neither they nor any of the others noted the obvious strangeness of it al. At least, MissMahan
thought, it seems obviousto me.

That day Miss Mahan set out on acampaign of Twilla-watching. She even went upstairsto her
grandfather's study and purloined one of the blank journas from the bottom drawer of hisdesk. She
curled up in the big chair after building afirein the parlor fireplace—the first one this year—and opened
the journd to thefirgt page ruled with pale blue lines. Shewrote Twilla, after rejecting The Twilla
Gilbreath Affair, The Peculiar Case of Twilla Gilbreath, and othersinasmilar ven.

Shefet slly and conspiratoria and dmost put the journal away, but, instead, wrote further down the
page: Ismy life so empty that | must fill it by spying on a student?

She thought about what she had written and decided it was either unfair to Twillaor unfair to hersdlf, but
let it remain. She turned to the second page and wrote Tuesday, the 5+ at the top. Shefilled that page
and the next with her impressons of Twillasfirst day. She headed the fourth page Wednesday, the 6
and noted the events of the day just ending.

On rereading, she thought perhaps she might have overemphasized the oddities, the incongruities, and the



anachronisms, but, after al, that was what it was about, wasn't it?

It began snowing during the night. Miss Mahan drove to school through afantasy landscape. Thewind
was dtill blowing and the stedly flakes came down dmost horizontaly. She loved snow, dways had, but
she preferred the Christmas-card variety when the big fluffy flakes floated down through gtill, crisp air like
S0 many pillow fights.

She knew there had been devel opments as soon as Carter Redwine entered the room. His handsome
face was glum and sullen and looked asif he hadn't dept. He sat at his desk with his head hunched
between his shoulders and didn't look up until Twillacamein. Miss Mahan darted her eyesfrom oneto
the other. Carter looked away again, his neck and ears glowing red. Twillaignored him; more than
that—she consigned him to total nonexistence.

Miss Mahan was dumbfounded. What on earth ...? Had Carter made advances and been rebuffed?
That wouldn't explainit. Surely he had been turned down before. Hadn't he? Of course, she knew he
had. Leo, who viewed his cousin-in-law's adventures with bemused affection, had been laughing about it
in the teachers lounge one day. "Hell settle down,” Leo had said. "Hejust hasanew toy." Which made
her blush after sheld thought about it awhile.

Surely, he hadn't tried to take Twilla..... by force? She couldn't believe that. Despite everything, Carter
was avery decent boy. He had just devel oped too early, was too handsome, and knew too many willing
girls. What then? Wasit thefirst pangs of love? That ook on hisface wasn't lovesickness. It wasred,
roaring mortification. Then she knew what must have happened. Carter had not been rebuffed, maybe
even encouraged. But, whatever she had expected, he had been inadequate.

Twillahad made another error. She had failed to redlize Carter, despite the way he looked, was only
fifteen. Then the ugly enormity of it struck her. My God, she thought, Twillais only thirteen. What hed
she wanted from Carter that he was too inexperienced or naiveto give her?

Friday, the 8

Billy Jermyn came in this morning with a black eye. It's all over school that Carter gave it to him
in Gym yesterday when Billy teased him about Twilla. What did she do to humiliate him so? I've
never known Carter to fight. | guess that's one secret that'll never penetrate the teachers' lounge.

Twilla istaking over the class. I've seen it coming since Wednesday. It's subtle but pretty obvious
when you know what to look for. The others defer to her in lots of little ways. Twilla is being very
gracious about it. Butter wouldn't melt in her mouth. (Wonder where that little saying came
from?—doesn't make much sense when you analyze it.)

| also wonder who Twilla's got her amorous sights on, now that Carter failed to make the grade.
She hasn't shown an interest in anyone in particular that I've noticed. And ther€'s been no gossip
in the lounge. The flap created by Carter has probably shown her the wisdom of keeping her
romances to herself. She's adaptable.

Sonny Bowen offered to put my TV aerial back up for me. | knew one of themwould. Bless their
conniving little hearts.

TGIF!

Miss Mahan closed thejournal and sat watching alog in the fireplace that was about to fal. Thewhole



Twillaaffair was curious, but no more curious than her own atitude. She should have been scandaized
(you didn't see too many thirteen-year-old combinations of Madame Bovary and the Dragon
Lady—even these days), but she only felt fascination. Somehow it didn't seem quiteredl; more asif she
were watching amovie. She smiled dightly. Wonder if it would berated R or X, shethought. R, | guess.
Haven't seen anyone with their clothes off yet.

Thelog fdll, making her jump. She laughed in embarrassment, banked the fire, and went to bed.

The snow was till faling Monday morning, though the fierceness of the storm had passed. There was
little wind, and the temperature had risen somewhat. That's more likeit, Miss Mahan said to hersdlf,
watching the big soft flakes float down in random zig-zags.

The bell rang, and she turned away from the windows to watch the ninth-grade homeroom clatter out.
The Gilbreaths must have been out of town over the weekend, she observed. Twilladidn't get that outfit
in Hawley. But she was gtill wearing that lovely, rather barbaric pendant around her neck. She sighed.
Two days away from Twilla had made her wonder if she weren't getting senile; if shewerent making a
mystery out of amolehill; if sheweren't imagining the whole thing. Twillawas certainly a picture of
normacy thismorning.

Rayndle Franklin camefor the absentee report looking more like a frightened chicken than ever. She
followed an evasive course to Miss Mahan's desk and took the report asif she were afraid of being
struck. There were only two names on the report: Sammy Stocker and Y vonne Wilkins.

Raynelle glanced at the names and paed. "Haven't you heard?" she whispered.
"Heard what?'

Raynellelooked warily at the senior class shuffling in and backed away, motioning for Miss Mahan to
follow. Miss Mahan groaned and followed her into the hal. Students were milling about everywhere,
chattering and banging locker doors. Rayndlle grimaced in distress.

"Rayndle, will you stand sill and tell mel" Miss Mahan commanded in exasperation.
"Someonewill hear," she pleaded.
"Hear what?"

Rayndlefluttered her hands and blew air through her teeth. Shelooked quickly around and then huddled
againg MissMahan. "Y vonne Wilkins," she hissed.

"wd|?'
"Shes... she's... dead!"

Miss Mahan thought Raynelle was going to faint. She grabbed her arm. "How?" she asked in her
No-Nonsense voice.

"l don't know," Raynelle gasped. "No onewill tell me."

Miss Mahan thought for amoment. ""Go on with what you were doing.” She released Raynelle and
marched into Mr. Choate's office.

Mr. Choate looked up with astart. He was already wearing histhree o'clock face. "'l see you've heard.”
Hewasresigned.



