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PROLOGUE

THE SCREAMING HOUSE

April 1968

Thegirl could il taste the kerosene on her lips.

Her name was Nadine and she had been feverish for the past four nights.
The decision had not been made by her, but by her lover. She hadn't
wanted to go through with it; she had no energy to resist. Just the
throbbing pain, the leaking blood. If sheld been coherent, this
seventeen-year-old girl would've told them that her baby was going to be
al right. that she knew the baby would be dl right, evenif she

hersdf died. Shewasnot afraid of death if it meant her baby would
breathe and grow.

Shelay down in something cool and hard like stone, alarge basin. The
room smelled of rubbing acohol and soap; the odor of kerosene and
vinegar dtill lingered. The perfume of death or of birth? Above her were
the most beautiful dark eyes she'd ever seen, so warm and cool at the
sametime; eyesthat looked into her to find the root of thispain, this
illness. Her own vision wavered, and the world around her became
trangparent, empty, as shetried to look beyond this shadowy room,
through these beautiful eyesinto another existence, into adream where
therewasno pain. She saw no facesin the room, only eyes, only hands,
only lipscurling in smilesand anger.

Someone above her, awhite hand, wiped her brow with a cold, wet hand
towd. Nadine shivered; it waslikeice on her forehead. These people
surrounding her in thissmall room were no more substantia than the
dreams she had a night: she thought she could pass her hand through
them like ghosts. Who was here with her? Who would hel p with the birth
of her child?



A man, her lover she thought, said, " The whole fucking block's going up.
What the hell's this going to do to property values?'

But the man to whom the beautiful eyes belonged, the man who watched
over her asthe spasms hit, grasped her hand as she tried to pass her
fingersthrough him. "Havefaith, your child shal beborn.” Hislarge
black hand seemed to swallow hersdivelike ahawk devouring afish.
Shefdt his pulse pounding drum. It beat steedily, hopefully against

the ever weakening sound of her own heart.

Where was her mother? Her mother had promised to stay with her. To
hold her hand the way this man held her hand.

Her mother's hand was warmer than this man's, warmer and softer, open,
unfolding. Her mother was there among the smoky shadows, but why wasn't
she beside Nadine now?

Why would amother hide from her daughter?

Her lover, out in that misty darkness of the room, muttered, " Jesus, do
you think thiscould go alittle faster?'

"Baron Samedi," Nadine gasped. It was aplea; the pain was clutching
the baby insde her, the room was didodging itself from the earth and
running away, her womb would burst with overripe, fermented fruit.
"Baron Samedi, | pray...

Her lover whispered, "'I'm not going to wait around here for some lunétic
to shoot out the window!"

"Please," Nadine gasped to the woman she could not see who stood above
her. Her ribswere chafing againgt her skin asif they longed to bresk
free of her.

She knew then that shewas going to die. Shewasn't scared. not with
the man with the dark eyes holding her.

leaning toward her. They caled him Baron Samedi, guardian of the
graveyards and the dead. She did not believe, not like her mother
believed, but if it saved her baby, Nadine would, if he could save her
baby ...

The man above her grinned. Histeeth seemed huge, but that was her
fever. Histeeth seemed to be coming down for her, down for her baby,
down to find the place insde her where her baby's heart beat.

Her lover screamed, "Fucking animasiswhat you arel™

Then her mother (She's here/She'swith me. Shewill protect me!) screamed,
"My baby, what you doin' to my baby girl?"



Then Nadine felt and heard nothing, Her breathing stopped and what
little life there wasin her empty body ran out in awarm, red pool from
between her legs.

April 1989

"Maybeit'sablessngin disguise," Hugh whispered. "Maybeit'sjust
aswell, Scout."

Rachel knew that he wasn't about to do hisLet's Pretend line: Let's
Pretend Scout, that you're the mommy and I'm the daddy and we have a
whole mess of kiddos, an acre of kiddos, and I'm coming home from work
a the end of ahard day and you're exhausted and we sit up and read
them bedtime stories'til they fall adeep... Nope, Let's Pretend went

out the window when you got amiscarriage in the family. A blessngin
disguise. Sheld cried for three weeks over this particular blessing,

soon followed by atherapist, two group sessions aday for three weeks,
apsychiatrigt, abrief (and lessthan heavenly) flirtation with
antidepressants. She till kept the leftover pillsin ashoe box

beneath the bathroom sink on the off chance that she might get the urge

to jump out awindow again. It had been great fun, if usaless, getting

al themedical attention over what she basicdly felt wasafact of

Normd Life (lots of nice folks have miscarriages, dthough Rachel

hersdf didn't seem to know any of them). And evenif shedid Sart
crying every time she saw babies, or when she accidentally wandered into
the baby supply area of Dart Drug and caught herself buying Pampers, or
in Safeway picking up Gerber's baby chicken.

Only her work seemed to keep her from forgetting what Hugh had called "a
minor glitch.”

"it'sjust aswell," Hugh said (had said, would continue to say).

Rachd hated him for that and adso loved him for that. He even promised
he would make it up to her, that he would kissit and make it better,

that this was ablow, certainly, no one would deny how tragic it was,

but couldn't they turn it around? Couldn't they try to seeit asa
momentary setback, but in the long run an advantage? Wouldn't there be
things to compensate?

Shedidn't redly hear him say al this. She heard the words the way
shewould ligten to the radio whileironing or eating breskfast. Instead
shewondered if sheredly wanted to be married at dl, except to have
children; how she couldvejust lived with Hugh and that would've been
enough, except she'd been pregnant, except she'd wanted a child, and now
for some reason that child had chosen not to be born of her.

"Nature took care of it, Scout, it must be for the better.

you haveto try and seeit that way," Hugh droned on, and no doubt her
doctor had prepped him on the sorts of lines to feed her, and she loved



him for it, and she despised him for these spindessrationdizations,
but sheloved him, too.

She loved him because when she didn't love him she hated hersaf and
remembered the other woman, the one who was dead. Hugh'sfirst wife.

Hugh aways emphasized that they weren't financidly ready for ababy,
not yet, hisfeet weren't on the ground, he still had to try the bar for
one more go 'round, his job as a consultant in atax lawyer's office was
only for sx months and would be over soon, and how could sheredly
afford to leave her firm so soon, anyway? Just ayear or so & the
outside and then, yes, awhole litter of babiesif you want, so you see
it's just aswdll. Although Hugh wouldn't say babies, becauseit wasa
word they both avoided.

He would blanket her with hugs and kisses while she turned her faceinto
the pillow. It'snot ababy, it'sjust alittle sphere, alittle
subdividing sphere. aglitchinthe system.

Rachd loved her hushand then and hated him more than she'd ever hated
anyone; and she hated her body for betraying her like that.

Later, when shewas feding lesstired and Hugh brought in alarge bowl
of ice cream, hetold her about the house his father was giving them as
alate wedding present.

Rachd sniffed at theice cream asif smdlling it might make her fed
better. What | redly want isacigarette, but | guessi'll just get
hedthy and fat.

She was purposefully trying not to act too excited about getting the
house. that would kill it if she acted too excited; perhaps her
excitement had killed her little sphere, too.

Hugh didnt like it when she was enthusiagtic; he didn't trust liking
anything too much. She said, "See, your dad's coming around, | knew he
would."

Hugh didn't respond. He pretended to read the paper; chocolateice
cream on hisupper lip. She knew that he had only accepted the gift as
ameans of compensating for the miscarriage. Thiswas part of Hugh
Adair'ssense of fair play, and which Rachel knew was the underlying
reason he had trouble with the concept of being alawyer: fair play was
rarely involved. Hethrived on frugtrating himself. He wanted very

little to do with hisfather, but he would accept the house for Rachel's
sake, and then get numerous headaches concerning how miserable he was
knowing hed let the Old Man, as he cdled hisfather, buy them this

way.

For agplit second Rachel considered that she could avoid alot of
trouble about thiswonderful if tardy wedding gift by smply saying,



"Oh, Hugh, let'swait until we can redly afford a house on our own
terms. Let'snot have the Old Man hording it over us, let's not
compromise our integrity.

But it was only asplit second, and then Rachel cameto her senses.
She put the bowl of ice cream aside. "Our very first house.

Isit in agood neighborhood?'

PART ONE

WHERE THEHEART IS

JUNE

CHAPTER ONE

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

She waked ahead of Hugh, through the dley, stepping over broken glass,
around atrash heap. Thisside of the house was in constant shadow,
thiswall looked morelike old plaster than stone, and the only window
onto the aley was small and bricked over. Well, who wantsto look out
their window and see an dley full of trash and the wdll of the next
building over, anyway? When she reached the Hammer Street Side of the
house, facing the park, shewaited for Hugh. Inthe park shesaw a

little boy and girl playing what seemed to be a game of freeze tag.

Where was their mother? How could awoman let her children run through
acity park likethat al by themselves? Thiswasn't theworst or the

best neighborhood in Washington, D.C., but it was getting better; even

30, how could anyone take a chance like that?

The oaks had burst with heavy green branches, and there was a breeze;
the heat hadn't exploded yet asit would in just aweek or two. It was
aquiet street. that wasgood. Just after rush hour and the sound of
traffic from two streets over was just white noise. A jogger went by
and waved, and Hugh came up behind her and said, "l saw arat inthe

dley."

"Good. If he stays outsde the house well dl get dong fine."
She hadn't looked at the house yet.

Our house.

She wanted Hugh to be with her, she wanted to seeit clearly, she wanted
it to be asif she had closed her eyes and then opened them to see our
house. They'd driven by it three times before, sheld jogged by it once,
but more to gauge the neighborhood, get afed for the potholes and what
parking was like dong Hammer Street. When sheld glanced at the house



before she'd just thought of it as ahouse, not as our house.

Rachd Adair turned with her husband and faced the house that was now
thars.

Rache'sfirg sght of thefront of the housein Northwest D.C.

was not a pleasant one: amiddle-aged black woman, abag lady from the
park with her grocery cart full of trash, was squatting down near the

stone steps urinating on the sdewalk. The woman was fat and moved like
aJdl-O mold, wiggling down on her haunches--she pissed a stream that
would apparently flow right to Rachel's Regboks.

Rachel and Hugh both looked away -- up to the turret, across to the park,
to thetaxi pulled over on the other Sde of the street. When Rachel
glanced back to the house, the bag lady was gone, vanished, and all that
remained of her wasthe drying urine on the sdewalk.

City living. Rachd forgot about the bag lady and looked at her new
home.

It was a smple nineteenth-century stone house -- resembling every other
townhouse on that Side of Hammer Street, just off Winthrop Park with
Kaoramaand its embassi es on the opposite side of Connecticut Avenue;
on the other side, a shady avenue of shabby redbrick buildings that

seemed to have been bombed out all the way back to Eighteenth Street.
This block was the border between a good neighborhood and a bad one, the
shade from the park marking the line between them. The house was gray
and tall and thin, with abeard of ivy aong its edge; three stories

high, the bottom one, dmost a basement, a separate apartment. It

looked like it had once been alonger house but was diced at the side

just dong the turret; the house attached to one side of it wasaplain,

white box-shaped house, obviously new -- someone had torn down part of
Rachd'shouse

(OUr house) on one side, someone had been dissatisfied with their half
of the old stone house and decided to build that ugly white thing
ingtead with the chain-link fence in front and that threatening face of
adoberman just behind the side glass of the front door.

"l dwaysdreamed I'd livein ahouselikethis," Rachel said, turning
her attention back to her new home. Hugh led the way up the stone
steps. Rachel touched the thick carved stone post beside the door: it
was cold, and felt good.

Beside the front door, the brass plague which her father-in-law had

finagled out of the city government's historic HOUSES COMMISSION. DRAPER

HOUSE WASBUILT BY THE ARCHITECT JULIAN MARLOWE IN 1822. EDGARALLAN
POE WROTE HISFAMOUS STORY,, "PREMATURE BURIAL" IN THE TURRET room WHILE
RESIDING AS A GUEST.

"One of the Old Man's vanities," Hugh pointed out. "Poe did stay here



when it was ahotel or something, for aweekend, but it's doubtful he
wrote any storieswhile he was here. He probably played some dl-night
poker games and recovered from hangoverstherest of thetime. But the
Old Man has dways been an ace a perpetrating lies."

"A housewith aname."

"A full name, too. The Rose Truthful Draper House, the architect's
mistress. I've heard old Rosiewasawild one"

"Inwhat way?" Rachd asked, but at that point Hugh lifted the heavy
door knocker and let it fall. It sounded like a hammer coming down on a
bullet--Rachel winced at the noise, covering her ears. "Jesus.”

"Sorry, Scout, just testing.” Hugh reached in the pockets of hiskhakis
for the front-door key. "How many keys can this place have, you may
well ask." He held up alarge key ring with severd keys dangling from
it. He pointed them out: "Thisonesfor the front door, the downgtairs
hall door, thisisfor... | think the patio, and this one--I don't

know, maybe the back gate. | guesswell find that out. And this

little piggy," hejangled asmdl key, "goes wee-wee-wee dl the way
home."

Rache wasn't listening to him. "Did you hear thet?'
"Huh?'
“Nothing."

"Wasit acat? Thewoman who rents the downstairs apartment has cats, |
think. She's either apsycho or apsychic, | get those two confused.”

Y es, Rachd thought, cats mewling for milk, kittens searching for their
mother. I'm not going crazy after dl. It'snot babies. Just becausel
lost ababy doesn't mean I'm going to hallucinate about it. Cats, yep,
sounds good to me.

Then she heard it again, the sound, and for just a second she thought
she saw Hugh blink twice having heard the baby crying. But sheldd been
thinking of babies since the humidity had risen, babies at her bressts,
babies at her ankles, babies floating among the clouds. Babieswere
everywhere shelooked. Why doesit surprise methat | think | hear
them?

Thisiswhat the doctor said.

"you'll notice that everyone has babies except you, you'l think that
somehow you're built differently from other women, that you're
unnatural, but don't believeit. Miscarriages are as natural as
deliveries.



Rachel, you lose this one, well, somewhere down the road you'll have
another." Y ep, Doctor, you play the Let's Pretend gamejust like my
husband does.

Hugh opened the door to the inner hall. "To the dark tower, Scout.”

But the baby crying: it sounded like it came from beneeth the stones of
the porch, right benegth her feet.

CHAPTER TWO
INTERIOR

They met the downgtairstenant, Mrs. Deerfield, briefly -- Rachd barely
got aglimpse of her when the older woman opened her door, leaving the
chainon. All Rachel caught of her were blue eyes, palewrinkled skin,
and ashock of blond hair the color and texture of dry hay. And a
strong whiff of either cleaning fluid or dcohol. Paint was peding on

the apartment door. We've got our work cut out for us.

"Just got out of the bath, dears," Mrs. Deerfied sad.
"Come round to the patio.” Rachel shook the damp hand beforeit dipped
back behind the closing door.

"Veddy British," Rachedl said low enough o as not to be overheard.

Hugh raised hiseyebrows. "Like Mary Poppins goneto seed.” He unlocked
the inner door that |led to the upstairs.

"Voila" hesad, flinging the door open.

Rachel went quickly through the house ng the damage; the dark
blue wdlpaper in the bathroom which should come down, the track
lighting that didn't complement the wonderful nineteenth-century flavor

of the house, the layer of grease on the stove and oven. Two bedrooms
on the top floor, one bath on each floor, the bannister was alittle

rickety -- would need repair but not right away -- the living room waslong
and with ahigh celling, and that wonderfully large manor house
fireplace set like acaveinto thewall, the kitchen was small, not much
room to turn around in, but the dining room was large, and there was the
patio for summer entertaining. She ran up and down the airs, shouting
out to Hugh to come up and see this small room that would be perfect for
aden. Attheliving room, the housetwistedin an |, and Rachel

clutched Hugh's hand as they went down the narrow hallway.

"Secret passages,” Hugh said.

"Don't you think thisisaweird layout? From thedley it didn't look
likeit went thisway at dl.”

"I'm not sure, but | think when the block was divided into separate



residences, the divisions made their own geometric messes of things."

"So dark," she said, "when you can just see this place was made for
light -- they've practically boarded it up." She went and pulled aheavy
curtain back from one of the second-floor hall windows. Shewrote her
initialsin the dust on the pane. "It's so stuffy -- Hugh, come seeif you
can open thisone."

Leaving Hugh to struggle with the windowpane, Rachdl waked towardsthe
room at the end of the hall. The door was shut. Rachel played with the
doorknob until it came off in her hand. She set it onthefloor. "This

must be..." She pressed her shoulder up againgt the door and shoved.

"Yed" The door swung open, damming againg thewall.
"My favorite: theturret room."

The room was asemicircle, dark and cold even in the hot summer. It
reminded her of adungeon, itsairless darkness conjuring up images of
torture chamber pargphernalia: thumbscrews, iron maidens,
bone-stretching devices, stedl fetters. On the other hand, it dso
reminded her of the basement gpartment she and Hugh lived in but without
the tacky gold wallpaper. Instead, the room was plastered with tacky
dark wallpaper -- adesign that was supposed to be peacock tail feathers
inapadey swirl, but which looked more like athousand eyes staring

out of acod mine. The curtains blocking the sunlight were adusky
shade of purple, ragged and moth-egten, dragging across the dirty floor.
She shivered just looking at the room but her mind was aready working:
with some white drapes, strip the wallpaper, a paint job, some good
old-fashioned scrubbing, it would be the friendliest room in the house.
But who the hell wantsto do al that work?

The window was convex and enormous, like a curved screen around the
turret; with the curtains drawn back it must take in a panoramic view of
the park. Rachel pictured awindow seat with cushions--a place to read
books and sip tea on Sunday afternoons. Y es, thiswould be her favorite
room.

"Thiswill bethenursery,” Rachd said modtly to hersdf, thinking Hugh
was out of earshot; shesaid it like aprayer, like she knew it would
never cometrue. She swept stale dusty air back with her left hand; she
felt asneeze coming on. Her wedding ring, loosening with the summer
humidity, did off her finger and clanked to the floor, reminding her

again of thumbscrews and chains. She squatted down, balancing hersdlf
with one hand on the floor, the other reaching for thering. She picked
it up, but felt astinging in her thumb: not from animaginary

thumbscrew, however, but from a splinter fresh from the floorboards. She
nursed her thumb before plucking the offending bit of wood out from
between her thumbnail and skin. A small period of red appeared there,
just under the nail. She pressed her thumb against her lipsto stop the
flow of blood.



"Oh, Scout," Hugh sighed, sounding defeeted; he must've heard her little
prayer, her mention of the word nursery, which was innocent enough as
wordswent. Hugh would go and think she was making hersdf sad again,
thinking about the child she hadn't been ableto carry. Hedidn't seem

to understand about hope. She wanted to tell him then that she wasn't
going to start crying just because she'd thought of ababy-related term.
you don't mourn the desth of something that's barely eight weeks
conceived do you? It'snot even ababy, it'sjust alittle sphere.

Hugh gave up the struggle to open the hal window and came down into the
turret room to her.

Since her miscarriage in the spring, heldd kept emphasizing how right and
natural it had been to lose the baby, and how we're not prepared for
parenthood, and when it'sright welll know. There were subjectsthey
didn't talk about anymore, jokesthey didn't make. Lifewas becoming a
serious business in which spheres did not subdivide into babies.

Hugh came.up to her and drew her to him, enveloped her.

Sheliked that fedling of being insde hisarms. It made her think he

desired her, and she could momentarily forget that he had ever beenin

love with anyone e'se, had begun to raise afamily with that other

woman -- that other woman who was able to give him more than Rachel had
been ableto.

that other woman, four months pregnant, who was dead and buried.

The other woman (wife, damnit, hisfirst wife -- why can't you even admit
it?) to whom Rachel was congtantly comparing herself. There was Joanna,
beautiful, pure, and obvioudy fertile. And then there's me: making plans

to stedl her husband away even as Joannas Volvo was being demolished by
adrunken driver. Always, alwayswe pay for our Sins-- even the
not-so-nice Catholic girlswho don't redly believeinsan, only in

stupid decisions.

Hugh went over to the turret window, hisloafersclicking like angry
beetles againgt the echoing floor. He pulled the drapes apart; Rachdl
heard some of the materid rip. Light flooded the room through the
snowstorm of dust that blew off the curtains. The sunlight was amost

too bright. Rachel squinted for an instant -- she'd gotten used to the
heavy darkness of the house as they'd been going through it, room to
room. "These windows haven't been washed in years.

you know how much work we're going to have to put into thishouse? it's
not going to belike the gpartment.”

"Good thing. It'l be niceto have something that's ours.”

"Famous last words." Hugh twisted his head around and arched his
eyebrows. Hugh Adair could do thingslike that and it would mean



something to her -- it was the one thing they'd developed over the past
two years, that sort of ESP that came from living with someone. Rachel
often wondered if Hugh and hisfirst wife ever had that.

"Well,itisours. A giftisagift." Shedidn't want her chinto look

30 set and determined. She didn't mean it asthe challenge that Hugh
might understand it to be: but there it was, in her chin, in the steedy

gaze of her brown eyes. Her chestnut brown bangs needed atrim, but she
was happy she hadn't gotten oneyet. Rachel felt her hair suitably hid

her eyebrows which were forming this satement into aquestion: It is

ours, isn'tit? you're alawyer, you know how to be assertive, if you
candoitin court you candoit at home.

Rachel was hoping he wouldn't go off into one of his despairing moods
about accepting the wedding gift from hisfather again. Shewas glad her
father-in-law was going out of hisway to proveto them that he did
findly approve of the marriage. Rachd kept trying to drum it into her
husband's skull that someday he would reconcile himsdf with hisfather,
and the less he had to regret about his behavior to the Old Man, the
better.

There was amomentary silence in the house asthey stood there; silence
filtered through dust. Behind the silence and the dust, Rachel wondered
what other people thought, what other couples meant when they weren't
speaking. | want to scream.” that must be what other couples thought
when they had nothing to say, Rachd thought as she watched Hugh'sface:
the lines that hadn't been there two minutes ago. He was thinking about
the sphere, too, but he's not thinking about it theway | am. He's
thinking about it with relief. | want to scream, but | won't scream
because you won't love meif | scream. Someone was honking their car
hornin the dley, breaking through the brief slence. Shesmiled

because she didn't want thisto be a depressing repest of the past year.

"Doyou think that Mrs. Deerfidd will till rent downgtairs when we
movein?'

"We can't redlly ask her to move, can we? We'd be doing the kind of
thing the Old Man does when he thinks aneighborhood, like thisonel
might add, isripefor gentrification. Kick the poor people out and

bring on the yuppies." He tended to snap whenever he talked about anyone
inhisfamily. Thefront of Hugh's red T-shirt was blotched with swest;

his sandy blond hair was swept back in a shiny wave across hisforehead,
softening hisaguiline fegtures.

"you areayuppie, previoudy aprepie. Theenemy isus.
But I think it'll be nice to have someone living beneeth us.”

Hugh went back to tugging at thewindow. "How. Comfortable. Will.
you," Hugh grunted in between his attempts, "fed... having awoman
living in the basement who in her last lifewas a princessin the lost

city of Atlantis?' Again, he gave up hisfight with the window.



"Just great--if shelikesthe vibes here, and she paysthe rent on the
firsgt of themonth. 1t won't hurt the budget, will it? And | won't
mind the company, either.”

"But," Hugh said jokingly, "'l thought you were going to be too busy
fixing this place up, and then | et's not even mention your conventiond
seventy-hour workweek."

"Oh, | know, | know, but there are those coffee breaks.

Moretold methat her first few years of marriage shejust had lunch
with the girlsand went shopping,” Rachel sghed.

"Recherche du temps perdu,” Hugh chuckled. "Thisiswhat law school did
for you, it made you want things you can't have."

For asecond, Rachd thought: you asshole, Hugh.

Sheld thought that when she first met him -- you asshole -- back when she
was gtill Rachdl Brennan and trying not to flunk out of law school.
Although they had not exactly met, formdly. Shewasworking onthelaw
review and Hugh edited it. Her father was dying of lung cancer, so she
was taking most weekends and going home. Thisleft little timefor her
law review duties, which included refiling materia she used, and the

editor, Hugh Adair, sent her amemo:

Ms. Brennan, It seemsthat some of the staff have not been attending to
their more clerica dutieswith regardsto thereview. Among the
neglected deed arefiling, returning office suppliesto the supply room,
and averitable graveyard of notes which have not been trashed. (Are
they valuable? Should we start an archivesfor your research?) Perhaps
if your office skills need sharpening, we can provide arefresher course
inorderliness.

| hopethis memo is sufficient.
Thank you, Hugh Adair, Editor-in-Chief

Thewords that had formed in her mind were not just you asshole, but prick
aswdl.

Rachd had seen Hugh in afew of her classes, but did not know the
handsome man with the winning smile was the same geek who wrote the
officious memo. Shewrote back to him:

Dear Mr. Editor, Thank you for the ddightful reading. It redly made
my life, honest. How kind of you to fire such knowing bullets my way.
How compassionate of you to take into account the extenuating
circumstances of my having to return home on the weekends and some
weekdays for my father'slast hours on this earth, to say nothing of the



fact that afew of us haveto work our way through law school while
others gt on their asses while daddy pays off al those nasty credit
card bills. If you want a secretary, | would be happy to apply for the
position, assuming, unlike the work many of usdo on thereview,
secretarial work is PAID.

Again, thank you for such a COMPASSIONATE and MOTIVATING memo. |
promiseto be agood Girl Scout from hereonin.

Warmly, Ms. Brennan

The next day, Rache received this brief note:
Scout, Well, | guessthis meanslunchisout.
TheBig Bad Editor

Thisstruck her asfunny -- Rachd had ahorribletime

bearing agrudge, particularly when in the back of her mind she knew he
wasright. She had doppy work habits. She was surethat her only
savation would come in ajob where she had her own secretary to handle
filing and neatness, because shewasamess. And then agood hedthy
dose of Cathalic guilt had gotten the better of her. Sheld been caling
Hugh an asshole to everyone within earshot, and shefelt bad about it.

So one Sunday, she returned early from seeing her father, walked right
up to Hugh and said: "L unch would be greet.”

"Andyou are?..."
"A good Girl Scout.”

Sheimmediately saw hiswedding ring. that was one of thefirst things
shelooked for in aman, that or atan line where held removed thering.

For some reason married men had aways been attracted to her, and single
men were not interested. Rachd rarely dated. "you're married,” she

sad.

"It'sjust lunch,” hetold her. "I'm not only married, I'm, wonder of
wonders, happily married. Can't an editor ask one of his staffersto
lunch? | promise not to seduce you."

too bad, she'd thought.

"Penny for your thoughts," Hugh said. He stood in silhouette against
the blinding sunlight that filtered through the dust-streaked window.

Rachel kissed him. | want to scream, she was thinking, but she knew
thiswas not exactly the thought he wanted to hear.

He held her tightly, and she looked out the dirty window, down on the



park where awoman played catch with her three children while their
father opened a picnic basket.

"It's so damn humid." Hugh sounded as annoyed as Rachel now felt.

Rachel tugged hersdf free from him. She went over to the other window
inthe hall. She pulled upwards on the sill, and managed to open the
window. "There," she said, looking out over the patio and the dley
behind the house, "get some fresh air in here. Hello down there!” she
shouted in asingsong friendly voice, and then turning to Hugh, said,
"Mrs. Deerfield looks so londly, let's go down to the patio and be
neighborly.”

CHAPTER THREE
MRS. DEERFIELD

"you believein omens?' Mrs. Dearfield asked. Her British accent was
likethick clotted cream. Rachel noticed she had trouble pronouncing
her I's; it sounded like sheld said "beweev.”

"Good or bad?' Rachd produced agrin which made her feel uncomfortably
phony. She had succeeded in dragging Hugh downstairs and outside to
examine the split-level patio. Half of the patio wasfor the benefit of

the lower gpartment, and was defined by a neat brick rectangle under the
wrought-iron staircase. Mrs. Deerfidd was Sitting at asmall table

benesth the shade of the sairs, drinking what Rachel thought was tes,

but which Mrs. Deerfield assured her was amug of Kahluaand milk. She
offered amug to Rachel as she came down the stairs. Rachel checked her
watch: yes, it was only ten A.M. She shook her head to the offer of the
liquor.

"Wel," Mrs. Deafidd sad, "thisomenisparticularly good. My
Ramonavomited ahairball."

Thered estate woman had warned them that Penelope Deerfield was an odd
bird who had been living in the basement apartment since before First
Properties had begun handling it.

Mrs. Deerfiedd must've been in her early sixties, and her hair was dyed
agolden yellow, worn long to her shoulders asif shewere ill ayoung
girl. Hugh sad later, rather crudly Rachd thought, "She lookslikea
drag queen waiting to happen." Her heavily mascaraed eyeswere of that
clear tranducent blue that always seemed to be looking over your
shoulder, or through you. She wore asilk dressing gown with ared gold
Orientd print, its darted edges reveding apink caf-length dip

beneath.

Mrs. Deerfield was so short that she appeared to be clinging to the
table to keep from shrinking any further, and her handswere small like
achilds.



Rachd pretended to be examining the perimeter of the patio, testing the
gray wooden gate for sturdiness. Shewas afraid if she stared too long
a Mrs. Deerfidd it would be rude, and yet she was fascinated by the
diminutive woman.

At the mention of the name Ramona, Hugh called down from theiron
landing at the top of the sairs, "you have a daughter, then, Mrs.
Deafidd?'

Mrs. Deerfield, ignoring his comment, continued.

"RamonaisaHimadayan of distinct breeding, and sherardly has

hairbals, but itisagood sgn | think that this should happen on the

day you will bemoving in. | have ataent for the interpretation of

such events. Omens, dreams, portents, new landlords. We have aghost,
you know. that's right, one of the early occupants of the house. She's
harmless, of course, makes some noise now and again. Rose Draper, it
seems, isgill waiting for her lover to return home.

But ghosts are attention getters, aren't they? Likelittle children,
they just want someone to watch them, to know they exist.”

Rachd nodded plessantly not understanding what in God's name shewas
talking about: but just the idleness of the monologue was adelight,
nothing about torts, briefs, or depositions. Just puretak for talk's

sake.

"May | inquireasto my... status, in this present Stuation, Mrs.
Adair?' Mrs. Deerfield's voice acquired a curious drop as she spoke, as
if she were embarrassed to even be asking such acommon question.

"Cdl me Rachd, | ill havetrouble with that 'Mrs. Adair.™ Rachd,
feding odd standing by the back gate, waked over to the small white
tablethat Mrs. Deerfield draped herself across as she poured out more
Kahluain her mug. Rachd sat down uncertainly in awaobbly wire chair.

"you sure you won't have acup? It'sjust like amilkshake.
A grown-up milkshake." Mrs. Deafidd lifted her mug.

"No thanks." Rachel heard Hugh ahem from above.
"Well, Rachd, then, the gpartment --"

"Well, | think it would be greet if you were ableto stay onin your
place”

"About therent increase...” Again that embarrassed dive to the voice,
likeachild confessing to having wet hersdif.

Rachel looked up; she could not see Hugh standing above them, athough



she saw abit of hishand clutching the dark, thin bannister. His
knuckleswerewhite. "Hugh? Therésnoincrease, isthere?'

Another throat clearing, and Rachel was worried that he might spit.
Findly: "No, no, Scout, theré's no rent increase.
Wereall status quo here.”

Mrs. Deerfield reached acrossthe table, patting Rachel on thewrist,
"Thank --" but both of them felt it: a shock.

Rachd brought her hand away; Mrs. Deerfield kept her arm outstretched.
"youreasengtive.”

"Sometimestoo sengtive”

"No, dear, | mean asendtive. you're opento theinfluence. A small
percentage of the world's population is and always has been. Have you
ever had any kind of psychic experience?’

Rachel heard Hugh whisper under his breath, " Soundslike ajob
interview." She hoped that their tenant didn't hear him. Sitting down
on the steps, not bothering to be polite and comejoin them, he said,
"Tdl that gory your mother dwaystdls."

"Oh, that'sjust sllly, and anyway | don't think it ever redly
happened.”

Hugh began speaking for her. "When shewas s, in church, shetold her
mother that the -- Scout, you can tdll this better than | can.”

Rachel sghed, grinning asif shewere embarrassed. "Wdll, | -- oh, this
isstupid.” But Mrs. Deerfiedld gazed at her attentively, fascinated.
"Well, | wasn't raised redlly Catholic, but we went to mass at Christmas
and Eagter, and during one of these Christmas services, | apparently
went up to the dltar. Therewasthisfigure of Mary and the baby Jesus,
and | started petting the baby's head and told it not to cry. 'Don't

cry, baby Jesus, don't cry.' Something likethat. | wouldn't classfy

that as anything occult.”

Mrs. Deerfied's face became pinched; she nodded her head asif
thinking of something ese. "When we'rein theright place at the right
time, and when we are the right person, senditive to these things, it
can happen. I'm of the opinion that these things are perfectly normal
phenomenathat Smply haven't yet been explained.”

Rachd was bardly listening to her -- shewasthinking of that other time.
"And then with daddy."

"Oh, Scout," she heard Hugh's voice asif from agreat distance.

"After hedied --" two years ago, shewas till in law schooal.



"l didn't know he was dead; mother didn't even know. | went back to our
gpartment between classes and this sounds redlly dumb, but the lazy

susan in the pantry started spinning, just alittle. Andthen | saw

him -- just for asecond. Like an afterimage. Like the second before
someone leaves aroom, and you blink, and they're gone and you're not
aureif you saw them or not. | heard him say something, in my head -- you
know how you know someone so well that your mind can even reproduce
their voice? All he said was. "It's done, swestie, but mom'll need your
help." | knew hewasdead. And then ten minuteslater, mom caledin
tears”

Rachel wasthinking how much she wouldn't mind lighting acigarette up
right then. What little breeze there had been wafting between the
aleyways had died, and she smdlled something bad, something
decomposing. It must've come from the dumpster out back by the car. The
odor of rotting meat. | am not going to start crying. If | start

crying, Hughisgoing to think | anlosing it againtheway | lost it

over themiscarriage, and | am not losing it. If | keep talking, | will

loseit. butif I just shut up likeagood Girl Scot...

Mrs. Deerfied perked up suddenly, asif injected with vitality. "you
are specid, dear, I'm sure of it."

"I've dwaysthought s0," Hugh said from the gairs.

Rachd looked back to Mrs. Deearfield and felt such compassion emanating
from the woman that she felt okay. The moment had passed. Just don't
dart talking about hearing babies crying anywhere close by or you will

be certifiable.

Mrs. Deerfidd smiled, reveding an impossibly crooked overbite and an
enormous gap between her front teeth. Her blue eyes became devilish
ditsasshe sad, "you are anice young couple, aren't you?'

"What were the former tenants like?"

"Ooh!" She shivered asif recdling the taste of a particularly sour
medicine. "Horrible, unnatura persons, sexua perversons night and
day, loud music, parties. It tested me, it certainly did, their friends
tramping across my little garden, their foul language, the orgies, and
worgt of dl, Rachd," and at this, she leaned over the table dmost
knocking the mug and bottle over, clutching Rache's hand in her own
tiny Deerfidd fingers, "worgt of dl, most obscene,” Mrs. Dearfidd's
eyeswidened like atelevision tube warming up from apinpoint to a
nineteen-inch screen, "they hated cats.”

CHAPTER FOUR

THEOLD MAN



If you glanced over at the deek cherry-red Jaguar stuck like every

other car inthe middle of atraffic jam on the Fourteenth Street

Bridge -- and everyone caught in the tar pit of rush-hour traffic heading
across the Potomac was rubbernecking to catch a glimpse of the Jaguar
and what was going on ingde the car -- you would see afiery flash of red
hair whisking up and down like adust mop just behind the steering wheel
while the man who was driving kept agrimace of pain, or embarrassment,
or pleasure spread across hisfat face like Nero fiddling.

Gradudly, the motions of thered hair dowed, and once, it rose up
completely from the steering whedl. 1t was attached at the scalpto a
paegirl with dark circles under her eyes, high cheekbones, sparklingly
wet ruby-red lips and spidery false eyelashes. Shelooked lesslikea
whore from the streets of D.C. than avery tired girl of

thirty-six who did not appreciate the car's air conditioner blowing cold
air directly on her face as she went about her work.

"I'm not paying you to stop," theman said. The skin on hisface seemed
to have been pulled back tight, asif he'd once had a botched face lift.
Hishair -- white, sparse, and blue in parts--began in aneat ridge at the
very peak of hishead, combed greasily back. Buttressing jowls
supported the gothic arches of hisvarious chins, and you might wonder
if you could guess his age by counting those chins, liketheringsof a
tree. Hischeeksand upper lip were spotted with sweet, which he wiped
at with hisfingers. Hissmdll, dark eyeswere pushed by the puffy bags
beneath them into squints. He'd apparently been sawn right into the
dark suit he wore -- it looked like it could never come off without
undoing the deeves, the pants legs, and then piece by piece, the rest

of themateria. It was hisexoskeetal armor.

Thegirl coughed, clutching her throat. "Something's caught in my

throat, | think itsahair." Her voice hit notes that most baritones

would be proud of -- it was far huskier than her small, fine-boned china

doll face, powdered dead white, would suggest. She shook her wispy mane
of red hair, with curls aslarge as malt liquor cans, and pursed her lips

asif tagting something sour. The coughing continued.