"Yes. What isgoing on? Raynelle was having a conniption fit." Miss Mahan looked a him over her
glasses the same way she would arecacitrant student.

"MissMahan," hesghed, " Sheriff Waker thought it best if the whole thing were kept quiet.”
"Quiet? Why?'

"Hedidn't want apanic.”

"Panic? What did she die of, bubonic plague?’

"No." Helooked a her asif he wished shewould vanish. "I guess| might aswell tell you. Itll be dl over
town by ten o'clock anyway. Y vonne was murdered.” He said the last word asif held never heard it
before.

Miss Mahan felt her knees giving way and quickly sat down. "Thisisunbelievable," she said weekly. Mr.
Choate nodded. "Why does Robin Walker want to keep it quiet? What happened?

"MissMahan, I'vetoldyou dl | cantdl you."

"Surely Robin knows secrecy will only make it worse? Making amystery out of it is guaranteed to create
apanic.”

Mr. Choate shrugged. "I have my ingructions. Y ou're late for your class.”

Miss Mahan went back to her room in adaze, her imagination ringing up possibilities like a cash regidter.
She couldn't keep her mind on Macbeth, and the classwas restless. They obvioudy didn't know yet, but
their radar had picked up something they couldn't explain.

When the classwas over, she went into the hal and saw the news moving through like a shock wave.
She accomplished absolutely nothing the rest of the morning. The children were fidgety and kept
whispering among themsalves. She was as disturbed as they and made only half-hearted attemptsto
restore order.

At lunch time, she bundled up and trounced through the snow to the courthouse. It wastoo hot inside,
and the heat only accentuated the courthouse smell. She didn't know what it was, but they all smelled the
same. Maybe it was the state-issue disinfectant. The Hawley courthouse hadn't changed since she could
remember. The same wooden benches lined the hall; the same celling fans encircled the round lights. No,
she corrected hersdlf, there was achange: the brass spittoons had been removed some twelve years ago.
It seemed subtly wrong without the spittoons.

She was removing her coat when Rose Newcastle emerged in a huff from the sheriff's office, her hedls
popping on the marble floor, sending echoes ringing down the hall. Rose was the last of the three Willet
girls, the daughters of old Judge Willet. People il called them the Willet girls, although Rose was
considerably older than Miss Mahan. She was awidow now, her hushand having finally died of
inggnificance

"Hdlo, Rose," she said, fedling trapped. Rose puffed to ahdt like a plump locomotive.

"Oh, MissMahan, isn't it awful! " shewailed. "And Robin Walker absolutely refusesto do anything! We
could al be murdered in our beds!”

"I'm sure hel's doing everything he can, Rose. What did hetell you?"'



"Nothing! Absolutely nothing! If my father were till dive, I'd have that man'sjob. | told him he'd better
watch his step come next eection. | told him, asacivic leader in thistown, | had aright to know what's
going on. | told him I had agood mind to organize a Citizens Committee to investigate the whole affair.”

"Give him achance. Robin isavery conscientious man."
"He'sachild.”

"Comeon, Rose. He's at least thirty. | taught him for four years, and | have complete confidence in him.
Y oull haveto excuse me. I'm hereto see him mysdf."

"Hewon't tel you anything," Rose said, sounding dightly mollified.

"Perhgps," Miss Mahan said. Rose echoed off down the hal. "He might have if you haven't put histail
over the dashboard,” she muttered and pushed open the door.

Loreen Whittaker, Leo's aunt by marriage, looked up and smiled. "Hello, Miss Mahan. What can | do
for you?'

"Hello, Loreen. I'd liketo see Robin, if | may."

Loreen chuckled. "He gave me strict ordersto let no one in but the governor—right after Mrs.
Newcastle | eft."

Miss Mahan grimaced. "'l met her in the hdl. Would you ask him? It'simportant.”

Loreen arose from her desk and went into the sheriff's private office. Miss Mahan felt that she and Robin
were good friends. She had not only taught him, but hissister, Mary Ellen, and hislittle brother, Curtis,
was asenior thisyear. Sheliked dl of them and thought they liked her. Robin's son wasin the second
grade and alittle doll. She was|ooking forward to teaching him, too.

Loreen came out of hisoffice, grinning. "He said you could comein, but | wasto frisk you first." Her
smilewavered. "Try to cheer him up, Miss Mahan. It'sthefirdt ... murder weve had since hesbeenin
office, andit's getting to him."

Miss Mahan nodded and went in. The sheriff sat hunched over his desk. His hair was mussed where he
had been running his hand through it. There was a harried look on hisface, but he dredged up athin smile
for her.

"Y ou aren't gonna give me trouble, too, are you?' he asked warily.

"l raninto Roseinthe hall," she smiled back at him.

He motioned her to achair. "What's the pendty for punching acivic leader in the nose?"
"Y ou should know that better than I."

Hegrunted. "Yesh." Heleaned back in the chair and stretched hislong legs. "I can't discuss Y vonne
Wilkins, if that'swhet you're herefor."

"That'swhy I'm here. Don't you think this secrecy isworse than the facts? People will beimagining all
sortsof horrible things™

"| doubt if anything they could imagine would be worse than the actua facts, Miss Mahan. Y oull haveto
trust me. | haveto doit thisway." Heran hisfingersthrough hishair again. "I'm afraid | may bein over



my head on this. There'sjust me and five deputies for the whole county. And we haven't anything to
work on. Nothing."

"Wheredid they find her?'

"Okay," hedighed. "I'll tell you this much. Y vonne went out yesterday afternoon in her father's car to visit
LindaMurray. When she didn't come home last night, Mr. Wilkins called the Murrays, and they said

Y vonne left about six-thirty. He was afraid sheld had an accident in the snow, so he cdled me. Wefound
her about three this morning out on the dirt road nearly to the old Westherly place. Shewasinthecar ...
dead. It's been snowing for five days. There wasn't atrack of any kind and no fingerprints that didn't
belong. And that's dl you're gonnaworm out of me."

Miss Mahan had an idea. "Had she been ... molested?!

Robin looked at her asif held been betrayed. "Yes" hesaid smply.

"But," she protested, "why the big mystery?1 know it's horrible, but it'snot likely to causea... apanic.”
He got up and paced around the office. "Miss Mahan, | can't tell you any more.”

"Isthere more? Is there more than rape and murder?' She felt something like panic rising in her.

Robin squatted in front of her, taking her handsin his. "'If theres anyonein town I'd tdll, it would be you.
Y ou know that. I've loved you ever since | was fourteen years old. If you keep after me, I'll tell you, so
havealittle pity on afriend and stop pushing.”

Shefét her eyes burning and motioned for him to get up. "Robin, you're not playing fair." She stood up,
and he held her coat for her. "Y ou dways were able to get around me. Okay, you win."

"Thank you, MissMahan," he said, genuindy relieved, and kissed her on the forehead. She stopped in
the hall and dabbed at her eyes.

But I haven't given up yet, she thought as she huddled in her coat on the way to Paul Sullivan's office. The
bell tinkled on the door, and the nurse materidized from somewhere.

"Miss Mahan. What are you doing out in this westher?"
"I'd like to see the doctor, Elaine." She hung her coat on the rack.
"He'swith thelittle Archer girl now. She dipped on the snow and twisted her ankle.”

"I'll wait." She sat and picked up a magazine without looking &t it. Elaine Holliday had been one of her
students. Who in town hadn't, she wondered. Elaine wanted to talk about the murder as did Louise
Archer when she emerged with her limping daughter, but Miss Mahan wasn't in the mood for gossp and
gpeculation. She marched into Dr. Sullivan's sanctorium.

"Hello, Paul," she said before he could open his mouth. "I've just been to see Robin. He told me Y vonne
had been raped, but he wouldn't tell me what the big mystery is. | know you're what passesfor the
County Medical Examiner, so you know as much as he does. I've known you for fifty years and even
thought at one time you might propose to me, but you didn't. So don't give me any kind of runaround.
Tell mewhat happened to Yvonne." She plopped into achair and glared at him.

He shook hishead in dismay. "I thought | might propose to you at one time, too, but right now isagood
example of why | didn't. Y ou were so independent and bull-headed, you scared meto death.”



"Don't change the subject.”

"Youwont likeit."

"l don't expect to."

"Therésnoway | can'put it ddicately, asthey say."

"Y ou don't know high-schooal kids. | doubt if you know anything indelicate that | haven't heard from
them.”

"Evenif | tell you everything | know about it, it'll still beamystery. Itisto me”

"Quit gdling.”

"Okay, you asked for it. And if you repest thisto anyone, I'll wring your scrawny old neck.”
"l won't."

"All right. Yvonnewas... how can | say it?... shewas sexudly mutilated. She was split open. Not
cut—torn, ripped. Asif someone had forced atwo-by-four into he—yprobably something larger than
thet."

"Had they?' Miss Mahan fdt her throat beginning to burn fromthe bilerisnginit.
"No. At least, there was no evidence of it. No splinters, no soil, no foreign matter of any kind."
"My Lord," she moaned. "How she must have suffered.”

"Yes," hesad softly, "but only for afew seconds. She must have lost consciousness dmost immediately.
And she was dead |ong before they finished with her."

"They?What makes you think there was more than one?!
"Areyou sure you want to hear the rest of it?"

"Yes'" shesad, but shedidn't.

"I saild we found no foreign matter, but we found semen.”
"Wasn't that to be expected?”

"Yes, | suppose. But not in such an amount.”

"What do you mean?"

"Wefound nearly ahundred and fifty cc's. There was probably even more. A lot of it had drained out
onto the car seat." Hisvoice was dull.

She shook her head in confusion. "A hundred and fifty cc's?"
"About acup full."
Shefet nauseous. "How much ... How much ... 7"

"The average male produces about two or three cc's. Maybe four.”



"Doesthat mean shewas ... what? Fifty times?'

"And fifty different men."

"That'simposshble.”

"Yes. | know. One of the deputiestook it to Wichitato be analyzed. To seeif it'shuman.”
"Humen?'

"Y es. We thought someone might ..."

Sheheld up her hand. "Y ou don't need to go ... go any further." They sat for awhile, not saying
anything.

After abit he said, "Y ou can see why Robin wanted to keep it quiet?
"Yes." She shivered, wishing she had her coat even though the office was warm. "'Isthere any more?"

He shook his head and dumped morosaly deep in the chair. "No. Only that Robin is pretty sure shewas
... killed somewhere else and then taken out on the old road, because there was amost no blood in or
around the car. How they ever drove so far out on that road in the snow is another mystery, athough a
minor one. The deputy was about to give up and turn around, and he had on snow chains.”

Miss Mahan was late for her one o'clock class. The children hadn't become unruly asthey usudly did,
but were subdued and talking in hushed voices. A discusson of SlasMarner proved futile, so shetold
them to St quietly and read. She didn't fed any more like classwork than they did. She noticed that
Twilla's eyes were bright with suppressed excitement. Well, she thought, | guess you can't expect her to
react like the others. She hardly knew Y vonne.

It had stopped snowing by the time Mr. Choate circulated amemo that school would be closed
Wednesday for the funeral. Apparently Robin had managed to keep alid on knowledge of the rape.
There was specul ation on the subject, but she could tell it was only speculation.

When she got home, she saw the Twillajournd lying beside the big chair in front of the cold fireplace.
Strange, Twillahad hardly crossed her mind dl day. She guessed it only proved how silly and stupid her
Twillawatching redlly was. She put the journal away in the library table drawer and decided that was
enough of that nonsense.

Tuesday, the 12
Thismorning | saw Twilla jab Alice May Turner in the thigh with a large darning needle.

Miss Mahan stopped in the middle of asentence and stared in disbdlief. She walked dowly to Twillas
desk, feding every eyein the classfollowing her. "What's going on here?' she asked in adeathly quiet
voice. Twillalooked up at her with such tota incomprehension she wondered if she had imagined the
wholething. But she looked at Alice May and saw her mouth tight and trembling and the tears being held
in her eyesonly by surfacetension.

"What do you mean, MissMahan?' Twillaasked in abewildered voice.
"Why did you stick Alice May with aneedle?"



"Miss Mahan, | didn't!"
"l saw you."
"But | didn't!" Twillas eyes were becoming damp asif she were about to cry in injured innocence.

"Dont bother to cry,” Miss Mahan said calmly. "I'm not impressed.” Twilla's mouth tightened for the
briefest ingtant. Miss Mahan turned to Alice May. "Did shejab you with aneedl€?’

Alice May blinked, and atear rolled down each cheek. "No, malam,” she answered in astrained voice.
"Then why are you crying?' Miss Mahan demanded.

"I'm not crying,” Alice May ingsted, wiping her face.

"I think both of you had better come with me to Mr. Choate's office.”

Mr. Choate wouldn't or, | guess, couldn't do anything. They both lied their heads off, insisting that
nothing happened. Twilla even had the gall to accuse me of spying on her and persecuting her. |
think Mr. Choate believed me. He could hardly help it when Alice May began rubbing her thigh in
the midst of her denials.

Miss Mahan sent Twillaback to the room and kept Alice May inthe hal. Alice May began to snuffle and
wouldn't ook at her. "Alice May, dear," she said patiently. "I saw what Twilladid. Why are you fibbing
tome?'