"I don't know how the fuck you'd get ahair with thisthing on,” the man
sad disgustedly. He glanced down bri€fly at hiscrotch. Laying likea
fat wobbly dug from between folds of blue pin stripe: his
rubber-enshrouded penis.

Between coughs, the girl gasped, "These days you got to be careful.”
"I'm not paying you to be careful.”

The redheaded girl began rubbing up and down on her throat--the man
noted that it was Smilar to her hand-job technique. Her voice became
garbled with hawking phlegm and intermittent coughs. "Sorry," she said.
Tears were coming to her eyes. She began chanting the word ahem, over
and over asif it were some mantato cure throat problems.



"Shit," wasdl theman sad.

Someone honked their horn from the car in back. Traffic wasagain
moving across the bridge; the old man pressed hisfoot gently down on
the accelerator. Thegirl had risen completely up in her seat, and was
now leaning against her door, the side of her face pressed againgt the
window as she continued to hack away. Her dresswas sheer, lollipop
red, covered with tiny fairy sparkles. The man would later find
sparklesin hisunderwear and worry if thiswas asign of some venered
disease.

His name was Winston Adair, and he worried constantly about the state of
his penis--it was the center of his being, and it was one of thefew

parts of hisbody that had not become e ephantine and bloated over the
years. While procrestion had never been hisgoa (athough he had sred
two sons and countless bastards that may or may not have survived

birth), he enjoyed putting his member in whatever femde orifice wasfor
hire and available. Winston Adair had goneto fat in the past twenty

years, but it only added to hisimposing presence: helooked like aman
who carried the excess luggage on his body like an arsend. People who
saw him wondered if hewasaswide ashewastal. The streetwalkers
who saw what he liked to cal his Washington Monument tended to view it
more as the part of the balloon where you blow.

And the redheaded strestwalker coughing next to himin his Jaguar was

not inflating the balloon at all. Asthey crossed the Fourteenth Street
Bridge to the George Washington Parkway, he reached across the seat and
grabbed her by thewrist, keeping hisleft hand on the steering whedl.

She looked like she wanted to say something aong the lines of "you're
hurting me," but the coughing stopped her.

She wastrying to hold the coughsin, trying to swallow them, but they
burst through her nose when she kept her mouth shut.

"Goddamn you, cocksucker, | paid you twenty-five bucks for those lips,
and you're not getting out of it." Winston was aways surprised by his
voicein stuationslike this-- in court he could sound like Clarence
Darrow, but with ahooker he aways sounded like ayoung naive boy. He
turned the car in the direction of the lwo JmaMemorid.

When he was twenty-one, he'd been with awhore who seemed astdll asthe
bridge the3, were standing under, and she had aface that could stop a
truck. Shewaslessblack than a coffee yellow, asif sheld been sick

for months and had just recovered. Sheld had adight dark mustache on

her upper lip, but he was so horny at that point he would've fucked a
holeintheground. And fucking her had been like sticking hisdick in
amuddy hole. Heimagined he was doing that when he humped the whore,
hispenisdiding in and out of adark hole, |oose pebbles tumbling

againg his sengtive skin--they screwed on the muddy bank, and he felt



the ooze diding like exploring fingers beneath histesticles, her
yelow brown rump dapping noisly into the suction cup of earth and
water.

And then, it had happened.

Just as he was coming, trying to yank his penis out of that whore
because held been told you didn't catch the clap if you didn't come
ingde them, hefet something other than her fingers, and her damp

receptacle, something other than the cool mud of spring beneath his
scrotum.

Something smdl and hairy and ticklish. Tiny. Crawling.

Up hisbdls. And then severa of them. Perhaps adozen.

Before he saw them and screamed, he saw the look on the whore'sface,
the thicklipped smile, the eyesturned inward on themsd ves exposing the
whitesto him.

The fucking whore knew.

She knew.

Sheld met him under the bridge because she knew thiswould happen.
Wington, aged twenty-one, glanced down at his shriveling penis.

They covered his penis, histesticles, histhighs.
Mud dauber wasps.

"Fucking bitch!" he screamed, dapping the redheaded girl with al his
energy. Theback of her head hit the window with asharp crack. The
girl'seyes, bogged with tears, didn't even seem to register pain from
this. Shewasdtill coughing.

They were parked aong the drive up the Iwo JmaMemorid. Thegirl's
hands were scraping skin off her throat; she began inhaling deeply, but
Wington didn't hear any air coming ot.

The whore knew, the fucking whore knew.

Winston Adair grabbed the girl by her hair, twisting hisfingersinto
theringlets.

He pulled her face over his penis.
"Maybeif you get towork it'll help." He pressed her lips against the

tip of the wagging condom, and miraculoudy, her lips parted, and the
redheaded whore from Fourteenth Street began sucking.



They looked like smdll jewels at firet, parts of a necklace come loose.
They were a sgpphire blue in the twilight shade beneath the bridge, and
he'd redlly thought that maybe they were the whore's, that they'd

fdlen off when they were rocking back and forth in the cool mud.

But then he saw their small legs, and their long dender wings.
And the pincers extending from their diamond-shaped heads.

Mandibles opening and closing, opening and closing, Antennae touching
hisghriveling penis

And then the pain had begun, somewhere in the back of hishead at first,
which he thought was awfully funny consdering where the wasps were
hanging out -- apain like along sharp needle being thrust in his ear,
poking around, twisting.

It took afew seconds before the pain locdized to his crotch.

Hisfist wastight in the girl's hair as he remembered, but hefelt a
sharp pain, and looked down. Thegirl kept her head in hislap, her
eyeswide with terror, gasping, sucking in air, bresthing in, bresthing
in, breathingin.

But not breathing out.

She gazed up a him asif she had never seen ahuman being before. She
looked like a Polaroid of awhore, not the living, breathing thing.

Wington noticed that his peniswas a pinkish red color from her
strenuous sucking. It felt sore. But not as bad aswhen hewasin his
twenties,

Wington noticed that the condom was no longer covering his penis.
When the girl stopped breathing in, she stopped breathing atogether.

Panic hit him in the gut like atank of bad chili--hefet imprisonedin
histight suit--agpoonful of urine legpt out of his penisbefore he
could bring it under conscious control.

"you bitch, don't you die!" He pulled her jaw back--it wanted to bite
down on hisfingers-—-he reached back into her mouth. It felt like

dripping jelly, it fdt liketheindde of ara'sbdly, it felt likea

fucking mud dauber's nest. He could fedl the dippery edge of the
condom that she'd sucked down her throat. Lady, if you could figure out
away to save and keep thisthing implanted down there permanently, you
could revolutionize safe sex.

Twice, the condom dipped through hisfingers.



And then, praying for amiracle -- who the hell are you praying to? -- the
third try, he managed to catch the rubber On the edge of hisragged
middlefingernail. He hoisted it up.

When it came asfar as her tongue, he yanked the condom out and tossed
it onto the dashboard.

He shook her, holding her inddicately by the shoulders.

But it wasn't 0 bad, those wasps biting him, redlly chowing down on his
gonads -- it hurt like an atom bomb, but that wasn't the worst of it. you
forget pain asyou get older, you forget the feding that you've just

stuck your Washington Monument into a garbage disposal when you screw
enough women. you forget it in the face of other things. Worsethings.

But at twenty-one, theworst of it was the whore laughing.

Thewordst of it was|ooking down between her legs, and seeing where
those wasps came from.

Theworst of it was seeing that the mud dauber wasps were coming out of
the woman's vagina.

The redheaded girl coughed, opening her eyes. Her eyelashes dripped
with tears. Mucusflowed in athick stream out of her nogtrils. She
wiped at her face. She sniffed. When she breathed in, she breathed
Out.

Shewasdive.

And she spoke.

She spoke with aman's voice, aman with athick French accent.

A man with whom he'd done business once upon atime.

Before Winston Adair could get the fuck out of his cherry-red Jaguar,
away from the whore with the man's voice, she whispered to him:
"Breeder.”

CHAPTERHVE

CAUSE FOR CELEBRATION

"l would've given anything to see the look on her face" Hugh was
laughing so hard he had to put hisfork down.

They decided to celebrate off their usua budget, and so they went into
Georgetown for an Italian dinner. Hugh wore the blue seersucker jacket
he dwaysfet uncomfortablein; thiswasfor Rachd's benefit -- she
loved theway helooked in that jacket with hisfaded khakis, blue shirt



and bow tie.

"you just might be the only man in Americawho doesn't look goofy ina
bow tie," shetold him as she adjusted it againgt hisneck earlier in

the evening. Hugh felt he looked too conspicuoudy "yup." Rache
thought he looked disarmingly handsome.

"you're S0 attractive with linguini on your chin, here--" Rachel reached
across the red-checkered tablecloth with her ngpkin and wiped away the
bit of food beneath her husband's lower lip. Sheld dready spilled
tomato sauce raindrops down the front of her blouse, and in trying to
daub them away had turned the dropletsinto a crimson smudge.

("you can dressme up,” shed said, haf joking, haf despairing, "but
you can't take me out.")

Hugh shook his head from sdeto side. "Most obscene," he bit down on
thewordsin hisimitation of Mrs. Deerfield.

"They hated cats."

"Everyone'swatching, now will you stop it?* But Rachd could not help
laughing hersdf. "Imagine, Kahluaand milk at teninthemorning.” She
glanced towards the waiter for a minute because she redlized what she
had just said and could not bring herself to meet Hugh's brief glare.

Hadn't she seen Hugh downing Bloody Marysthat last year hewasin law
school, dways before hiseight o'clock class? But she mustn't think

about that: it had been her one condition that before they got married

he would stop drinking. And he had stopped, or at least cut down
considerably which was the next best thing. The sameway I've cut out
smoking, Rachel thought, guiltily remembering the Single cigarette she
kept in her pursefor liféslittle emotional emergencies. Sheld given

up her pack-a-day habit with her pregnancy and had stayed off them even
after the miscarriage. "Sheredly issomething, though. Inthisworld

but not of it, as daddy would say."

"I'mwilling to bet the former tenantsredly did give her agood
sare”

"Who were they?' Rachd's eyesreturned to him. Shelooked like achild
ready for aparticularly good bedtime story. Sometimes, not dways, but
sometimes she felt as comfortable and safewith Hugh asshehad asa

girl with her father.

"Oh, anice gay couple-- it wasredly they who were responsible for
cleaning that place out, getting rid of the garbage. The placewas
practicaly empty for nearly twenty years-- every vagrant in D.C.

must've dept there at one time or another. So when the Old Man decides
that folks are returning to the city, he kicks out whoever's squatting

there, has ateam go in and do some superficid cleaning, but it was

redlly those two young men who deserve dl the credit. They'rethe ones



who did the bookshelves.

And the ornate bannister -- as shaky asitis. And thefireplace. Did
you notice how well the ceiling was restored?

Them, too. I'm alittle surprised by the grimy kitchen and thefilthin
the turret room, but you can't have everything."

"And they just |eft? They buy their own place or something?’

"Who knows? | think they moved out to the suburbs themsdlves. too many
breedersmovinginto D.C."

"you know, Hugh, that's one of your less attractive qudities, saying
that word breeders like people are cattle."

Rachel wanted to add, and | wouldn't mind breeding alittle in the next
year or two, either. but decided that wouldn't be subtle enough for
Hugh. "Or whenyou cal your father 'the Old Man' like he's not even
worth consdering.”

"I'm not about to cal him 'daddy’ like some debutante from Potomeac.”
Hugh raised hispams asif to ward off acurse. "Just joking, Scout,
you're not even from Potomec.

Jeez, Scout, isthe honeymoon redly over?!

Shefdt his shoe scuffing againgt her ankle beneeth the table. "I'm
sorry, | guess I'm not in the best of humors.

Daddy's sort of my sacred cow, and | know if he were dive, the two of
you would get dong redly well. 1 guesswhen | hear you, you know,
talk about your father likethet ...

well, I'mjust tired right now."

"All right, I'll lay off the lousy jokesfor afew minutesanyway. So
how did you like the stuff about the ghost?"
Hugh asked.

"l think it'sromantic,” Rachd said. "I think it's negt that old Rose
Draper gill waksthe hdlswaiting for Julian Marloweto return.”

"Ah, yeah," Hugh wrinkled his nose, "except for onelittle detall,
Scout."

Rachd raised her eyebrowsinquiringly.

Hugh grinned that perfect orthodontic grin of his.

"Redly romantic, if it weren't for the fact that Rose Draper wasa
notoriouswhore. They say she wasthe Typhoid Mary of syphilis cases
this sde of the Potomac.



They caled her The Clapper asaterm of endearment.”

As she got ready for bed that night, Rachel looked not so fondly at

their tiny one-bedroom basement for what she hoped was one of the last
times. "Sassy and | can move the stuff that fitsinto the car on

Thursday -- I'm not going in to the office -- and you've got an interview in
the morning, right? But if you could be home by, say, two, "shecdled
out from the bathroom to Hugh who didn't respond. "Hugh?"

Rachd glanced out the door to the square bedroom. Hugh had fallen
adeep on top of the coversin his khakis and pale blue button-down
shirt. He looked adorable with hishair al mussed, theway his chest
expanded and deflated while he snored lightly.

It al comes out in the wash, right? Between you and me, Hugh, | don't
think we werefit to be parentsyet. 1t wasasdlly thing, and maybe

you wereright, maybeit wasablessng indisguise. you'l get ajob,
and then in afew years when we have put avay alittle nest egg, well
have some kiddos and I'll just be amommy for awhile. But firgt, first
over everything dse, well make ahome together.

"Thank you for letting us take the house," she whispered quietly.

Her husband snarfled areply as he deepily turned over on his stomach.
Rachel went over to the edge of the bed and sat down. She reached out
and stroked Hugh'sback. Shefelt the breaths he was taking,

anticipated the snores, wondered what he was dreaming. They'd had their
problemsin the past year, but things seemed to be working out. Rachel
was poditive that the new homewould help. Inalarger place they would
at least avoid the arguments that cramped quarters seemed to encourage,
And maybe on Thursday he would come back from the job interview, into
their new home, with good news.

CHAPTER SIX
AFTER THE INTERVIEW

Hugh walked up Connecticut Avenuein therain. The streets steamed.
Noontime traffic was awash with honkings and skiddings and brake
dammings. Hugh was not crossing at the crosswalk, he was not waiting
for thelight, he was not looking both ways.

"Fucking asshole!" a cabbie shouted as Hugh passed in front of the taxi
on hisway to DuPont Circle.

Exactly, Hugh consdered: fucking asshole.

It was the phrase in his mouth when he'd gone up to the tenth floor of
the building at M cPherson Square, waited at the receptionist’'s desk for
fifteen minutes, and then was given an audience of another quarter hour
with hisold fraternity brother, Raymond "Bufu”" Thompson.



"Hey, Bufu," Hugh had said, extending his hand.

Thompson caught his hand but didn't shakeit,” he just took it and

dropped it. "I'm afraid my associates cal me Raymond these days,

Hugh." Thompson looked like every young Washington lawyer: well groomed,
eager, shallow and possessing that pathological trait of aways seeing

the worm asamoviein which heisthe star. The power tie and blue
pin-stripe suit didn't tarnish that image one bit. Bufu Thompson, his

old roomie, hisfrat-rat brother, the only guy who could turnin aterm

paper two weeks late and il act stunned when he flunked the

course -- thisman looked like every other man in every other officein
downtown D.C.

Hugh walked across DuPont Circle, and then up to Kramer Books. It wasa
bookstore with a cafe called Afterwords, and Hugh found during his

recent days of unemployment that he could sift through the stacks of

books and then sit and have some coffee and a sandwich, and watch dl of
D.C. go by before the end of the day.

"I'mlooking for abook," hetold the clerk. "I know you guys don't
haveit because I've been looking dl week. It'scalled Diariesof An
Innocent Age, by Verena Standish. Can | maybe get you al to order it?"
At least Hugh could accomplish this: ordering the book. When Rachel
heard that VVerena Standish, wife to the diplomat, had written about
Draper House in her published diary, she seemed interested in reading

it.

After Hugh ordered the book, he grabbed a copy of City Paper at the
entrance, and then went back to the tables that lined the long window in
theback. A pretty blond girl who looked like she was about ten years
younger than him -- maybe twenty, twenty-one -- was Sitting, waiting for
someone. She glanced over at him and smiled.

He smiled back.

Sheraised her cup of coffeeinadlent toast. He kept smiling; he
couldnt help it. Whenwasthe last time a pretty young girl had smiled
a him? Was she astudent at GW? At American U.S At Catholic?

But it had gonetoo far -- she stood up and came over to histable. "Hi,"
shesaid.

Hugh was sartled; he could fed his heartbeat under histongue. Hewas
soaked from the rain; histan suit felt like a moist towel ette wrapped
around him. He combed hisfingersthrough his hair, squeezing water
out. He bit hislower lip but he couldn't bring himself to look at her

face. Hewastrying to look down into hisown coffee. He nodded his
head and said adight "hello.” He made sure she noticed hiswedding
band by tapping on the table nervoudy with hisleft hand.



"My name's Isabd.”

Hugh and Isabel exchanged afew pleasantries. The whole time Hugh was
wondering how to get rid of her: the wedding ring hadn't done the trick.
Then he remembered the one thing that most women seemed to find
absolutely resgtible.

"Yeah, wdll, I've been looking for work. Haven't had ajobinawhile.”

Within seconds, |sabel excused hersdlf; the rain seemed to beletting
up, she had placesto go, friends to meet, oh, and her boyfriend, who by
the way has ajob, was picking her up across the Street at the Metro.

How had Bufu Thompson put it? Oh, yeah. "I guessof dl peopleinthis
town, you don't need metelling you what it'slike. Y our dad's got the
biggest firm around, and you're coming to me for work? We're part of

this machine, you and me, Hugh. Weall get stamped out like gingerbread
men -- and we're al after the samejobs. | can maybe throw some paralega
garbage your way, but you don't want that, do you?

Now, if you'd take the bar again, maybe passit thistime -- and | know
youvegot itinyou -- hey, if aguy with your background iscoming to
me, ajunior shitkicker --" And Hugh had thought then: good, Bufu, they
say the unexamined lifeis not worth living and you've only just taken

the hint that if you had to examine yoursit would take ateam of
highly-trained proctologists. "-- with your connections -- | even think
Rachel could probably bail you out of this more than someone like -- oh,
man, don't look at melikethat, Adair, I'm giving you some sincere
advice here--"

Without redlizing what he was doing, Hugh ordered a glass of white
zinfandd. Therain had not let up asthe blond Isabel had claimed when
she abandoned him; it ssemed to be coming down harder. The glass of
wine was suddenly there before him.

Just aglass of wine. He had never been an dcohoalic -- that was
something Rachdl had dreamed up. Shewasfrom afamily of teetotders,
never saw abottle of anything in the house when she was growing up. So
to her, one or two (or three or four) drinks meant adisease. Wine
wasn't adl that bad, and anyway he missed thetaste of it. that was

the worst thing about giving up acohol for Rachd: the taste of wine.

It was such ahasseto put people out at parties and have to drink

soda, especidly since wine, one glass anyway, didn't have al that much
alcohol. Now, if he had ordered a carafe, that might be considered
excessve a midday, but not aglass. Especidly with the headache he
was getting, just thinking about Bufu Thompson and the whole fucking
legal professon. Sometimes Hugh wondered how Rachd could live with
all that bullshit. Hewondered how he could have been so goddamn
garry-eyed in law school.

He aso wondered why in hell he had dlowed himsdlf tofdl inlovewith



Rachel. Why had he donethat to anice girl like Rachel Brennan? He
rardly thought about hislate wife, Joanna-- it was asif that marriage
was a picture from someone el se's scrapbook.

Hisfather's scrapbook.

Unlike Rachd, Joanna had been the perfect debutante, someone his father
absolutely approved of, awoman who, asthe Old Man had put it, "has
what it takes."

What it takes.
The walitress came by with another glass of wine.
"Did | order this?' he asked.

She nodded. "But if you don't want it --" She made a motion to take the
glassaway.

Hugh shook hishead. "No, it'sal right, | guess| did order it -- rainy
daysdways make methirsty."

He thought about hisfather, in the VVolvo with his pregnant wife Joanna,
and he wondered why in hell the Old Man had been allowed to escape that
accident dive.

Let's Pretend, Scout. Hugh raised his glass to the people passing on
the street. Good Christ, Scout, Let's Pretend | haven't failed you in
your search for the perfect daddy. Well, dap my face for thinking

that! And Hugh reached up with hisfree hand and dapped his own face.
It didn't even &ting. "I love my wife, you know." He didn't redize he
was talking to anyone until the bartender replied, "Sure, buddy, | love
mine, too. Tied one or two on this afternoon?”

One? Two? Hugh Adair had lost count of the number, seven, maybe? How
many glasses had he drunk? If only held ordered by the bottle, he could

look at it and say: dl right, I've had two bottles. But ordering by

the glasswas so deceptive. He wasn't even Sitting at atable at the

bookstore cafe; he was leaning againgt the bar at Childe Harold's--at

some point, he had crossed the street.

"you okay?"' the bartender asked.

"Attimes" Hughreplied. He ordered coffee. "Hdll, just bring the
whole pot."

Hugh Adair had an epiphany right there at Childe Harold's, sipping black
coffee. It cameto him, probably because of theratio of stimulant to
depressant--just enough caffeine to get his neurons shooting around
those dendrites, but not enough to override the deeply philosophical
effects of the acohol. Hewas thinking about his career which was no



career. Thework inthetax law firm had been little more than
glorified paraega work, dl the more humiliating because hiswife had
aterrific job with one of the better firmsin town and had passed the
bar exam her first try. Hugh had yet to passit, and he dreaded the
next go around withit. Hewas sick of tests. Sick of job hunting.

Sure, hed begun the job search with enough confidenceto launch a
rocket, but within the space of afew monthsal the glitchesin the

system became apparent: he redlly didiked the company of lawyers, with
the single exception of Rachd.

Rachel who seemed so suited to the legal world, and yet there she was:
successful damn her, and she didn't even want to be successful she just
wanted to work for afew years and then get out and turn Let's Pretend
into redity. How the hell had she gotten through law school if she
didn't really want to be alawyer, anyway? But he knew the answer to
that, and stupidly enough it was the same answer he might've given, but
inless complimentary terms. Daddy. "Hejust wanted to make sure
could take care of mysdlf, and | wanted to do that one thing for him,
get alaw degree, before he passed away," she'd told Hugh, and shed
fulfilled that obligation imagining that somehow it would keep her

father dive ayear or two longer. Not likeme, | was, ahem. kinda
hoping my Old Man would bite the big one before | turned thirty. Again,
Hugh dapped hisown face, or at least thought he did. Well, hush my
mouth, morewishful thinking.

And thereit was, the ultimate Let's Pretend.

Let'sPretend that I'll clean my room up every day and put the toilet

seat down and wash behind my ears and go to law schoal, Let's Pretend
the Old Man will die before I'm thirty.

But Let's Pretend will dways get you in the end, Scout, because
they'rejust more words from abullshit artist. you do things based on
Let's Pretend and your whole damn life goes down the toilet with the lid
left up. "It'snot even achoice" hetold the bartender.

"What'sthat?"

"Thiswhole lawyer thing. Life. The pursuit of hgppiness.” The bar room
was spinning. Hugh tasted something sour at the back of histhroat. He

began hiccuping.

"Maybe | better call you acab."

"Cdl mewhatever you want..." Hugh shrugged.
CHAPTER SEVEN

MOVING



"Well, it dwaysrainswhen you move," Sassy Parker said, and Rachel
could practicdly hear Sassy's smoker'slungs vacuuming up theair in
oneterrific whoosh as they lifted the long cardboard box around the
corner through the front door. Sassy's short afro-styled hair glistened
with therain asif it barely concedled diamonds among the black curls.
Both women were soaked to the skin; when they were safely insdethe
downgtairs hdl, Rachel set down the large cardboard box and ran
upstairs and into the townhouse.

Shereturned afew seconds later with towels.

"you didn't tell meyou have atenant.” Sassy nodded towards 1201 -B's
mailbox.

"Penelope Dearfield, she'sanice lady,” Rachd said, flopping apink
towel over Sassy'shead. Rachel squeezed the water out of her hair and
shook it out like awet dog coming indde. "These summer sorms.” She
had changed out of her business clothes after sheld left the office at

ten, just stopping in there to drop off some papers. She had scrounged
through their packed suitcases and come up with these painter's pants,
and one of Hugh's smdlly old basketball T-shirts; the rain seemed to
coax the odor of the gymnasium right out from the armpits. Rachel
combed her wet, squeaky hair back into aponytail, tying it up with a
rubber band. Shefelt more like atwenty-eight-year-old bobby soxer
than ajunior associate with the firm of Newton, Bancroft & Hamer.

"Remember Barbie's best friend Midge? that's who you remind me of,
Retch," Sassy said, laughing. Sassy wastdler than Rachel by about

four inches, Rachel had dwaysfigured her friend was pushing six fest.
They'd been roommates as undergraduates, and Sassy seemed to be the only
girlfriend of Rachel'swho truly understood her. Aswell as her craving

for nicotine. Sassy had been working at the Washington Herad-Tribune,

the third-rated newspaper in the city, but had moved up quickly and now

ran the "Home" section, which sponsored an annual house tour through the
old neighborhoods of D.C. Rachel hoped that one day Draper House
would be on that tour. Oncewe get it fixed up.

Normdly, Sassy looked pretty glamorous, "as every big city assstant
editor of trash newspapers should," Sassy would hersdf have said, but
right now, dressed in baggy chinos and awhite cotton blouse ("L ooks
like something out of the Victoria Secret catalog,” she said, glancing
down at the damp material which seemed to have molded to the shape of
her breasts), Sassy looked simple and unassuming.

She drew adamp cigarette out of her breast pocket. She snipped off the

end between her long red fingernailsand did it into her mouth. The

cigarette drooped. "'l supposethisisasgood atime as any to go cold

turkey." Rachel envied Sassy's ability to ignore things like the surgeon
genera's warnings and continue to smoke; Rachel desired a cigarette

even now when she knew she shouldn't have one. Theimage came up: Daddy
coughing, knowing his lungs were pockmarked with cancer.



"So you have anice setup, Mrs. Adair," Sassy laughed.

"In the ghetto, we used to call aplace like this'honky heaven.' You
have apatio, ahouse, arenter, what more could agirl want?'

"A ghogt."
"A what?'

"We haveaghost -- redly. It's supposed to be the origind owner of the
house, Rose Draper, a courtesan to the palitical world of the nineteenth
century. Mrs. Deerfidd saysthat she's heard her waking the hals."”

"Maybe we can get your ghost to help uswith dl thisjunk." Sassy
squatted down to try and lift her end of the box up. "1 never thought
records could be so bleeping heavy."

Rachd nodded. "Not just ordinary records, Hugh's collection of Big
Band. Hefindly gave up trying to teach methejitterbug in law
school, so now helistens to them when I'm not around.”

"you were dways more of adisco kind of girl, weren't you?'
"Please," Rachel groaned with the suggestion and the weight of the box.

When they'd gone up theflight of stairs, Rachel leaned her end of the
box on the new sofathat had been delivered on Tuesday. "Here, let's
set thisdown for aminute.”

"Amentothat."

"Gently, gently, these are his babies, remember, the only thing his
mother left him that he treats -- Now why are you looking a melike
thet?'

"l was just wondering what anice whitegirl likeyou isdoing inthis
neighborhood. Used to be, six, seven years ago, dl the winos on the
block hung out on this front stoop and tossed their cookiesin the
hdlway."

"A sobering thought."

"When | was fourteen, my mom would bring me down here because there was
some old doctor who lived down the end of the block, and he was real

chesp, and then I'd Sit in the park and wait for her. | was scared to

death of this street -- old men used to try to get meto go with them,

winking at me and then spitting like it was going to make them

irresstible. How times do change, Retch, how they change. Thedley

behind your place was cdled Deder's Alley, and there was a string of

red lights up in one of these gpartment places, and they weren't on



nobody's Christmas tree.” Sassy looked out the French doors onto the
aley -- it was now aparking lot for the various occupants of Hammer
Street. "Still looks like you could buy your drugs back there, |

guess”

" till have my supply of antidepressants,” Rachel said.
"I wonder how much any of those pills are worth on the street?!

Sassy glanced around the room. "you know, Retch, I'll bet we've even
got something in research on this neighborhood -- I've got so much shitin
my files| wouldn't be surprised if Draper Houseisinthere. God, my
mind isabanquet of trivia factsfromthat job! And to think, | used

to love reading newspapers.”

"Thisdley ispretty depressng,” Rache said, grabbing her friend by
thearm. "The best room isdown the hall -- it may be one of the best
viewsinthecity."

They went down thelong hall to the turret room. Hugh had Windexed the
windows to the point where Rachel noticed the paper towe streaks on the
glass, thewadls still needed painting, and there was Hugh's collection

of Sherwin-Williams paintsdl ready for thejob. Thefloor creaked as
they walked, and Sassy went out of her way to find the locations of all

the creaking boards. When they entered the turret room, Rachel was
suddenly aware again of that dungeon look -- it sesemed dark, cold, and
damp. Thewallpaper wasdrab and full of swirling paideylike designs,
reminding her of an awful widetie her father used to wear.

Even with the convex window being so large, thelight that camein from
outsde waslikeafog. She switched on the overhead light.

"We gtill haven't gotten around to putting up drapes yet.”

"you could have affairs up here and see Hugh coming amile off," Sassy
joked. "Theresthat park. | usedto sit intherewhen | was

little -- scared to degth that some druggie or psycho was going to grab
me. Or apervert --"

"Back then, | don't think | even saw D.C., my folks kept us safely in
the 'burbs.”

"Y eah, back then even us black folks used to roll up the window and lock
the door when we drove through here.

They cdll this park Winthrop Park -- sounds pretty white bread doesn't
it -- but when | wasin school it was sill known as Needle Park, like
every other park in the city.

When | was ateenager, I'm telling you, | thought that as soon as| was
old enough | was going to hightail it to the suburbs and become awhite



girl because | thought if thisiswhat being black means, it'stimefor

an update, you know what I'm talking about? Now, look at thiswhole
neighborhood: people pay as much for aparking space as| do for rent!
If only I'd known back then, girl, I'd have become ared estate
entrepreneur.”

"But this block has been owned by Hugh's family for years. I'm sure
after dl that time of losng money onit, it'sawecome change...”

"you'retdling me Hugh's daddy has owned this street Snce when?"

Rachel shrugged. "Maybethethirties or forties. Sometime after World
War Il."

"I'd rather have had a corner of Hell than this place.”

Sassy raised her eyebrows as she scanned the rain-swept park, and then
nodded at the window. "L ook at her."

Rachel came closer to the turret window; shefdt anicy shiver run
through her and she didn't know why -- it had felt for asecond like
someone had stroked his fingers down the back of her neck. She put her
hand to her shoulders, rubbing the nape of her neck; it was

nothing -- she'd been thinking it was going to be one of the gross
cockroaches she'd seen in the kitchen.

Sassy said, "that's so sad; she doesn't even know to come in out of the
ran.

Rachel followed Sassy's gaze down through the dripping trees and puddies
of the park until she saw what Sassy was talking about.

An old black bag woman was muttering to herself, glancing occasiondly
up at them and shaking her fist, shouting something that could not be
heard through the rain and the window.

"Jesus," Rachel gasped.
"you know her?'

"It looks like the same woman who peed on the sidewalk thefirst day |
saw the house. | didn't think sheld bearegular.”

Sassy turned away from thewindow. "It'sthe menta hospitals; they're
full, and so they release these people. It's poditively crimind. you
know it'slike they're invisible people, that they're somehow not redl.
Like shewas born like that, full grown, with her shopping cart and
trash bags.

But she's probably just like this neighborhood, you know, shesgot a
history. Everybody'sgot ahistory.”



CHAPTEREIGHT
THE INVIS BLE WOMAN

Few people passing her by, stopping to give aquarter or adollar bill,
would guess that Mattie Peru, as she called hersdlf, had any history at
al. Her face wasbroad, aflat, round plate, with smal, steady dark
eyestha seemed congtantly vigilant. When she wasn't shouting, she
kept her lips puckered like she was tasting something sour. Her hair
grew wild and greasy; because she hadn't looked at hersdlf in years, she
didn't know that there was any gray init. She hadn't taken off this
dressinyearseither. It seemed to be asmuch apart of her skin as
anything. And her bags: balloonish, dark green and black plastic bags
molded to suit the occasion -- hats and coats and gal oshes.

Mattie was a bag woman, that was enough. To the people passing her on
their way to their meetings, their warm homes, their subway trains,

their bars and hair salons, she might have been every bag woman they'd
ever seen, black or white, middle-aged or ancient.

Once, two other street people, men she'd seen around the park at
Farragut Square, molested her, held her up against a sea-green lamppost
and raped her in the early evening as rush hour wasjust beginning. They
caled themsaves Willy and Pete, and Pete said, ""We been watchin' you,
sugar, and we been waitin', and now the watchin' and waitin'sover.”

His breath smelled like dog shit as he kissed her; she kept her teeth
clenched together, shetried to push him away, but the other one, Willy,
held her arms back against the lamppost. He chanted over and over,
"Nooky, nooky, gonna get me some nooky."

Pete punched her in the ssomach when he'd done dobbering al over her,
and then it was Willy'sturn.

Willy waslesskind.

"Nooky, nooky," he said, biting her throat. Willy raked hisfingers
through her trash bags, beneath her dress, across her breasts. She
tried calling up the wasps to protect her, but that magic was gone.

Shelooked up to the sky as he pushed into her. It was an empty sky
that seemed to go on up into forever and she thought of theworld asa
great jar without alid, and everything insde spilling out.

It hurt, what Willy was doing to her, but she sent her mind flying, one
thing she could do, like her Magic Touch and her trash bags, she could
send her mind flying somewhere else.

To acool spot benegath a bridge where she went sometimesto talk to her
babygirl. Sheleft her body there, let 'em haveit. Ain't got no need



for no body. and her mind flew away.

The people, the Mr. Big Men and Women passing through the park on their
waysto the Metro, hailing cabs, strolling, messengers on bikes, none of
them stopped. No one cameto her aid. No one seemed to notice what the
men were doing.

No one noticed that she was really there and not just part of the
scenery, like the pigeons, the bushes, the benches. If someone asked
her, Mattie would probably tell them that her Hefty trash bagswerea
cloak of invighility, and when she enshrouded hersdf with these
raiments, peoplejust could not see her at al. When she'd discovered
this secret to remaining invisible to the naked eye, she decided it was
safeto return again to Winthrop Park. To St in her favorite bench, or
stretch out beneath the scanty shade of the malodorous gingko tree, and
do what shedid best: watch for sgnsof life.

She didn't know for sure why she went there; her memory of the past was
jumbled like the junk in her grocery cart. She knew they'd done
something bad to her babygirl there, she knew it wasthe baron, she
remembered her love and her fear of him.

And she remembered the one who watched and waited in the Screaming
House. Like the two vagrantswho'd raped her, the spirit in the house
was through with watching and waiting.

And once again, there were signs of life in the house on Hammer Strest.
Two women, one black, one white, stared out of the turret room window as
if they were looking straight at Mattie. Mattie covered her head with

her trash bag of invighility. She glanced out from benegth it.

She knew they could no longer see her.

Then, from the lowest window of the house, the one with the bars on the
outside, she thought she saw the other gazing out &t her.

Mattie shook her fist at the house. "Boshinud" she screamed.

The summer in Washington had been aliving hell for Mattie Peru. People
were moving back into the Screaming House, and she had done everything
she could with her magic to keep them away. She had blessed the house
three times the way sheld been taught by an old mambo when shewasa
young girl -- shetried to appease the restless spirits who broke through
the cracksin the earth. But none of them seemed to listen, and Mattie
doubted that the old magic would work. There didn't seem to be any
rules anymore -- and the spirits of the dead ignored the old ritualsthe
same way that young people no longer performed them.

And she could fed the breath of the baron, the guardian of the
graveyards, warm against her face.



Hisrotting ingpiration found her wherever shewent. He crawled behind
the skin of night.

Mattie Peru had dept afew nightsin the Farragut West Metro

station -- of course, nobody saw her the night before when sheld stayed
down low by the ticket machines -- she'd wrapped herself in her trash bags
of invighility just before midnight as she saw the menin uniform

closing the subway entrance off with achain-link gate. Her scalp was
itching something awful benesth the dark plastic, but with alittle

self-control she managed to resist scratching her hair out.

She needed some deep -- sheld been watching for him, and for them, ever
since the Screaming House had come back to itsdlf.

that night, after the rainstorm which she had raised in an effort to
keep them out, after she had recited her curses at the Boshinus, she
felt she was safest in the down, in the subway.

The subway was not the best place to spend the night in the summer: it
was only dightly cooler than the air outside, inthe up. The down,
where the Metro was, choked itself sometimeswith itsstale, dusty air.
She would've preferred anice cool aleyway, or even abenchin the
park, but when the baron was on the loose, she didn't fed safeinthe

up.

An old white wino crouched in the dcove behind the ticket machines. He
was dressed in the urban uniform of the homeless: stained trousers and
ragged shirt. A coating of filth ran across hisface down to hisburst
shoes. Like the other bag people Mattie knew, his skin color was a moot
point. They wereall the color of city dirt, damp asan dleyway,

smelly asthe dumpster behind afast-food restaurant.

He smiled at her, and Mattie was alittle worried that he might try to
rape her like Willy and Petein the park. But his eyes seemed kind, the
way her lover's eyes had once looked at her asif she wasthe most
beautiful woman in the world.

He offered her adrink from hisbottle, so she went over and sat next to
him. If there was evil in hiseyes, she couldn't read it, and her need

for adrink was powerfully strong. His name was Ken, hetold her, and
the people out there had fucked him something roya. Mattie asked him
if he'd ever met the baron, and he snorted. "Don't know no dang baron,”
hisvoicelike arusty nail scraping on achakboard.

"He find you no matter where." She sucked at the bottle like ahungry
baby. "He smell you like ahound, he go where he please. And when he
get ahold of your collar, heyank onit, and he take-take-take."

The man grinned afour-tooth half-moon. Histeeth and gums hung over
the black chasm of hismouth like stdactitesin acavern. "Crazy
bitch."



"you laugh, but helaugh louder.”

"Those sonsobitches stole my fuckin’ money.” He reached over for his
bottle. Hishand hung like adangling spider in midair, waiting for her
tolet loose of it. It wasagood bottle of Thunderbird.

"you see him 'round the eyes, he hide in the eyes like a speck of hell
dust, but he come out from the teeth.”

"Shut up, you crazy old bitch!" He grabbed the bottle and tore it loose
from her dlutching fingers. Raisngit to hislips, hethrust it

againg his mouth and then howled in pain. Ken pulled the bottle away
from hisface, blood duiced from his upper lip. He spat out a chip from
oneof hisfew remaining teeth, tonguing his uppersto make sure dl

four of them were dtill thereand in place. Wiping his bloody mouth
with the back of his hand, he raised the bottle of Thunderbird once
aganto hislips, thistime, gently.

"He got my baby, and he got my baby's baby. He come out through the
teeth and get my babygirl and her child. He been 'round along time.”
Mattie could not help hersdlf -- she began weeping, grasping her Hefty
trash bags around her shoulders and poking small holesin them with her
fingers

Shefdt her thick flesh beneath the plastic, and winced as she pinched
hersdf. "l lethimdoit! | lethimdoit!"

"Get your assaway." Ken waslooking at her from the corners of hiseyes
as he guzzled the wine. He shoved at her with hiselbow.

"Gimme drink from." She motioned to the bottle.
"you gonnashut up?'

She nodded, her fingers till kneading and pinching her soft, flabby
skin benegth the bags.

He passed her the bottle.
She chugged it long and deep.
"Save somefor me, willya?'

"He got no place to comeinto, ya see? He look for a place, and she give
him aplace, she give him aplace to comeinto.

But she no mambo -- | be amambo, shejust skin and spirit -- she think she
know it, but she don't -- she got no power but what he give her."

"you shut up!”



"you got to believe, ‘causeif you don't believe, you let himin."

Theair brushed through the subway tunnel, up to where they lay huddled
together; she sniffed and smelled something rotten from down therein
the dark tunnd. A threeday, lying in the heat, dead-animal

rottenness.

"Oh, | believeyou, whore," the man's voice changed, reminding her of
another man, someone she'd once been in love with. Hisfingers clutched
hers. "I believe you wdl enough, my little scum bucket, my love.” The
man screamed, cupping his hands over his mouth convulsively, pitching
forward and backwards, foam bubbled from hislips across hisgnarled
fingers. Hebegan pulling hislast remaining teeth out of hismouth,
digging into hisdiseased gumswith his dirt-rimmed fingernails asif he
were extracting splinters from hisskin. His screams echoed throughout
the subway.

"Samedi! SamediF Mattie screamed, pushing hersaf away from the man,
crawling out into thelight, trying to maneuver onto her haunches.

It was him, it wasthe baron. Hewasin that wino lying next to her and
he was gone from him, swept like asummer wind down the long tunnel of
the subway. Gone, leaving the man dead on the cold, red floor, frothy
blood smmering on his chin, four teeth, torn out at theroots, in his

right hand.

CHAPTER NINE
THE NEW OWNER

Rachel could only stare at the newly painted walsfor so long; but this
activity took up some time between the seemingly endless phone calls
that had been plaguing her since Sassy had |eft at three. Firg, the

two teenagers that Hugh had hired to help move the bedroom furniture and
the dining room table called at quarter to four wondering where Hugh
was. They wondered if they would get paid even though they obvioudy
weren't moving anything. Then her secretary caled; messageswere
piling up for her at the office, and one of her clientswas angry

because he'd been arrested after his case had already been dismissed
when the man bringing the charge had failed to show up for the
preiminary hearing. Rachd then had to cdl him, then cdll the

municipa court and act angry. Then Sassy called to seeif shewasal
right. Shelied and said that Hugh had gotten home about five minutes
after Sassy had |eft.

Rachel did not even redlize that she was watching apas de deux between
two largeroaches. They skittered down the kitchen wall, disappearing
behind the range. She had seen enough roachesto last her alifetime
that afternoon.



With some pathetic semblance of organization, Rachel Adair wandered
around the house with the ydllow Post-it Notes she'd pilfered from her
office. At each door, each corner, dong the refrigerator, above the

stove, on the French doors, she stuck the paper with phraseslike:
WINDEX or GRBGE DSPSL? or ROACH!! or PAINT

PEELING. She stuck yelow papersdl over the house with ROACH ALERT
written acrossthem. Then she saw what |ooked like mouse droppingsin a
faded rectangle of linoleum -- every kind of vermin in the world seemed to
use the kitchen asits dumping ground. The Pogt-it Note she left on the
wadll aboveit reed smply, MOUSEDOQDY , with an arrow pointing to the
floor. The Post-it Note maniawas on the advice of her mother who was
perhaps the most organized person in the cosmos. "If you write notesto
yoursdlf, you don't have to overload your brain with minor detalls,”

mother had said. "you've never been good at getting your facts Sraight

or your detailsright, Rachel, not when you werealittle girl and not

now, but if you just keep reminding yoursdlf of thesethings...”

Andif | don't remind mysdlf, | know you will, mom. Would Rachel redly

say that to her mother? If she did say something snippy her mother

would pause whether on the phone or sitting across the table from her or

next to her in the car, and look away. Or Rachd imagined her mother

would look away because it seemed like the Right Thing To Do, which mother
wasredly, redly good at.

Normally, I'd rebd against you on this, mom, but | want it to beright,

| want it to be normal inthishouse. | don't want to start off on the

wrong foot in my own house -- our house -- | want thisto be a place we can
gart our family. Maybe only one baby, maybe six, maybethis yesar,
maybein three years.

(But Dear God before | turn thirty-five, please, please, please. She was
again saring at the walls when the phone rang.

A woman'svoice, "you hooked up your phone?'

"Mom." Rachel wanted to add: Funny, | was just thinking about you.
Rache aways recognized her mother's voice by that sedimentary layer of
Southernness that remained in the woman's voice dl these years sheld

been living outside of North Carolina: every sentence seemedtoendina
question mark, so it was not just, you hooked up your phone, but, you
hooked up your phone? If her mother were to mention the weather, Rachel
knew she'd say in adow, ddiberate voice, It gonnabe a sun-shiny day?
When Rachel had been younger, her mother constantly scolded her for
talking back, while Rachel had dwaysfdt she was just answering her
mother's questions.

"you don't sound thrilled." Y ou don't sound thrilled?
"| was expecting Hugh."

"Hesworking?'



"Hehad an interview."

"you don't sound too hopeful. you went and had your blood sugar checked
like I asked you, because when you sound like this --"

"When | sound like what?"

"you know, drained and edgy? | used to have bad periods, you know, it's
not that unusud. But there's hypoglycemiaand your brothers haveit.
Kely hasPMS. It'slike having walking time bombsfor children.”

Rachel waited abest, catching her breath. She was not going to argue
with her mother over the phone; that would be playing into her hands.
"Hugh was supposed to be home at two."

"Good lord, it's nearly seven. you don't think something happened?!

Sometimes | wish something would happen. "No. But | guessif hed
gotten the job he/d be home."

"Sometimesit takesawhile. Y our father had nearly ayear when heleft
the navy before he got on with the beltway bandits.”

"Let'sdropit. issomething up?'

"l wasjust bored. | was playing grandmato Keily's brood last week,
and now the place seemsempty. Areyou dl moved in?!

"Therésashitload of work to do.”
"Since when do you use language like that with your mother?”

"When | get off the phone I'll wash my mouth out.
Goodbye."

"Give meacdl when you're feding better, okay?"
"Right. Goodbye."

When she got off the phone from that cal, Rachd felt like breaking
something. Not because of her mother, dthough there wasthét little
aside about "playing grandma’ to Kelly'skids (she had four and she
wasn't even thirty yet) -- it was Hugh who was the object of her
frugtration.

The thought Hugh where are you? was soon replaced with, | could scream,
| will just scream. But she remembered the downgtairstenant. So | can
break something and it will be like screaming. The plates and glasses

were gill packed away in boxes, so it would be difficult to break them.

By the time she'd opened the boxes the anger would've dissi pated.



Rachd saw Hugh's record collection there by the fireplace.
Shewent over.

Thiswill redly hurt him. She picked up his"EllaFitzgerdd Sings

Duke Ellington™ record, removing the disc from the deeve. But instead,
shelooked at the shiny record kept in mint condition -- "Takethe A
Train." She spent the next twenty minutes unpacking the stereo and
connecting the speakers up. She put the record on. She sat on the sofa
and gazed out at the patio and aley. Therain had stopped and inthe
sunless summer light, steam and mist glowed like morning dew.

Through the French doors she saw aman standing in the aley on the
other sde of the gate. For asecond she thought it was Hugh finally
home, but redlized not only would he not be coming in the back way (it
would make no sense) but dso Hugh had lighter hair. Even from this
distance she could tell that the skinny stranger was much better looking
than Hugh (and she thought Hugh was pretty damn cute).

Rather than panic, as shewaswell aware any norma person would, Rachel
thought: Thisis one of the oddest neighborhoods, bag ladiesin front of

the house and thievesin back. Thetall, gangly man was atempting to
climb over the back gate. Hewasthe kind of skinny that reminded her

of askeleton, athough his darkly tanned face seemed to have enough

meat onit. Hiseyeslooked like smal coffee beans sunk above high
cheekbones. Beneath the heavy eyebrows and the short-cropped light
brown hair he was wearing anavy blazer and ayellow tie, hardly the
uniform of the neighborhood thief. Perhaps one of Mrs. Deerfidd's
friends,

It was only when the stranger saw her and waved frantically that she
redlized who it was.

Ted Adair.
Hugh's brother.
Rachd rose from the couch, amiling.

Rachel hadn't seen Ted since the wedding last fal, and then only

briefly because naturdly there was some argument between the two
brothers. Shewas surethat if you put Hugh in aroom with any member
of hisfamily, hewould find something to argue about with them, whether
it was the state of theworld or ajar of peanut butter. Perhapsthat's
why they were afamily of lawyers. At the reception, shed pulled Hugh
asdeand said, "Can't you two get dong for just five minutes?' But

sheld felt it was Hugh's fault that Ted had not shown up for the
reception. "What did you say to him?' she'd asked her hushand.

Hugh had looked her squarein theface and said: "I told him he wasn't



welcome, Scout. He's just amessenger boy for the Old Man. He'sonly
hereto lay thefamily curse

Because it was her wedding day and she had her own friends and family to
contend with (particularly her drunken Uncle Paul who had begun flirting
heavily with her bridesmaids), Rachel had decided not to reprimand Hugh
for thiskind of boorish behavior, dthough shewouldve liked to tell

him, "Hugh Adair, you're becoming more like your father every day."

And now, as she went through the French doors and down the rain-puddled
iron stairsin back, she was glad that Hugh wasn't hometo drive Ted
off.

"Rachd! Let meinor I'll blow your house down!" Ted banged hard on
the gate; it creaked and shuddered asif it would fal apart at any
moment. "I fed like awet dog out here!" Hisvoicerose and fell like
aswing, and hearing it reminded her of Hugh before life had begun to
bog him down.

She went to the gate and unlatched it from theinsde. It swung open
with an obnoxious squed, threatening to dam againgt its Sde, but Ted
caught the edge of it with hisright hand. With hisleft hand, he
reached over and clutched her shoulder asif he were off balance and
about to fal forward.

"you should post asign: Sippery When Wet." Hisdark eyesdrank inthe
whole scene: the patio, the house, Rachd with damp hair -- and no Hugh.
"I've caught you at abad time."

"Of course not. Comeinside and seethe place.”

"l hope | don't muddy my boots on the way from the carriage house. Quite
alittle manor you got here. Where's my baby brother?' He picked up his
attache case from the concrete and swung it from sideto side. "Got
something the two of you might be interested in.”

"Oh, Ted, heson aninterview. But he's supposed to be back fairly
soon.”

"Who needs Hugh?' Ted parted the case. "you can handle this stuff
yoursdf, | mean, itisin your name."

"What is?" Sheled the way up the staircase.

"Rachel," and when she turned around to face Ted on the stairsfor just
an indant she had a sense of something, something there on hisface

that was like Hugh but not like Hugh, and he grinned abroad uninhibited
grin asif he had aterrific joke but if hetold her it wouldn't seem so
funny. But he could no longer keepitingde. Ted Adar said: "Didn't
hetdl you? Thewhole goddamn houseisin your name."



"My name?'

"I'm surprised Hugh didn't mention it, dthough, hey, maybe dad didn't
even go over the detailswith hughie -- dad's not real good with hiskids,
but I guess you don't need metelling you that --" Ted spokein gusts of
conversation, still managing to take sipsfrom the can of Diet Coke

sheld brought him when they went insde. He douched on the sofain the
living room, one leg looping through the other, his feet tap-tapping
nervoudy againg the hardwood floor.

"Dad, in hisown inimitable way, has his charming side, and he thinks
the wife and kiddies -- if any exist | don't know about, you tell

me -- should have some property. It's dad's soft Side coming through. |
think the way dad put it was, 'l don't want my grandchildren going
homdess.™

Rachel glanced through the papers. It al looked like just another
batch of legdeseto dump in her dready overstuffed file cabinet, but
there was her name on every page, and placesfor her signature. "I'm
flattered he thought to --"

Ted interrupted: "Include you in the little grudge match hels got going
with hughie? It'san unenviable position. Hetreated Joanna-- it's okay
to say her name now, isn't it? -- that way, too. He made sure everything
was put in her name, what there was, anyway."

When Ted mentioned Hugh'sfirst wife, Joanna, Rachd felt ajolt go
through her that had nothing to do with al the caffeine shed been

drinking. Shewasn't sureif Ted wasjoking or not; Hugh called his
brother The Joker, and atense moment arrived when she didn't know how
to takethislast comment. With Hugh, thiswould be a serious
conversation because it concerned the Old Man and hislate wife -- and
there was nothing to joke about there. Hugh always had that dead
earnestness which she had admired in law schoal, atrue-blue qudity.
Hisfucking integrity. The sameintegrity that kept him from going to
theold Man's lawfirmfor ajob.

Rachel watched Ted, trying to read his eyes.
They were dark brown, like hers, and unfathomable.

But Ted broke out laughing -- it was ajoke efter al. "It givesone

pause, asinappropriate asit isto bring such sacred cows as the dead,

and the near dead -- | mean pop, about being near dead. He believesthat
he's not going to be around much longer." But hewas il chuckling as

he spoke, and so, Rachel thought, It's al ajoke, he's not serious.

His laughter was contagious; she, too, began laughing in pite of
hersdlf, in spite of her anger with Hugh for taking so long to get home,
in spite of hisdead first wife, and in spite of the Old Man and his
deeds. "Oh, Ted, thisisawful, making jokes about dead people.”



"Don't forget the near dead, too," Ted giggled dmost like alittle boy.
"I'm sorry, Rachd, | just couldn't resst. None of usin the family

ever realy liked Joanna -- not that she ever let us near enough to know
if shewaslikable. She wasthe most talented block of ice I've ever
met." Hiswords were punctuated with sniffling giggles.

Rachd crinkled thelegd papersin her lap. Maybe it was Hugh who

never let you get near enough to her, the way he keeps hisfamily avay

from his second wife, too. She wondered how Hugh would react if he knew
that his older brother had dropped by the house unannounced. But she

fdt giggly, slly, dightly dizzy -- probably just hungry -- her somach

was gurgling and shed completely forgotten to buy any food. Ted

continued talking, joking, saying hilariousthings, and shefelt like

she'd been given aquick breath of pure oxygen. Shewas drunk from Diet
Coke. "Ted, you're so funny."

"What do you think hughiewould say if | wasto tdl him hesgot the
most beautiful and intelligent wife on the planet?'

"Hed say you were after something." Rachel heard her voice asif down a
long hallway. Watch what you say, Scout, thisisa Greek bearing gifts,
not your best old friend in college.

But sheld said it: Held say you were after something. She covered her
mouth to keep other foolish things from pouring out.

Ted stared at her. Hisjaw seemed to drop to the floor, his eyes
widening increduloudly.

Then he was laughing even harder than before, gales of laughter. He
dapped the sofaand his knees and his attach case he was laughing so
hard, clutching his ssomach, kicking the floor with the heds of his
loafers. Tearslegpt from hiseyes.

"No, no," shewaslaughing again, pointing to his shoes.

"you'l scruf thefloors," which caused both of them to laugh again
because the wood floors were dready mercilessy scratched likeanice
rink after ahockey game.

But the laughing died ingde both of them, Ted wiping hiseyesand
Rachd catching her bresth, feding like shed just sprinted amile.

"Families," Ted said, shaking hishead wearily. It wasasif hewere

coming down from adrug-induced high. Thelaughing moment was over and
normal, steady life had caught up with them again. Ted stood up,

dretching hislong frame.

Rachd fdt embarrassed asif they'd just shared something intimate. The
camaraderie shed just felt with Ted dso felt like some kind of



betrayd of Hugh. She sat there on the box that held Hugh's collection

of noves, smiling up at Ted, wondering if shewas betraying Hugh, and
if Hugh knew she was betraying him. A small betraya, not abig one,
just anormd betrayd. But what do you want meto do, Hugh? Tel him
he's not alowed in the house? My house asit turns out.

Widl, Hugh, you may have been raised to be rude to people, but | wasn'.
No grudgeisworth nursing forever. Rachel got up off the box. "I
should show you around the place.”

Ted reached over, touching her left shoulder, bearing down dightly.
"No, you st down and wait for hughie. The grand tour can wait for a
housawarming party -- you're giving one, right?"

Rachel shrugged, sitting back down. "We've got so much to do to get
this place up to alivable standard.”

"Don't be supid -- that's what a housewarming party'sfor -- everyone can
bring agift to keep your decorating overhead low."

"Look, Ted, Hugh should be back soon. Why don't you wait and join us
for dinner?"

"Now, do you think hughie would redlly want to have me Sitting across
the table from him?" Ted grinned. He went to the open door, about to
leave, and then turned to face her again. "you're amender, Rachd,
that'snice. But no, | better skedaddle. And with those papers, no

rush, just sign where you're supposed to, cal if theré's anything too

weird in them, and then those at the end, wll, it'sal that household

crap about how the furnaceis set up and insurance bullshit about your
tenant--also a blueprint -- well, more of a sketch of the floor plan. It's
aread-it-and-weep job, because | think aheck of alot of work has been
donein aterationson thisplace. | heard it was just askeleton and a
bunch of crumbling wals until about 1977. And Rachd, Rachel, Rachd,
think housewarming party--I love agood blow-out and | dways bring the

best gifts, anyway."
He gave her aquick wink before descending the stairsto the patio.

Rachel went to shut the French doors behind him; the muggy, steamy day
was amost over, Hugh wasn't home, damn him, and she watched Ted shut
the back gate gently.

He strode down the dley, looking back every few feet just to seeif she
was il standing there.

And what would Hugh think of thisvisit? Oh, Hugh -- your brother dropped
by today with some papers.

If theinterview went wdl it might dideright off him. Hemight grin
and say, "Oh?" and then tdll her about this new job he might get.



But if theinterview went badly, or if he hadn't madeit to the

interview (and that had happened twice in the past two months), what
would he say? Would he give her hismad smile? The onetha meant he
was trying to maintain a pleasant exterior, but ingde he was seething?

He never mentioned his brother except to recall aparticularly vicious
moment from what Hugh termed " childhood's greatest hits."

Let'sPretend. Scout. Let's Pretend that you're me and you're standing
at the top of the stairs and your big brother Ted pushes you down them
and you're black and blue. But you don't want to upset your mom because
she has problems of her own, big oneslike the old Man. And so you say
that you fell down the stairsdl by yourself And Let's Pretend that

this goes on, say, ten or twelve times one summer and you're black and
blue to the point where mom, out of concern, takes you to severd
doctors, one being akiddo psychiatrist, because she doesn't think an
eight year old would normally be so clumsy. And Let's Pretend that your
brother puts a rubber band around your pet cat's neck and he tells you,
because you're younger and you want to believe your big brother, that
it'saspecial, secret collar and not to tell mom or the housekeeper

about it. And then you wake up one morning and the cat is dead on the
bal cony because thisthing, thisrubber band. has esten into its neck

and cut off itscirculation.

Let's Pretend that you take the blame for it because your older brother
liesand calsyou akiller.

It wouldn't matter that Rachel would argue that they were both kiddos
themselves and that maybe it wasn't as black and white between the two
brothers as Hugh made it out to be. "you make it sound like the evil
twins on those stupid TV shows," shewould say if she had the nerve.

But as Rachd watched her brother-in-law, Ted, walk out of sight beyond
the gpartments next to theirsin the dley, she thought: Okay, for

marital harmony, Let's Pretend you never came by, Ted, and these papers
arrived through the mail dot.

Shewent over to the stereo to turn the Ella Fitzgerald record over.

Then shelay down on the couch, wondering when Hugh -- the bastard -- would
make it home, wondering when the sun would go down, wondering if it was
aheadache she was feding coming on or if thiswasjust normd life

taking itstoll. She closed her eyesfor afew moments, then opened

them again, then closed them. Just for afew moments.

Rachel Adair dreamed of babies, beautiful hedthy babies coming out of

her, dl on schedule a nine monthsto the day, dl little Adairs. And

she was the mommy and Hugh was the daddy, and somewhere in the dream her
hedlthy, beautiful father was saying, "I am so proud of you,

sweetheart.”

CHAPTERTEN



THE damoring PLACE

Rachd awoke on the couch feding sticky and hungry. The summer light
had not yet faded outside; it was amost nine P.M. When isthisday
going to be over? Sheturned off the stereo and went into the kitchen.
The only thingsin the fridge were some Diet Cokes; she plucked anice
cube from the freezer and wiped it across her forehead. Rubbing the
dwindling ice cube into her face, she walked down the hall towards the
firg-floor bathroom.

When sheflicked on the light she saw something dart acrossthe

floor -- even though the cockroach could not have been more than a half
inch long it seemed to her to be a sixfooter. She gasped when she saw
it, then broke out laughing.

Jointhe club. Pulling a Post-it Note from her pocket, she scrawled
acrossitin magic marker: ROACH CALL EXTERMINATOR/BUY RAID. She
stuck thisjust under thelight switch.

She turned on the shower, and the water came out in staccato bursts,
rusty brown until shed let it run for afew minutes. 1t smelled of

rotten eggs. The pipes squeaed and coughed, but findly ran clear
water. Her clothes seemed to have attached themsalvesto her skin;
peding off the painter's pantswas like skinning herself. The water

was spraying out of the white tub--there was no shower curtain, another
essential she had forgotten aong with toilet paper. She hoped that she
gill had the small package of Kleenex in her purse.

Rachel stepped into the shower, and as she did this she noticed the

small window. It was above thetoilet and across the room from the tub
and shower, but it had no shade and she wondered if anyone could seein
fromthe outsde. The cloud-filtered sunlight wasflat and made the
empty red buildings acrossthe aley look like cardboard cutouts. She
glanced down &t her feet--the drain was clogged, and water was backing
up. She bent over and scraped her fingers across the drain wondering if
itwashair, but it was plaster dust, and it seemed that no matter how
much she scraped away, there was more and the tub wasfilling up to her
ankles. Thewater was coughing out rust colored again, and her hands
went to the spigots. She turned off the water feding dirtier than when
she'd stepped under the shower.

Of course, no towel. She shook herself off. It waswarm enough and she
didn't mind the feding of water on her skin.

She had the sense of someone in the doorway, someone staring &t her.
When she turned, expecting Hugh, she saw the cat.

It was a puffy Himaayan with adark face but with astreak of peach and
orange acrossitsnose. It looked up at her with no curiosity, just
empty blueorbs. Something dark and shiny wriggled against the cat's



whiskersjus asit registered on Rachdl's brain what thisthing was
that the cat was playing with. A roach, gross. The cat swalowed the
insect with amoist crackle, the kind of noise that Hugh made when he
ate bean sprouts.

Rachel gasped, and the cat darted off down the hall. But, on the
practical sde, asmom would say, just think of what thisanima could
save on exterminator bills.

Rachel knew this must be the infamous Ramona from downstairs who vomited
hairbalsas omens. How did she get up here? Thefirst thought in her

mind: Hugh. Hugh was home, findly, waiting intheliving room with his

bad news and depressing apologies. He had accidentally left the

downgtairs door open, or the French doorsto the patio. The cat got

past him.

Stamping awet foot pattern across the bleached wood floor, Rachel went
out to the living room. Sheredlized at the last second she was naked

and would be crossing by those French doors, but tried streaking through
in case anyone was watching. No onewas.

Therewas dso no Hugh in evidence, and Ramonawas lying in front of the
fireplace cleaning hersdf carefully. Sherolled over onto her back,

paws splayed inthe air, gazing up at Rachel with patient eyes. Her

belly was enormous.

"Even you can get pregnant.” She reached over, petting the cat. "Now,
if you'll excusemeaminute.” Rachel sneezed, wiping her eyes-- her
alergy to cats dways seemed to explodein her face like gunpowder in
spite of thefact that she loved animals. "I've got to go put some
clotheson.”

Updtairs, Rachel rummaged through one of the boxes in the bedroom and
found a summer dress her mother had given her yearsago. She never
liked what her mother gave her to wear, it was never anything she
would've chosen for hersdlf, but for some reason those gift clothes were
aways on hand in an emergency. They were dresses and skirtsand
blouses to be worn on moving days and when her other skirt was at the
cleaners, or when she spilled ketchup on ablouse and needed another in
ahurry. Shefdtlikealittlegirl in them, and for some reason the

clothes her mother bought her (like this dress she bunched up and pulled
over her head, getting lost in asea of wildflower print) were alwaystwo
szestoo large. Her mother no doubt expected her to gain twenty or
thirty pounds, and perhaps one day she would.

Y es, and then sheld have a complete wardrobe provided by mom. But right
now shefdt about twelve years old, which was probably right where her
mother would've liked to keep her.

She came back downstairs expecting the cat to have run off somewhere,
however the hdll it had gotten in, but Ramonatill lay in the same



place, stretching lazily. Rachel bunched up the mumu around her waist
and kneeled by the cat. Her snuseswere driving her crazy, but the cat
was so adorable and furry. "you know you're cute, don't you? But don't
expect akiss after wolfing that roach down." She rubbed Ramona just
beneath the chin and the cat let out an amost birdlike mew accompanied
by athrumming purr of satisfaction. A speck of dirt seemed to leap
from the cat's fur onto Rachdl's hand.

Not a speck, aflea.

"Shit." She pinched the flea between her thumbnails until it popped.
"Let's get you back home before you contaminate the house. Roaches,
fleas, mice, what other crawling things do we have around here?!

Gently, shelifted Ramonaup, careful not to let the cat's belly sag.
"Lotsof littlelumpkinsin there”

"you've found the beast!" Penel ope Deerfield shouted as she opened her
door. She seemed even shorter than she had when they'd first met. Her
eyeswerejust about level with Rachdl's chest. Perhapsit's true that
you shrink asyou get older. Her yellow hair was done up with gold
plastic combs, reminding Rachd of haystacksin adamp field. Shewore
amore conservative outfit than the last time they'd met: dmost a suit,
athough mismatched, probably from athrift shop. Theoveral effect of
the dress and light jacket was of someone who didn't care what anyone
thought of her.

Again, amomism, because Rachel hersdf found this aspect of Mrs.
Dearfidd's persondity utterly charming.

Mrs. Deerfield's eyebrows curled prehensively around her blue eyes as
she grabbed the cat up benegth itsfront shoulders. "Naughty little
Ramonarunning off from Nanny Dearfidd!"

"I'm sorry to interrupt,” Rachel said, peering around the open doorway
without meaning to -- there were two other women sitting at the day bed
and theloveseat. They'd been speaking in whispers, and as soon asthey
saw Rachd their faces suddenly blossomed pleasant smilesasif Rachel
were the last person on earth they expected to walk through that door,
and wasn't thisa nicer surprise than whomever they expected.

"Not interrupting at dl, dear, comein, comein, thismust be moving
day." Mrs. Deerfied flung the door open; it hit the back of thewall
with athunking shudder. Mrs. Dearfield was mildly drunk, Rachel
guessed. "Weve been gossiping and pickling.”

Y es, Rachd thought, and getting pickled. The room was redolent of
vinegar and spices and the purest whiff of alcohol sheld smelled since
sheld been in the hospital after the miscarriage. "Today seemsto be
lagting forever.”



"Aswadl it should, it'sthe summer solstice -- thisisthe longest day of
theyear. Somewhere Druids are dancing." As she pulled Rachdl in,
tugging like an eager child a her arm, Mrs. Deerfield murmured an
asde. "Wewon't even go into the fertility ritesinvolved, at least

not with this group." Her breath was laced with sherry. Then back to
her stage voice: "My friends, thisismy landlady, Rachel Adair, and
Rachd, thisis Betty Kellogg, and Annie Ralph -- sherunsthe
Raph-Westford Gallery in Mount Plessant.”

Betty Kellogg and Annie Raph were both in their midfiftiesto early
gxties, and looked more uptown than Mrs. Deerfield. Betty looked asif
she could be fascinated by the smalest mind, her eyeswide asif the
lidswere held back with tiny hooks, their pupilsjiggling rapidly asif
shewere deep in REM deep and wide awake. Her mouth was frozenin an
apparently constant O of surprise and interest; her hair was dyed
platinum and permed--it seemed an effervescent fizz above her dightly
wrinkled, china-doll face. She was chubby--everything about her was
round and getting rounder as she balanced her weight first on one hip
and then On the other, creasing the royd blue fabric of her cocktail
dress. "Soyoung to ownahouse. Lenand | werein our mid-thirties
before we were owners."

"Your Len would'velivedin atent if you hadn't forced him to get that
placein Chevy Chase" Annie Raph cast the words out of her mouth like
they tasted bad, and she snapped her fingersat Mrs. Deerfied (making
Rachd fed suddenly protective of her tenant). "Honey, get Rachel a
sherry, and honey," she added, the second honey intended for Rachel,

"you st down and make yoursdf comfy-cozy, cause moving day's dwaysa
bitch." Annie Ralph looked vaguely bohemian in a peach peasant blouse
and wide gray skirt, athough Rachel thought sheld seen thisouitfit in

one of the more chic boutiquesin Georgetown. It waswhat Hugh referred
to asthe artsy-fartsy look. Rachel had been in the Ralph-Westford

Gdlery once and its owner was a perfect enough match: the gallery was
full of thekind of art that only interior decorators got excited about,

lots of bright squiggly colors on plain white canvases. Annie Ralph

hersdlf looked like a squiggly smudge of awoman, stretched and framed
and bearing an expensive pricetag. Shelooked like she would go with

any room, any sofa-lovesest combination, any color scheme. Although the
ageswere dl roughly eguivaent among the ladies, Rachel could not
imagine what they were doing with poor Mrs. Deerfield -- they looked like
rich Georgetown women. And if first impressons mean anything, | don't
like them one bit.

"No thanks on the sherry,” Rachel said, stepping backwardsto the
doorway again. But Mrs. Deerfield's grasp was firm and she tugged her
into thesmall living room.

"Penelope'stold us such nice things about you," Betty cooed, Spping
daintily from the sherry glass, not redizing she was dripping the
liquid down the front of her dress.



"Don't believe aword of it, dear." Penelope went over to the
kitchenette. "I grouse about everything in creation. | don't havea
kind bonein my body. Areyou hungry?

Anni€s brought adeightful cheesecake, only weredl complaining from
diets”

"that'sright,” Anniesaid archly. "Thisiseven diet sherry were
guzding.”

"No, i've got to get back, my husband might call.”

Bringing adice of cheesecake out to theliving area, Mrs. Dearfield
said, "She's got such alovely husband, ladies, when these two have
children we will have aclan of beauties above us."

"We can ask my Lenif he knows." But as soon as Betty Kellogg said this,
she acted asif sheld just wet her pants. She squirmed uncomfortably,
tugging at the edges of her dress, her face turning red.

"Shelll think we've al gone to the moon," Annie Ralph said, shooting
Betty anasty look. "And she may beright on that count.” Then to
Rachd: "Honey, Lenis her husband.”

"Was my husband.”

Mrs. Deerfidd studied Rachel'sface for areaction, but there was
none. "Hedied in 78, dear. Heart attack -- Betty had been dreaming for
ten yearsthat he would go that way."

"But,” Annie added, "of course, Betty never told Len about her dreams,
probably because she was afraid he would take stepsto prevent it. |
believe she fed him a steady diet of butter, fatty red mesat, and

grease --"

"She'sjoking," Betty said, shaking her head from sideto side.

Annie giggled dmost charmingly and said, "Of course, Rachd, you don't
know me, but | am joking."

"But not about communicating with his spirit through --"

"Shelll think were batty, Betty." Annie seemed to like thisturn of
phrase. Sherepesated it: "Batty-Betty, BattyBetty, that's agood one.”

"Weare baity," Mrs. Deerfield said, and the steadiness of her voice
momentarily slenced the other two women. Shelooked Rachd directly
in the eyes, and her gaze was s0 pure and unclouded that Rachel had to
ress flinching. But then the kind, overly made-up face of aretired
nanny returned, softening her glance. Mrs. Deafield sad, "Rachd, we
talk to dead people.”



Rachd helped Mrs. Dearfidd with the card table. They unfolded its
legsabove atrap door. "Thisisthe center of the house, you see.”

"A cold spot," Betty Kdlogg said asif sheweretrandating aforeign
phrasefor Rachd. "The clamoring place.”

Mrs. Deerfield tapped the trap door with the hedl of her shoe. "In the
old days, they called it acrib -- | guessit kept the babies cool. I'm
joking, dear, | imagineit wasfor perishables of various and sundry
sorts. It'squite chilly down there, the house holdsin the night. It's
where| keep my jams and pickles, dear."

"And honey, you mugt try her pickles™
"Bread and butter."

"Shesgot jarsthisbig full of jellies” Annie Raph held her hands
out aswide as her hips.

"Ladies, pull your chairsup.”

"you cdled it the clamoring place?' Rachel fdt like Alicein
Wonderland; she wondered if they were al making fun of her, or if they
redlly took thisserioudy. Right at that moment she was wishing that
Sassy was there with her to witnessthis. She sat down with the ladies,
etting the china plate with cheesecake in front of her on the table.

"It'sacartefour, dear, acrossroads of sorts. Thisiswherethe
spiritscross on their journeys. you find it hard to swallow, | see.”
Mrs. Deerfidld amiled pleasantly. "But Annie's cheesecake, on the
other hand, isabit easier to swalow. How isit?'

Racheal nodded as she took a bite, her mouth full.
"Isan old ladies game, honey."

"Yes. When you see death up ahead, in the next ten, twenty years --"
Betty let her voice die mid-sentence. "Len was taken when he was only
fifty-one. They clamor here, can't you hear them?”

"Were giving her the cregps, redly. They are just passing through,
honey, like wind through an old house."

"Where are they going?' Rachel wished she hadn't asked; she wished sheld
just gotten up from the table and gone back upstairs or gone out for a
walk down to DuPont Circle for someice cream or to seeif Hugh wasin
one of the bars down there. Where are you, Hugh? Don't you know that |
loveyou even If you don't have ajob right at the moment, don't you

know that? Don't you know thingslike this make me mad, but | till
loveyou anyway? Shefdt dightly dizzy, but was getting a heedy sugar



rush from the cheesecake, which was not half bad.

"It'sredly only an old |adies game, dear." Mrs. Deerfield seemed to
sense her discomfort.

"We can't have dl the answers. Even they don't have the answers. How
ismy cheesecake, honey?'

"It'sddicious.”
"l only use Philadelphiabrand cream cheese. It'svery smpleto make."

"Don't give her therecipe,” Betty said with ahint of sarcasm. "It's
so0 hard to follow, and then it never comes out the way she does it
because she dways leaves something --"

"Betty Kellogg, you makeit sound intentiona. What | dois| forget to
put something in."

"Recipe?' Mrs. Dearfidd buffed. "My dear, she got it off the package
of cream cheese."

"Bitch. Menopausd bitch."

They weredl momentarily slent. Rachd felt itchily uncomfortable,

just asif she were surrounded by mosquitoes. Or those fleas of
Ramonas. She made adlight move back in her fold-out chair; it scraped
the floor and her knee hit the underside of the card table.

"l should --"

"We're arough pack of cards," Penelope Dearfidd said, reaching over to
sgueeze Rachel'shand. "We're being rude -- my goodness, dear, your hand
iISsowarm. you're not running afever are you?"