"I'm not!" shewailed softly.

"Alice May, | don't want any more of this nonsense!" Why on earth did Twillado it? she wondered.
Alice May was such aslly, harmless girl. Why would anyone want to hurt her?

"MissMahan, | cant tell you," she sobbed.

"Here." Miss Mahan gave her ahandkerchief. Alice May took it and rubbed at her red eyes. "Why can't
you tell me?What's going on between you and Twilla?"

"Nothing," she sniffed.

"Alice May. | promiseto drop thewhole subject if you'll just tel methe truth.”
AliceMay findly looked &t her. "Will you?"

"Yes," shegroaned in exasperation.

"Well, my ... my giggling getson her nerves."

"What?'

"Shetold meif | didn't stop, I'd be sorry."

"Why didn't you pick up something and brain her with it?"

Alice May's eyeswidened in disbelief. "MissMahan, | couldn't do that!"
"Shedidn't mind hurting you, did she?"



"I'm ... I'mafraid of her. Everybody is."

"Why?What has she done?"

"I don't know. Nothing. I'm just afraid. Y ou promise not to let her know | told you?"
"l promise. Now, go to the restroom and wash your face."

Twilla kept watching me the rest of the period. | imagine she suspects Alice May spilled the beans.
The other children were very quiet and expectant, as if they thought Twilla and | would go at each
other tooth and claw. | wonder who they would root for if we did.

I'll have to admit to a great deal of perverse pleasure in tarnishing Twilla's reputation in the
teachers lounge. | was a little surprised to find a few of the others had become somewhat
disenchanted with her also. They didn't have such a concrete example of viciousness as | had, but
she was making them uncomfortable.

| also discovered who Twilla's romantic (if you can call it that) interest is since Carter flunked
out.

Leo Whittaker!

| was never so shocked and disappointed in my life. An affair between a teacher and student is
bad enough, but—Leo! No wonder she was being quiet about it. | thought he acted a bit peculiar
when we discussed Twilla, so | said bold as brass: "1 wonder who she's dleeping with?" He turned
red and |eft the room, looking guilty as sin.

| don't know what to do about it. I've got to do something. But what? what? what? | can't do
anything to hurt Leo, becauseit'll also hurt poor Lana.

How could Leo be so stupid?

Dark clouds hung oppressively low the morning of the funera. They scudded across the sky so repidly
Miss Mahan got dizzy looking at them. She stood with the large group huddled against the cold outside
the First Christian Church of Hawley, waiting for the formation of the procession to the County Line
Cemetery. The services had drawn a capacity crowd—mostly from curiosity, shewas afraid. The entire
ninth grade was there, with the exception of Sammy Stocker, of course, and Twilla. Only two teachers
were missing: Mrs. Bryson (first grade), who had the flu, and Leo Whittaker. Leo's absence was peculiar
because Lanawas there, looking pae and beautifully pregnant. She waswith Carter Redwine and his
parents. Carter ssemsto be recovering nicely from hislittle misadventure, she thought.

She spotted Paul Sullivan and crunched through the snow to his side. He saw her coming and frowned.
"Hello, Paul. Did you get the report from Wichita?"

"Do you think thisisthe place to discussit?!

"Why not? No onewill overhear. Did you?'

Hedghed. "Yes"

"Wdl?'

"It was human—although there were certain peculiarities.”

"What peculiarities?’



He cocked hiseyesat her. "If | told you, would it mean anything?’
She shrugged. "What e se?!

"WEell, it dl came from the same person—as far asthey could tell. At least, there was nothing to indicate
that it didn't. Also, dl the sperm was the same age.”

"What doesthat mean?'

"The thought occurred to us that someone might be trying to create agridy hoax. That someone might
have... wdl ... saved it up until they had that much.”

"| get the picture.” She grimaced. She thought amoment. "Can'tthey ... ah ... freezeit? Haven't | read
something about that?"

"You cantdoitinyour Frigidaire. If the person who did it had the knowledge and the laboratory
equipment to do that ... well ... it'sasimprobable as the other theories."

"Robin haan't learned anything yet?'
"I don't know. Some of usaren't as nosy as others."

She smiled at him as she spotted Lana Whittaker moving toward the Redwine car. She began edging
away. "Will you keep me posted?”’

"NO."
"Thank you, Paul." She caught up with Lana. "Hello, dear.”
Lana garted and turned, then smiled thinly. "Hello, Miss Mahan."

She exchanged greetings with Mr. and Mrs. Redwine and Carter asthey entered their car. " Should you
be out in thiswesther, Lana?'

Lanashrugged. She looked alittle haggard, and her eyeswere puffy. "I'll bedl right.”

Miss Mahan took her arm. "Come on. My car isright here. Get in out of the cold and talk to me. Well
have plenty of time before they get thismess untangled.” Lanawent unprotesting and sat in the car staring
graight ahead. Miss Mahan started the car and switched on the hester, although it was il fairly warm.
Sheturned and looked at Lana

"When you werein school,” she said quietly, "you cameto mewith al your problems. It made mefed a
littlelike | had adaughter of my own.”

Lanaturned and looked at her with love and painin her eyes. "I'm not alittle girl anymore, Miss Mahan.
I'm amarried lady with a baby on theway. | should be able to handle my own problems.”

"Where's Leo?'

Lanaleaned back againgt the seat and put her fingers on the sides of her nose. "I don't know," she said
amply, asif her tears had been used up. "He went out last night, and | haven't seen him since. | told my
aunt and uncle he went to Libera to buy some things for the baby."

"Did you cdl Robin? Maybe he had an accident.”



"No. There was no accident. | thought so thefirst time."
"When wasthat?'

"Last Friday night. He didn't comein until after midnight. The same thing Saturday. He didn't show up
until dawn Monday and Tuesday. Thistime he didn't come back at dl."

"What did he say?'

"Nothing. He wouldn't say anything. Miss Mahan, | know he dtill lovesme; | cantdll. He seems genuinely
sorry and ashamed of what he's doing, but he keeps ... kegpsdoing it. I'vetried to think who she might
be, but | can't imagine anyone. He's so tired and worn out when he comes home, it would be funny if it
... If it were happening to someonedse.”

"Doyou dill lovehim?!

Lanagmiled. "Oh, yes" she said softly. "More than anything. | love him so much it"—she blushed—"it
gives me goosebumps. | was crazy about Leo even when we werein high school, but he was so wild he
scared meto deeth. | thought ... | thought he had changed.”