Rachd did fed warm suddenly, asif something had just been let into

the room, somewild animd withitsfur burning. Shefdt dizzy. She
was Sitting there with three versons of her own mother, at different

ages. when her mother wasthirty, when she wasforty-five, and thenin
her sixties. Her mother in her sixties pressed down on her hand and
said, "Get her acup of tea, "and then it was no longer her mother, but
ablack man holding her hand. His skull seemd to be pressing outward
againg his coffee-colored skin, hislarge dark eyes sinking back into
holes, becoming cracks, and then his eyeswere sedled up completdly -- his
lipsdried likeariverbed. And emerging wereridged yellow teeth
covered with a dripping scum, growing in Size asthey came towards her,
his nose swimming in the dark flesh that gradudly filled up her vison.
The teeth parted, flying up, and she waslooking down into histhroat,
his enormous purple tongue dapping just in front of her face, his pulpy
uvulaflapping liketorn skin -- and ablast of heat from hisgut risng

up through histhroat -- heat and something ese, something sweet and
sour, vinegary, reminding her of abiology class, of dissecting afrog



when she was fifteen, and then she felt freezing coM and it was over.

"How long doesiit take you to pour tea, Annie?' Mrs. Deerfidd'sface
was turned away from Rachd's, but her hand was dtill clutching Rachdl's
wrig.

"She's coming down," Betty said.
Rachel coughed, wrenching her hand from Mrs. Degrfield's. "I'm sorry.”

"Those who clamor,” Annie Ralph said, balancing the tea cup as she came
back from the kitchenette, "they've spoken through you, honey."

"It wasthe sugar shock," Penelope said. "that damn cheesecake of
yours. you must be exhausted, dear. you'll run afever if we don't get
you upgtairsfor arest.”

"Did they speak through me?' Rachel lay down on the sofain her own
living room. Shefet drained and wesk and wasn't sureif shewas
dreaming.

Mrs. Deerfield stood above her, gazing down at her with concern.
"What?'

"Annie said it was those spirits. She said they spoke through me. you
told me| was sengditive. Isthat what it means?"

"Annie Raph would believe anything. | say just becauseit happens
doesn't makeit real. you started saying some jumbled words, it was
gibberish.” Mrs. Dearfidld felt Rachel'sforehead. "you don't seem too
feverish, but it's probably the humidity, too. Can | turnuptheair
conditioner?'

Rachd nodded dreamily. Mrs. Deerfield went over to the thermostat and
switched it on, adjusting the temperature.

"Did | say something bad? They looked scared.”

"Those old birds are frightened of their shadows. But Rachel, you seel
knew it, you're open to spiritua influence.

"It doesn't frighten you? Jesus, | wasterrified and | don't even
bdieveinit."

"One never knowswhat to believein thisworld. Nothing'sredly out
theretelling uswhat to believe, isit? But we dl muddlethrough and
sometimes the patternsrevea themselvesto us. you obvioudy havea
talent that way, dear, perhaps untapped, but ill there. But who knows
what to make of it al?"

"But you believein ghodts.”



"The childin mebdieves, dear, the childin mebdieves.

And the grown-up in me believesin letting that child out now and then,
sometimesjust to run amok in the garden and track mud across my quiet
life. But one mustn't confusethings: aghost isaremnant of alife,
whileaspiritissmply alifewithout flesh. | believein spiritsand

ther influence. Butitisjust apastimefor alittleold lady like

mysdf, nothing for a pretty young girl to worry about.”

"you've been very sweset, Mrs. Dearfidd -- I'm sorry for wilting like
that with your friends"

"It was the sugar, Rachdl, the way your face went from peach to white

and then red when you cameto -- it was only asecond. What have you eaten
today?' Mrs. Deerfidld returned to the couch; Rachel scooted over abit

to alow her to Sit on the edge.

"Oh. A Diet Cokeand | guessthat wasit until the cheesecake.”

"Sugar can do nasty thingsto you if you're not careful. | try notto
usemuchin my jamsand jellies-- aswe all get older we must watch what
we put in our tummies. When | worked asananny | saw what sugar can do
to children.”

"you must've been avery good nanny."

"Not so good." She rose from beside the couch. "you sureyou'll bedl
right? | can st here awhilelonger.”

"No, thank you, though. I'mjust deepy.”

"When Mr. Adair gets home have him make you agood dinner.”
"When Mr. Adair getshome hell belucky if I'm till adeep.”

Mrs. Deerfield wagged afinger a her. "Naughty girl."

It was dark out when she felt akiss on her forehead, waking her, and
smelled abrewery pressed againgt her. She remembered the man's mouth
inMrs. Dearfidd's Clamoring Place, and tried to scream, but the mouth
sucked greedily at her lips. When Rachel opened her eyes, pushing the
man away from her, screaming, he switched alight on and it was Hugh,
his tan suit stained and filthy, hishair brushed in opposing

directions, hiseyes hdf lidded, his shirt opened dmost to hisnavel.

"I didn't think you'd scream,” he said, shaking hishead aimlesdly.
"Where the fuck have you been!" she barked.

PART TWO



INFESTATIONS
JULY

CHAPTER ELEVEN
PLAYING HOUSE

"D.C.ishdl in summer," Pendlope Dearfidd said as she dug into

her mulch pilewith asmall rusty trowe. The patio washot asa

broiler, and Rachd (standing over her, observing) kept switching from

one foot to the other. She was barefoot and had only come downstairsto
put the trash bagsin the dley dumpster when Mrs. Deerfield called her
over to the smdl mulch pile near her thin strip of garden.

Mrs. Deerfidd explained to Rachel, "you see, even the rodentiago off
on suicide missons." She tapped the dead rat that lay next to her. It
wasthe sze of her own fist; Mrs. Deerfield had discreetly turned the
rat over on its ssomach so that Rachel wouldn't lose her breskfast
looking at the deep gash that the cat had made down the rat's ssomach.

Mrs. Deerfield wore awide-brimmed straw sun hat, a
stretched4o-the-limit pair of blue jeans, and agrass-stained blue
chamoiswork shirt that made her look alittle too "down on the farm”
consdering what shewas doing! burying adead rat into the mulch pile.
"It'smorbid, | suppose, to use therat's carcass as part of the mulch,

but of such thingsisfertilizer made, dear. I've often thought it a

pity that we don't bury human beingsin mulch piles-- it would make them
ever so much more useful, don't you agree?”

"I hope the micein our house don't get asbig asthat thing," Rachel
sad. Thesolesof her feet felt like they were burning, and the cement
of the patio was like abed of hot cods. She'd awakened fedling fat
and unattractive, found a pimple in the middle of her forehead, her car
would probably not start (or if it did, it would make those funny
noises), and now she had to look at a dead rat and be polite about it
after having eaten funny fried eggs. And it'smy day off She clutched
the sides of her bathrobe together. "you're sureit didn't come from
insde somewhere?’

"Oh, no, dear, thisismogt certainly an dley rat who had the

misfortune of crossing Ramonas path. Ramonaisawarrior at heart, and
athough a pregnant lady, still awanderer -- | saw her bring it in from
near the dumpgter.

She was quite proud, | assure you, and expected extra cream this
morming.”

"Makes me happy theré'sa cat around -- even if she does make me sneeze."



"It'sthe easy season for fdines.” Mrs. Deerfield poked aholeinthe
mulch pile with her trowd, stabbing into the mound to make awide berth
for thedead rat. "When the humidity and heat explode like this-- it's
not even eleven and already weve got adrippy oven day on our

hands -- dl acat hasto do is put her paws out to trip the rats." She
pushed therat into the hole with the back of her trowel and then began
covering it up. "Therats get fat and stupid in thiskind of weather

and then gart fighting with each other.

Usudly, they're a each other'sthroats before a mischievous cat like
my Ramona even happens upon them.”

Rachel wondered if she and Hugh were asbad astherats.

They had managed to survive thefirg few weeksin the house without
being at each other'sthroats -- thiswas Rachd's fedling, anyway.
Unemployment, Rachel knew from only brief experience, was depressing
enough without having someone hanging over you like avulture reminding
you of it. Sheld wake up for work in the morning and see him lying

there, till dreaming, snoring, for al the world like an innocent,

while she bitched and moaned about her redfunctioning car, about the
soaring humidity, about the dight weight gain sheld noticed from esting

all those on-the-way-to-the-office bagel s from the Chesapeake Bagel
Factory. Sheld take her shower, still wary of the roaches darting

beneath the tile where the grouting had come out (CALL EXTERMINATOR, her
yellow Post-it Notes scattered across the tiles, down the hallway, on

the refrigerator), and look in the steamed bathroom mirror wondering who
wasthe fairest of them dl, knowing it was not her. Shewastired even
before the day began. One morning, she wrote across the steamed mirror:
BREADWINNER.

She hoped that Hugh would seeit. She could never commit these nasty
messages to her Post-it Note mania-too permanent, not lighthearted

enough. A Post-it Note he could dip in his pocket and confront her

with; writing on a steamed mirror was somewhat whimsical, ajoketo be

rubbed away with atowel or two fingers. Who wrotethis? Oh, you and

your little jokes. Then it became a habit, leaving messageson the

mirror in seam: WORK, or CASHFLOW, or theworst one, THE BIG 3-0. All
in hopesthat he would seeit, would laugh, think she was being cute.

And gtill get the message. Sheimagined him pulling back the shower

curtain, al set to shave, looking up in the mirror and seeing the magic

Mirror message appedr.

Shaking his head, that Rachel, hewould think, what will that little
dickensthink up next?

But he never mentioned the messages which meant one of two things:
ether he wastaking them too serioudy or he didn't notice them at al.

Rachel couldn't complain about Hugh having nothing to do around the
house. He managed to strip off most of the dingy old wallpaper in the



halls. Hed regrouted the tilesin both the upstairs and downgtairs
bathrooms, completely replaced the downstairs bathroom sink. He acted
likeakid at Chrigmas every time he got histoal kit out, his hammers,
screwdrivers, planes, crowbar, and dedgehammer (“for when | need to
take out my aggressions on thewalls..."), and a series of wrenches of

al szes. If hewasbusy he seemed happy. Everything seemed to be
costing an arm and alleg -- some days Rachel would look at her paycheck
and know that it was going to pay for refinishing thefloorsor

repairing something or other. Paints and wallpapers ate up most of the
money, with new drapes running aclose third.

But no matter how much work Hugh put into the house, it dwayslooked
haf-finished, and Rachd wasalittle afraid that it would dways be

that way. She made enough money to cover al the household expenses,
but she was saving practicaly nothing and it had never been their plan

to only live on oneincome. Her car alonewas eating up alot of spare
change -- it made strange noises which were to her amystery, and there
were mornings when she had to take a cab to work because the car refused
to sart.

But Hugh seemed to be happy, just keeping busy. summer was ahorrible
timeto look for ajob, thefal would be better, and Hugh was going on

at least three interviews aweek asit was. She couldn't even begrudge
him afew beers here and there.

Sometimes she thought about inviting people over-Sassy or Hugh's brother
Ted, or her mother, but the house smelled of paint and nothing was quite
theway she wanted it to be yet. She wanted the house to be perfect, or
ascloseasit could get, before she undertook anything likea
housawarming party.

"Mouse shit" Hugh cried out. "Weve got mouse shitin our snk!" He
dared intently at it asif it would move. "They'retaking over."

Rachd turned away from therefrigerator. "'I'm glad you can find some
humor init -- are you going to scoop it up or what?"

"It's probably good fertilizer. Maybe Penny Dreadful would likeit for
her mulch pile." He had taken to calling their downdtairs tenant Penny
Dreadful, and her cat Baby Dreadful.

"Hugh, think about it: some mouseis climbing around our Snk and stove
and cutting board. Oh, gross, and | just made a sandwich over there.
Weve got to call the exterminator or something before we die of bubonic

plague”
"you ate amouseshit sandwich?"

"Disgusting. Hold themayo. | fed like we should call the hedlth
department to close us down. you're supposed to get some poison and
trgps. that's your job, right?’



"you don' redly want to kill Mickey or Minnie, do you?'

"Even Gus-Gus and Mighty Mouse. Thethreeblind mice, too. | don't
care. Thisisgetting Sckening.”

Hugh began squeaking. Hewrinkled his nose and wiggled hisears. He
stepped over to her, his chin pressed down againgt his neck making him
look remarkably chinless, hiseyeswide. Squeak/

"Oh, Hugh, redlly." Rachel clucked her tongue but could not help
gmiling.
"Hows about amouse fuck?' His voice was a highpitched fa setto.

IIHLU.].II
"Wdl, we havent redly, you know, had our inaugurdl... fuck."

"it's Tuesday afternoon and | have to be back in the office in twenty
minutes”

"Squesk!"

"that isthe least erotic sound | have ever heard aman or mouse make."
"you be Minnieand I'll be Mickey."

"And well both end up looking Goofy. Blasphemy.”

"How do you think mice do it, anyway?"

"Something | can go my whole life without ever finding out. And | hope
our mice don't do much of it around here,

Now Hugh, stop that -- | am not about to... right here.”
"So don't."

Shefdt hishand dimbing up the Sde of her thigh, tickling the light

hair that shed missed shaving, and then pulling aside her hose. "youll

run them, Hugh." But she let him continue and he did run them, tucking
hisfingers up between the elagtic. Her breathing was getting heavy.
Whenever they made love she dwaysfet asif they were suddenly in some
dark closet, two children naked together playing doctor. It made her

fed happy and strong, to say nothing of the intense pleasure shefdt

and the thought that this was something so right and natura, aman

making love to awoman, the two bodies becoming one monstrous but
natural body, normd life... hislips, rough and heavy, never haf as

hungry as hers seemed -- she was embarrassed by these sudden explosions of
sexua heat. Her body would go out of control and she would do things



with him that shewould later fed were not thingsthat Rachdl Adair,
lawyer and daughter of Mike and Dorothy Brennan, would normally be
responsible for. Sometimes when they made love, in the dark closet of
her mind, sheimagined there were five of him, five Hughs stroking her,
licking her, holding her, kissng her, pulling her againgt their moit,
rutting bodies.

Rachel clutched the edge of her skirt up around her waist, as Hugh,

kissing her, licking her neck, pressing his mouth up behind her ear

lobe, inched her pantyhose down towards her knees. She reached with her
hand towards his crotch and just as she touched the rough denim of his
Levi's, pressing her fingernailsin between the buttons, about to pop

them open, Hugh drew back. Away from her.

"God," hesaid.

Her eyes came back into focus. The heat brushed past both of them,
disspating into the atmosphere. "Mmm?"

"l just saw our mouse run behind the stove -- it kind of unnerved me."

Rachel et the edges of her skirt fall back into place, and Hugh

withdrew his hand from between her legs. He reached down and pulled her
hose back up. He seemed very workmanlike about it. He reached up and
kissed her nose, biting dightly. "Nose shark.”

Shelooked a him, disoriented. "We've got to have our inaugura, um,
you know..."

"Right now | think | should try to get that mouse out of here -- do you
know where the broom is, Scout?"

But she knew enough not to ins st on returning to a potentia fifteen
minutes of anima lust -- she didn't redly want to work up a swest,
anyway, the humidity would take care of that.

Rachel dso knew that Hugh had lost his erection.
And not when held seen the mouse.
Hed lost it when sheld touched him there,

you don't go around mentioning to the man you love that he can't get it

up. Let'sPretend you saw the invader mouse, too, and make athing of

it, but don 'l make abig ded out of temporary impotence. She could
count on her fingers the number of times they'd made love since Hugh had
been unemployed. Maybe fivetimesin five months. Only onceinthe
past six weeks. Either shewastoo tired or hefell adeep early, or he

was reading areally good book in bed, or she said something to make him
angry, or there was a mouse running loose behind the stove. It had

gotten to apoint in the evenings when Rachel, coming homefrom a



mountain of work and afull day in court, didn't even consider sex an
option worth pursuing.

Hugh was bending over, trying to look behind the stove, when Rachel
said, "When you find our mouse, be sure and ask him how micedo it. And
take notes, okay?"'

Thisisashitchy as| get.

People passed in and out of her officedl day, but they might aswdll
have been pigeons fluttering through one of the city's parks. Rachel

felt isolated at work, isolated at home, and she found that she was
losing her ability to concentrate on the things that had to get done.

She'd been through something like thiswith the miscarriage. Sheld gone
to atherapist, who told her thisinability to concentrate on the work

at hand was asign of depression, perhaps avery severe depression.

The therapist suggested she see adoctor for acomplete examination, and
suddenly, when she was twenty-seven, Rachel Adair fdlt like shed turned
into Frances Farmer. Sheimagined that once she went to a psychiatri,
shed be put in ahospitd, they'd find out awful things about her mind,
shave her head. force her into hot baths -- followed, perhaps, by shock
treatment and atidy lobotomy. Just stick that old ice pick up under

the eyedlids and everything will be hunky-dory. If only it were that

easy. Then one day, just as suddenly, this sort of anxiety was gone. The
world seemed different to her. you lose ababy -- but not ababy, just a
gmall subdividing sphere, amicroscopic amoebalike thing, no heartbest.
something the size of a peathat was formed when one of those tadpole
sperm collided with an ovum--you lose a baby and you get dightly
depressed. Normal life, Scout, ablessing in disguise. you don't
concentrate too well a work, so, hell, you take afew weeks off work
(ungtructured time. the therapist called 1O and you maybefdl inlove
with the man you married -- you try to concentrate on alittle nurturing

of him because heredly needsit -- you help with his unemployment
anxiety, with his"| didn't passthe D. C bar" anxiety.

you listen to your mom's advice on How To Make A Man Happy 'Cause
weren't mom and dad happy? Even when they fought liketigers, weren't
they happy? And wouldn't it make daddy proud, if he were dive, to know
she was working on her marriage?

How come when Hugh and | fight | dwaysfed like I'm the bitch goddess
of Northwest D.c., propelled on by one of those delightful mood
swingsthat the therapist had mentioned way back in the pring?

But now, in summer, the humidity, the monoxide-filtered air of the
D.C. drests, the rush, the push, the phone cals -- Zillions of

phone cdlsto and from bitching clientsB Rachd fdlt hersdf dipping
again. At least shewas conscious of dipping, and she couldn't blame
it on amiscarriage, nothing as understandable asthat. According to
her caendar, shewould be eight months pregnant if she hadn't lost her



little sphere.
Could she blame her bad fedings on Hugh?

Could she say Let's Pretend that it was Hugh's fault that she was
dipping into alethargy, adepression, a deep depression, a deep-shit
depression?

Let's Pretend.
Thereisno Hugh Adair.

| can't, | can't. | love Hugh. Weve got our share of problems and

right now it ssemsawful. Weve gotten up to our necksinit -- | hate my
job, Hugh has no job, he's probably ordering adrink right now, and I'm
awitch to think that, maybe heé'sin an interview right now, or dropping

an gpplication off, or worrying about the next bar exam. But it'sahot
summer, and we have more than maost couples our age -- we're healthy, we
own our own home, I've got awell-paying job.

Asmom would say, Normdl Life.
Asdaddy would say, it dl comes out in the wash.

She remembered -- no, she concentrated on what she loved about Hugh, and
none of it had to do with hisability to find work. Sheloved his

amile, sheloved the way she felt when they cuddled together in bed at

night, she even loved him when he was down and sad, looking so much like
alittle boy, the heavy shock of blond hair faling down across his

forehead, his blue eyes becoming large and round.

Mom pushed daddy too hard. Rachd had seenit dl the time she was
growing up. Why couldn't mom just have been satisfied with daddy the
way hewas? He provided well enough, and he made sure we all got good
educations, and he was alway's there on weekends to do family things-- he
didn't have to be the most ambitious or wedlthiest man in theworld.

Rachel was determined not to do the same thing with Hugh. Hed come
around in hisowntime. Not al men had to have burning ambition. Not
al men had to beridiculousy god oriented. Hugh had alaw degree and
one day soon she might even be jealous of hissuccess. And proud of
him.

She hadn't understood why she had passed the bar and he had not; he was
bright, top of his class, she had faith in him most of the time, but

hed tied himsdf in knots over the exam -- it was dl aforeign language

to him. One of the quditiesthat had attracted her to him during their
courtship had been the fact that he seemed to take none of it serioudly:
Let's Pretend, Scout, held say, cradling her in hisarms, Let's Pretend,

I'm the daddy and you're the mommy and I'm hammering loose nails back
into thefloor, I'm greasing the hinges on the doors, and you're



telling the kiddos a bedtime story and we're al drinking hot cocoa.
But it'stime, Hugh, to take things serioudy.

At night, in bed. the heat rosein the house and seemed to linger ina
cloud above her head; no matter how she adjusted the thermostat, it was
warm in the bedroom. Hugh set up asmal fan in the doorway, which
seemed to do nothing more than make an annoying whirring noise. He'd
set mousetraps up in the corners of the rooms, and every now and then,
sheld hear the traps clacking and she'd imagine the dead gray mousg, its
head smushed beneath the wire jaw of thetrap. She could never recall
the moment when deep would cometo her -- shefelt asif shelay awake
haf the night, listening to the clacking of the mousetrgps, Hugh's

breezy snores, and the whirring of thefan. Hugh would press up against
her back in his deep, and she would fed the damp fever of sweat along
her back, tickling. The clacking mousetrgps reminding her of the
supposed ghost of the house, the whore Rose Draper, The Clapper, who was
supposed to wander the house clapping her hands together.

Somewhere, off where the sirens screamed down one street or another, out
wherethe cats cried in sexud longing, she would hear ababy crying,

too, and it would comfort her like nothing else and before she redized

it, shewould be adeep, dreaming.

Rachel didn't even have to wake Hugh up -- he was staring up at the
caling. "l wasdreaming of bombs exploding,” he murmured.

Clack. A mousetrap fromout inthe hal.

She closed her eyes and thought about deep again. Hell take care of
the mousetraps.

"How many do you think we're catching?' His breasth was like steam
agang her shoulders, shefdt him move his head againg the small of
her back, hishair greasy againgt her skin.

Shedidn't answer.

"I'd guessin the hundreds. | better go downstairs and change the traps
now that I'm up.”

She sighed, redlizing that she would not quickly get back to deep. "
kind of fed bad for the mice."

"Y eah, they've probably been coming in herefor generations.” Hugh
chuckled and she fdt his arm snake under her shoulder blades and curve
around to stroke the skin covering her ribs, she automatically pulled

her somach in. Then hisarms dithered back away from her; the bed
cresked, shefdt hisweight shift, he was standing up.

Clack.



She kept her eyes closed and tried to think about deep, dthough every
time shewasfaling (sheimagined deep asadownward drifting on a
feather bed, like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, the house spinning
through a cyclone while she dept) another trap would spring somewhere
downgtarsor inthehal.

She heard Hugh say, "I was sure the fan would make enough white noise to
cover the sound of the traps.”

Shelay there, eyes pressed shut, atension headache coming on,
wondering what "white noise" meant -- the phrase sounded foreign even
though she knew in her heart of heartswhat it meant, or at least shed
used that phrase before.

And then shewas a her mother's house in Arlington, helping to can
peaches -- something her mother had never donein her life. If anything
they'd be uncanning peaches.

Her mother said, "All summer long they ripen.”

Then her mother opened her mouth to speak and a clack!

cameout ingtead. Rachel grasped her heart, which was easy to do because
she was standing there naked in her mother's kitchen. Naked and her
mother didn't seemto careinthe

least.

But it wasn't her mother, it was Hugh, wearing her mother's housedress,
and as he turned away from the jars of peaches, hesaid, "'l think we
just got Cubby, Karen, Bobby, and Annette.”

But she was mistaken, her vison was going in and out of focusand it
wasn't Hugh at dl, but daddy, who smiled U sweetly to her. Hissmile
grew wider, apiano keyboard smile, until histeeth sarted bursting
through his cheeks and stretching out, opening wide as he said, "Rache,
Let's Pretend I'm the daddy and you're the mommy and we have awhole
mess of kiddos..."

Rachel heard agurgling noise from ingde her, and she looked down at
her somach: it was growing large asif she were being pumped up with
water. Her breastswererising like twin helium balloons to competein
the Macy's Thanks giving Day Parade; her somach was churning like a
washing machine on afull cycle shefdt tiny feet kicking her from
ingde. Shewas getting fat and heavy, swollen. Beneath her enormous
breasts, another pair of breasts sprouted, and bel ow them, another, all
the way to her navel which itsdf stretched from sdeto side of her
puffing belly like amouth opening and closing with each breeth. She
heard a clack!

from somewhere. She had the fedling that a kettle was about to boil
over, and she remembered that she'd | eft eggs boiling in a saucepan and
she had to go turn down the heat. Now the eggs were probably cracking



from the soaring temperature.

Sheredized that the boiling was going on in her somach as her Sx
breasts began leaking milk. Beneeth the clacking and the bubbling, she
heard her babies, insde her, crying -- shewas boiling her mess of kiddos
before they even had a chance, her spheres were screaming beneath her
flapping navel. Then her earswereringing likean darm going off. a
kitchen timer, and she knew a clack!was coming, the biggest fucking
clack! she was ever going to hear, aclack! to end al clacks, likea

time bomb, her fucking biological clock was going off, aclack! that
would mean When Rachd's belly exploded into a shower of streaming
sphereswith tiny feet, and rivers of milk spurted from her breasts, and
the scream was caught way down deep in her larynx which was now exposed
because the skin had ripped from her vaginaal theway up to her

throat, she opened her eyes.

Hugh was sanding, as|houette in the hal light.

Her own body was whole and naked and she lay atop the sweat-soaked sheet
of their bed.

"Ninearedead -- ninemice," hesaid groggily. "I think Mouseketeer roll
cdl isover for the night.”

Rachel closed her eyes and pretended she was adeep because she knew if
she could pretend she was adegp, maybe she would be asleep.

But she was awake most of the night, waiting for the next clack to
ocCur.

CHAPTER TWELVE
FEEDING THE DEAD

Maittie Peru, her trash bags of invisibility wrapped around her facelike
ascarf, walked down the aide of the grocery store -- people were staring
at her, someonéeslittle girl was even pointing at her as she passed the
frozen food section, but shedidn't care. Her trash bagsrustled like

dead leaves underfoot, and as she lumbered down towardsthe L'il O1'
Baker's Pantry, she clutched them about her neck. She could not be
invishblefor this magic would have to be saved up now, saved for the

big fight with Baron Samedi. Her thoughts were jumbled -- language didn't
come easy to her anymore, not since her baby died, and words camein
grings like spit into her mouth -- sometimes she couldn't control the way
they legpt out, sometimes she managed to imprison them beneath her

tongue.

He's gettin' through, he's crawling up and out. and thisain't his

domain. Thewordswanted to fly from her mouth, but she reined themiin.
you buy your yogurt and your frozen pizzas and your Trident Sugar Free
Gum, but you don't keep him away, you don't got the magic insde you.



you don't know what he comesfor, you don't know theway heturnlife
and death insde out and upside down and take the baby before he cries
and the mama before she gives milk, and he makes the house scream with
the lost and the onesthat don't know no better! But some of the words
Spat out from between the gaps in her teeth without her being aware of

it, and the nice middle-aged lady picking out the raspberry jely
doughnuts and the crullersfor her breakfast was treated to: " Getting!
Crawlin! Domain! Frozen pizzas don't keep him away! Insdeout'n
upside down, take the baby!

The house scream, no better!™

The teenage boy behind the counter, dressed in the L'il O1' Baker's
Pantry uniform of puffy chef's cap and large white gpron, murmured, "you
get dl kindsin this neighborhood,” but the nice middle-aged lady
pretended that Mattie wasinvisible. Joke onyou, lady, | know | ain't
invisble without the trash bags over my face, you just trying to fool

old Mattie, and you just don't go around foolin' no mambos.

"Hey!" The boy behind the counter yel ped like adog whosetail has been
stepped on. He reached across and dapped Mattie's hand -- shewas
helping hersdlf to the free sampling of pastries on the white paper

doilies.

"Ain't these free?' Mattie growled; she hadn't even bothered to look up
ahim.

"Not for you," he said.

Thisdidn't seem unfair to Mattie. She was accustomed to thiskind of
treatment. Sherefrained from laying acurse on the boy. She stared at
the diced bear claw and the neat square cuts of a cherry danish that
remained on the doily.

"Aint for me, for my littlegirl.”

The nice middle-aged woman pretended to be having trouble deciding if
the raspberry-filled doughnuts were right, or if those coconut-covered
oneswere more suitable for the breskfast she had in mind. Her nose
wrinkled dightly like aripple across a pond.

Sheandlsme. Mattie grinned.

Mattie knew how to make the boy give her the pastry samples.

She reached across the counter, her fingers grazing every crumb on the
daily.

It was the Magic Touch that she possessed.

And the Magic Touch worked.



Theteenager said, "Take dl of them and get out of here -- no onesgoing
to want them now that your fat old hands got al over them."

Out on the street again, Mattie wrapped the pastries carefully in a
newspaper and tucked it into her grocery cart; she found a safe space
for it down beneath the empty cans she'd found behind the store, and her
usua collection of blankets, newspapers, and bottles. The weather
suited Mattie: the skieshung low like asagging cushion -- shefelt she
could reach up and touch them (shetried to, to push the stuffing of the
clouds back up into the lining of sky) -- and the humidity wasitchy. The
temperature matched the soaring fever in her soul, the sun was
approaching midday, and the time was right to feed the dead.

| brung thisfor you, my baby. Maitti€'swords spun through the gallery

of her head, dthough al that jumped out from between her lipswasa
bleating "My baby." | done promised to keep him outtathisworld, and he
ain't gonna come back.

Heain't gonnause your little baby to come back, my baby.

She pushed her cart down aong Connecticut Avenue; the streets were
desolate of pedestrians -- afew people late for work, or an occasional
bum hanging out on the stoop of Steve's Ice Cream, but the heat had sent
lingerersingde buildings and shops. Maitiefet the plastic from the

trash bagstickle her cheek. Thewhed s of the cart squedled and
pashuckaed as she pushed it over the cracksin the sidewak, negotiating
the turn to the right around the DuPont Circle Metro entrance. Thewind
from the trains came up from the long downward fall of escalators, and
shewalited, tasting the wind for Baron Samedi --but he was not that
strong. He had no power inthisworld. Heruled the dead. He could
only breathe himsdlf into those who were close to death. He had no

life. 1 don't fear no dead man. She passed over the entrance, feding
that innocent train wind passby her. Then at P Street, she turned

right again.

| feed you, my baby, because | need your spirit strong to help your
mama, | need your spirit strong. He' coming back again -- they tried
those girls, but none worked, but this one work because this one
repayment, this one give for servicesdue. He'stired, hesweary, but
he sees his chance to come through, honeychild, and he's going to turn
itingde out.

The sidewa ks were hard on her: the grocery cart felt heavy, and she had
to pivot and lift up on the whedls each time she went from the sdewak
to the street to the Sdewak crossing Twentieth, Twenty-firt,
Twenty-second Street, until she came to awide green park affectionately
named "P Street Beach™ by DuPont Circle residents. There were even
sunbathers down aong the grass near the picnic tables,

just afew peoplein bathing suits, looking silly with thetraffic

speeding dong Rock Creek Parkway just acrossthe thin creek. When
Maittie saw them she pointed and laughed.



But the laugh turned into ableating cry as she remembered her duty. She
st the cart pardléd to the dirt path that led through the sparse

bushes and trees to the right of the park, amost benesath the stone
bridge of P Street asit ran over the Parkway into Georgetown.

Mattie reached down beneath the can for the padtries.
She walked down the path, into the woods.

She searched the areg, trying to remember the spot -- the summer with its
hungry branches and thick green tresses of grass covering up the
spot -- everything was overgrown.

Mattie dipped on aridge aong the path and came thudding down hard on
her ass, pebbles scurrying towards the creek.

The pastries wrapped in the paper bag leapt out from where she had been
cradling them in the crook of her elbow, and scattered beside her.
Methodicdly, she picked up the crumbs and the bits of bear claw one by
one -- placing them in the bag again. She looked down towards the cold
running stream with the ragged grass growing aong its banks, and beyond
it, the deep purple of the road, the carswhizzing by.

Mattie prayed that she would find direction. She prayed for the place
to be revealed.

The place where she'd buried her daughter.

She hunted with her fingers, crawling through the dry rough grassthat
scratched her like sandpaper -- her fingers never let her down, not the
way her eyesand her mind did.

Mattie's Magic Touch still worked, and if shewiggled her fingers
through the grass, it would begin talking to her, whisper the secret as
to wherethe grave was. She diced her finger across ashard of glass
thrust upward in the dirt and cried out -- but she was close, the glass
seemed to sing to her, oh, shewas close!

And then shefound it.

Marked by abroken pitcher she had buried there in the earth. Asshe
sat back to look at the grave she realized how obviousit would be if
someone looked at the pattern of the grass: it had grown in awavy
pattern around the body of her daughter.

Nadine, she prayed, for your strength. Help me, my baby, help me. Stop
him, stop him. He can't be comin' through.

Help, my baby. But the wordsthat legpt from her mouth were: "Help
her."



Asif to answer her prayer, atremendous droning hum seemed to swoop up
from under the P Street Bridge, anoisethat grew like cicadason a
summer's evening -- only it wasn't yet evening and these weren't cicadas.

Wasps. The gray, tattered nest was thrust into the crotch of the
bridge's underside; it shook asif by abreeze.

It was dive with hundreds of them.

Mattie knew what she must do, she must send awarning, the wasps must
carry her warning.

Mattie Peru pressed her face close to the earth, gently scraping her
lips againgt the singing grass above her daughter's grave.

The sign on Roxanne Hastings desk read: RECEPTIONIST, but everyone knew
she had run the law offices of Adair, Long, Wilmot and Sanford amost
sngle-handedly for the past thirty years. She prided herself on being

atough customer, a hard woman, someone who didn't put up with any guff,
nonsense, or shenanigans. She could tell awisenheimer as soon ashe

stepped off the devator, and she could fix the company Xerox machine

faster than anybody with just akick of her hed. Roxanne had spent

most of her adult life remaining unruffled by the scum bags who trekked

to the sixth-floor suites -- they were rich and sometimes famous, but scum

bags nonethdless. The lawyers themsalves -- rude, overgrown babies who
were quickly becoming old men -- salf-endulgent and so darn wedlthy (Roxanne
didiked strong language the way she didiked strong perfume) that they

seemed to think they could buy anyone and everyonein their paths. And

for thirty years she had been as sweet and hard as candy to them, had

taken their messages, arranged their conferences and board mestings,

their Christmas parties, even therr trysts.

But in her thirty yearswith the law firm, sheld never witnessed what
came off the elevator on alazy Friday afternoonin July.

Roxanne Hagtings screamed, "Holy shit!”
She had never used that sort of language beforein her life.

It might aswell have been agiant sewer rat that had come up through
the vents.

Makethat agiant sawer rat with its guts dangling ouit.
But Roxanne could ded with rats.
But what got off the elevator Friday afternoon and stepped, or rather

shuffled, acrossthe pale blue plush carpet -- it looked like the contents
of adumpster had cometo life.



A large black woman whose smell preceded her stood in the hall between
thefour eevator doors. The smell was one with which Roxanne Hastings
waswell familiar: the smell of executive washroom stal number three
which was dways backing up. Roxanne knew about stall number three
because one of the summer clerks had bet her that she wouldn't go into
the men'sroom and check it out, and Roxanne was a sucker for asure
thing. And thisthing, in her dark, rippling plastic bagsand

oversized, open-toed hiking boots, her partially covered face huge like
ahydrocephdic baby's, round pop-eyes, broad lips split like twin dugs
parting into abrown toothless grin -- crying out, "Holy shit" aso asif

the sight of Roxanne Hastings was enough to scare her, too.

"you -- you can't be here," Roxanne gasped, pushing hersalf back from her
desk, standing.

Vail Fogter, ajunior partner, was coming out of the Xerox room, astack
of papersunder hisarms. He shot aglance towards the creature

(smelled her fird, his nose wrinkling, he was wondering who farted);

then he winked at Roxanne as he passed her desk. "One of Sanford's pro
bono's no doubt.”

"you're on the wrong floor, lady,” Roxanne said. She was regaining some
authority. Thiswas her office after al, and anyone who stepped off
those eevators was trespassing on her territory.

The black woman's mouth opened wider. "Holy shit!" she shouted.
Although it was beginning to sound more and more like"Hoshest," or
"Horse shit," the more she repeated the phrase.

"I'm gonna haveto call somebody if you don't get out of here." Roxanne
was now in full blossom -- no crazy bag lady was gonna stink up her life.

The black woman's chasmic mouth clamped shut. Her eyescrinkled into
smdl slverfish, dmost paper cuts of eyes, dl white, and then they

popped open again. "l cometo see Mr. Big Man," she snarled, her upper
lip curling back to her flaring nogtrils, causing aripple of tension

across her round face that continued uninterrupted along the Hefty trash

bags.

Before Roxanne Hastings could tell her again to leave -- smultaneoudy
reaching for the phoneto dia the number for security -- the black woman
brought her armsinto view.

They'd been hidden benesth the folds of the torn, flapping bags. They
werethick, flabby arms, but meaty like twin Virginiahams, and in her
twigting, swollen fingers she brought out something. Something which
Roxanne thought at first was some kind of ugly pifiata. Or perhapsa
gray papier mfich mask. For one terror-stricken moment she thought it
was abomb and that thought (Shit/Thisis abomby) after dl the bomb
scares the office building had sustained over the past twenty years, dl
those false darms, now, today, thisFriday in July, it wasfor redl.