"| think he has." Miss Mahan took Lana's hand as she saw Robin get in his car and pull out with the pdl
bearers and the hearse directly behind him. "They're starting. Y ou'd better go back to your car. I'm glad
youtoldme. I'll doal | canto hep.”

Lanaopened the car door. "I appreciateit, Miss Mahan, but | redly don't see what you can do.”
"We shall seewhat we shall see”

Miss Mahan managed to hang back until she waslast in the funera procession. The highway had been
cleared of snow, and she hoped it wouldn't start again before they al got back to town. But she didn't
know. The sky looked terrible. She turned off the highway at Miller's Corners, down the dirt road to the
old Peacock place. There was nothing left of Miller's Corners now except afew scattered farmhouses.
The cafe had been moved into Hawley eight years ago, and the Gulf station had closed when George
Cuttsanger died last fall. The Gulf people had even taken down the signs.

If the Gilbreaths were fixing up the old Peacock farm, they must have started on theinside. It was till as
gray and weary-looking asit was ten years ago, if not more so. The black Chryder wasin the old
carriage house, and smoke drifted thisway and that from one of the chimneys, caught by small erratic
gudtsof air.

She parked and sat looking at the house a moment before getting out. The snow was clean and
undisturbed on the front walk. She guessed they must use the back door; it was closer to the carriage
house.

No one answered her knock, but she knew they were home. She waited and knocked again. Still no
response. She took a deep breath and pushed open the door. "Mrs. Gilbresth?' she called. She listened
carefully, but there was not a sound. She could hear the melting snow dripping from the eaves and the
little ticking sounds an old house makes. She went in and closed the door behind her. "Mrs. Gilbreath?"
she cdled again, hearing nothing but afaint echo. The house was warm but even more dil gpidated than
thelast time shewasinit.

She stepped into the parlor and saw them both sitting there. "Oh!" she gasped, Sartled, and then laughed
in embarrassment. "l didn't mean to barge in, but no one answered my knock." Mr. and Mrs. Gilbresth
sat in highback easy chairsfacing away from her. She could only seethe tops of their heads. They didn't



move.

"Mrs. Gilbreaeth?' she said, beginning to fed queasy. She waked dowly around them, her eyesfixed so
intently on the chairs she momentarily experienced an opticd illuson that the chairswere turning dowly to
face her. She blinked and took an involuntary step backward. They sat in the chairs dressed to go out,
their eyesfocussed on nothing. Neither of them moved, not even the dight movements of breathing, nor
did their eyesblink. She stared at them in astonishment, fearing they were dead.

Miss Mahan approached them cautioudy and touched Mrs. Gilbresth on the arm. The flesh waswarm
and soft. She quickly drew her hand back with agasp. Then she reached again and shook the woman's
shoulder. "Mrs. Gilbreath," she whispered.

"Shewon't answer you." Miss Mahan gave alittle shriek and looked up with ajerk. Twillawas strolling
down the gtairs, tying the sash of arather barbaric-looking floor-length fur robe. The antique pendant she
alwayswore was around her neck. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and leaned againgt the newell
post. She amiled. "They're only smulacra, you know."

"What?' Miss Mahan was bewildered. She hadn't expected Twillato be here. She thought she would be
with Leo.

Twillaindicated her parents. "Watch." Miss Mahan jerked her head back toward the peoplein the
chairs. Suddenly, their heads twisted on their necks until the blank faces looked at each other. Then they
grimaced and stuck out their tongues. The faces became expressionless again, and the heads swiveled
back to stare at nothing.

Twillaslaugh trilled through the house. Miss Mahan jerked her eyes back to the beautiful child, fegling
like a puppet hersdlf. "They're rather clever, don't you think?" she cooed as she walked toward Miss
Mahan, the fur robe making a soft sound against the floor. "I'm glad you came, Miss Mahan. It savesme
the trouble of going to you."

"What?' Miss Mahan felt out of control. Her heart was beating like a hammer, and she clutched the back
of Mrs. Gilbreath's chair to keep from fdling.

Twillasmiled at her panic. "I haven't been unaware of your interest in me, you know. | had decided it
wastimeto get you out of the way before you became a problem.”

"Get me out of theway?'
"Of course"

"What are you?' Shefelt her voicerising to a screech, but she couldn't stop it. "What are these things
pretending to be your parents?’

Twillalaughed. "A thirteen-year-old is quite limited in thissociety. | had to have parentsto do the things|
couldn't do mysdlf." She shrugged. "There are other ways, but thisisthe least bothersome.”

"l won't let you get me out of theway," Miss Mahan hissed, dismissng the things she didn't understand
and concentrating on that single threst, trying to pull her regling sensestogether.

"Don't be difficult, Miss Mahan. There's nothing you can do to stop me." Twillas face had become
petulant, and then she smiled dyly. "Come with me. | want to show you something.” Miss Mahan didn't
budge. Twillatook afew steps and then turned back. " Come aong now. Don't you want al your
questions answered?"'



She sarted up the sairs. Miss Mahan followed her. Her legs felt mechanicd. Half way up she turned and
looked back at the two figures Sitting in the chairs like department store dummies. Twillacdled to her,
and she continued to the top.

A hdlway ran the length of the house upstairs with bedroom doors on ether side. Twilla opened one of
them and motioned Miss Mahan in. The house wasn't as old as her own, but it till had the fourteen-foot
cellings. But the callings, aswell asthe walls, had been removed. Thisside of the hall was one big ares,
opening into the attic, the roof at least twenty feet overhead with what appeared to be some sort of trap
door recently built into it. The areawas empty except for alarge gray mass hunched in one corner likea

partially collapsed tent.

"He'sadeep,” Twillasaid and whistled. The mass stirred. The tent unfolded dowly, rustling like canvas
diding on canvas. Bony ribs spread gracefully, stretching the canvas-like flesh into vast bat wingswhich
lifted out and up to bump againgt the roof. The wingstrembled dightly asthey stretched lazily and then
ettled, folding neatly behind the thing Sitting on the floor.

It was aman, or dmaost aman. He would have been about sixteen feet tall had he been standing. His
body was massively muscled and covered with purplish gray scdesthat shimmered metdlicaly evenin
the dim light. His chest, shoulders, and back bulged with wing-controlling muscles. He stretched hisarms
and yawned, then rubbed at his eyes with horny fists. His head was hairless and scaled; hisearsroseto
points reaching above the crown of his skull. The face was angdically beautiful, but thelarge liquid eyes
were dull and the mouth was dack like an idiot's. He scratched his hip with two-inch talons, making the
sound of arasp on metal. He was completely naked and emphatically mae. His massive sex lay dong his
heavy thigh like agrest purple-headed snake,

"ThisisDazred," Twillasaid plessantly. The cresture perked up at the sound of his name and looked
toward them. "He'sadjinn," Twilla continued. He turned his empty gaze away and began idly fondling
himsdlf. Twillagghed. "I'm afraid Dazred's pleasures are rather limited.”