But then Roxanne heard the noise, saw thetiny particles floating out
from the gray papery object.

Wasps.
This crazy woman was holding awasp's nest in her hands.

The black woman held the nest up and shook it madly, the way you'd shake
asnow globe to watch thetiny specks of plastic white snow fal down
acrossawinter scene. But this snow, angry, buzzing, murmuring, flew

inal directions, severd towards Roxanne Hastings desk, whichisthe
reason she ran screaming back to the private offices of the senior

partners of thelaw firm of Adair, Long, Wilmot and Sanford.

Mr. Big Man. you come outtayour office. you come out from behind
your fat desk, and you see your children flying and singing, looking for
you, they want to claim you, Mr. Big Man, they're gonnafind you, too,
and then you'll know you got to do something, something to stop the
house from screaming, got to stop the babies from crying, you got to
stop the abortionist from raising the knife, you got to stop the

mongters from breeding. All thisMattie Peru cried out inthe hal, in

her head, but when she opened her mouth she was crying, "Boshinug!
Boshinud"

Wington Adair felt like he was sinking into the back of the plush
leather chair. Hisofficewasdark, theonly light stedling inlikea
coward from beneath the door and between the dats of the venetian
blinds

"l am amongter," he said to no one.

Beyond his door there was the clacking of his secretary's typewriter and
alow murmur asif of whigpering just on the other side of the door.

The headache he was having made his vison blur, and sometimes when they
came on suddenly like this he hdlucinated voices. When he heard the
woman scream down the hal, when he heard awoman yelling some

indeci pherable word, when he heard the commotion of office doors opening
and closing, he knew there was something.

He had stood at the window of his office, the blinds up, the afternoon
light flooding in, not ten minutes before. He had no headachethen. He
was thinking about a case the firm was handling, thinking about a
progstitute he was afraid he may havekilled, thinking about what he
would havefor dinner, where he would go, who he would invite out with
him.

Then hesaw her.

Madeleine Perreau. Crossing K Street, narrowly avoiding being hit as



she crossed againgt the light. 1t didn't matter that he hadn't seen her
in over twenty years, and it didn't matter that he could barely see her
through al the trash bags she wore.

It was her.

Not the Madeleine Perreau he'd remembered, not the woman with the smooth
yellow brown skin and broad accommodating hips, the tantalizing walk,

but the Madeleine held created: a grotesque sculpture, the Madeleine he
thought he had buried in hismemory of that night.

Thought they had buried that night.

All theseyears| thought she was dead. | thought... after what shed
done | thought she would've died.

| thought the housekeeper would've killed her.

The woman below on the street had walked up to the entrance to his
building. Had goneingide.

Winston Adair felt a sudden throbbing in histemple; his ssomach lurched
and hetagted hislunch (pastrami on rye and two dill pickles) inthe

back of histhroat; hiskneestrembled, and amusclejust to the right

of hisright eye began twitching.

The throbbing under the skin of his face seemed to explode, and he
turned off the light in his office, closed the blinds.

He didn't notice the wasp that had crawled beneath the door of his
office until it stung him on the back of the hand and he screamed just
as Roxanne Hastings had done.

Maéattie Peru'sfingers were numb, but fingers were nothing specid. you
had ten of them, anyway. Mattie licked each finger as sherodethe
elevator back down to the lobby of the building. She pressed her back
agang the coolness of the full-length mirror -- the eevator was full of
mirrors-- and looked at her reflection for the first time in twenty

years.

She saw nothing reflected there, because her trash bags of invisibility
covered her.

Hell know it, helll know it was me. Hethinks he sitsin his office

al safe and sound. He don't have to see Mattie, he don't have to think
nothing about Nadine, he don't have to think about my baby and my baby
baby, but hell know it when he seesthem bugs.

Shetook inventory on herself, glancing beneath her trash bags: ten
fingers, ten toes, two titsand dl of them numb and scratchy from where
the bugs took abite or two or three or four. "Ain't gonnabreed no



monsters!™ she shouted uncontrollably asthe elevator doors parted in
the lobby.

A bewildered group of men in dark suits, coming back from late lunches,
stood back as Mattie Peru invisibly stepped out of the elevator.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
PLAYING HOUSE,

When Rachel Adair was not in her office, she came up with ways of
staying away from the house when Hugh was around working on it -- she and
Hugh still had the occasiond laugh, still began spesking at the same
time saying the same thing, till had tender embraces when the day hed
been long and frudtrating, but these were al becoming few and far
between. There aretimesto be close and timesto be distant, and this
was one of thosetimesto bealittle distant, to let Hugh work out his
troubleson hisown. Rachel wasafraid that if she wereto st down
with Hugh and plan out hisfuture, he would blame dl histroubleson
her. Shedid not intend to be used for an emotional punching bag, and
didn't want to begin didiking Hugh.

"Well, | dmost broke my sacred vow." Rachel was jogging with Sassy
Parker on the bike path that ran alongside the Potomac River, with the
Kennedy Center just acrossthe parkway. Theriver smelled of dead fish,
and the carbon monoxide from the traffic on the road to their right was
equally asnausegting. Rachel sometimeswondered if jogging near heavy
morning traffic was as bad for her lungs as her old cigarette habit.

"you running around on Hugh?" Sassy was her usud knock-out self in just
an old T-shirt and baggy shorts. She wasn't even sweating haf as much
asRachdl. They jogged to Rachd's pace, which was very dow, aimost a
walk.

"Redly, | don't have timeto run around on Hugh."
"But you've got time to run around.”

"No -- | meant the vow about smoking. Hugh fell apart on melast Sunday
and | ended up having the cigarette dream.” Rachel's breathing was

ragged and she had to dow down even further, until finaly shewas
walking. "you know, the one where the cigarette isjust begging you to
suck it?!

Sassy gave her anasty glance, but aso began waking.

"Like ateenager horny for sex -- you are awicked girl, Retch. | never
deny mysdf -- infact, | want to light up right now." Sassy withdrew
something smdll, dender, and white from the pocket of her shorts. A
cigarette. "I have another onein my pocket if you break down." Sassy
brought abook of matches out. She paused, leaning against therailing



of the walkway, and lit the cigarette. Sassy took along fat drag,
blowing the smoke over the Potomac River.

"No -- believe me, if | could resist last Sunday | can easily turn down a
cigarette -- not that Hugh's been turning down his cherished booze."

"Enough!" Sassy covered her earswith her hands. "'l am so tired of
married women telling metheir problems. Single people have more
troubles, but we don't whineto everybody. Girl, go see athergpist.”

Both of them said at the same moment: "l don't havetimeto seea
therapig.”

"Mmm--thisKool sureisgood.”

"Blow alittle smoke my way."

"that would be cheating. How many miles do you think we ran?"
"Ten -- twelve... maybetwo."

"I'm swegting like | rantwelve. Thisriver redly stinksin the
ummer.”

Rachel nodded, but fell silent for awhile asthey waked dong the
running path.

"All right, so tdl me -- what's going on with Hugh?*

"No, you'reright, I shouldn't dump it onyou. | should figurethis out
onmy own. Or dump it right back on Hugh.

And it'snothing redlly bad. Inaway -- avery sick way -- it'skind of
good. Hugh and | were bickering about something, | forget, and then he
went racing out of the house, and then | didn't see him until midnight
when he was throwing up on the gairs and crying.”

"Whoa, now, dow down. Hewascrying?"

"It was about hisfirst wife, something about her, but he kept pushing
me away, and there was that vomit on the third step up. Not a pretty
sght. Between that and the mice and roaches... Hisfirst wife,
Joanna, is not one of my favoritetopics, ether.”

"Chdk it up to lifeés ups and downs."

"I wish. Hughiskind of -- | know this sounds wimpy -- sengitive and he's
not acoward or anything, but he hasthat kind of poetic douch to him.

| dwaysfed like | should protect him. But he's been sort of out of

it lately, at least Sncewe moved in. Maybetaking on ahousethis

soon was amistake -- maybe we should've waited until he had some steady



work, or at least passed the bar. | actualy thought the house would
helpthings. But I think he's..." "Logng it?"

Rachel nodded. "Oneof usis, anyway."

"Maybe you two should start living anormd life -- he doesn't get out
much, does he?'

"Supposedly on job interviews, but | think mainly to grab afew drinks."
Rachd dmost laughed: her life with Hugh was beginning to sound funny
to her, asif they were two sad sacks who had found each other.

Sassy'sface was screwed up in the kind of intensity of thought that
Rachd's mother was so good a when advice was forthcoming. "While I'm
admittedly no expert on relationships, Retch, | think maybe you should

cut back on your workload alittle and try to do afew things

together -- maybe go off for a sexy weekend or sart entertaining more.”

"you mean be the tota woman?"

"Haf awoman. Maybe three-quarters of one." She blew asmokering into
Rachd'sface. "you said you might give ahousewarming party?'

Rachel inhaded the smoke, smiling. "With dl the vermin weve got
running through there, we should cal it amousewarming party. | hadto
set one of those awful traps -- you know, where the cute little mouse gets
hisfeet caught in glue -- redlly gross. But it's better than the racket

these mousetraps make." She paused, breathing in, sighing.

She glanced acrosstheriver to Virginiaand thoughts of home and daddy
seemed to be there, just over the water. The thought of dealing with
Hugh at all made her want to crawl into bed and stay there for aweek or
more. | want to scream, but not too loud.

"Get out of yoursdlf alittle: give aparty, go sky diving, jointhe
Junior League." Sassy amirked.

"you redize yourethe only friend | haveinthistown?"

Sassy puffed on the cigarette. "No good -- you're going to have to have
at least twelve friends to have a housewarming party.”

Getting back up to M Street on their way home, the two women passed a
storefront on the edge of Georgetown.

Rachel was not aware that she had begun crying until shefelt the
sgueeze of Sassy's hand on her elbow. "Oh, Retch,” Sassy said.

"l guess my body just hasn't caught up with redlity -- it fill thinks
it's pregnant.”



The store window display was of baby clothes. They werefrilly and
light and draped across along blue rocking horse with painted eyelashes
and alipgticked smile.

| want to scream, she thought.

On Saturday, Rachel could not get her VW Rabbit started to go to
Safeway. Shesat inthe damn car inthe dley after afrudirating few
minutes of turning the key in theignition, pumping the gas, jiggling
thewhed, and praying to whatever gods were listening. The seet of the
car was hot, the whedl burned her fingers, she had gotten dressed up to
go to the store, and aready she was fried and swesting. "you goddamn
car!" she shouted, pounding the dashboard with her fit. She sat there
fedling asif shewere nothing but frazzled nerves covered with skin.
Shefdt like ydling her head off, spewing out every obscenity shed

ever heard or seen written on bathroom wallsin college.

She sat there afew minutes|onger; abreeze actually wafted through the
openwindow. Her handswere shaking.

She wanted to cry but was so mad at the car she didn't giveit that
little victory of seeing her fal apart.

Rachel 1ooked up at her house, over the back gate, to the second floor.
Hugh had come out onto the outside stairs, standing therein his
paint-spattered khakis and filthy white T-shirt. When he waved to her,
paint flew out from the brush he was holding. Hugh was apparently ina
good mood this afternoon -- when he was consumed with working on the
house, planing the floor, scraping old paint off walls and spreading on
anew coat, hewas content. He had away of standing there that
reminded her of her father, just acertain inner camness regardless of

the turmoil going on about him.

Hugh's smile sank into astraight line, and alook of concern came

across hisfeatures. Hisbrow wrinkled. Helooked like alifeguard who
had just spotted ashark fin circling aswvimmer. He pointed to the left

of the car. His mouth opened and he shouted something like, "L ook out!"

Just as Rachel turned to her |€eft to see what he was pointing at,
something enormous and dark pushed itself into her open car window.

"Boshinud" the thing shouted (and Rachd in the hafsecond of absolute
terror knew it wasthe fat black bag woman from Winthrop Park and at the
sametime thought it was amongter). Her eyeswere jaundiced a
tranducent yellow, and she stank like an unflushed toilet. Her it

gprayed across Rachel's face as she howled at the top of her lungs, "Get
outtathe screamin’ house, lady!™

Rachd tried to scream but found she had no voice. It felt like her
voca cords had turned to solid ice. Asif inadream, she was moving
in dow motion and everything around her went oninred time. She



wanted to reach over and roll the window up, but her whole body seemed
to have goneto deep, and her skin crawled with a pins-and-needles
sensation. All she could do was Stare at the crazy woman in horror.

But normd life flooded back in an ingtant asif it had never been
gone: the crazy woman moved away from the car. The back gate was
opening to the dley and Hugh was running down the iron stairsto the patio.

Mrs. Deerfidd came through the gate holding the garden hose, sporaying
it a the bag lady who ran limping down the dley. "you get out of
here, you old witch, or I'll have them put you away for good thistime!"

"Boshinug" the black woman cried out as she turned the corner, her
trash bags flying behind her like a capein the wind.

"It seems heartless, | know, but perhapsif | caled the authorities she
might have a better home at one of the hospitals.” Mrs. Deerfield sat

on Hugh's college chair between the rubber plant and the shedding ticus,
pathetically potted in atoo-small pail. Rachd leaned back on the

couch, and Hugh wasin the kitchen brewing tea. Hugh's framed
photographs hung aong thewall above the fireplace; Mrs. Deerfield
sudied them with some interest while she spoke. The pictures were of
interesting and unusua houses, bridges, landscapes, whatever had caught
hiseye. One of them was of atwenty-six-year-old girl named Rachel
Brennan wearing a heavy swesater on abeach in Cape Cod one autumn,
trying to smile and keep her hair out of her eyeswhile he took the
picture. Her dark hair waslonger then, down over her shoulders, and
what Rachel remembered about the picture the most was the way that Hugh
kept laughing every time he was about to take the picture and how much
love shefdt for him then. Injust two years, how things had changed.

"you're ever S0 much prettier now, with your hair cut the way you've got
it, dear," Mrs. Deerfield commented.

"Changeisawaysfor the better.”
"Oh." Rachel felt asif Mrs. Deerfield had just read her thoughts.

It startled her abit, but then Mrs. Deerfield returned to the subject

of the crazy bag lady. "She cals hersdf Marty or Mattie or something,
and she used to bein hospitd, | think, until someone let her out. |

know her well -- at least | fed asif | do -- sheused to fling large
chunks of dog feces at my window, and once she broke into this house
when the two young men had just moved in. | imaginethey scared her as
much as she did them -- they said she came into their bedroom at twoin
the morning waving aknife around, but evidently she didn't expect to

see two naked men sharing the same bed. | suppose | would've been as
shocked as she was, and she dropped the knife and ran out screaming.”
Mrs. Deerfield paused when Hugh brought her a cup of tea.

"Mightn't you have adrop of whiskey for flavor?'



Rachel glanced at Hugh and smiled.

"I could run get some downinmy fla," Mrs. Deerfield volunteered.

"Oh, perhaps not, then." She sounded defeated; she began glancing about
the room again, at the photographs, at the stereo, up at the hanging

plants.

"If she has aknife she must be dangerous,” Hugh said. Hewent and sat
down next to hiswife.

"Oh, hardly, she'sal show, that one, mad as a hatter but fairly

harmless, | think. She seemsto imagine that her baby or something is
being held hostage in thishouse. Perhaps she has ahdf dozen or more
houses she doesthisto -- | suppose it seemed crue to hose her down like
that, but you see, words and logic don't seem to get through to her.
She'slike apoor, dumb child, really. Oh, dear, but you shouldn't have
doneit." Mrs. Dearfield Spped her tea, glancing about theliving

room.

"What'sthat?' Rachel asked.

"you went and blocked that lovely fireplace. you put your telly there,
and it'sredlly awonderfully beautiful fireplace, and | cantell you
that no one could build them like that anymore, dear.”

"| thought you meant I'd done something to that woman."

Ignoring her, Mrs. Deerfield went on while Hugh winked at Rachd, "I do
likethe paint job -- ever so much morelight in the room, don't you think
s0? And the photographs are lovely, who took them?”

"Hugh did -- he was big on photography in law schoal.”

"Ever do any nude studies? When | was younger | always wished someone
would've done a nude study of me before the world revolved a hundred
times, and here | am today old and usdless and drinking weak tea. you
ought to put adrop of whiskey in your tea, dears, it adds alittle
sunshineto the afternoon, especidly after our run-in with that

cregture.”

Mrs. Deerfield barely caught her breath when she spoke, and Hugh,
gtting closeto Rache, began nudging her knee playfully with his,
shooting asmile her way which she tried to ignore because she was
afraid sheéld laugh and hurt Mrs. Deerfidd'sfedings. Mrs. Deerfied
seemed obliviousto this, however. Shedidn't look at the couple on the
couch while she spoke, but scanned the room, taking in the little
changesthey'd made. "I've called the police on her, once or twice, but
it doesn't matter, doesit? The authorities around here seem to expect
thissort of behavior. | supposeit would be easy to go crazy in this
neighborhood -- and this Mattie woman has been around along time, |



think. Most of thisblock burned out in '68, you know, when the riots
wereblazing. | looked out from the window and saw several men running
down the dley spraying gasoline on the cars, and then an explosion as
one car after another went up, and then it spread to the building behind
us, and it dmost came over here, too, | suppose, before the night was
over, but the wind kept thefire back -- thankfully. 1t wasasif for a

brief moment Hell had spilled acrossthe park." She paused and looked
away. "My Ramonais due any time now and I'm afraid she's been quite
the naughty puss and run away from Nanny Deerfield -- if you should find
kittensin your bathtub, you have my permisson to scold her on my
behalf.

Sometimes," now Mrs. Deerfidd waswistful, and Rachd got hafway to a
smile, "sometimes, when | think of it dl, kittens, this house, thet

insane creature," Mrs. Deerfield shook her head dowly, "it dmost

makes me want to scream.”

It dmost makes me want to scream.

Rachel looked from Mrs. Deerfield to Hugh and back again. Had she said
that, had sheredlly said that? It almost makes me want to scream?

"In our little sanctuary by the park,"” Mrs. Deerfield continued, "to

be, well, assaulted by that pathetic woman, and where are the police to
keep people like her out of our aley? Why isthere no oneto keep this
areafree of such people? But screaming would do no good, no good at
al. For who would one scream to?”

"What asad little woman, in her smal gpartment, nothing to keep her
going," Rachd said after Mrs. Deerfield had | ft.

"Nothing but booze." But as soon as Hugh said this, the two of them fell
slent. Rache rested her head in the crook of Hugh's elbow; shetried
to match her bresthswith his.

Theair conditioner seemed to be working better than usua, and the
house with its new paint jobs and greased hinges and hanging plants
seemed to betheirsat last.

After afew moments, Rachel said, "you know, your photos are good. |
think that pictureis my favorite one of me: | look so insecure and
inexperienced and confused, and so happy. you redly caught the true
Rachd."

"Nose shark," he said, pinching her nose lightly between hisfingers. "l
love you, Scout.”

"She'sagood influence.”

"Penny Dreadful 7'



"She came up and saw our living room and she made melook &t it
differently. Shesaw it asours. Weve screwed up the fireplace, but
hey, wedid it our way."

Then Rachd and Hugh said, smultaneoudy: "Our home sweet home." They
laughed, and Hugh cradled Rachel against him. Her body felt heavy, and
hiswas like a soft cushion and she wished she could just Sink into him

and not ever rise up again.

"I must be getting old,” hesaid. "I fed the need for amidafternoon

"you are awizened man of thirty."

"Let'sjust fal adeep here the way we used to in school and we'd just
laze around al afternoon.” He kissed her forehead, and she closed her
eyes. "Let's Pretend werein our own home, Scout, and Let's Pretend
everythingwill bedl right.”

"l loveyou, you-Are-There-Hugh-Adair."

Later they went for awalk. The evening was cool and breezy, which was
unusud for thefind daysof July. Thetreesthat lined the Sdewaks

were a pale luminescent green, offering dappled shade from the western
sun. They hiked up through Kaorama Triangle, looking at the embassies
and large houses. Other couples passed by, one family of four obvioudy
sghtseeing, young people waking their dogs, which Hugh would stop and
pet. The gingko trees stank to high heaven (Hugh caled them "vomit
trees"), the blocks seemed to go on for miles. Rachel's calves ached, but
shefdt so happy insde she wanted to walk forever. It wasasif the

scare shed had from that bag woman, following close on the hedls of her
car bresking down, had awakened something in her that had been deeping.
And Mrs. Deefield, too, had unlocked something for her, some cabinet
inthe house, just by saying that one phrase: it dmost makes me want to
scream. S0, Rachd wasn't the only human being who felt like screaming
sometimes, othersdid, too, otherslike Mrs. Deerfield could admit it.
Things could get to be too much for her just like they could for Rachdl.
Normd life.

Hugh grabbed her hand and swung it playfully; he twisted around her ina
pretzel dance move. "Sugar pie honeybunch.”

"Oh, Hugh, youre so weird,” Rachd said. She grinned goofily. "Wanna
play, Hugh?"

"A dangerous question.”

"No, | mean like, ‘come out and play.' Remember when you could call up a
friend and just say, 'Do you want to come out and play?"

"'Play' takes on awhole new meaning after the age of twelve. Why don't



we go to the movies?"

"Oh, barf, let's not go to some movie theater when wefinaly have
bearable weather. Let's go to the zoo -- it's not even seven, | think we
can4ill getin."

"And watch the chimps masturbate? Well, it'syour day --"

"And we do what | want." They took a path beside the parkway, walking
through awooded area just beneath the northern edge of Winthrop Park.
Joggerswere out in droves with blank, amost fatdistic looks on thelr
faces as they pounded the asphdt, avoiding the couple.

"Walk on the grass” one of them shouted asheran by.
"Niceattitude." Hugh smirked.
"I was thinking maybe we could get away for afew days-- maybe aweek."

"It'sagreat time. Wevejust spent haf our savingsfixing up a
house, | haven't worked snce May..."

"Oh, you are getting to be an old man, you stick-in-the-mud. | don't
mean anywhere exotic, | mean to the beach or something.”

"Likel sad, it'sagresat time."

"Well, maybe while you're unemployed we should do something, go
somewhere. | mean, once you get ajob you won't have avacation coming
for at least Sx months, probably longer. Thismight be the best time.

| think my paycheck'll cover achegp motd a Rehoboth or Dewey. And
while we're gone, we can have the place de-moused and de-roached.”

"Only if we take Penny Dreadful and Baby Dreadful with us"

"With the kind of work I'm doing thisfall and your getting ajob |
redly don't see how well get another break until sometime at the turn
of the century. Except for today, the humidity sucks, the pollutionis
getting to me, and the last vacation we took was our honeymoon.”

They entered the zoo from the bike path; hundreds of tourists were
milling around the exhibits and cages. They took apath along the sedl
exhibit, up to the otters. Rachd tried to find the otters, but

couldn't see them anywhere.

"L ook, if going to the beach iswhat you redly want --" Hugh said as
they continued walking. The squawks and cries of wild animasfilled
their ears.

"l want, | want."



"| just don't want to spend al your money -- I'm beginning to fed likea
kept man."

"Our money."

"The car payments and repair, your college loans, your law school loans,
et cetera et cetera”

"Hey, if you're going to bein debt, do it big time.”

"Okay, dl right, | just feel so damned guilty. And don't think | don't
seeyour little notes around the bathroom -- it doesn't help my highly
developed sense of guilt any to see the word paycheck etched acrossthe
bathroom mirror."

"I know, I've been ared bitch. Look, you'll get ajob soon enough -- |
know it."

"We haven't talked about it much,” Hugh whispered.

She knew what he meant. He meant: the drinking. Rachel was beginning
to wish the conversation had not gotten so serious; she'd been enjoying
hersdlf, and forgetting about the clutter of her life.

"l know."
"you've been good about it. | know I'm dipping up some."
"Yeah, wel, wedl doit sometimes.”

"Theinterviews I've been on!" Helaughed, clapping his hands together.
"Bufu Thompson said hed try to ‘work mein." Work mein? | was
practicaly responsiblefor his getting in to law school inthefirgt

place

"Theworldisfull of assholes.

"It'sbeenkind of tense. I'll try to stay away fromit." The dreaded

it. Beer, wine, selected refined liquors. Somehow Hugh's not naming it
specifically made her shiver. 1t must have some power over himif he
could not give it asingle descriptive word.

Rachel had no responseto this: the past few months had been tense, to
the point where when she was not working she'd been drifting through
things, nodding her heed when Hugh would say something, but trying not
to turn every Situation into aconfrontation.

But today. Today had been so good. All of her anxiety seemed to have
melted away, changed with the westher.

She felt happy and even secure with Hugh.



Hugh said, "WEll go to the beach, what, maybe Labor Day weekend?'

"Wéll, to be honest, the end of next week isgood. | think | can get
Thursday and Friday off, and the following week if | want it."

"Tak about presumptuous--how long have you been planning thislittle
getaway, Scout?'

"l wasjust inspired, that'sal. We could drive up Thursday morning. A
couple of T-shirts, some shorts, flip-flops... we can get a couple of
those big goofy beach towels up there, and order club sandwiches from
room sarvice."

"A chegp motel with room service?'
"Okay, well pick up Ding-Dongs and Ho-Ho's a the drugstore.”

"Of course we have to think about your clunker car. | guess| could get
it to agarage Monday morning.”

"If it works by Wednesday, we're set. Or | can call Budget or something
and we can rent something nice. I'll ask Mrs. Deerfield to takein the
paper, you know, water the plants, turn lights on and off and stuff, and
maybe we can get the roach man to come by while were gone.”

"you're just my one-woman problem solver, Scout,” he said without a
trace of sarcasm. Hiseyeswere shining blue as he looked into hers;
she reached up and with her fingerstwirled the hair that hung across
his forehead.

"Daddy dwayssad: it al comes out in the wash.”

He grinned and shook his head, his eyes never leaving her face. "If |
kissed you right here --" and before she could say anything in protest,
Hugh hugged her to him, and brought hislips againg hers, softly,
softer than she could ever remember akiss being, cool and moist and
unhurried. | love you so much, you-Are-There-Hugh-Adair.

Behind them, the monkeys shrieked and jangled at the bars of their
cages.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
FATHER-SON CHAT

Ted Adair dreaded visiting hisfather, but the Old Man waslosing it
fast and Ted figured he owed him that much. For the past month and a
haf, Winston had been calling his oldest boy every night after midnight
with bizarre stories.



One about things that were after him, then something about an old bad
debt. ("What, pop, can't you pay it?' Ted had asked over the phone and
the Old Man replied, chillingly, "Of course, | can pay it, Ted, I've
adways paid off my debtdl™)

Then several weeks ago, hisfather had taken Ted out to lunch -- to an
outdoor cafe in Georgetown. Now, if you knew the old man, you'd know
he wasn't onefor dining at

fresco. But Ted got the feding that his father wanted to be out in the
open, inthe daylight, asif something waited for him, something or
someone who lurked in darkness.

Winston Adair took Ted out to lunch to tell him about the dead body in
the Jaguar.

"What the fuck are you talking about?' Ted dmost spilled his beer.

The Old Man glanced around the cafe -- the tables were filled with people,
talking, eating and drinking, making such aracket he could befairly
assured of secrecy. Hereached acrossthetableto Ted, leaning

forward, tugging a Ted'sarm. "Theresthiswhore," Winston whispered,
and his bresth was so foul that Ted wondered if the Old Man had brushed
histeeth snce Chrigmas. "Shediedinmy car."

Then the Old Man had begun giggling.

Ted, who prided himsdf on being able to catch most of life's
curveballs, played it cool. you watch your pop crack an egg and you
want to pretend it'sbusinessasusua. Hetook amean swig of his
beer, wiped his mouth with the back of hishand and said, "I think we
better clarify what were talking about here.”

The Old Man was acting spooky, his head nodding asif thiswere some
under-the-table dedl, asif thiswere apleabargain or something and he
just wanted it to go smoothly.

Here he was in athree-piece pin-stripe suit from Brooks Brothers, a
little mustard on hisred tie from his pastrami sandwich, just ahint of
drool at the left-hand corner of his mouth: Pop. dad. the old Man,
Winston Fucking Adair, legal counsd to the stars and minor
congtdlations.

And hewaslosing it.

"What are we talking here, pop? Isthis some kind of necrophiliac's
dream? you got adead girl in thetrunk of your Jag?' Ted looked around
at the other tables.

"Well," Wington Adair said, durping up some of the spit that was
running down his chin -- he lgpped up the dick wet trail beneath hislip
with histongue, "not anymore. you, you know, you can't keep agood



corpsedown. Nosiree. She up and walked away."

Ted hadn't been back to the old family home in McLean since Christmas.
Something had been building in the past year, and it had begun with
Hugh's marrying Rachel Brennan. Ted didn't know what it was exactly,
but a change had come over the Old Man, something that Ted didn't realy
like about hisfather, something that had lain hidden for years and was
now emerging, coming to the surface. Of course, there was a shitload
that Ted had never liked about hisfather -- hisfather was ared asshole
mogt of the time, had spent years building a reputation as someone who
would as soon screw you over aslook at you, but Ted took thisfor
granted. Sometimes Ted felt he screwed people over, too, but it was tax
law so who gave afuck, anyway? Ted counted it agood night when he
could drop off to deep knowing he had, perhaps, screwed over oneless
person than he had the day before. But it was the nature of the

business, and you go with the flow if you want to keep your head above
water. Now, hughie never understood this, but that wife of hisisa

red catch, she knows about how things work, how the universeis put
together. Noflieson her. Marrying her isjust about the smartest

thing hughi€s ever done.

Ted pulled hissilver Mercedes SL up to the entrance of Renfield, which
was the name of the Adair estate; the large Tudor-style mansion was
hidden from the road, dogwood trees clustered about the drive, wysteria
entangled like greedy fingersthrough the front gate. The burning

sunlight didn't penetrate the driveway, blocked by the old giant oaks

that stood guard for the half-mile drive to the house. The shadewas
oppressive -- Ted, who was bailing from the humidity of the early
afternoon, wondered if it was not possible to crack up when you lived
down such adark and lonely road.

At the front gate, a video camera pointed down at him.
Something pop must've ingaled snce December.

Ted rolled down hiswindow and smiled at the camera. Heraised his
sunglasses up. Findly, the gate began making ahumming sound, followed
by aseries of clicks and squeaks.

Thetal black gate did open.
"Thanks, pop,” Ted sad, flipping the bird at the camera.

He pushed his foot down hard on the accelerator and sped up the drive
towards the house.

Winston Adair sat behind the console and watched histelevision
monitors. Hisface rippled with uncontrollable ticks, above hiseyes,
aong the edge of hismouth. Up near hishairline, apurplevein

throbbed with blood. If you could crawl ingde hisbrain (hefdt like

he had done that and more, that he had crawled insde asmall dark cave



in hisbrain) you might find that it had been carved out like a pumpkin.
Yesdr, abig fat baloon filled with breath, but at least I've got
that--alittle breath goes along way these days.

There were times when he did not know where hewas. Right now he knew.
He was safe a home, at Renfield, and his son Ted was coming up the

drive. But other times he was buried dive beneath a bone-crushing

fear. Hewas afraid that he would forget how to breathe, the way the
redheaded whorein his car had forgotten.

And then something & se had begun bresthing for her.

Hiswhite button-down shirt was open to his chest and blotted with
swest; he kept rubbing histhick legswith the pamsof hishands. He
sat therein his shirttails and hiswhite boxer shorts. He mumbled to
himsalf every oncein awhile, that was okay, becauseif you'retalking
youre walking, you know it, Wington. If you can wag your fat tongue
then you can wag your fat ass and that means you're breathing.

After switching the eectric gate closed behind Ted, he glanced quickly
from one monitor to another. Every time helooked away from one screen,
he thought he just missed seeing something onit. Out of the corner of

his eye he thought he saw someone, or something, move.

But it'sjust you, Winston. They haven't caught zip with you. you've
caught up with you.

"Just take what you want and leave me aone,” he said to the monitors.
He rubbed the palms of his hands across his hairy, fat, white legs.
His hands still burned from the wasps.

He held his hands up to hisface and kissed the center of each pam. He
kissed each finger. Kissit and makeit better.

His hands were swollen and looked asif held blown them up like
balloons, but |lead balloons because they were heavy and he dropped them
tohislap agan.

And it fet, sometimes, hell, most of thetime, like the wasps had
gotten ingde him and he was the wasp's nest.

"Uh, pop, do you aways open the door in such... ah, sartorial
splendor?’ Ted stood on the front porch of the house. Hisfather, in
the shadow of the door, looked like hell -- hisboxer shorts clung to his
thighs, his shirt was yelowed under the arms with sweet stains. Ted
thought he smelled something too awful to even wonder what it was.

The Old Man's eyes were dark and sunken into brown circles, and his
hands and arms were puffed up an 0ozing, blistering pink. "Jesus, pop,



you stick your handsin a barbecue?’

The Old Man grinned. "you'rejust alaugh aminute, Ted.
The class clown hasn't grown up any, has he?'

"Oh, fuck you, pop." Ted pushed hisway past hisfather.

As hewent he smelled something that was dead, or Near Dead. One of the
Near Dead, pop, that must be you. you got the look of the gravein your
eye, your skin is stretched across your fat and bonesto the limit, and

you've got the stench, pop, you've got the stench like nobody's business.
Ted fdt an animd revulson for hisfather. Ted went into theliving

room. The drapes on the back picture window were drawn, the furniture
was covered with blankets and sheets. In acorner of the room were some
pillows and afew blankets rumpled up. Next to them werejarsfilled

with some yellowish water which Ted wanted to believe was applejuice or
lemonade, but which he knew, because of the odor in the room, was piss.

The Old Man's been deeping and pissing in the living room. Maybe |
should call it the Near Dead room.

Ted turned back to face hisfather, who had followed behind him.
llmll

"| can't offer you anything to drink, boy," Wington said.
"I'vedrunk mogt of it."

"Where's your housekeeper?'

"Yolanda? Yolandaleft about amonth ago. Shejust packed her things
and moved out of the guest house. | wanted to pay her, you know, she
had some wages coming..."

"What the fuck is happening to you, pop?"

"Oh, the shit has hit the fan, boy, abig wad of the stuff, and that fan
just spins and spins and where it ops nobody, not even me, knows. you
seethese?' Heraised his hands up.

"I wish | had barbecued them, Ted, | wish | could burn off these bumps.
| tried skinning my arms. | just got arazor, boy, and started dicing
through them. Just one layer of skin peding off at atime. | was
bleeding like a sonofabitch, and it hurt, but it did no good. They're

gtill here. A man can't get rid of hisingdes just by peeling back the

skin -- that'sjust going to show what's redly under there. Nosireg, it
just didn't work. Because these are bug bites, but not just ordinary

bug bites. These are industrid-strength wasp stings and they get

buried way down deep and don't come out.

They'reapart of me."



Ted backed away from hisfather.
"What's wrong, boy? Where are you headed?'

"Look, pop, I'mjust going to call your doctor. | think maybe you
should see somebody about those..."

"DON'T you FUCKING CALL A DOCTOR, TED! | DON'T NEED A FUCKING DOCTOR, |
NEED A FUCKING MIRACLE!"

When hisfather had camed down, Ted drew the drapes back. Sunlight
sprayed acrosstheliving room. Ted opened the diding glass door to
get somefreshar in. "Here, pop, let's st on the back porch.”

"Make sure nothing's out there."

"you think someone's on the property?”

"you've got shit for gray matter, boy. It'swasps|'m concerned abouit.
They might be out there waiting for me."

Ted went out and |ooked beneath the eaves of the house.

"All's clear on deck, pop.”

They sat around the glass coffeetable. A cool breeze spun through and
disspated dl too soon -- once again the smell of the Near Dead thrust up
Ted'snogtrilslike two fingerswith sharp nails.

"Pop, look, | think you need some help.”

"you know | haven't been to the office for aweek?' Ted had been
thinking, from the condition of the housg, it had been more like Six

weeks. "you tak to your brother?'

"hughi€e's never been the most communicative brother, pop. 1 doubt
you'l hear from him unlesshe needsaloan.”

"I hope I'm that lucky -- God, | hope you'reright.”

"He'sadickhead, pop. He'sgot alist of grudges againgt you and me
that you could wrap around Capitol Hill."

"He'syour brother, Ted."
"And he'syour son."

Winston shook hishead sadly. "Would afather let his son inherit what
| am leaving to Hugh?"

"Isthiswhat it'sal about? Areyou making yourself crazy because of



hughi€'s questionable lineage? | knew it -- | knew it when | wasfour. |
knew about mom and her littleindiscretion. hughie probably knowsit,
too. He's not completely dense. Y our conscience go into overload this
week? Or areyou till worried about that whore who got fifty bucks
from you without finishing her job?"

"Shewasdead. | know she wasdead. | saw her die. I've seen people
die before." Winston brokeinto agrin. "They even found her in the

river later on. It wasin the paper, "Progtitute Commits Suicide." She
wasfloating, Ted, just floating. Deader than dead. But shediedin my

car at thelwo JmaMemoria and she walked down Route 50 and jumped
into the Potomac. She was dead, boy, but she went and drowned herself

anyway."

Ted wastrying to think of ways of getting the fuck out of hisfather's
house and then calling some men in white coats with nets to come catch
the Old Man. "Onward and upward, pop. | assume there's areason you
wanted meto come. We both know thisisn't my favorite hangout.”

"I've raised ageneration of vipers.

"Good 01' pop. Maybe amartini would help. Maybe ajug of martinis
would help. you sure you don't have alittle booze in one of the
cabingts?'

"I have been drunk all week, boy. | have been drunk and scared to
degth. 1've been drunk until the hangovers started to taste good.”

And pop, you surelook it.

"It's been pursuing me since | wasayoung man, Ted. Andit'sfindly
caught up with me."

"Aint sayin' yesand ain't sayin' no. Y ou don't have something like
testicular cancer do you, pop? Causeif you've got something like
that, man, you've got astrange way of leading up to it

athough -- heheh -- you do have bdls."

"Keep the jokes coming, boy, but it won't keep what I've got away. What

| have, Ted, isan accounts payable credit -- that's pretty good, isn't it?

| know my figures, don't 1? 1 owe SOmeOne, Ted, someone more powerful
than ashithed IRS -- and what | owe, | owein blood. And this

something, this something is here, now, to collect.”

"you owethe Mafiaor something? Arewe talking horse heads under the
sheets?'

Wington laughed. "that wit, oh, that Adair wit."

"Who the fuck do you owe?'



"It'sgoing to sound funny, Ted. It'sgoing to sound redly funny.”
llTry I,.T.B.II

"you promise not to put me away? you swear you won't shoot me up with
tranquilizers and lay me down in a padded cell?*

"Aint sayin' yesand ain't sayin' no, I'm just sayin' maybe."

"A bokor," the Old Man mumbled.

"A what -- a'broker'?"

"A bokor. A voodoo man -- awitch doctor -- ablackmagic priest --"
"Bullshit"

"| didn't believe it either, until | saw what he could do.

And dill | didn't fully believeit. But now | do. Ted, | saw him eat
awoman aive-- | saw him bury histeethin --"

Y ep, pop done cracked real good thistime. you can seethefault lines
erupting down the sde of hisface. He went and stuck hisarmsup to
his elbowsinto awasps nest and the venom went al theway to his
brain. Just hope hiswill isin order and you find anursng home
comfortable enough for the old guy. He abastard but even bastards
deserve some comfort when they crack. "Sure, pop, calm down, let's
talk, it'sokay. Where doesthisguy live?'

Wington licked the pink swollen flesh between his puffy fingers. ™Y our
guessisasgood asmine." Then laughing, tears coming to hiseyes.

"He's dead, and where do dead men live, boy? Maybe dl around us. Maybe
they stick to one place. Maybe they haunt one place. Maybe ahouse.
Maybe they never left the house. Maybe they'rein the house waiting for
acrack, waiting for something to let them through, something oh so

perfect, something that fits the scheme of things, boy, something or

someone who would be the perfect way out.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
REVELATIONS

While Hugh went to the garage Wednesday afternoon to pick up the VW,
Rachd sat in the turret room reading the papers Ted had given her; she
had put them away three weeks ago barely glancing at them. Sheld
thought it better not to mention to Hugh about Ted'svisit, and she was
hoping that the lega ownership of the house wouldn't come up until Hugh
wasin aseadier frame of mind.

Theturret room was il in the midst of amgjor overhaul: Hugh hed



scraped and steamed the old wallpaper off, and beneath that another

layer of wallpaper that was only half removed. It wasacheap, shiny,
yellowish paper that reminded Rachel of contact paper and was unpleasant
tolook at for any length of time. But if she sat at the cushion on the
window seat she could look out over the park and read and not deal with
the half-finished room. Below in the park, agroup of old men sat

talking on the benches, six school children played agame of hopscotch on
the sdewalk, the trees drooped heavily with the afternoon's

rainfal -- it had only begun to clear a five, when Rache got out of the
subway at DuPont Circle and waked up Connecticut Avenue to Winthrop
Park. It had been cool and she'd felt good, good about the beach trip
they'd be making in the morning, good about Hugh, good abot life. She
hadn't seen the crazy bag woman from the park -- another good omen. Hugh
had said: "It's because Penny Dreadful hosed her down -- she melted like
the Wicked Witch of the West."

Sheriffled through the white legal-si zed sheets before her:

boring, boring, boring, as Hugh would say. She skimmed through the
domestic ingtructions. Y our User-Friendly Trash Compactor, Frost-Free
Refrigeration At Its Finest, Making The Most Of Y our Three-Cycle
Dishwasher. Findly, towardsthe back of the pile she came acrossa
diagram of the house.

Page one showed the floor plan of Mrs. Deerfidd's apartment: the
gitting room near the front facing Hammer Street, then a brief,

practically nonexistent hallway leading to the bedroom, the bathroom,
back to the kitchenette, the walk-in closet, the breakfast nook -- Rachel
remembered that particular place, the Clamoring Place of Mrs. Deerfield
and her weird girlfriends, the place where Rachel had all but passed

out. It seemed silly to her now, and she knew that her hormones and her
blood sugar were the culprits, but it had made her less anxiousto go

see the downgtairs apartment again. There was something e se, running
alongside the breakfast nook -- it looked to Rachdl like asketch of train
tracks, and she thought it must be the back glass doorsto the patio, or
maybe it was something about the sewage pipes. Or who knows? Maybe
there used to be atrain running through here? | am alawyer, not an
architect.

On page two, the diagram was of the second floor of the building, or the

firgt floor of their house. She scanned it, theliving room, the

kitchen, the den, the turret room, the bathroom. Therewas ablur of
lettersinasmall crawl space between the BTHRM and TRRT RM. Rache
tried to makethem out: VNTY. What isVNTY ? It was a space perhapsthe
size of acloset, and maybe again this had to do with pipes, because

there was a brief doodle of train tracksin aray out of theVNTY. So

maybe pipes behind thewalls.

But there that bricked-up window.

In the aley, between the brownstone and Draper House.



Rachd had only gone through the dley on that Sde once -- thefirst day
she saw the house. It was narrow and dark and smelled of wino piss;
broken bottles and tin cans sprawled across the concrete. But she had
glanced up and seen the small bricked-up window, like aclosed eye, and
wondered when and why it had been bricked up.

And then sheld just forgotten about it, buried it in the back of her
mind, probably because | dreaded dealing with the clean-up job on that

dley.

So perhaps there was aroom there, between the bathroom and the turret
room.

Rachdl looked over at the wall near the door.
Behindthat wall isaVNTY. Withawindow. And train tracks.

She stood up. The yellow wallpaper -- benegath -- the wall paper was so hideous
she wondered who would even spend the money on that kind of stuff. She
walked over to the wal, pushing the door closed so she could imagine

the whole space, the entire room behind the wall. She rapped oniit, and

the rap was hollow -- doesn't that mean there's aroom back there?

Oh, but thiswallpaper is so ghastly to look at, and she reached up,
digging with her fingernails beneeth one of the greasy yellow folds,
tearing off a corner of the paper. Thewall was agrayish white
beneath. Okay, now we're getting somewhere.

She scratched at some more of the paper. More wall beneath, but wall
with ared Magic Marker scrawl.

This must've been some kind of nursery and some brat drew on thewalls,
so the mommy and daddy decided to put up cheap wallpaper in case
junior went crazy with his Crayolas again.

She scraped more away, peding back along strip of the ugly paper.
Beneath it, aword was forming out of the red marker doodling.

Rachel pulled more of it, and the letters HOU werevisible.

The kiddos have been writing dirty words on the walls.

Shethrust her nails beneath the paper and tugged.

Rachd screamed when the nall of her index finger cracked, splitting
the way to the tender flesh. Blood rose up beneath the tranducent

nail. Shit, it feeslike |l stuck anice pick under there. She sucked
on her finger and then pressed down on the nall.



But the fingernail had at least done the job.

The strip of paper covering the red-markered word was hanging down
below.

But the word made no sense.
Written in red marker was the word: HOUNFOUR.

"Next month'srent,” Mrs. Deafied said, "August. you won't be back
you said until just beforethefirst, and | thought you might likethe
gpare changejingling in your pocket. | hope I'm not disturbing you -- |
know it'slate, but | heard thetdly, so | knew you were still up and
snceyou're off inthemorning | didn't want to missyou, dear." She
stood there at the French doors; she'd come up the patio stairs,
clumping loudly and rettling the railing asif to warn them of her

ariva.

It was after ten on Wednesday night, and Rachel and Hugh were playing
Scrabblein front of thetelevison.

Mrs. Deerfield waswearing her turquoise oriental robe, her hair
turbaned with a pink towel: she had come right from the bath to pay her
rent. Shesmdled likeawaking ad for Yardiey's English Lavender, a
pleasant change from the vinegary, boozy odor.

Hugh said, "Hi," but seemed more interested in " The Honeymooners' rerun.
He glanced back and forth between hiswife, histenant, and his TV show.
Onthe TV show, Jackie Gleason and Art Carney were handcuffed together
onatran.

Rachel held the door open -- not quite an invitation, but she didn't want
to seem rude (and yet she didn't want to invite Mrs. Deerfiddin,
ether). "I hopethe TV isn't too loud?"

Mrs. Deerfield shook her head. "No, | was actudly afraid | might be
making too much noise mysdlf -- I've been pickling and preserving like a
madwoman, it'sreally my passion, don't ask me why because| couldn't
tell you, and it leavesthefingersahit sticky -- | broke one of my jars
and then said to myself, Penelope, dow down, you needn't do it all
tonight, there's plenty of time, it can wait, now, Penelope, go take a

bath and get that awful sticky-smdly-gummy stuff off your skin." Mrs.
Dearfiddlooked in theliving room. "I love agood game of

Scrabble -- who winsin thisfamily?'

Hugh said, "Usudly Rachel. She'sgot the brains.”

"He'sjoking, he dways gets the most points.” Rachel took the check
from Mrs. Deerfidd'ssmdl, pudgy fingers.

"Thanks -- that's very thoughtful, but only if you're sure you don't mind



parting with the cash thisearly.”

"Not at dl, not at dl." But Mrs. Deerfield was more interested in the
Scrabble board; she stepped into the living room, Rachel moving back.
"Oh, goodness, there's that word."

The word HOUNFOUR was spelled out on the board.

"you know what it means? Hugh thinksit might be French, dthough he
can't come up withit."

"After three years of high school French and a summer at the Sorbonne,”
Hugh said. "But that's assuming it'sared word, too."

"It was on thewall in the turret room -- somebody wrote it -- it was under
al that horrible wallpaper.”

"you'reright, it does sound French, dear. 1'd have to consult my books
of mysticism, but | believeit's got religious connotations, it meansan
atar or aplace of worship. But I'd haveto look it up to be sure.”

"l sy Rachel can't useit in thisgame unless she can tdl mewhat it
is. | think it'samade-up word."

"Like | made up the secret room."

"you've got a secret room, dear? How lovely -- that's one of the more
enchanting things about old houses, there's always a secret room, locks
with no keys, hidden staircases, old dusty tomesin dark closets.”

"Wdl, maybe no more than a secret closet. | saw some drawings of the
floor plan of the house, and there's something in between the turret
room and the bathroom, just down the hall. It said V-N-T-Y on the
sketch."

"Well, dear, that must've been the vanity, coming off the bathroom like
that. Perhapsjust room enough for asmal dressing table. Inthe
olden days, ladies of such wedlth asthe origind owners of this house
had to have their own powder rooms | suppose.”

"that makes sense: Vanity,” Hugh said, "thy name--"

"Say it and you die, Hugh, and it doesn't make any sense at dl. There's
abricked-up window inthe dley. Why would somebody closethat area
off?"

Mrs. Deerfield nodded her head dowly. "Y es, why would someone? But
thishouseisjust amesswhen it comesto rationa thought. 1've got

that wind tunnel beneath my breakfast nook -- it's dways cool down there
and theré's no explanation for it asfar asl've ever known. Although
it'sexcellent for storing wines and canned foods. | know you two don't



believe in the spirit world but | do, at times, and so | dlow the
irrationa to connect the dots, asit were.

Perhaps, after dl, your vanity isn't covered up to keep anyone out,
least of dl you two, perhapsit'sto keep something in.”

"Oh, please, Mrs. Dearfidd, between that crazy woman last weekend, the
mice, and the roaches, that'sthe last thing | need to help me deep
tonight.”

"Sorry, dear. Ramonasdtill onthelain. Any sign of her about?'
"l think I'd start sneezing if shewereinthevicinity."

"Well, | have a sneaking suspicion that she'sfound somelittle nook to
have her babiesin dready. | just hope she doesn't cause too much
trouble: there's nothing prouder or more demanding than anew mother.”

Rache was brushing her teeth in the upstairs bathroom, mentaly
reviewing the ligt of things she had to remember in the morning: leave

the keyswith Mrs. Deerfield so she could let the exterminator in, the
straw beach mats, the flip-flops, the sunglasses, the suntan ail, her
make-up kit, Hugh's shaving kit, a sweater, aways take a swesater to the
beach, mom would say, you never know when it might get cold, her skirts
(the wrap-around skirt was aways the easiest to dedl with at the

beach), the Solarcaine...

Hugh stood behind her; she saw himinthe mirror, and at first it didn't
look like Hugh. Hisface was not redly ascowl, but it was quickly
becoming one, lines dropping right and left. "Our house," he said.

He was holding up the papers that Ted had dropped off.

"Y OUr house." Hisvoice was not asnarl, but shewished it was. She
could dedl with him if he were angry, but he didn't sound angry.

He sounded defeated.

Shelay in bed and massaged hisneck. "Don't et it bother you, itis
our house. Thisisjust something cheap your father did, but he can't
touch us here”

"Can't he? Chrigt, Scout, can't he? Do you know what he doesto
people? He chewsthem up. Any chink he can find in our armor, he's
going to do his damnedest to explode. He's done it before to me, and
hell doit again.”

"Put it out of your mind, throw it away. | love you and he can't touch
our marriage.

"Redlly?' Hugh turned to look at her; atense smile stresked like



lightning acrosshisface. "Redly, Scout?
Because he sure asfucking hell touched my last marriage.”

She closed her eyes after hetold her, she closed her eyes and hefell
adeep next to her, she closed her eyes and listened to him tell the
story again and she fdlt guilty and happy and guilty because shewas
happy, because shefdt freed from alarger guilt that had been gnawing
a her ance shedfirg falenin lovewith Hugh.

And it was over now, they were home.
Home safe.
Hiswords spun through her head:

| never told you this -- and | guess you won't blame me, Scout. When | met
you | know you thought | was an asshole.

One of the other guys on the Law Review told me as much.

But when | met you, | thought: God, hereis awoman with whom | could
redly beinlove.

Not like Joanna. Never like Joanna

Joannawas perfect. Bright, beautiful -- she redly wasn't beautiful, not

the way I've come to think about beauty. But she knew how to make men
think she was beautiful the way some actresses can. She was a debutante
who had never gotten over that fact, and | was her escort. you know she
and | met while wewerein college, but do you know how?

The Old Man arranged it. He hired thisgirl in the summer to work as a gofer
at thefirm, and | was spending my summers doing research for them. The
Old Man had szt it dl up: herewas agirl from agood family, she had

style, she had panache, she knew when to keep secrets and when not. |
wonder if they had begun their affair before I'd even laid eyes on her?
Sometimes at night | lie awake wondering, trying to imagine what kinds

of conferencesthey must've held together, what kinds of strategies

they must've worked out.

How he bought her off -- if sheredly thought shewasin love with the
Old Man, or if the thought of the Adair money was enough to keep her
going back to him.

And | was s0 fucking naive.

They must've been laughing about me. All dong. But every now and
then | caught her off guard. She'd belooking at me, absent-mindedly,
her clear blue eyesfilled with somekind of joke. Joannahad the clear
blue eyes of aborn liar, Scout -- perhaps I've got them, too, for not
telling you about this. | just haven't wanted to admit what amoron |



wasin that marriage, how far my head was up my ass.

At times, Joannawould look at me and | thought she was adoring me. Can
you imagine? Adoring me.

Shewaslaughing a me, of course. She knew what she was putting over

on me, and | suppose the plan wasin another few yearsto divorce me, or
who knows? Maybe she was content to be his mistress and deep in my bed.
God, when | think of lying in bed with her and touching her skin -- my

skin crawls, the way hers probably crawled whenever | touched her.

But | wasaclassicfoal. | thought the kind of coldness| wasfeding
was normal to marriage -- | thought that's sort of what marriage was all
about. you know, and everybody played dong with it. you can't blame
me on that point: heré's aguy whose Old Man chased everything in skirts
except hiswife. So my marriage to Joanna seemed like paradise. My
brother Ted tried to tell me once -- he's asnake, but he's got that one
ounce of decency in him -- maybe it was amomentary lgpse on his

part -- shit, | don't know why | never picked up on it until it dapped me
intheface. Ted told me, "Watch out for her, hughie, she means
different thingsto different people.” Something likethat, and | didn't
getit. I didn't know what to think, and Ted's never been much of a
caring brother...

But, Scout, when | met you, | aready knew thelie, the Let's Pretend

lie, and it went likethis: Let's Pretend you didn't see what you saw

and the woman that you thought you saw was not your wife and the man you
thought you saw was not your father. 1t wasabig Let's Pretend, the

kind that eats away at your gut until you are certifiably gutless.

| pretended for awhile longer that | was happily married.
A happily married man.
A man who would soon be afather.

Hey, I'd grown up watching the Old Man lie so skillfully to my own
mother and everyone knew he waslying and everyone played along with
him.

So lying about my marriage was no biggie. | am my father's son, after
dl.

you see, five months before | even heard your name, Scout, | caught them
together in hisoffice. He had hisgray dacks down around hisfat

ankles, hisunderwear stretched across his pink knees, therolls of fat
jiggling as he pushed into her, hisface contorted in what looked like a
grimace of pain, red as a bet, hiseyes shut tight -- he wasn't even
looking a her whilehedid it to her.

And Joanna-- | wasn't sure it was her, because the dress she wore was



drawn over her waist, shoulders, hiding most of her face.

But | did recognizethe dress. It was her Vdentino, and we were due at
an embassy party with friends of hers -- | was wearing black tie, good for
embassy parties, weddings, and funerds -- and here they were dl rolled
up into one. Joanna had never wanted for anything, and that damn dress
cost over athousand bucks and now | knew where the money had been
coming from.

Good ol' dad. The obscenity of that moment hit meinthegut and | tried
vomiting, but nothing came out.

Because | washollow. | had been chowing down on the Let's Pretend for
breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and | knew al along, maybe not the

specifics, maybe not Who DM Who, but | knew the way you know things down
ingde. Only I'd been hollowed out likealog -- and | could float,

Jesus, | could float dong and be okay.

They saw methat day in hisoffice. The Old Man and my wife saw me
watching them and we al pretended | wasn't there. | stepped out

quietly, not wanting to disturb them. The Old Man's secretary knew, too,
and she saysto me, "l adways pretend it'snothing.” My wife, my Old Man,
and thiswoman, and me, too. | wasthinking: Y eah, it's nothing,

business as usud, you're going to float right the fuck out of here, down

the hall, down the elevator, out in the street.

you're hollow, you've been upchucking air, it's nothing, there's nothing
indgde you and there's nothing outside you.

| went out and got mysdlf the biggest martini you've ever seenand |
floated away that night and every night in law school when | wasn't
studying -- and this may account for my good grades.

And then | met you, Scout.

And you brought me back to earth.

But Let's Pretend wasn't through with me, because then | found out
Joannawas pregnant. And | was gtill playing the game, | pretended |

was thefather.

| knew the chances were about fifty-fifty that the kid was mine,
athough in any event thereéd bethat Adair family resemblance.

But the Old Man, he didn't want to take that chance.
The old Man dways cleans up his messes.
Joannatold me where she was going that night, the night she died.

She was going to get an abortion.



She and her lover were going to someclinic.

But | was il floating, Scout, | was still accepting thelie, and I'd

just found you. | wanted to bresk it off with you beforethelie ate
itsway into you. But | wasweak and | wanted you, wanted the kind of
lifel could havewith you. | didn't want to float anymore.

And when | heard about the car wreck, the accident, | wanted to
celebrate, as ghoulish asthat souns.

| had been wishing Joannawere dead for the entire year.

Twelve months -- fifty-two weeks, three hundred and sixty-five days and
nights. It wasasif Hel had finaly frozen over.

| guessthat wasevil of me. | guess only amonster would be happy that
someone was dead.

A few dayslater | crashed and | wept and | mourned because asmuch as|
hated Joanna, | knew she'd probably been manipulated by my father.

And | knew it should've been him who died in that accident.

Inthe middle of the night, in the violet light that meant the sun was
threatening to emerge somewhere beyond the city, Rachel avoke feding
her husband's face next to her cheek.

He pecked her lightly; she turned to kisshim. His breath was sour and
pasty with deep; she kissed him anyway. Felt hishands crawling across
her somach (which she didn't bother sucking in).

For thefirg timein several weeksthey made love, and fell back to
deep eadly asif it had been adream.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
TED LOSES SLEEP

The same night that found Hugh Adair confessing to his second wife the
fraudulence of hisfirst marriage, hisolder brother Ted lay in his
king-sized bed at his condo in Georgetown recaling aconfession he,
too, had heard earlier intheweek. It wasal somekind of bullshit

that his Old Man had come up with when the nervous breakdown came
crashing down around him, but till Ted had been losing deep over what
hisfather had said to him.

Outside his bedroom window a street lamp shone through dark mottled
trees, and a cat yowled below; occasionally a car drove by (he counted
seven by two A.M.). Hiscelling was the kind made of plaster waves and
raised dots, awhite and frozen sea, and hismind created designs among



the crests and curves until he thought he could stare at the ceiling no
longer without going med.

But it's just because pop went pop. And too much caffeine -- that's
right, buddy, you've been hitting the Nescaf hard, and mainlining the
Classc Coke and the Pepsis until your pissisbrown and fizzy. youve
got thejittersand your Old Man just leaked hisbrainslike a pigeon
crapping on apark bench. you put the two together and you lose afew
nights deep and you go to work with circles under your eyes and you
keep those colas coming.

Ted had had adate earlier in the evening, awoman named Hally of dl
things, and Holly had had just aout enough of histrembling and his
guzzling beers at the American Cafe.

Oh, yesah, mix some beerswith the Coke, and the fear -- the goddamned fear
that your pop waslosing it al over the place, that you could

practicaly SEE right under his skin the lunatic blood pumping around

that fat old head -- the fear made you want to dap little old Hollyhocks
sensdless, but | will refrain, m'dear, refrain from any act of violence

because | have been brought up a gentleman, and even though you needed a
good siff one, sweetheart, | will not lay ahand on you tonight. Oh,

no, tonight | could not get it up even if there were three of you

sucking so hard my head caved in -- maybe pop went through such a
transcendent experience, maybe that's what turned his brain to dush.

Ted had dropped her off at her place on Capitol Hill. On hisway back
home, he took a detour. He drove his Mercedes up Connecticut Avenue,
around DuPont Circle, up Columbia Road, then aleft, then aright, then
aleft and was Stting in his car, the headlights off, dongsde

Winthrop Park.

The street was quiet, and he looked up at the house his brother lived
in.

The upper story'slights were off; there was some dim light from the
lower gpartment. The house was black in the lamplight, black and
featureess, and Ted shivered in his car (as hot asit was) when he
remembered what hisfather had told him.

And when he saw the black woman sitting on the park bench not more than
ten feet from where he was parked, he started the engine again and drove
away, quickly.

Shewasfat and old and clothed in trash bags that glittered under the
street-lamp light. She swayed back and forth on the bench, apparently
reciting something.

Shefit the Old Man's description of Madeleine Perreau.

Ted, lying awakein bed that night, could not get the Old Man'swords



out of hismind:

| met her when | first bought the houses down there, down in Winthrop
Park. | wastwenty-one, I'd just come into my inheritance, and | had
money to burn, boy, money to burn.

Thewar was il raging in Europe and | had no desire like so many of

my foolhardy companionsto go over and fight the Germans. War, boy, is
the finest time to run domestic businesses, and property was dirt cheap.

| knew if | bought that block on Hammer Street something would come of
it.

And something did come of it, too. something bigger than | expected.

Back then, this neighborhood was a cesspooal, shit, it was a cesspool
clear until 1979. | hung onto it even when it was losing money because
there was dways something here | didn't want someone dseto find. She
wasthere, Maddeine Perrea, living in arented room in atenement near
Draper House, and you wouldn't know it to look &t her, but she had
something ingde her, something more than looks, something sexud,
something that approached the place where fucking met death -- | know that
now, God, | know that now. And if | had just looked before | leaped,
but | believed in nothing in those days, Ted, nothing at dl, nothing

but myself. | screwed her whenever | had the chance, screwed her like |
was masturbating againgt the leg of achair, like adog humping whatever
holewas available. But | didn't know afew things about her: one, that
shewasin love with me, Ted, this black whore from the tenements was
telling people we were going to be married, and | thought when she said
ititwasajoke. | saw her maybe ten timesin four years, and each

time we fucked, boy, just fucked, that's al it wasasfar as| was
concerned.

And one day she got pregnant and she said it was mine and | told her to
get rid of it, and she threatened alot of things, and that's when | found

him, boy, the man with the magic coat hanger, the man who was making a
name for himsdf with his seven-minute kerosene and coat-hanger jobbies.
you givethe girl adrink, she sartsto convulse, the fetusdropsa

little and you twist an old wire hanger up inside her and jab that
littlelifeout. And helived right in my own fucking building. He

lived in Draper House. Heran hislittle outfit out of that house. He

had aroom al outfitted asif he were ared doctor, not just some
back-dley abortionist. He was a French coon from Haiti, boy, aman who
had some kind of power over the women on that block, and he and his
housekeeper took care of the pregnant whores who needed to get back on
the streets. It was too good to be true.

And the beauty of it, Ted, my boy, was sometimesthe girls died.
But there was another side, and that was, sometimes the babieslived,

sometimes the abortion didn't work and what you got instead was a
pregnant old whore with a cooze that looked like adoppy enchilada, and



amulatto baby being born nine fucking monthsto the day after you last
put it to her. So this Perreau woman has her little baby girl and names
her Nadine Adair, after the father who is at this point shelling out cold
cash to keep the old bitch away from hislegitimate family.

And oneday | get so mad, so angry at that bitch when she asksfor more
money, more money for her little girl, that when we go for awak down
by Rock Creek, | decide | am going to kill themother. | am going to

kill her, but | get ahard-on, boy, aman's downfall isaways hisdick,

the tiff prick with no conscience, so | decide I'm going to fuck her to
degth, boy, skewer her shishkabob style. And so we get worked up down
on the muddy bank of the creek. And while | am screwing that black
whore, she calls up the demons of Hell to bite me, waspsjust like the
ones she sent to me last week, but back then she called them out of her
fucking cooze. Ted rolled onto his stomach on the bed, clutching the
pillow againg hisface, trying to fal adeep.

She'swhat they call amambo, boy, only likel said, | didn't believein
anything, and when you believe in nothing, that's when the piano drops out
of the sky on you, that's when something makes a grab for you in the dark
from under your bed. But the man, he tells me he can keep that bitch

out of my lifefor good. He's something of avoodoo expert, apriest who
cdlshimsalf abokor, and he tells me that he can make sure she never
bothersmeagain. Man, | promise that guy, my favorite abortioni<,
ANYTHING just to get that whore out of my life, and he doesjust that,
and inaway that's so ingeniousthat | till haven't fucking figured it

out. He makes her forget who | am, boy.

He makes her go mad.

| even saw her after that, and she didn't recognize me, and I'd just
laugh &t her, laugh at her and her raggedy little coffee-colored girl,

now ateenager, and beautiful because she got the Adair blue eyes, but
she'sfilthy and stupid like her mother. that's when the man, the
abortionist, quotes me his price.

you know the story about the Pied Piper, boy? How he gets the rats out
of thistown, and then the town won't pay him what he asked for, so you
know what he does? Hetakestheir children, Ted, he takestheir
children.

But the Pied Piper at least waited until the children were born.

But thisguy, my favorite abortionist, his name was Gil DuRaz, but I've

done some looking into that, too, and the name was about as legitimate
astheway he went about hiswork. Gil DuRaz was ajoke name, something
| guess this man knew would be found out, and let metell you what the
jokeis: GillesDuRaiswasafamousguy in hisownway. Hewasaso
French, but were talking France, and we're talking Joan of Arc

right-hand man who went crazy when the war was over and started poking
little boys and dicing their entrails out and filling huge caldrons



full of their blood before he was caught and brought to trid. And one
more thing about the guy he stole his name from: he used the kids for
his black-magic rituds, and he bought most of the kids from their
parents.

that's part of the joke, see, because he bought an unborn child from me,
actually, he bought ababy before I'd even screwed the girl.

And the girl was named Nadine Adair.
My own flesh and blood. | did it because | owed him one,
And | enjoyed it, boy, | enjoyed every fucking minute of it.

Gil DuRaz had aritud, and he needed that teenaged girl, my daughter by
that crazy black whore. he needed her and her baby, and | stood by ina
room in that house, while the riots were going on, boy, while people
were shooting out windows and setting fire to entire blocks, and | stood
next to Nadine's mother and she didn't recognize me. | stood thereand |
watched Gil DuRaz, abortionist of gutter rats, bring hisface down to
wherethat baby's heart beat inside ateenager and | saw him devour her
likeahungry animdl.

But, boy, that's not the best part, nosiregbob, the best fucking part is

yet to come. Thefat lady was about to warble her chunky heart out,
because they dl sat down there, all except her mother, Madeleine, who was
going into hysterics, but the kind where you just beat the wals, nothing

to interfere with Gil'sfeeding frenzy -- and he saved the baby, yes, he

did.

Hedidn't swallow that haf formed child, he hdd it up likeit wasthe
savior, and then they sat there and they drank that little girl's blood.
They drank her blood because it was like acommunion, boy. and |
thought | was going to bekilled if | didn't, so | took agreet big Sp

myself, boy.
And son, she tasted good.

Ted Adair lay in bed awake dl night wondering what you do when your
father hasfindly lost it with no hope of getting it back.

When he went to deep, with the morning light flooding through the
window, he had adream in which he sat at the head of agrest table.
Before him on the tablecloth were anapkin, aknife and fork, and a

plate. He was aone at the table and someone was about to come through
adoorway from the kitchen, someone with a platter, someone who was
going to offer him afeadt.

Ted awoke before noon, screaming.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



GETTING THEHELL OUT OF DODGE

Thursday morning, Rachel awoke with asmile on her face, and Hugh was
aready taking ashower down the hal from the bedroom. Their
lovemaking had been intense, exhaudting, and shefdt exhilarated. She
rose lazily, wondering what the weather at the beach would be like, and
glanced out thewindow. Cloudy. She gathered up atowel and her
make-up kit and padded barefoot downgtairs, through the living room,
down to the first-floor bathroom. She stood before the space separating
the turret room from the bathroom, figuring the smal vanity roomto be
about three feet across, about half the size of the bathroom. She
wondered if one day Hugh would be able to tear down the wall so they
could use the space.

After her shower, spotting aroach running down the pipe beneath the
sink, she combed her dark hair -- it squeaked as she stroked her fingers
throughit. Inthe mirror shefet shelooked like Draculas daughter,
shewas S0 pae, but perhaps alittle sun would take care of that. Bring
on the crowfest!

Bring on the burn/Give me sand between my toes, between my lips, up the
wazoo! The bathing suit dilemma once again confronted her as she sucked
in her gut, examining the flab that had been accumul ating around her

wais. She'd gained ten pounds, in spite of jogging (and she knew it

was from giving up cigarettes). Her old bikini would highlight the

cresping ivy of cdlulite on the backs of her thighs and would gross her

out even though Hugh didn't seem to noticeit.

Then she had aone-piece suit, naturaly agift from her mother, witha
frilly edge that made her fed like she was wearing atutu. Hugh had
once given her asexy NormaKamdi black bathing suit, but shewas
amogt afraid to wear it because she never fdlt very attractivein
anything that was too sexy. She'd seen enough women on the beach
wearing sexy outfits who looked like they should be the last people on
earth to wear them. Perhaps she would wear the bikini, but cover
hersdlf with atowe most of thetime. Or wear a T-shirt over the top.

Thank God we're getting away for awhile, just the two of us, no house,
no job, no roaches, and no mice. It wasaready muggy at nineinthe
morning, but that was okay, too. It could be cloudy and humid and
drippy and stagnant, just so long asthey could get away.

"Yes, dear, | know, the exterminator comes by at one, which is good

timing because my ladiesare arriving at three, and surely this man will

be done spraying or whatever he's going to do by then?' Mrs. Deerfield
asked. Shewould not open her door more than a crack--Rachel had gotten
her out of bed ("But that'sdl right, dear, I've overdept for the

third day in arow, | must get to bed earlier...").

Rachel passed the set of house keys through the space in the open door.



Mrs. Deerfield was evidently naked -- there was aflash of her thigh for a
second. "Have you found Ramonayet?!

"No dear, and | am becoming dightly worried, although she'sever so
sf-aufficient for such alazy feline”

"Well, you have my permission to check around upstairs while were gone.
| wouldn't want anything bad to happen.”

Mrs. Deerfidd pursed her lips. "If only something bad could happen to
that wicked Ramona, as much as | adore her she's been the bane of my
existence these past few days -- she broke three of my best mason jars
full of jely trying to get up through that dumbwaiter. Now you have a
good trip and don't lie out in the sun too long, and don't go swimming
much past your knees, you know, drowning can occur S0 easily, so
swiftly, injust afew feet of water."

And with that, Mrs. Deerfied shut the door.

"I don't think well get caught in araingorm,” Rachel said asshe

rolled open the sunroof of the car; the clouds above them seemed less
threstening than they had in the early morning. Hugh rummaged inthe
back seet. "you packed my blue sweatshirt, right?' He waswearing a
gray T-shirt with theletters W and L across the front; hisdark blue
shorts hung loose around his pae hairy legs.

She glanced back a himin the rearview mirror. Hed made amess of the
cooler and picnic basket, pushing them aside as he dug through the
suitcase -- Am | forgetting anything? Did | pack the Solarcaine? Is
there still aspirinin the glove compartment? Do we have the mapswe
need? She reached into her pursefor her small bottle of Keri Lotion.

Down at the bottom of her purse was the one cigarette she aways kept
with her. | amimmuneto you, she slently told the cigarette. She
rubbed the lotion across her hands. She sneezed. "Oh, grest, I'm
probably getting acold, too, and it'll rain and well get caught in

awful beech treffic.”

"Scout, well befine, and there's no rush anyway. you remember your
alergy stuff?' Hugh got out of the back of the car, adjusted the
driver's seat, and sat down, fiddling with her cassette tapes.

Rachel nodded, opening the side pocket of her pursejust in casg; if her
alergiesflared up at the beach she'd be prepared -- when she and Hugh

used to go up to Cape Cod or down to Virginia Beach, sometimes shewould
get abad case of hives after going in the water, particularly if it was

acool day. "Meand my dlergies." She waved to aneighbor who was
getting into his Honda Prelude two parking places down. "I won't mind

if it rains once we get there, but | hate it when it rains on the road

and then dl the accidents.”



"There are no accidents.” Hugh laughed. He drew atape out of its
plagtic case. "you mind if weligten to the Bestles?'

Rachd dhrugged. "Only if it's Revolver, not The White Album, if | have
to hear your rendition of 'Rocky Raccoon'

agan..."

He put the key in theignition and pressed down on the accelerator. "l
like 'Rocky Raccoon,’ and you told me you liked it, too, and to think

| trusted your scout's honor.

Humph."

"Don't flood the motor,” she said, and then added quickly, "Just likea
girl scout to give orders.”

Hugh grinned. "Suddenly you're kind of tense. | likethat inagirl."

"you probably think I'm crazy, but | fed strange leaving our home. I've
never cared about any place we've lived, but | fed likeit won't bethe
same when we get back."

"you meanit'slikean old friend,” Hugh said asif heweretakingto a
three year old.

"See, you do think I'm nuts." She was anxious to get on the road because
shewas going to misstheir home, things had been peaceful and homey
thisweek, and now well, if we go and fuck it al up at the beach?

Hugh was taking, but Rachel was only half listening -- hisfoot pumped the
gas peda, hiswrist turned, the key turned, the lights blinked on and

off behind the steering whed as Rachel thought she heard babies crying
again, their voicessmall and gpparently al around her, while Hugh

twisted the key and pumped the gas. He dapped the steering whed with
the pam of hisleft hand; the crying sounds seemed to be coming from
inddethe car, ingde her, and Rachd wondered if thiswasn't alittle
liketheringing in her ears she occasiondly experienced. The car made
Sputtering noises, backfired once, and Hugh said, "What the hel | ?!

She glanced over at him, trying to pretend she wasn't hearing babies. It
must be coming from somewherein the dley, somewoman is pushing her
groller near the back of one of the buildings, either thet or | have

lost my marbles. And I'm pretty sure | woke up today with everything in
working order.

She briefly remembered adream sheld had severa nights before, puffing
up and exploding with babies, but Hugh had said what the hell? and now
he'd stopped turning the key in the ignition and was reaching for the

car door handle to get out of the car.

Shelooked over the hood of the car, and coming out of the datted vents
on thetop of the hood were what |ooked like grayish white feathers, and



then she thought they might be tufts of fur, but why were tufts of fur
coming out from between the openings of the hood of her car?

She got out from her side as Hugh went around and lifted the hood of the
ca.

"Oh, Jesus," Hugh said, and seeing her coming, "no, Scout, don't look,
not now," but she looked and saw tiny masses of wet red and white fur.
Then the body of along-haired cat pushing its kittens away from the fan
belt of the car, and then she saw the long-haired cat's head which had
been neatly separated from itsbody. Its eyes gazed up at the
ingruments of its destruction, the fan belt, the motor.