Miss Mahan ran.

She clattered down the sairs, clutching frantically at the bannister to keep her balance. Shelost her right
shoe and stumbled on the bottom step, hitting her knees painfully on the floor. Shereded to her feet,
unaware of her shins shining through her torn stockings. Twillas crystal laughter peding down the Sairs
hardly penetrated the shimmering white layer of panic blanketing her mind.

She bruised her hands on the front door, clawing at it, trying to open it the wrong way. She careened
across the porch, into the snow, not fedling the cold on her stockinged left foot. But her lopsided gait
caused her to fal, sprawling on her face, burying her armsto the elbows in the snow. She crawled afew
feet before gaining enough momentum to regain her feet. Her whole front was frosted with white, but she
didn't notice.

Shelocked the car doors, praying it would start. But she released the clutch too quickly, and it bucked
and galled. She ground the starter and turned her head to see Twilla standing on the porch, her arms
hugging apillar, her cheek caressing it, her smile mocking. The motor caught. Miss Mahan turned the car
inatight circle. The rear whedslost traction and the car fishtailed.

Takeit easy, she screamed at hersdlf. Y ou've madeit. Y ou've gotten away. Don't end up in the far ditch.

She was hdfway to Miller's Corners when the loose snow began whipping in acloud around her. She
half heard the dull boom of air being compressed by vast wings. A shadow fell over her, and Dazred
landed astraddle the hood of her car. The metal collapsed with a hollow whump asthe djinn leaned
down to peer curioudly at her through the windshield. She began screaming, tearing her throat with short,



hysterical, mindless shrieks that seemed to come from agrest distance.

Her screams ended suddenly with agrunt as the front wheels struck the ditch, bringing the car to an
abrupt hat. Dazred lost hisbaance and flopped over backwards with a glitter of purplish gray and a
tangle of canvas-flesh into the snow drifts. Miss Mahan watched in paralyzed shock as he got to hisfeet,
grinning anidiot grin, shaking the snow from hiswings, and waked around the car. Hiswings kept
opening and closing dightly to give him balance. Her head turned in quick jerkslike awooden doall,
following his movements. He leaned over the car from behind, and the glass of both Sde windows
crumbled with agravelly sound as his huge fingers poked through to grasp the tops of the doors.

The dim light became even dimmer as hiswings spread in amantle over the car. The snow swirled into
the air, and she could see the tips of each wing as it made a downward stroke. The car shifted and
groaned and rose from the ground.

She fainted.

A smiling angel face floated out of agolden mist. Soft, pink lips moved solicitoudy, but no sound
emerged. Miss Mahan felt aglass of water a her mouth and she drank greedily, soothing her raw throat.
Sound returned.

"Areyou feding better, Miss Mahan? We don't want you to have a heart atack just yet, do we?"
Twillas eyes glittered with excitement.

Miss Mahan sucked oxygen, fighting the fog in her brain. Then raw red fingers of anger tore away the
slvery panic. Shelooked at the beautiful monstrous child knedling before her, the extravagant robe
parted enough at the top to revea asmall, perfect bare breast. The nipple looked asif it had been
rouged. "I'm fedling quite mysdlf again, thank you."

Twillarose and moved to afacing chair. They werein the parlor. Miss Mahan looked around, but the
djinn was absent. Only the parent dolls were there in the same positions.

"Dazred isback upgtairs,” Twillaassured her, watching her speculatively. "Y ou have nothing to fear." She
gmiled dightly. "Hewill have only virgins™"

Miss Mahan felt the blood draining from her face, and she weaved in the chair, fegling the panic creeping
back. Twillathrew her head back, and her crystal laugh was harsh and strident, like achanddier tumbling
down marble airs.

"Miss Mahan, you never cease to amaze me," she gasped. "Imagine! And a your age, too."
The anger returned in full control. "It'snone of your business" she stated unequivocdly.

"I'm ever so glad you decided to pay me avisit, Miss Mahan. It's, what do you say? Killing two birds
with one stone?"

"What do you mean?"'

"Dazred has, as| said, limited but strong appetites. If they aren't satisfied, he becomes quite
unmanageable. And don't think hewill rgject you because you're ascrawny old crow. He has no taste at
al, and only one criterion: virginity." Twillawas dmost fidgety with anticipation.

"What possible difference could it maketo that monster?' | must belosing my mind, Miss Mahan
thought. I'm gitting here having a cam conversation with thiswretched child who is going to kill me!



Twillawas thoughtful. "I redlly don't know. | never thought about it. That's just the way it's dways been.
It could be apersond idiosyncracy, or perhapsit'srdigious.” She shrugged. "Something like kosher, do
you think? Anyway, you can't fool him."

"l don't understand any of this" Miss Mahan said in confusion. "Did you say hewasa... djinn?’

"Surely you've heard of them. King Solomon banished the entire race, if you remember.” She amiled,
pleased. "But | saved Dazred."

"How old are you?' Miss Mahan breathed.

Twillachuckled. Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you. Don't let the body midead you. It'srelatively
new. Dazred has greet power if you can control him. But he's crafty and very literal. One wrong move
and ..." Sheran her forefinger across her throat.

"But ..." Miss Mahan was completely confused. "If thisisdl true, why are you going to school in
Hawley, Kansas, for heaven's sake?'

Twillasighed. "Boredom isthe curse of theimmorta, Miss Mahan. | thought it might offer some
diverson.”

"If you're so bored with life, why don't you die?’

"Don't be absura!

"How could you be so inhuman? What you did to Yvonne ... Doeslife mean nothing to you?'
Twillashifted inirritation. "Don't be tiresome. How could your brief, inggnificant lives concern me?"

Therewas arestless sound from above. Twillaglanced a the sairs. "Dazred isbecoming impatient.” She
turned back to Miss Mahan with asmirk. "Are you ready to meet your lover, Miss Mahan?"

Miss Mahan sat frozen, the blood roaring in her ears. ™Y ou might aswell go,” Twillacontinued. "It's
inevitable. Think of your dignity, Miss Mahan. Do you redly want to go kicking and screaming? Or
perhaps you'd like another run in the snow?"

Miss Mahan stood up suddenly. "I won't give you the satisfaction,” she said camly. She walked to the
dairs, bobbing up and down with one shoe off. Twillarose and ran after her, circling her in glee,

Twillaleaned againgt the newell pogt, blocking the stairs. She smiled wistfully. "1 rather envy you, Miss
Mahan. I've often wished ... Dazred knowsthe ancient Oriental arts, and sex was an art." She
grimaced. "Now it'slike two goatsin heat!" Her smilereturned. "I've often wished | had the capacity.”