Ramona

Thekittens, four of them, rested on top of the battery.

They mewled and cried and looked up at Rachel and Hugh with closed eyes.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

KEEPING HOUSE

"Oh, dear,” Mrs. Deerfield said as she went about her work in the
kitchen. "Such agood mother to sacrifice herself for her babies.”

Penelope Dearfield watched their car rumble through the dley--it had
been another hour before the nice couple had driven off, after Penelope
had taken in the kittens, her eyesfull of tears. "No, you two go on,
goon, | shal befine, | will call thevet and seeif we can't save
Ramonas babies, | shdl befine, | indst, go on, go on, it wasan
accident, | shdl befine" And they'd laid dear Ramonadownin ablue
towel beneath the shade of the iron stairs, and now they were indeed
leaving on their beach trip, and Ramonawas indeed dead. Penelope
Deerfield watched them go, standing over the sink in the kitchen. The
snk filled to the brim with soapy dishwater, the just cleaned and shiny
china cups and saucerslay glistening on aflowered hand towel that
she'd stretched across her cutting board.

Penelope Deerfield kept her hands down in the water, but every few
seconds one of the small white kittens floated to the top, trying to
escape. "Mustn't scratch,” she told each kitten as she pressed its
bobbing head deeper into the dishwater.

Later, after she Scotchgarded the old chair sheld recently finished
upholstering, Penel ope drained the sink and took the waterlogged kittens
out and buried them with Ramonain the mulch pile. It washot, and she
kept swatting at her bangs which fell across her forehead every few
secondsin an annoying tickle. Shetold Ramonas head, "I shall haveto
cut my hair off if | am to survivethe summer."



She was down in the crib when someone began ringing the doorbell like a
madman. It'stoo early for my friends," shesaid doud, "so it must be
the exterminator for upgtairs.”

Her back was aching from lifting the trapdoor and then setting it to one
sde. She'd had to crouch down abit, watch her head as she descended
the four stepsinto the cool hold.

Sheld taken a deep breath of the air as she sat at the bottom step,
licking her lips. "you've been agood one, today, hardly a sound,”
sheld told the darkness.

The only light in the crib came from Mrs. Deerfield's gpartment, but

even with the trgpdoor completely off, there was barely enough light to

see twenty-five large mason jarsfilled with the memories of summers

past, the preserves, the pickles, thejdlies (strawberry, mint,

apricot, peach, raspberry, pepper), and even afew bottles of homemade
wine. It smedled of mold and dust, pickling brine and pure adcohal -- the
floor was made up of sandy earth. Brownish mushrooms sprouted along the
corners, among the jars, and from between the cleftsin the ssone wall.

Another ten jars stood in acirclein the darkest corner, the part of
the crib nearest the hidden steps up to the house above.

Something in the dark scraped itsway between the jars, rattling them as
it went.

"Becareful, dear, it won't be much longer now | think."

But then the doorbell had rung, and Penelope thought of how much her
back ached and how weary abody could get, how flesh just didn't hold up
inthelong run. The doorbell sounded again and again until she could

no longer ignoreit.

"Stay here, dear, it'sthat exterminator for sure, cometo take away al
your little playmates from upgtairs.”

Keeping her head low so as not to dtrike it against the roof of the
crib, Penelope Dearfield went back up the steps to her apartment.

In the dark, something behind the ten jars not filled with jams,
jelies, pickles, and preserveslet out alow moan.

Floating in the milky waters of those ten jars. human fetuses.
PART THREE
HOUSEWARMING

AUGUST



CHAPTER NINETEEN
HEALING WATERS

Night, sleamy night, a smothering pillow with the odors of rotting
vegetation and carbon monoxide; the fishy swampy stink of summer curling
in the dead-breeze air; the sounds of the creek running; the bright
headlights on the road nearby blinding the woman who stood over the
grave, beneath the bridge. The sour taste of three-week-old milk spread
across her lips. Mattie Peru flicked at acrane fly with her tongue--it

had crawled aong the edge of her chin. Her trash bagsrattled as she
raised her arms up, then whipped them down through the air asif she
weretrying to fly away.

Who donethisto you, my baby? Ishe out of Hell now? Did he send his
messenger to take even your bones away join me? "Baby!" she shouted.
Sounds of footsteps on P Street Bridge above her; her voice echoed
across the parkway, booming and crashing like ocean waves, but stirred
up in the evening noises, the honkings, the screechings, the yowlings,

the gigglings, the shooshing of Rock Creek, the cry diminished.

Thegigglings. Somewherein the sparse dark woods around her, somewhere
in the bushes.

Mattie looked at the grave.

The grave was empty, had been dug up, aperfect oval. She had planted
her only daughter here, right here where the grass sang, where the water
whispered, planted her bones all those years ago, planted themin red
dry earth in the spring of 1968.

The grave wasfilled up with water--the recent rainfal had taken over
the space, had buried itsdlf there.

Maittie flapped her arms, yipping like a pained dog.

Shefél to her knees before the open grave. She bent over the water,
dropping her face down to the muddy surface, cupping her handsto the
water, splashing it up into her face, taking long durping drinks of it.

Open my eyes, my baby/ Open my mouth and my ears, open my heart, my
little babygirl, give me your power, water of my child. Giveme
somepower from the land of the dead, wash mein your bone water.

And when she stopped drinking and washing her facein the water, she
peded her trash bags of invighility from her.

She stripped her raggedy clothes from her back, the old, stained men's
boxer shorts she wore, the open-toed hiking boots. Naked and shining
with grease, her gray hair white by moonlight, white and sparkling with
thejewels of the bone water, she dipped into her daughter's grave and
began washing away the clogged pores of her memory.



From under the bridge, down by the creek, among the bushes. giggling.

"Wefound ya, nigra," the man snarled, but before Mattie saw him
standing under the bridge she smdled him, and the smell was one from

her memory, her memory which was shining and clean washed in the bone
water of her baby. Hewas one of the men who had raped her in the
Soringtime, up againgt alamppost with his buddy, raped her and taken

her bottle of Mad Dog 20/20. She could not make him out in the dark
shade from benegth the bridge, but she saw what hewas holding in his
hands extended out from beneath the bridge: a skull, reflecting light

from the moon.

The one called Petewagged it in midair, and spoke for it in afalsetto
whine, "Mama, mama, they done fucked my brains out, they fucked my
brains out, and then they et 'em, mama"

The other man wasthere, too, Willy, and he emerged from beneath P
Street Bridge carrying part of arib cage.

"you lookin' for these, bitch?' He held the ribs between his handslike
an accordion, and then snapped them apart. Hisfriend giggled, and he
made Nadine's skull giggle, too. "Oh, mama, you must be shittin 'your
britches, you must be pissin’ your panties™

Méttie cried out a the noise. Sheremained in the grave, up to her
waist inwater. It dripped down her neck, in rivulets down her
shouldersto her breadts, lingering across her nipples. Her body
tingled with the water, with the smell of her daughter's muddy grave,
with the clean fedling, the baptism she was undergoing. Down in the pit
of her somach she fet the water doshing, her bladder filling with its
warmth, her tongue moistened and smooth from drinking.

"We liked the way you went and stripped, piglet, and now you went and
even fuckin' took a bath!"

The skull giggled and gibbered inmidair. Pete had stuck hisfingers
into the empty eye sockets-he shook it likeit was arattle.

"Wewant alittle of what you got, bitch." Willy stroked theribslike
he was plucking harp strings.

"Piglet, we been lookin' for alittle nooky, and we been watchin' you
for weeks, and we been seein’ you come down here, we been watchin' you
but we been waitin', and now no more watchin' and waitin'."

The skull roared with falsetto laughter.

Mattie fdt the bone water inside and outside her skin, and her blood
boiled with the cleanang that was going throughiit.



The power that was shooting through her.

The spirit of her daughter, rinaing her with the old power, the mind and
the power and the knowledge and the memory of the old days, the days
when shewas amambo. When she was a priestess. When she could call
wasps from her womb, when she could protect the soul of the dead from
the gods of evil.

"Just alittle nooky," Pete said, rubbing the skull between his pams.
"Seemsyou got plenty, and wefdlersjust want adide or two."

"Sure, nigra, we doneit beforeto ya, and you liked it, you liked it."
"you liked it, mama/" the skull screamed.

"Dug up my baby'sgrave," Mattie said, her voice alow growl. "you done
stole my baby's bones."

"Shit, we just wanted to see what you got in here. you went 'n killed
somebody -- we gonnakeep it asecret. Just the three of usif you gon'
beagood girl. For such an ugly old hag you sure don't got much
gratitude”

Mattie shook her head violently. Water sprayed out from her hair. "No,
it'shim, Baron Samedi makeyou doiit.”

"Crazy bitch."
"Baron Samedi, he done make you do this, and you don't know, do ya?"'
"Nooky, nooky," Pete said, waggling the skull back and forth.

"Baron getsingde ya, means yagonnadie soon, meansyamight as
aready be dead.”

Willy dropped the busted rib cage and came to the edge of the grave. He
dropped to hisknees, reaching down to his crotch and unzipped himsdf.
"Nooky, nooky."

Mattie cupped her hands. She brought up apamful of bone water.
Holding her hands up to the moon, she prayed.

The old prayers of her mambo days were forgotten, shut away insde her.
She prayed to Nading's spirit and the bones. Forgive me, my babygirl,
forgive your mamawhat she done to you, protect me from the baron,
protect these old bones.

Shefdt something like an ed dithering in the grave pool of water,
and for amoment she was scared, afraid it was the baron here, come to
drown her in her daughter's own grave.



But the water had avoice, charged with electricity, and she recognized
the voice, briefly, ahint sound, the words were whispered and
unintelligible, but they were her daughter's. The water around her
began to roil and splash, feding dternately hot and cold, and Mattie
held her cupped hands high for the blessing.

Theskull giggled.
Magic Touch, Nadine, bring me the Magic Touch.

Then she splattered the man who knelt in front of her, spraying the
water acrosstheflat smal penisthat flopped from his pants.

When the water hit him there, he screamed.
He screamed as if held been scorched with fire.
The skin of his penis bubbled and blistered in hisfingers.

When she splashed water across his face, popping eruptions hissed where
the water landed, his nose melting in the middle, one eye shut by its

lid which had become waxen and dripped down and over to his cheekbone,
hislips drooling down his chin. The screams became choked gurgles as

he inadvertently swallowed some of the bone water.

The man with the skull ran to hisfriend'sside. "you fuckin' bitch,
whatchu do to my buddy?"

Mattie ducked her head down and drank in some bone water, gargling it in
the back of her throat. Then she spat it out at him, and it peeled off
thetop layer of skin across hisright arm. He dropped the skull,

holding onto hisbuddy as they ran away through the woods.

The skull dipped into the bone water. Mattie reached down to catchit.
She clutched it to her breasts. "My baby, my baby," she moaned.

The dreams of the past beet their rhythmsin Mattie Peru's mind as she
lay across the park bench at midafternoon the next day, her trash bags
thrown back away from her, her rags haf falling off. A couple passed
by, glancing down at the woman, upset because they could not use the
bench for their lunch hour. Mattie's smell, like old dead meset in the
sun, steamed from her skin and when a breeze came up, strollersin the
park wrinkled their noses without quite knowing why.

Shelay Hill asif dead, but beneath her skin, her heartbeat was rapid

and fluttering, her pulse beat fast, and if a doctor were to examine her

at the height of this memory dream, he might diagnoseamild
coronary--and when that moment came, Mattie would move.
Cholychoppity-chop, the ax of her blood swung into her heart. Her right
arm arched and her figt tightened. Drool duiced from between her lips.



Her eyesflickered open, then closed.

Her dreams unfolded like a closed fist, gradudly opening, thepalm
spreading, fingers splayed. And in the center of that hand, asmall
rose made of fire, asmall rose opening its heart, and in its heart, the
flame, and in the heart of the flame aman who cdled himsdf Gil
DuRez.

Mattie Peru was on firein her mind, but the fires raged with lust, lust

for the dark man from theidands, lust for her haf brother, Gil DuRaz.
Gil had stood six foot five, agiant of aman, and so thin hisribs

stuck out and rippled through the black cotton shirts he favored. His
face was the face of aman who had seen beyond what life had to offer,
who had done things that only dead men knew. It was ridged with dark
knowledge, with awild gleam in his degpset eyes, asupreme love for the
dead. Helooked like agod to her -- he was handsome, and strong, with the
sharp look of afighter who has never lost but is aways on the lookout
for aworthy opponent. And hissmile! Wide and thick with aforest of
beautiful teeth -- agold one on the upper left Sde that shone when he
gmiled.

And sheloved him because he made her love him.

But the man was ingpired with the spirit of the dead, he knew the
rotting secrets of the graveyard.

In those days, when Mattie was called Madeleine Perreau, shewasthe
most beautiful young girl in the projects around Winthrop Park. Shewas
tall and sturdy, but she had the smooth curves of acello, and long,

shiny black hair -- shelooked like a Gauguin idand girl, even though she
hersdf had never seen any idand in her lifetime, not even her mother's
native Haiti. But her older brother had. He wasten when Maddeine's
mother, Jacqueline, had left Haiti and had cometo Washington, D.C., to
live with her own mother, and to bear her daughter on U.S. soil.
Madeleine had been born watching her mother scrub the floorsin the Bram
Apartments, but the young girl soon discovered her mother's true power
over the black people who lived in the enclave of Winthrop Park. And
she discovered the secret of the Screaming House, the one called Draper
House, the camfOur that bordered the park -- the place where the petro,
the spirits of evil, passed through on their way to Hell.

But then, when Mattie was ateenager, her haf brother had taken her
mind off such fears: he was abokor, ahigh priest, a powerful man who
could captureasoul inaclay jar and shatter it just aseasily; he

could bury aman dive and make him azombieto do hisbidding, and he
could make hishaf ager fal inlovewith him, becauseingde him,

ingde histdl, lean dark body, there dwelled the mind and the spirit

of the Lord of the Dead, of Baron Samedi.

Mattie's brother, Gil, had undergone athousand possessions by spirits,
but only at the Screaming House had the spirits stayed within him, asif



now he werethejar, holding them.

And she learned some of the secrets of the radaand petro, of the

spirits and their rhythms, and she watched as he cut the babies from the
wombs of young girls, and she became possessed with the clamoring

gpirits of the house and she made love with her brother, with her

brother and with any man he wanted her to make love with, and she became
amambo, apriestesswith him.

Sheintended to spend her whole lifetime by hissde, until he betrayed
her, and betrayed her with awhite woman, awoman that he emptied out
and filled with another spirit, the spirit of evil that dwdtinthe

house.

Sheloved him until she saw him devouring a corpse.
She believed it had been a corpse.

Until the corpse had moved.

And Mattie knew then it was no corpse at al.

that her half brother Gil had become a cannibal, that he had developed a
taste for flesh and blood, that he had perverted the Voudun religion

that their mother had taught them, and had let something vile and evil

into hisworship.

And the woman, the Housekeeper, was ensuring his corruption. When her
brother finaly had become Baron Samedi, the foul -breathed flesh and
blood of the grave, he turned against her.

And he devoured the body of her only child, achild by aman that Gil
had wanted her to love in thefirgt place, an evil white man who had
been Gil'stoal for bringing the child into theworld. Becausethe
night Gil cameto her like alover, possessed by the spirits, and every
night after, she did not conceive with him, no child was born.

So he wanted her child, eveniif it was hers by another man.
And hewanted her child's child.

And he ate her baby, and he took her baby's baby, and Mattie made him
pay.

She made him pay.

And as Mattie remembered how she'd made Gil DuRaz pay, she heard her
little girl calling something to her, something that sounded like...

Mattie avoke, screaming. Pigeons scattered away from the bench shed
been deeping upon. Nadine, honey, you calin' to me, but | don't



understand nothin' you sayin'. Her breastswere heavy and shefelt

sharp painsaong her ribs, down to her thighs. 1t was till hot and

sunny. Latein the day, and sundown may have been five hours away, but
Mattie could fed the night in her bones, eating away & the daylight.

Her heartbeat was like an ax chopping away at an old thick tree, pausing

to swing back, and the chop, chop, choppity-chop. Her right hand dug
benesth the trash bags, pushing aside her |&ft breast, trying to hold

her heart steady, trying to dow down its chopping. A memory of love
came back to her, through asmell -- it was an annoying odor, one which
she could not identify, not swest, not cologne, not food cooking, but
somehow, all of these. And she saw the face of the man who was Nadine's
father.

Mattie thought it was a dream as she lay there on the bench, clutching

her heart, watching the two men in the car going by. One was young and
handsome and she did not know him. The other was Mr. Big Man, and how
he had changed on the outside, and how she could tell a aglance that

on theinside he had not changed at dl.

CHAPTER TWENTY
HE SAID, IT'SNOT EVEN HUMAN

"Get methe fuck out of herel" Winston Adair shrieked. He kept his head
down, hisfists pounding the dashboard of his son'sMercedes. He didn't
even have to look up to see the house, he knew where they were, he knew
by the tone of Ted'svoice: "We could say hello whilewere here." While
they'd been driving, Winston had felt cdm, amost relaxed for the first
time in three weeks -- he had stayed inside and watched for those bugs,
those crawling things, those wasps, but Ted had convinced him to come
out for adrive, just for somefresh air. "It's such agoddamned

beautiful day and you've been pissng in mayonnaise jars long enough,
pop, it'sether adrive or aloony bin, your choice." And so Winston

had agreed to go, but only if the windows were kept tightly rolled up,
only if the doorswere locked.

But he hadn't agreed to this.

"Jesus, pop,” Ted whigper-shouted, "the fucking world can hear you.”
"Drive, fucking drive, or so help me God, Ted, so help me God!"

Ted Adair, cursing under his breath, continued driving to the end of
Hammer Street, taking aleft on Kaorama, heading away from Winthrop
Park.

They went to Ted's condo, because there was booze there.

Ted needed agood stiff drink. Hewastrying to remember the name of
the shrink his ex-wife Paula used to go to.



Seinfed, Steenman, Steinman, something likethat. Although maybe
what pop needsis awhole fucking ingtitute, maybe he needs a megashot
of morphine, maybe alobotomy.

Which reminded Ted of the phrase he used to hear in college, I'd rather
have abaottle in front of methan afronta lobotomy. "If I'm going to
listen to this bullshit, | want to be haf in the bag, pop.” But his

father waan't ligening.

Wington Adair glanced suspicioudy around the living room, but then
decided it was safe. He walked like he was aready blind drunk -- weaving
across the parquet floor, stubbing histoes on the coffee table, then
navigating uncertainly around the beige sofa, around the lamp table,

along thewadll, to the window that overlooked Q Street. He stayed to
theleft of thewindow. Then, spotting the dining room table and

chairs, he went over, wobbling and klutzy the whole way, grabbed a

chair, and dragged it back acrossthe floor to the window. The chair

made afingernails-onblackboard sound asit went.

Ted shook his head sadly as he watched hisfather. He stood in the
front doorway, unsure asto whether he should stay or leave. Why am |
letting mysdf in for this? "Hey, listen, let's say you're not crazy,

let's say you wereinvolved in dl thisvoodoo bullshit, but so the fuck
what? that was what, over twenty years ago? So you ate a couple of
mushrooms or something, or you drank too much vino and agirl died on
the operating table. you can afford therapy, and if you want my advice,

| think you just might get the top psychiatrist in town and stay with

him for another ten years --"

Winston sat at the window, to the Side, so he could see out of it
without being seen. Hedid not turnto face Ted. The back of hishead
was alarge pink mound, with tufts of blue white hair spraying out. Ted
watched the back of hishead asif he could drill into it and find out
what chemica was causing thisredfunction in the Old Man'sbrain.
"It'snot just that day in 1968, son. It'stherest of it, the rest of

theded. you make aded with the devil and your mind gets farted from
apig'srectum. When the devil makes aded, theres aways astring,
there's dways something within the dedl, another dedl, and within that
dedl, another dedl."

"Jesus, you aretalking in circles. you want | should make you a
martini?" Without waiting for an answer, Ted went over to the bar and
poked around in the freezer. "you know, you keep the gin in the freezer
and it'sjust theright temperature. Noice, nothing. Just getsthat

chill. youwant vodkaor gin? Vodka, right?"

"Jugt give methe bottle.”

"Will you make more senseif | do? | mean, thislittle outing wasn't
planned out of the goodness of my heart. | wanted to make sure you were



certifiable before | turned you over to the nice men in the white
uits”

Wington sighed heavily. "you are some son. you are some fucking son.”

"Y eah, and you're some fucking father, but let'snot get intoit or |
might just conk you over the head with this bottle." Ted took ahighball
glassfilled to the brim with vodka over to where hisfather sat. He
lifted the Old Man's right hand and cupped it around the glass. “"Now
don't spill.

that would definitely make me want to throw you out the window.”

Wington Adair turned towards him, looking up at his oldest son with eyes
that could've been empty sockets: there was nothing there, no color, no
spark, nolife. He had withdrawn somewhere insde himsdlf theway a
turtlewithdrawsinto its shell.

Ted wanted to cry, just break down and start crying, because as much as
he despised the Old Man, as much as he loathed him, it was asif his
father were already dead and this were the funeral, because it seemed
like there was no turning back. No cure for aman thisfar gone.

"It would be ardief if you did, just break my neck or knife mewhile

I'm gtting here.” Wington lifted hisglassin atoast. "Good drink,

good meat, good God, let'seat. Boy, now there's agrace aman can Sink
histeethinto. |1 saw himdoit, too, Ted, Snk histeeth into that

little girl, good God, let'sest. Andweadl shared intheblood. My

face was streaked with it -- it tasted like liquid metal. that isinsane,
isntit? Wdl, | wasinsane, and maybe | ill am. But that doesn't

stop it, craziness doesn't stop it. | don't know what does." Hewas
dready finished with his drink; he held the glass out to be refilled.

He wiped hisfree hand across hislips asif they were parched.

Vodkamakesit easier, Ted thought as he poured out another glass. Some
good old bsolut makes the medicine go down alittle smoother. Don't
mindif | do. Helifted the bottle to hislips and gulped back a shot.

"I wish | had died then." Wington fingered the rim of his glass—-it made
ahigh-pitched squealing sound. "I wish when it happened, the girl's
mother had killed methe way shekilled him. But | thought then, that
by killing him, Gil DuRaz, it would put anend toit. | thought they
were abunch of crazies. | didn't redly believe. When hewanted the
unborn baby, not even ababy, afetus, just amushy wriggling pudding of
flesh, | thought it was just part of his sickness, and shit, boy, | was
glad tolet him takeit, he said, he said to me, 'It's not even human,’
and that'swhat | thought, too, it's not even breathing. But then | saw
it, | saw thefetus. And | knew he meant something else by that. He
said, 'it's not even human,’ boy, and he meant it. Hewasright, Ted,
my boy, the thing wasn't human, it wasinhuman, it had clawslike
razors, it had eyeslike afucking frog, it had amouth, Jesus, its



mouth was filled with warts and bumps, and it was barely formed, its
spina cord wasjust aknotted rope running beneath the flesh -- you could
practicaly seeits heart beating, dl itsveinson the outsde of its

skin-- and | said, 'Fucking Jesus!" and that man, Gil, said, 'Hardly
fucking Jesus, Mr. Big Man. Thisisyour son, thisisyour true son,

the son you are meant to have, and he will be the vessd for my spirit,

Mr. Big Man, hewill be the possessor of my soul.' | wondered what in
God's name that man had done to that girl to make her body form a baby
likethat, and he told me, son, hetold me, get this-- are you getting

this?

"Causethisisimportant -- 'Don't you think it resemblesyou? Don't you
think thisiswhat you areinsde? And fuck, Ted, if that gob of flesh
didn't open its disgusting perverted mouth wide and moan and twist in
the negro'shandsjust likeit wasdive."

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
NORMAL LIFE

"What book?' Hugh asked, cradling the phone between his chin and
scrunched-up shoulder -- he propped the refrigerator door open with his
right leg bent at the knee, and with his hands managed to move around
al thejarsof picklesand jamsthat Mrs. Deerfield had given them.

On the other end of theline, the clerk at the bookstore said, "Diaries
of an Innocent Age by Standish, Mr. Adair.

you ordered it in June, but it was hard to locate -- the company who
published it has been out of businessfor ten years. Wefinaly got it,
though. It just took alittlelonger than usud.”

"Oh, right," Hugh said absent-mindedly -- he found what he was looking
for, ahaf-empty Miller Lite behind the orangejuice carton. "I pretty
much forgot about it -- I'll be down sometime today."

When he hung up the phone, he sniffed at the bottle of beer -- it had gone
flat. He'd opened it and put it in there the day before the trip to the
beach. They'd been back afew days, so what did he expect? But held
gone eight dayswithout adrink of any kind, on his best behavior at the
beach, for Rachdl's benefit. And the beach had been trying,

particularly after the accident with the car and the cat. With Rachel

crying, Penny Dreedful crying, and Hugh feding miserable and then the
rain and the late start in the noontime traffic congestion; with Rachd,

her eyesred, saying that they should just turn the car around and go

home, wondering how Mrs. Deerfidld would ever forgive them... Hugh had
craved adrink like a pregnant woman craves pickles. Then the beach was
overcast most of thetime (and gtill he managed to get a painful sunburn
which no amount of Solarcaine seemed to help -- his nose continued to
ped, and they'd been back three days), and Rachd wastoo listless,
amost withdrawn over the cat's death, to want to go out to a

restaurant. So at night they sat in the motel room and ate junk food



and watched bad TV. Hugh had aterrific case of constipation the whole
time, and was aMetamucil junkie by the last day -- he favored the
orange-flavored kind in the small easy-to-toss-away packets; it reminded
him of Fizzlesfrom his childhood, dropping the Metamucil in the glass

of water and having it hissand sputter into this utilitarian punch.

But this punch was even better than Fizzles or Metamucil.

He held the bottle up and took along, lingering drink of beer. Flat
Miller Lifeain't so bad. He chugged down the rest and set the bottle
on the counter. No, better trashit. Don't need to get her upset over
an old beer. He opened the cabinet beneath the sink and tossed it out.

No sign of roaches beneath the sink. No mousedoody behind the plastic
trash can.

"Scout!" he called up the gairs.
Shedidn't answer.

"Honey, I'm going to run down to Kramer Books for asec.
Can| pick up anything?'

After Hugh left for the store, Rachel lay back on their bed.

Shewas gtill exhausted from the trip, and then had plunged right back
towork and it fdt likejumping in the cold Atlantic thet first day of

thetrip. Theweek back had passed dowly even with al the work she

had to catch up on, and the weekend had taken forever to arrive. But

then even Saturday was not perfect: one of her famous migraines had come
on suddenly in the afternoon, so she lay on top of the covers, the
shadesdrawn, thelightsout. Her skin burned; everytime she scratched

her arm, more skin flaked off on the bed. The pain and nauseawere
unrelenting.

But even with the pain, she smiled.

Sheknew it wastoo soon to tell, and it'sjust my overactive
imagination, that and thismigraine, but | am never ever latelikethis,
it'sawayslike clockwork, aways, the only time this has ever happened
before was when it happened.

How many times had they made love in the past ten days?

Twelve? Thirteen times? What are the chances? Oh, God, but I'm
imagining things. you can't know you're pregnant until amonth or two
afterwards, thisisjust wishful thinking... but Scout, you knew

before, you knew that somewhere insde you there was alittle sphere
just hopping with new life. you knew then, and you thought so
immediately, and you wereright. It wasn't Let's Pretend, it wasred,
itwasNormd Life.



"yourejust being slly," she said doud, to thewalls, to the calling,
to the drapes. Her head was throbbing, but she didn't really mind.

From Diaries of an Innocent Age, by Verena Standish:

...Winthrop Park was, in those days, quite afashionable residence,
athough there were il lingering traces of its bohemian beginnings:

they said awoman at the Bram estate ran a blind down at the corner,
mainly for coloreds and salors, adthough thiswasal rumor and | never
saw asailor or acolored, unlessthat colored was a member of one of my
or my neighbor's seffs...

Hugh sipped hisbeer. Verena, you old white supremacist bastion, I'm
willing to bet you were not well liked by many people. I'mwilling to

bet if it weren't for your daddy's money... Hdll, just like me, Verena,

you and | are part of the same class, an't we? But I'm willing to bet

that, just like me, if someone scratched your surface, you'd be as

common asawhore. Hugh skimmed the pages. Verena, in her tedious
eightieswhilewriting her life story, went on ad nauseam about the

log, refined qudities of fin desicle society. Hugh thought: you

fucking debutante, Verena, you had everything served to you on asilver
platter, you lived in one of the most fascinating times of history. you

and me, Vereng, you and me. For me, the best prep schools, the best
college the Old Man could buy my way into, a pretty damn good law school
(although not as good as the one Ted got into, and certainly not as good
asthe Old Man's), summersin Europe and the Caribbean. Hugh lifted the
beer in aslent toast. Here'sto the girlswho do, Verena, although |
guessyou're one of the girlswho never did.

Hefinished the bottle; there were three left in the six-pack held
picked up at the liquor store on Nineteenth Street.

Hipping pagesthrough the thick diary.

Get to our house, lady, | don't want this shit about the glorious days
before these times of Sodom and Gomorrah. | want specifics. the
wallpaper, the size of the rooms.

Hereed:

...Draper House was small by the standards of my upbringing. Its
narrow passages were no match for the stately hals of my father's
Hudson River estate, ahomewhich | grew to missterribly. But my
husband, Addison, was no doubt relieved to be out from under the wing of
araher demanding father-in-law, and the children seemed to enjoy the
carriage rides around the park and the contact with so many other
children being adaily occurrence rather than something reserved for
planned weekends. Emmie and James were just reaching the point in
childhood where everything seems an adventure, and if | had only hed
someinkling of the tragedy to come, | suppose | would have been more
grict with them, | would have observed the goings-on in the house more
carefully.



But as| writethis, for thefirst time, nearly fifty yearslater, |

redlize what avain and foolish young woman | was, awoman bardly thirty
who believed that children should be seen and not heard, and that al
matters of education and socid carriage should beleft in the hands of
acompetent governess. | have no oneto blame but mysdlf for the
tragediesthat befell my children, for not seeing when | should have

seen and not hearing when | should have heard. But the houseitself,
Draper House, was as much to blame, | think, as anything.

For it was the house itsdlf that brought about the degths of my young
children.

What gives abad placeitsintention?

For Rachel, the migraine came and went in afew hours. She became
restless, wandering down to the living room and then to the turret room.
The wallpaper wasin the same shamblesthey'd Ieft it in before the

trip, and the room seemed washed out in the bright sunlight. that word
HOUNFOUR was gtill up onthewadl. Hugh sat over in the window sest,
reading; he didn't notice her as she camein.

She saw the beer beside him, and it didn't really bother her as much as

it normally would have. He could have adrink now and then if he wanted
to. Itwasnobigded. Shejust didn't want him drunk, because daddys
shouldn't be drunk.

Rachel wanted to tell him what she was thinking (L et's Pretend, Hugh,
that you're the daddy and I'm the mommy) but Hugh seemed so involved
with the book he'd bought.

"Isit any good?'

Heglanced up. "Scout," he said asif waking from anap; he made a
motion to hide the bottle.

Rachd shrugged her shoulders. "Isthat the VVerna Standish book?"

"Verena, Scout. Yeah. It'skind of interesting. I'mjustinto the
part about this house. Headache gone?”

"l just needed to close my eyesfor alittlewhile. Seeif shehas
anything about our walled-up vanity."

"Will do."
"I'm thinking of going out. you just going to read?"
Hugh nodded.

"Maybel'll give Sassy acdl. you think something like ahousewarming



party would be out of line -- maybe next week or something?"

"I don't know. We've lived here what, a couple of months?
Isit too late for that kind of thing? | mean, what would Miss Manners
haveto say?'

"Any excusefor aparty. We could planit for Labor Day weekend, unless
everybody we know isgoing away -- but | doubt it. The weather will be
miserable il so peoplewill be up for aparty and it's not like weve

had anybody in. Maybe we can finish this room next weekend if we work
together. | haveanideafor aLauraAshley pattern | saw, but seeif
there's anything about the patternsin the book. Would she have
something like that in there? Maybe about that vanity, too, and then my

big strong husband can knock it down with his dedgehammer of the gods.”
Rachel went over to histool box, stepping over scattered wrenches, to

his dedgehammer.

Shelifted it up.

"Watch your toes, Scout. Old Verenalists everything else about her
life-- mogt of thisdiary'sjust her laundry list. If sheweren't the
daughter of such afamous man | doubt thiswould ever have been
published. you see Penny Dreadful yet?'

Carefully laying the hammer flat on its Sde, she gave him aclownishly
sad look. "Oh, Hugh, | fed so bad about her cat, | wish you'd use her
red name”

"All right, dl right, sorry. Penelope Deerfidd."

"I'm afraid to run into her -- she must hate us, and | don't know what I'd
say to her a thispoint. Thetrip wasfun, just what | needed, but
that was like ablack cloud hanging over us. | hopethekittensare

okay."

It was after sx when Rachel met with Sassy Parker for coffeeat La
Fourchette in Adams-Morgan. They sat outsidein front of the
restaurant, and Sassy ordered appetizers.

"l am so damned starved, and | have aton of thingsto tell you. My
newsfirg," Sassy said, "and then when the food comes I'll chow down
and you cantak."

"I don't know, | haven't even told Hugh mine yet and I'm about to burst
withkeegpingitin.”

"All right, you go," Sassy huffed, "but thismeansI'll haveto talk

with my mouth full."

Rachd lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows. She grinned goofily,
even though she wastrying to be dramatic.



Shetook adeep breath. "I'm," and then blurted in rapid-fire
succession, "pregnant -- | think I'm pregnant -- Shit, | don't know, but |
fed likel think I'm pregnant.”

"How long?'
"A week?' Rachd winced.

Now it was Sassy'sturn to raise her eyebrows. She laughed, but then
saw that Rachd didn't think thiswas funny. Sassy reached acrossthe
table and patted Rachd's | eft hand which was tearing at her napkin.
"Retch, giveit acouple of weeks before you fed like you think you're
pregnant.”

"I redlly redlly think | am. | haven't had my period, and | never
miss, it'sawaysontime.”

"What, were you and Hugh fucking like bunnies at the beach?"

"Wl before the beach, at the beach, on the way home from the beach.
Not that the horror stories don't abound, too, the wholetime | was
thinking about that poor cat. But the sex wasterrific.”

"And you think the rabbit bit the big one?* Something about Sassy'stone
made Rachel fed like she was being mocked.

"| shouldn't havetold you, it'stoo early, I'll jinx it, and you're

probably right, I'm probably just being dumb, and maybe I'm off about my
period, and I'll Start gushing tonight.” you are so stupid, Rachel

Brennan, to ever tell a secret beforeit's definite, how many timesdo

you haveto learn thisin life? Rachd stared at her coffee and watched
little swirlsof milk disspatelike clouds. Thisreminded her of a

song, but she couldn't remember exactly which song, and shefelt
depressed that sheld ever gone and opened her big fat mouth.

"I'm not saying you're not pregnant. it'sjust alittle early to Sart
knitting booties.”

"No, thisisdumb and it is so typica for meto go off the degp end as
soon as| get lad. And weweren't using, you know, condoms or
anything, and | don't know... | just fed so... fertile”

"Oh, please, what, were your eggs bubbling around or something?' Sassy
laughed.

Rachel managed to amile. "Okay, let'sdropit. No, redly, let'sdrop
it. 1 amhoping | am pregnant and I'm being silly and you're being
normd, but | don't care. Well just drop it and then in amonth you'll
seel wasright.”



"Fair enough.”
"So what's your news, now that you've stuck the pinin my balloon?"

"Wadl, it'syour news, too. Havel got shit for you," Sassy said, "and
I've been waiting for you to get your ass back from the beach.”

"What'sup?'

"I had to scour the archives for stuff on the DuPont Circle and Capitol
Hill houses because of the upcoming house tours, and guesswhat | came
across? No, don't even guess, let metell you, | found reams of shit on
your house."

"you'rekidding."

"It has quite aspotted history, Retch. And it'gust like meto forget
to make copiesfor you. Thefileonyour houseisfat -- | cangetitto
you Monday. you've got to read what'sinit.”

"A lot's been written about Draper House. I'm surpriseditisn't on
some house tour. Hugh just bought abook on the house, well, it has
some chapters about the house, anyway.

you know who Verena Standish was?'

"Chica, | do work for the 'Home' section of the Her-Ex -- and she's
mentioned abit inthese articles| dug up.”

"Wheat do they say?'

"Stuff like you wouldn't believe. you'reliving in some kind of haunted
house,"

"Oh, right, there's something about the ghost of ahooker."

"I don't know about awhore, Retch, but | do know about the weirdo
drugged-out things that went on therein the sixties and seventies. Some
kinky murders, and devil worshipers.”

"youremaking thisup.”
"No, it'sfor red."

"No, you're making this up because you know how easily | get scared by
gupid thingslikethis, just like when we werein college and you used

to tell me the story about the claw, where the girl heard it scraping at

the back of the car, and you had that bunny man story every timewe
drove over the hillsand | kept thinking bunny man would jump out of the
woods with hisax and smash the car up. Thisisgoingto belikethe
bunny man story, isnt it?"