Miss Mahan ignored her and marched dowly up the stairswith lopsided dignity. Twillaclapped her
hands and backed up ahead of her, taunting her, encouraging her, plucking at her gray tweed coat. Twilla
danced around her, swirling the fur robe with graceful turns. Miss Mahan looked straight ahead, one
hand on the bannister for balance.

Then, a the third step from the top, she sumbled. She fell againgt the railing and then to her knees. She
shifted and sat on the step, rubbing her shins.

"Don't lose heart now, MissMahan,” Twillasang. "Weredmost there." Twillatugged at her coat deeve.
Miss Mahan clutched Twillaswrist asif she needed help in getting up. Then she heaved with al her
might. Twillaslaughter became agasp and then a shriek as she plummeted down the stairswith aseries



of very satisfying thumps and crashes. Miss Mahan hurried after her, but the fall had done the job.

Twillalay on her back afew feet from the bottom step, her body twisted at the wrong angle. She was
absolutely motionless except for her face. It contorted in fury, and her eyeswere metalic with hate. Her
rose-petal lipswrithed and spewed the most vile obscenities Miss Mahan had ever imagined, some of
them in languages sheld never heard.

"Dazred!" Twillakeened. "Dazred! Dazred!" Over and over. A howl reverberated through the house. It
shook. Plaster crashed and wood splintered. Dazred appeared at the top of the stairs, barely able to
squeeze through the opening.

Twillacontinued her call. Miss Mahan took atrembling step backward. Dazred started down the steps.
Miraculoudy, they didn't collgpse. Only the bannister splintered and swayed outward.

Miss Mahan commanded herself to think. What did she know about djinns? Very little, practicaly
nothing. Wasn't there supposed to be a controlling device of some sort? A lamp? A bottle? A magic
ring? A tdisman? Something. Shelooked at Twillaand then at the djinn. She dmogt fainted. Dazred
approached the bottom of the stairs with an enormous erection.

Shelooked franticaly at Twilla. She's not wearing rings. Then something caught her eye.

The pendant! Was it the pendant? It had dipped up and over her shoulder and benegath her neck. Miss
Mahan scrambled for it. She pushed Twillas head asde. The child screamed in horrible agony. She
grasped the pendant and pulled. The chain cut into the soft flesh of Twillas neck and then snapped,
leaving ared line that oozed blood.

Shelooked at Dazred . He had stopped and was looking at her tentatively. It was the pendant! "Giveit
back," Twillagroaned. "Giveit back. Please. Please, give it back. It won't do you any good. Y ou don't
know how to useit." Dazredl took another step.

Miss Mahan threw the pendant at him. Twilla screamed, and the hair on the back of Miss Mahan's neck
bristled. It was not ascream of pain or rage, but of the damned. Dazred's huge hand darted out and
caught the pendant. He held hisfist to hisface and opened hisfingers, gazing at what he held. He looked
at Miss Mahan and smiled an angelic smile. Then herippled, like heat waves on the desert, and ...
vanished.

Miss Mahan sat on the bottom step, weak with rdlief, gulping air. Shelooked at Twilla, as motionless as
the parent dollsin the chairs. Only her face moved, twisting in sobs of self-pity. Miss Mahan dmost felt
sorry for her ... but not quite.

She stood up and walked through the kitchen and out the back door. She thought she knew where it
would be. Everyone kept it there. She went to the shed behind the carriage house, floundering through
the snow drift. She scooped away the snow to get the door open. She stepped in and looked around.
There was amost no light. The scudding clouds seemed even lower and darker, and the single window in
the shed was completely grimed over.

She spotted it behind some shovels, misted over with cobwebs. She pushed the shovels aside, grasped
the handle, and lifted the gasoline can. It was heavy. She shook it. Therewas asatisfying dosh. She
smiled grimly and started back to the house, walking more lopsided than ever.

Then she stopped and gaped when she saw Leo Whittaker's car parked out of sight behind the house.
She hurried on, letting the heavy can bounce against the ground with every other step. She opened the
kitchen door and shrieked.



Mrs. Gilbreath stood in the doorway, smiling plessantly at her, and holding a butcher knife. Without
reasoning, without even thinking, Miss Mahan took the handle of the heavy gasoline can in both hands
and swung it as hard as she could.

The sharp rim around the bottom caught Mrs. Gilbresth across the face, destroying one eye, shearing
away her nose, and opening one cheek. Her expression didn't change. Blood flowed over her pleasant
smile as she staggered drunkenly backward.

Miss Mahan lost her baance completely. The momentum of the gasoline can swung her around and she
sat in the snow, flat on her skinny bottom. The can dipped from her fingers and bounced acrossthe
ground with adescending scale of clangs. She lurched to her feet and looked in the kitchen door. Mrs.
Gilbresth had dammed againgt the wall and was sitting on the floor, till smiling her gory smile, her right
arm twitching like a metronome.

Miss Mahan scrambled after the gasoline can and hid it in the pantry. She ducked up the kitchen stairs
when she heard footsteps.

Mr. Gilbresth walked through the kitchen, ignoring Mrs. Gilbreath, and went out the back door. Miss
Mahan hurried up the sairs. Oh Lord, she thought. I'll be so sore | can't move for aweek.

She entered the upstairs hal from the opposite end. She stepped carefully over the debris from the wall
shattered by the djinn. Shelooked in the bedrooms on the other Sde. The first one was empty with a
layer of dust, but the second ... She stared. It looked like a set from aMariaMontez movie. A fire
burned in the fireplace, and Leo Whittaker lay stark-naked on the fur-covered bed.

"Leo Whittaker!" she bellowed. " Get up from there and put your clothes on thisingtant!” But he didn't
move. Hewas dive; his chest moved gently as he bresthed. She went to him, trying to keep from looking
at his nakedness. Then she thought, what the dickens? There's no point in being aprude at this stage. Her
eyeswidened in admiration. Then she ceded him afew additiona pointsfor being ableto satisfy Twilla
Why couldn't she have found a beautiful man like that when she was twenty-three, she wondered. She
sighed. It wouldn't have made any difference, she guessed. It would have dl turned out the same.

She put her hand on his shoulder and shook him. He moaned softly and shifted on the bed. "Leo! Wake
up! What's the matter with you?' She shook him again. He acted drugged or something. She saw along
golden hair on his ssomach and plucked it off, throwing it on the floor. She took a deep breath and
dapped him in the face. He grunted. His head lifted dightly and then fell back. "Leo!" she shouted and
dapped him again. His body jerked, and his eyes clicked open but didn't focus.

"Leo!" Sgp!
"Owww," he said and looked at her. "Miss Mahan?"
"Leo, areyou awvake?'

"Miss Mahan? What are you doing here?IsLanaall right?' He sat up in the bed and saw the room. He
grunted in bewilderment.

"Leo. Get up and get dressed. Hurry!" she commanded. She heard the starter of acar grinding. Leo
looked at himsdlf, turned red, and tried to move in every direction a once. Miss Mahan grinned and went
to the window. She could hear Leo thumping and bumping as hetried to put his clothes on. The car
motor caught, and steam billowed from the carriage house. "Hurry, Leo!" The black Chryder began
dowly backing out, Mr. Gilbresth at the whedl. Then the motor stalled and died.



He'strying to get away, she thought. No, he's only a puppet. He's planning to take Twillaaway! She
turned back to Leo. He was dressed, sitting on the edge of the bed, putting on his shoes. He looked at
her shamefaced, like alittle boy.

"Leo," shesaid in her sternest, most no-nonsense, unruly child voice. The car motor started again. "Don't
ask any questions. Go down the kitchen stairs and to your car. Hurry asfast asyou can. Don't let Mr.
Gilbreath see you. Bring your car around to the front and to the end of the lane. Block the lane so Mr.
Gilbreath can't get out. Keep yoursdlf locked in your car, because he's dangerous. Do you understand?”’

"No," he said, shaking hishead.
"Never mind. Will you dowhat | said?!
He nodded.

"All right, then. Hurry!" They left the bedroom. Leo gave it one last bewildered glance. They ran down
the kitchen stairs asfast asthey could, Leo keeping her steady. She propelled him out the back door
before he could see Mrs. Gilbreath gill smiling and twitching. The black Chryder wasjust pulling around
to the front of the house.

Sheran to the pantry, retrieved the gasoline can, and staggered into the entry hall. She could see Mr.
Gilbreath getting out of the car. She locked the door and hobbled into the parlor. Twillahad been moved
to the divan and covered with aquilt. He shouldn't have moved her, Miss Mahan thought; with an injury
likethat, it could havekilled her.

Twillasaw her enter and began screeching curses at her. Miss Mahan shook her head. She put the
gasoline can down by the divan and tried to unscrew the cap on the spout. It wouldn't budge. It was
rusted solid. Miss Mahan growled in frusiration. The front door began to rattle and clatter.

Twilla's curses stopped suddenly, and Miss Mahan looked at her. Twillawas staring at her in round-eyed
horror. Miss Mahan went to the fireplace and got the poker. Twillas eyesfollowed her. She drew the
poker back and swung it as hard as she could at the gasoline can. It made avery satisfactory hole. She
swung the poker severa more times and tossed it away. She picked up the can as Twillabegan to
scream and plead. She rested it on the back of the divan and stripped away the blanket. She tipped it
over, and pale pink streams of gasoline fell on Twilla

Glass shattered in the front door. Miss Mahan |eft the can resting on the back of the divan, still gurgling
out its contents, and went to the fireplace again. She picked up the box of matches as Mr. Gilbregath
walked in. His expression didn't change as he hurried toward her. She took a handful of wooden
matches. She struck them all on the side of the box and tossed them on Twilla

Twillas screams and the flames ballooned upward together. Mr. Gilbreath shifted directions and waded
into the flames, reaching for Twilla. Miss Mahan ran out of the house asfast as she could.

She was past the black Chryder, its motor still running, when the gasoline can exploded. Leo had parked
his car where she told him. Now he jumped out and ran to her. They looked at the old Peacock house.

It was old and dry asdust. The flames engulfed it completely. The snow was mdlting in awidening circle
around it. They had to back al the way to Leo's car because of the hest.

They heard asren and turned to see Sheriff Waker's car hurrying down the lane, followed by some of
the funera procession on itsway back to Hawley. The ones who hadn't turned down the road were
stopped on the highway, looking.



"Leo, dear," shesaid. "Do you know what you're doing here?’

He rubbed hishand across hisface, hiseyes il alittle bleary. "Yes, | think so. It al seemslike adream.
Twilla... MissMahan," hesaidin pain, "l don't know why | did it."

"l do," she said soothingly and put her arm around him. "And it wasn't your fault. Y ou haveto believe
that. Don't tell Lana or anyone. Forget it ever happened. Do you understand?”

He nodded as Robin Walker got out of his car and ran toward them. He looks very handsomein his
uniform, she thought. My, my, I've suddenly become very conscious of good-looking men. Too bad it's
thirty yearsto late.

"Miss Mahan? Leo? What's going on here?' Robin asked in bewilderment. "Isanyone till inthere?’ He
looked at her feet. "Miss Mahan, why are you running around in the snow with only one shoe on?"

Shefollowed hisgaze. "I'll declare," she said in astonishment. "I didn't know I'd lost it. Leo. Robin, let's
getinyour car. | havealot totell you both.”

Miss Mahan sat before the fireplace in her comfortable old house, tearing the pages from her Twilla
journa and feeding them one at atimeto thefire. Paul Sullivan had doctored her cuts and bruises, and
she felt wonderful—stiff and sore, to be sure—but wonderful. Tomorrow the newswould be al over
town that, with brilliant detective work, Robin Walker, aided by Leo Whittaker, had discovered that
TwillaGilbreath's father was Y vonnéskiller. In an attempt to arrest him, the house had burned, and dll
three had perished.

She had told Robin and Leo everything that happened—uwell, amost everything. She had left out her own
near encounter with Dazredl and afew other related items. She had dso given the impression—sort
of—that the house had burned by accident. Poor sweet Robin hadn't believed aword of it. But after
hearing Leo's account, taking alook at her demolished car, and seeing the footprintsin the snow, he
findly, grudgingly, agreed to go dong with it. And it did explain dl the mysteries of Y vonne's degth.

She knew the public story wasfull of holes and loose ends, but she aso knew the peoplein Hawley.
They wanted to hear that an outsider had done it, and they wanted to hear that he had been discovered.
Their own imaginaionswould fill inthe gaps.

LanaWhittaker didn't redly believe that Leo was working with Robin al those nights he was away, but
they loved each other enough. They'd bedl right.

Shefed the last pagesto the fire and looked around her parlor. She decided to put up atreethisyear.
She hadn't bothered with onein years. And a party. She'd have a party. There hadn't been more than
three people in the house at onetimein ages.

She hobbled cregkily up the stairs, humming "Deck the Hallswith Boughs of Holly," considerably
off-key, heading for the attic to search for the box of Christmas-tree ornaments.

TheEnd