"No, Retch, we're talking Charlie Manson meetsthe girl next door. you
know what the papers used to cal that place?’

"l giveup.”
"The Screaming House. Aint it grand?"

At work on Monday, Rachel glared at her desk asif she could melt it
with her glance -- unfortunately she could not.

It was piled high with every memo known to mankind. She had three court
dates in the next two weeks, and the briefs weren't even prepared. Her
secretary, Carl, had come down with the flu and would be out until,

Friday. Gretchen, the blue-faced Savic blonde with the sweaty pams
(leaving damp fingerprints on anything she touched -- including the

files), was acting as both receptionist and secretary. By 10:30,

Gretchen had played fifty-two-card pick-up with the summer clerk's mag
cards, and Rachel would've screamed bloody murder except she didn't
redly care.

Rachd turned on theradio to listen to theloca disc jockey tell

crude, racist jokes; she switched it off again, and began sucking on a
Rolaids. She craved acigarette, could pictureaVirginia Slims, could
amost fed it between her lips. But then she remembered what Hugh had
told her when they werein law schoal, "It's likelicking out an ashtray."
She remembered the X-rays of her father's lungs, and Hugh holding her,
entering her which she dways enjoyed but which aways frightened her
just alittle because she couldn't control his movement,
are-you-there-HughAdair?--dl this curioudy reminding her of the pain
sheld fdt in her somach the morning of her miscarriage. Just when she
was beginning to reexperience that sense of loss sheld felt (and the

loss of not knowing what shewaslosing -- just atiny sphere mixed with
blood), one of her lower front teeth began aching. Shefelt around the
tooth and gum with her tongue and then decided she must be picking up
radio waves because the pain vanished.

Rachel settled back down to work -- or at least to thinking about

work -- when five junior associates trooped into her office to bitch about
an upcoming meeting. When the other lawyersfindly Ieft ten minutes
later, Rachel began separating the papers on her desk into three piles,
with no rhyme or reason to their divisions other than file folders went

in one stack, paper-clipped in another, and stapled in athird. She
figured that if one of the partners walked into her officejust then he
would think she was organized when she was not.

And she had no intention of becoming organized. She hadn't goneto law
school for organizationd <Kills, after dl.

Sassy cdled a noon. "Retch?!

"Hi, Sassy," Rachel sghed into the phone, whispersinging: "What aday



this has been, what araremood I'm in, yes, it'samost like being in
deep shit. | hate lawyers.

"It'sjust ajob. Weren't those your exact words? "When Hugh getson at
afirm I'm going to quit, have babies, and never diet again. It'sjust
ajob."

"you cold, calculating hardened woman, to turn my own words against me.
Have alittle sympathy: my secretary'ssick.”

"Some of usdon't have secretaries. you want an ulcer or what? And
here I've gone and copied al these articles for you -- | stolethefile
from research without Signing out, so | am going to be shot come sunup.
And I'm going to send them over right thisingtant. Retch, will this

ever take your mind off your work."

"Okay, send it, but | won't promiseto read it, especidly if it's

"Chicken!" Sassy cried, hanging up on her.

The messenger dropped the manilafolder off at two, but Rachel didn't
gettoit for aweek. Sassy cdled every other day asking if she'd read

any of the articles ("you mean, Retch, | pay through the noseto

messenger them to you and you haven't touched them?”, but Rachel alowed
herself to be swamped with work and office gossip in order to make it
through the week -- on average, she stayed at work until seven at night.
She thought about the sphere possibly growing inside her, and one

evening she decided: screw it, screw work, timeto relax, get the hell

away fromlegaese.

It was aWednesday evening, towards the end of August.

Rachel was not sure what the weather was like outs de because she was
gpending so much timeinside her house or office, putting hersdlf into

her work more completely than she had al year while Hugh rewallpapered
the turret room.

Shewasfeding, in spite of thework, in love with life again, the way
sheld been in school: the sphereingide her subdividing, Hugh being
relaively productive, Hugh seeming to be happy, and work taking over
whenever she began to fed the dightest twinges of melancholy. The
firmwastill holding an organizationa meeting down the hal in the
conference room, but Rachel was beginning to fed physicaly sick over
the proceedings and went back to her office and her messy desk fedling
like shewould collapse acrossit. She looked out her window, across at
the Madison Hotd; usudly, if she waslucky, someonewould be
undressing in front of their window without noticing the offices across
the street. It was achegp form of entertainment, but she felt pretty
chegp thisevening.



Sheleaned back in her chair and turned her attentionsto the news
clippings from The Washington Pogt, the old Washington Star-News, The
Washingtonian Magazine, aswell asthe rag Sassy worked for, The
Herdd-Examiner.

CHAMBER OF HORRORS IN NORTHWEST

oct. 12, 1969 -- The bodies of seven women were found buried beneath a
house in the Winthrop Park area of Northwest Washington, following an
investigation into the bizarre group of individuals who had occupied the
block. None of the women have yet been identified, dthoughitis

thought that they may have worked as progtitutes in the surrounding
neighbor hoods. Three of the women appear to have been bled to death
using some kind of medical apparatus, and there are indications that the
other four were buried aivein concrete...

SEX SLAYINGS CONNECTED TO DEVIL WORSHIP

oct. 23,1969 -- A group caling itsdlf the Disciples of theLast Circle
have claimed respongbility for the torture and killing of seven women
in the Winthrop Park area. The Herdd-Examiner recelved this|etter
from the self-proclaimed spokesman of the group, aMr. Swampgrass
Rainbow.

Dear Pigs, Our Lord Lucifer hasarisen from hischains. Wetakethe
sacred mushroom and glorify hisname. Kissmy a-, you suckers. Life
isdream and dream islife, and we see the stained glass bleeding down
thewdls.

We did not dice the entrails from the piggies, we set them free and

their blood which is sacred to our Guru, the Horny One. Thegirlswere
to be His brides and the mothers of Hischildren. The Devil isAmerica
inNam. We drank nagpaim and saw it was good. you are just puppets of
the pigswho run the fascist world. Imperidist running dogs crapped on
the lawn of the world.

Sincerdly in the Name of the Tortured, Swampgrass Rainbow, Unholy Light
Priest of the Disciples of the Last Circle p.s. pigs We diced them

open because they begged usto, because they wanted Him inside them,
they wanted to bring it into the world.

Mr. Rainbow, whosered nameis Mark Podesky of College Park, Maryland,
was taken in to custody early this morning, dthough at presstime, no

charges had been formaly brought againgt him. Mr. Rainbow was charged

in 1968 with possession of drugs, and ressting arrest. Onedidtrict

police officer, who wishes to remain anonymous, told thisreporter,

"This sounds like something out of Rosemary's Baby, doesn't it? Except we
got ahaf-dozen Mia Farrows cut up like the Black Dahlia, and abunch

of drug-crazed hippieswalking around like zombies, and you know
something? This used to be aritzy neighborhood -- all changed. It isn't

just the LSD, and it isn't just dl this sex going around, you know,



those arejust symptoms. It'sthe bomb, I think."
EXORCIST VIS TSWINTHROP PARK "HAUNTED" HOUSE

oct. 31, 1970 -- Just over ayear ago, the name of acertain housein
Northwest Washington became a place of nightmares. Draper House. Built
by the architect Julian Marlowe in the 1800s, aman known for his

bizarre architectura style known as"marlowisms” whichinvolved

nuUMerous entries to rooms so that someone in the dining room could get

to the bedroom, for example, without ever going through the kitchen or
living room. Marloweisof course most famousfor the Edith Glasscock
Housein Newport News, Virginia, which the reclusive Miss Glasscock had
him develop over aperiod of twenty-five years. Draper House's most
famous residents were Addison and Verena Standish, from the 1880sto the
turn of the century. According to Fay Randolph, the noted "exorcist” of
Manhattan whose recent book of essays, By Demons Possessed, was
published to internationa acclaim, Draper House's murky reputation

began long before the recent tragedies of the young women's degths.

"The house was built on swampy ground; awell, in fact, runs beneath
it-- adry well. Itsfirst occupant was alady of the evening named Rose
Draper, and it issaid that in the house of ill-repute which sheran,

for senators and congressmen, blackmail and knavery weretherule. She
died violently, asdo dl original residents of such houses, and her

death was smilar to the famous Fatty Arbuckle case early inthis
century, athough | believe the instrument of deeth in that casewasa
broken champagne bottle. In the case of Rose Draper, it was arather
samplekitchen utensil: an gpple-coring knife. They say her ghost claps
at night, the clap being her darm to the inamorati that the placeis

about to be raided, and the clap also being areference to the disease
which she carried to her death.

"Theillustrious V erena Standish, daughter of Horace Ashton the famous
robber baron, and her husband, the less distinguished politica gadfly,
Addison Standish, bought the house in the late 1800s when Addison was
appointed to a Washington post of no consequence. With them, they
brought their two children, and agoverness, and hereiswhere the evil
qudities of the house cameinto play. The story goesthat the

governess went mad and murdered the children in amost gridy fashion.
Mrs. Standish hersdlf felt much to blame, apparently because, asa
popular diverson of the time, she became intrigued with spiritualism,
thinking it alark. Upon the deaths of her only children, shetook an
entirely different view, and believed that her playing &t table-rappings
and ghosts had brought something out of the house, something that was
there waiting for such amomen.

"Then, for agtretch of perhaps seventy years, the house lay falow.
Familiesmoved in and out, a one point it became three or four
gpartments. Then the neighborhood of Winthrop Park began to tarnish,
and the less desirable e ements began to occupy the neighborhood and, in
time, the house. Who knows what evil has been therein the past decade?



We know of these hippies who tortured and murdered girls, but who knows
what may have drawn them in? Werethey, after dl, asther defense
attorneys argued unsuccessfully just this summer, pawns of their drug
habits? And if so, what showed them theway? What brought them here?!

Mrs. Randolph possessesthe cherubic face of the eternd child. Itis
hard to believe that this soft-spoken woman wearing her fair ide
sweater and kilt is the same exorcist who cast demons out of the
Isaacson twinsin Brooklyn two years ago. Sitting with her in her suite
at the John Quincy Adams Hotel, one wondersif she enjoys spooking
reporters on Halloween.

"Tonight," shesays, "I will enter the house and call upon the spirits.

| don't believein the devil, not at least in person. But | do believe

that evil exigts, | do believe that there are places on this earth where
Spirits are caught outside the flesh, the same way they are caught, more
often, within theflesh. And tonight a Draper House, | will find out
their meaning, and if they are, as| believe, evil, | will vanquish them
from the house."

FAMED EXORCIST DIESIN FIRE

Nov. 1, 1970 -- Fay Randolph, forty-three, author of the recent New Y ork
Times bestsdller, By Demons Possessed, died last night in afirein her

hotel room in Washington, D.C .... believed to be started by the

cigarette she was smoking when shefdl adeep...

Rachd scanned the rest of the headlines:

THE "SCREAMING HOUSE"

with the subhead: Neighbors Heard Girls Cries Of Terror, But Did Not
Find It Unusual For Winthrop Park MAN ARRESTED IN SEX CULT SLAYINGS

WITNESS COMES FORWARD- ESCAPED CLUTCHES OF ALLEGED
"KNIFE RAPIST"

SUSPECT SETS SELFAFIRE

CIRCUS OF DEATH: MORE BODIES

UNCOVERED IN WINTHROP PARK

Rachel groaned as she folded the photocopiesin half and hurriedly

stuffed them into her purse; she'd read them later when her ssomach

wasn't feeling so upset -- much later. She wrote into her date book

(without which she would never accomplish athing):

1. Makeligt for housewarming party.



2. Get Hughto look at VW.
3. Groceries: nothing that can't be microwaved.

4. BANK[ BANK. TAKE OUT LIFE SAVINGS.
(at least 200 bucks)

5. Cdl to invite people: re: housewarming party:
Labor Day weekend.

6. Set up appt. with dctr? Or wait? Re: sphere.

Waiting for her train home in the Farragut West sation, Rachd felt

spooked. The subway platform was deserted, although she heard footsteps
from above the escalators, and the lone wind that seemed to herald the

next bluelinetran.

it'sthose articles about the house. She boarded the train, thankful

that there were ahandful of people on it, tired workers, some tourists
probably heading back to their motels from the Smithsonian. She closed
her eyes and tried to think calm thoughts, but her mind kept coming back
to those headlines, Screaming House, Devil Worship, Chamber of Horrors.

Shit, I'll have to thank Sassy personally for giving me afew more
nightmares.

Keeping her eyes shut, she reached up with her fingers and kneaded her
temples. Stay away migraine, stay away migraine, migraine you do not
exist, you do not have power over me. Headache, | rebuke youl!

She heard the conductor call out on the intercom, "DuPont Circle
Station, thisisabluelinetrain to Friendship Heights."

Rache saw, gtting in front of her, staring at her, aman she thought
sheknew. Hewastdl and dender, wearing ablack shirt that stuck to
hisribs. Heleaned forward in his seet, his hands clutching the bar
above the seat in Front of him. His skin was shiny and dark, and his
face seemed almost reassuring asif he recognized her, dso. On his

head he wore a black top hat. Hiseyes crinkled up into smal dlits,

and he grinned, broadly, and she knew that grin, and shefelt hot and
cold, chilled, when she remembered where she knew him from: the day she
st at the card table at Mrs. Deerfield's crib, when the face with the

teeth came down for her, thiswas the face of the man from the clambring
place.

He spoke without opening his mouth, and he said, "L et's pretend, Rache,
that you are the mommy?"

Rachel gasped; shefdt like sheld just flicked her tongue acrossalive
wire.



But another voice came over the wire, thetrain'sintercom, the
conductor'svoice again, "Thisis Woodlcy Park Station, Woodlcy Park,"
and Rachel redlized that she had not opened her eyes yet, not actualy,
because the man in the black tank top was becoming a static of squiggly
lines on a purplish background, and Rachel opened her eyesto normal
lifeand anormd world inwhich alittle boy, sandingintheade

with hismother and sigter, leaned over and tugged at her deeve,

saying, "Hey lady, lady, isthisthe stop for the zoo?"

So she had anightmare that night.

But the nightmare wasn't about a Screaming House; wasn't concerned with
aman who had materidized in her mind's eye on the Metro; she did not
dream of spheresbursting from her belly.

The nightmare was about her father.

Hewaslying in the hospitd bed -- sheld never even seen himin that bed,
he hadn't wanted her to see him, he hadn't dllowed hisfavorite girl to

see him once the end wasjust two months away. His eyeswere sunken as
if thefluid had been sucked out of them, his skin was pasty, hislips
moved dowly with greet effort. Thrust between hislips: alit

cigarette.

"Old habitsdie hard,” he said, coughing. "Took out my lungs, swestie."
His chest was burst open asif held swallowed a grenade.

Gray tendrils of smoke curled between hisdripping ribs.

| know thisisadream flashed through her mind.

And | want thisdream to end.

Now.

Her father lay in the hospita bed.

To avoid looking at the smoldering cavity beneeth his neck, Rachel
concentrated on hisface. Skin brittle as dead leaves. Cracked at the
mouth. Cigarette burning orange at thetip. Smoke exhaed through
flared nodtrils. Voicelike gravel underfoot. "Can't have everything
inthislife, Rachd.

you have your work, and I'm proud of what you've done, but you can't
deny your body, you can't deny the destiny of every woman to bring life

into thisworld, swestie, it'sonly naturd.”

As he poke, the light in the room dimmed, and she watched the smoke
rise through the shadowy air, rise and curl and disspate.



"No," Rachdl said. Shewas surrounded by darkness.
"What?'

"Thisisn't you. you never said that."

"Rache ?' he asked.

"you aways wanted what was best for me."

Rachd awoke suddenly -- sheld been sitting up in bed, leaning on her
elbows.

The fan whirred in the doorway to the bedroom. Perspiration tickled the
back of her neck.

"Scout?' Hugh asked again.
"Dreaming," shemurmured deepily.

"Woke up just now. Withyou staring at me. Like you were scared of
rrell

"Bad dream. About daddy. Redly bad. But | don't know why."

Hugh hummed the theme from Jaws. "Nose shark will come and ezt up all
the bad dreams." He reached over to her, hugging her, kissing her nose,
faling off to deep himsdf. He amelled like Ivory Soap; swest; Prell
shampoo; an old T-shirt; Johnson's baby powder.

Rachd lay therein bed holding hersdf to her husband, shaking asif
from cold.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
BLOODMEMORY

Hideme! Oh, hideme! Maittie pulled her trash bags of invisihility
tight around her face. The heat was unbearable, the sound of her own
breathing waslike alion'sroar in her ears, the plastic of the bags

was smothering.

She had drunk her last bottle of wine -- sheld panhandled her ass off up

in Adams-Morgan for just a couple of bucks, and then went and blew it on
Thunderbird. But she needed it, and bad; the cheap wine dowed down the
imagesfluttering in her head, theloop of film replaying the scene over

and over, the scene that sheld kept so carefully hidden, even from

hersdlf, the red reason why shewas afraid to go into the Screaming

House. Ever again.



It wasdl coming back to her, dl the memories, dl theterrors, but
most clearly: that night, that night in the spring, the night of the
riotsin D.C., the night her babygirl lay in abathtub burning

with fever, the night hetoreinto her. The cheap winewasn't blurring
the memory enough.

The more she drank, the clearer that night became.

"My baby! Four! Death! room! Firel" she brayed as she set the empty
bottle down by her sde, but in her mind she cried out: | remember!
Hounfour! Hounfour! Oh, my baby, death in room, fire out window,
gink, shit smell, death, you...

| remember The room smdlled of desth; and of new life.

The only light came from beyond the window, out where thefires of riots
tore up the night. A wall of flame shot up in the projectsin the back
dley, the building that had housed Madeleine Perreau and her daughter,
Nadine. Gunfire down the block; srens shrieking; shouts of acity gone
wild.

The window was closed to that, and what little seeped through from
beneath the pane was ignored by the peoplein thisroom. A sink dripped
rusty water; roaches scuttled across the cracked yellow tiles; a sound
like moist chewing coming from the man who bent over the bathtub. He
was naked, hislegs and buttocks thrusting forward over the tub as he
leaned further intoit. His shoulders were skin and bone, with snewy
musclestying them together. He kept his head ducked down into the tub,
hishands moving franticaly. His skin wasashiny coa black, and as

he fed, Mattie could see his back muscles contract, his breaths coming
short and swift with each swallow. The silk top hat he had worn earlier
lay crushed beside the tub, its rim splattered with blood.

Mattie watched as her hdf brother, Gil, performed his operation. In
his possessed state he became Baron Samedi.

The muddy stink of the grave surrounded him. Hewastearing into her
daughter'sflesh. In memory it happened dowly, excruciating seconds
that stretched into hours.

But that April of 1968, it had been over in amatter of minutes.
"Whatchu doin' to my babygirl ?*

Mr. Big Man sat on his haunches next to the toilet, his shirtdeeves
rolled up, histie askew, hisgray pants ripped at the knees from when
he'd fallen down, when held seen Gil beginto feed. Hedidn't look over
at Mattie, and he didn't look at the spirit-in-flesh woman either. He
stared transfixed at the blood-streaked bathtub. Mr. Big Man, face
whitewith fear, cried, "Fucking animasiswhat you arel” But then even



his face changed, becamefull of bestific wonder:

something had come over him, too, something bigger than even the spirits
of radaand petro.

Something in the house that screamed in madness, like astarved wild
anima escaped from its cage.

Something that had nothing to do with the V oudun Mattied been taught by
her mother, something darker, something that once loose would never be

caged again.

The namedess evil that passed through the house, that drew smdller evil
toit -- smdler evil like her haf brotherr and consumed it like afire
devouring the kindling that gaveit life. A battery recharging.

Mattie howled in pain as blood splashed up from the tub -- Gil DuRaz
turned, grinning, hiswide toothy grin smeared with red, histongue
dipping out from his mouth, mopping up the string of blood thet drooled
beneath hischin. Hiseyeslike twin obsidian marbles.

From those eyes, hooks flew out to catch Maiti€'s soul, to pull her
forward, towards him. "Drink, my love, my sigter, the milk of the
mother." He smeared his bloodstained hands across his face.

"Baron Samedi," Mattie gasped. Her brother had crossed the line, given
himsdf over, dive, to the spirits of degth, to the guardian of

graveyards. Shefet atremendous pressure pushin on al sides,

squeezing her brains, thumping againgt her eardrums, the ax in her heart

going choppity-chop. Shereded backwards, damming into thewall. Her
breath camein quick pants, and she fouled her underwear. The stench of

her own body became overwheming -- it was asif she'd opened an old grave
and inhaled the fumes of an exploded corpse, and the corpse had her own
face. Shebecame aware of her flesh and its decay until the room was
spinning with thesmdl.

She cdled on the old gods, the spirits, the 1oa, who would help her. At
your dtar, | pray, you bring your vengeance down on these -- But her
thoughts were cut off, hacked at until her mind ripped in jagged dliffs
and valeyswithin her skull. Her blood broke the dam of their blood
vessels and her nose began bleeding.

Baby girl -- screaming -- Mambornambomarnbo -- guhguhgult m The Old One, the
Spirit-In-Fesh, the one called Housekeeper, half in shadows, stood
above her. "you never had power, you wasp nest, you jar for jelly."

Mattie knew she had lost her magic, lost her power as amambo priestess.
Somehow it had been taken away from her, and now she was weak and spent.
Mattie did to the floor, pounding her fists againgt her ssomach, trying

to drive the evil spiritsfrom her. She began gnashing her teeth,

foaming at the mouth like arabid dog, clawing her breasts.



Gil was donefeeding. He cupped his handsinto the mess of flesh and
blood and brought the baby out.

It made sucking noises, and Gil held it in one hand. With the other, he
poured dark blood into its grasping mouth.

Gil laughed. "Thisisthe one, thisisthe vess that shal hold my
Soirit.”

He handed the wriggling fetus to the Housekeeper. Thething mewled like
akitten.

Maittie had no energy to move. Her mind wastrickling out of her skull,
her thoughts were jumbling asif she werefaling down along saircase
with nothing to stop her descent.

Gil extended hishand towards Mr. Big Man. A hand that dripped with
Nadineg's sleaming blood. "Drink."

And Mr. Big Man crawled like a supplicant on hisknees before Gil. His
face just beneath the offering hand. His mouth turned upwards. He
lapped at the underside of Gil's hand, greedily.

When Gil pulled hishand away from the man'slips, Mr. Big Man grabbed
for Gil's hands with both of his, tried to wrench them back to hisface,
sucking at the fingersto get the last traces of the girl'sblood. Gil

dapped Mr. BigMan, and Mr. Big Man let go. He sat back, diding
like anaughty child to the corner, behind the tailet, licking hislips.

"Lifesmilk, sigter, drink and be with me, here, forever," Gil
whispered. Heleaned into thetub again. She heard hisdurping. He
turned towards her, his cheeks puffed out, his mouth full of blood.

Gil crawled on all fours across the cold wet tiles. To Mattie.

Shefdt asif she'd been boned like achicken. Could not move. Had no
will. Nowill. Mind draining down through the plumbing, into the

earth. No mind, no will, no energy, When hisface was inches awvay from
her, adribble of blood duiced from between histeeth.

He pressed hisfaceto hers, kissng her, hisjuicy tongue shooting into
her mouth, past whét little resstance her lipsgave. Metdlicliquid
burned ulcersin her mouth.

Her mouth filled with blood, Mattie saw: her daughter spirit standing
before her, screaming in pain, screaming for release, screaming to give
birth, screaming at her mother for giving her body up to thisevil.

Gil pulled back. Hislips smacked.



Mattie spat the blood held injected into her, spat it across his already
sained face. He was momentarily blinded with blood. Dropped the
knife, the coring knife, the one held used to help open her daughter

up -- histeeth alone had done most of the work, but he'd used the knife
to rend her small body completely. He reached up to wipe hiseyes.

Knife clattering to floor. The Housekeeper cooing to the baby from the
shadows. Mr. Big Man licking hisfingers near thetoilet. Thetub

with blood like arose blooming fromitsbasin. Gil wiping hiseyes

free from blood, hishandsin tight fists, and in each fist abloodrose
blooming. Thefire consuming empty buildingsinthedley. Knifedill
onfloor. Dull from cutting through flesh and bone, dripping red.

Slow. The memory wasdow. But it was over in seconds.
Over in seconds. What she'd done. What she'd done to her half brother
"Boshinug | give you boshun!™

With the shred of thought she had |€ft in her, Mattie grasped the knife
in her left hand and with her right held her haf brother back. Drove
itinto him just below his somach.

Siced. Twisted. Gutted. Churned.
Cored.

She screamed as the Housekeeper tore her away. The dying man choking on
his own blood.

"I seen you give 'boshuns before, | seen you, | helped you, now | give
you a boshun the way you give erato my babygirl!"

And then, nathing.
Her mind gone.

Her memory gone, except for knowing the Screaming House, except for love
and fear of Nadine, her child, except for dread of Baron Samedi and the
gink of the grave.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
THE NEW LEAF

Hugh got hisresume over to a headhunter's office the week before the
housewarming party. He'd been in particularly good spirits, and found

the day-to-day work around the house occupied most of histime. But the
resume, it had to be done -- just get me somejob to fill in the time, some
little white-collar pigeonhole where| can a least fed likelI'm less

of ahouse-husband. As much as he was enjoying working on the house,
there were times when he thought if he didn't get out of there he would



go bonkers. He began coming up with any excuse just to go down the
block, and when he did hefelt clumsy -- asif held been in the damn house
s0long, inleaving it he was entering an alien landscape, sometimes

hogtile, sometimesfriendly, but dways different.

He'd notice people more on these brief excursionsto the drugstore or to
the hardware store, or more often than not to the liquor store (but just
beer, Scout, and only one aday sometimes, so | think I've got it under
control),” he'd notice how they were dressed, the anxiety in their

faces, their small daily joys, their suppressed rage. that crazy bag

lady who had given Rachel such ascare awhile back, he saw her inthe
park and she screamed a him, something unintelligible -- even she seemed
to be apart of thefabric of dally life. It gave Hugh a sense that

somehow just being divewas good. that perhapsthis house, this home,
would work out, after al.

Whenever the smdl voice whispered in his head, Hugh Adair, you should
be actively pursuing lawyerdom, instead of putting off theinevitable

with carpentry and beer. Why the fuck did you go through those damn
years of law school, anyway? he aways had an answer: | think | went to
law school to meet Rachd, | think it was somekind of destiny. | had

to go through law school in order to find her.

The week before Labor Day, he vowed to Rachel that he would turn over a
new lesf.

"And not just the leaf, Scout, the whole dang tree." His spirits seemed
50 high that Rachel held back from mentioning what she thought (I'm
pregnant. Hugh, but maybe I'm not, but it would be okay If | were
pregnant, right?) -- again she would wait until she saw adoctor. She
managed to postpone thisin her mind -- it was supertitious. but after
all, the last time she was pregnant, she'd seen adoctor and then lost
the baby. Why fuck it up again?

"So you don't mind about this housewarming party idea.”

"Nah. | just wish | had somefriendsto invite. | assumeyou'll have

your usud, ThisIsYour Life contingent, Miss Former Pep Squad
Leader?'

"Cdl Bufu up. He may be an asshole, but they're good at parties, too.
And you can cdl up all those other Lambda Chi's. you were good enough
friendswith themin college.”

"Yeah, so| can hear how successful my frat brothers are -- no thank you.
| wish | knew moreloserslikeme™

"you're not aloser, Mr. Adair, you are my private stud and seasona
s toy."

When shed left for work, Hugh made afew cdls, the headhunting agency,



the city bar association, even Bufu Thompson. "Yeah, alittle party,
thisweekend, just bring afriend or something. maybe aroll of

toilet paper, hey, we can always use toilet paper..." He waded through
hissmall black address book, and redized that most of the peopleinit
were elther potential business contacts or Rachel'sfriends. He decided
he'd better not use the phone much, hoping the employment agency would
cal back -- it was times like these he wished he'd gone ahead and gotten
cal waiting on the phone, as obnoxious as he thought that service was.

Bored, he strolled room to room, checking lights, checking the paint

jobs held done, checking the scurf marks on the floors, checking for
upended carpet tacks. He gobbled down a stale Hostess Donut that lay
hidden in the breadbox, took out the garbage, checked for mail. too hot
to lounge out on the patio, and he didn't need to get another sunburn

this soon -- that could wait for Labor Day. He put on avideo of Raiders
of the Logt Ark, watching thefirst five minutes and then losing

interest Snce he'd seen the movie about fifty times. Ring you goddamn
phone/Get meajob! Get me an interview! He straightened the cushions
on the couch, and the photographs held taken in law schoal -- mainly of
Rachel on campus, or at the beach, or walking through the woods. He
remembered where he'd | eft the Verena Standish book: in the turret room,
and as hewent into it that nonsensical word HOUNFOUR in stresked red on
the cheap yellow paper. Should get someone in here and figure out how to
tear down the wall so we can open up that smal room there. Maybe just
takethe old dedgeto it -- if | could be sure there are no pipes or

intricate wiring systems back there.

Then he heard voices, coming from the areawhere hed covered over the
dumbwaiter.

Penny Dreadful and her dreadful guedts.

A woman, not Mrs. Deerfidd: "Well, | didn't notice anything different
about her. She seems common.”

"Keep your voice down, dear, and sheis quite specid.”

Ancther woman: "He chose her, after dl, hon, he opened her up to him,
you saw her face that day. you know."

"Asif that means anything, and that wasweeks ago. | remember atime
when he chose you, too, and see what's

comeof it. Andyou weren't terribly specid.”

"Don't remind me."

"Now don't put those down the sink, | told you --"

"you told me, you told me."

"Yes, well, | think you might listen for once. None of that for me,



thank you, no."

"l know I'm impatient but | just wish it would happen sooner. Then we
candl rest esser.”

"It'sthat divine justice thing he's got going, he wants her because
she'salink tothe past. It'sthat debt. Sometimes we must move
dowly to redlize the dream of, well, so much morethan just a
lifetime." She said thislast word with obvious disgust.

"No, too many caoriesfor me, right now, got to watch me riggerBah, but
the flesh isweak, so pass another one over, dear. Now, didn't | just
tell you not to put those down there.

I'll beforever cleaning them out..." A loud humming, a blender or some
machine, cut off the voices, Hugh was dmost disappointed.

Hoping hed hear something again from his downgtairsradio show, he
plopped down in the window sest, gave a cursory nod to the park -- its
trees were becoming adrained anemic green as the summer heat continued.
He picked up Diaries of an Innocent Age, found the dog-eared page he'd
left off on -- the part where Verena started to sound alittle looney

tunes about Draper House.

The good part.
From Diaries of an Innocent Age by Verena Standish:

| had not looked into the background of the children's governess as
thoroughly as|1 might have, but sheld come with good recommendations
from the Preston-Finches.

So good, infact, that Walter Preston-Finch called up to tell methat he
atributed his son Aaron's admission to Exeter directly to thiswoman's
ingruction, and everyonein New Y ork society knew Katherine
Preston-Finch (later to become the wife of author-adventurer Francis
Earhart) to be the very model of genteel comportment -- at the tender age
of sixteen -- our governess had everything to recommend her to the post.
Only after thetragedy did | learn of Miss Fields affair du coeur with
Water PrestonFinch and her subsequent nervous breakdown and suicide
attempt. | would not have expected it in such awell-educated woman.

| havefdt, a times, betrayed by the Preston-Finch family, whose
exdtation of thisextremely unba anced young woman contributed greatly
to the destruction of my happinessin life. But | redly blame mysdf,

and not merdly for hiring her without proper investigation of her past,

but for casting a cold eye upon my own children, and, | daresay, for
letting things within the house itsalf go unnoticed.

Emmiewasjust four when we moved in, and Jamestwo and a haiti Miss
Feldswas brought inimmediately, and | suppose her preoccupation with



the tarot cards should have derted me to a susceptible mind. But |
thought it al alark, then, agay pastime, Smilar to my own modest
interest in table-rappings. And | was so very involved in being the
Washington hogtess, the dinners and the parties among the political
cognoscenti, trying to help my dear Addison find hisway through the
diplomatic maze. When | remember those times | ache with regret -- how it
al means nothing to me now, how it wasthe folly of the times, how

little| truly care. for the eyesand ears of theworld when | now

think of dl I lost in the bargain, But Miss Fields seemed such aserene
presence. Shewasless than beautiful, dways an advantage for awoman
of no means and greet intelligence, for she offended no employer'swife
(or s0 it seemed to me at thetime). She did not seem to care awhir

for men or their opinions, except inasmuch asthey applied to Latin and
Greek and the questions of classical philosophy. In dress and manner
she was modest, shy and deferentia when in the presence of her
employers; yet on more than one occasion in thosefirst few years, | can
recal her chastisng Addison for his attempts to sabotage the

children's early education with his outlandish stories. And | thought,

at thetime, well and good for her, to stand up to my husband's periodic
foolishness. There was something very Quakefish about her, atendency
to plainnessin speech, dress, and habit. | thought her, those four

years she was with us, a sober and stabilizing presence, one that would
brook no nonsense, awoman who would build character in my blessed
angels. | do not remember her face, except in those last moments, and
then it was much changed. But she had an emptiness of expresson and a
rather remarkable way of reassuring whomever she encountered with that
emptiness. Thesewere purely social reassurances -- | suppose deference
isthe better term. One aways had the feding that Miss Fiedldswas

more clever than her station, but she had away of nodding and looking
down to the floor that allowed one some superiority. She struck me,
upon our first meeting, as someone who had no sense of hersdf. With
the recent popularity of Dr. Freud, we might call thisacrisis of
personality or identity. But Draper House solved that for her, inan

unspeskable way.

She found, in the house, an identity, and perhaps even ahusband, a

lover -- without that base connotation the word conjuresin these
pornographic times. A companion is perhaps a more suitable word -- she
found companionship in the house. But the house was, | bdlieve, evil

from itsfoundationsto itsroof, evil theway aguillotineis

inherently evil, theway a hangman's nooseisevil, theway asnakeis

evil.

What remained in Draper Housg, at any rate, wastheirrationd residue
of evil -- left perhaps by the origind owner, awoman of murky
reputation, or perhapsthe evil grew like afungus, from beneath the
house, in the damp-encrusted walls, until findly, the entire Sructure
wasin the clutches of something beyond knowing. My rdigious bdliefs
are (and have dways been) such that | alow there can be no flesh
without spirit, however, there may exist spirit without flesh. And the
natural law of spirit isto aways seek out and invade flesh in order to



carry out its benevolent, or in Miss Fields case, maevolent plan.

When | findly wastold the whole story of Miss Fields, how she had
attempted to take her own life at the Preston-Finch home, suddenly |
understood what thiswoman was looking for. Y es, on the surface, love,

in particular aman to love her. How vile Walter PrestonFinch seemsto
menow! How he must have seduced this poor love struck woman and then
abandoned her to thefates. And how crudl the fates had been to her!

What mugt it take to climb astaircase and tie alength of ropeto the

edge of abacony and legp off to swing by your neck until dead! And

how much more crud it must have seemed to be rescued, to ill live,

when al hope for the future was gone.

For, without knowing this story when Miss Fieldsfirst cameto live with
us, | couldn't seeit in her modest demeanor. How was| to know the
heart that lurked benegth the skin? She came to us without agod,
without afaith, with no hope, no sense of the judgment to come, no
promise of heaven when the weary toil had ended.

And in Draper House she found her god. Her savage god, agod of blood
and torture and cannibalism. | do not mean to say agod exists beyond
that which we cal God; for thiswould be heresy. But as| have
mentioned, there can be spirit, spirit without flesh, spirit seeking

flesh, spirit hungry for flesh, hungry to corrupt and destroy flesh.

And shefound it in the crib, not James crib, but the crib benesth the
house, the entrance to the back servant stairsleading to my dressing
table. The hungry spiritstouched her there, and through them she
understood her mission.

Was sheinsane? Thisiswhat we have been taught to believe. But who
teaches usthis? Yet more Godless people. Welivein aGodless age,

and so we look to our empty books and we see yet more emptiness. No
answers, just words. Wethink as arace we possess genius smply
because we affirm the unknowable: we say, there is nothing, nothing but
oursalvesin thisworld. And when we die, we become part of that

nothing. How easy it isto believe in nothing, to believe in empty

words, and empty worlds. So what does insanity meanto us? Itisjust
another empty word for something we can't understand, because we believe
innothing.

Miss Fieldswas not insane.

She was possessed.

Miss Fields murdered my children in cold blood.

But even cold blooded murderers have their reasons.

And | pray to God, every night | pray to God, that my children were dead
before that woman began devouring them.



We were gone, Addison and I, on our annua monthin New York. It was
cool at the Hudson River etate, and | would usually take the children
and governesswith us.

Although it ssems mongtrous now that | [eft them while they wereill, |
had, of late, become overwhelmed by other, more pressing matters.

Addison and | were having our difficulties. We decided between thetwo
of usto go up to the country without the children, at least for the

first week, and try to decide what we would do. Contrary to the popular
rumor of the time, divorce was never even considered. | had become a
foolish and vain woman, | am afraid to admit, and had begun hearing
voicesin the house with my coterie of spirituaist advisers. We

believed it haunted, although | now think that Draper House went beyond
being merely haunted. 1t was ahunting ground, | think, a place of such
hungry evil spirit that al formsof lifewereitsprey. If my friend

the Reverend Elijah Cahoun had told methat Hell itsdlf bordered that
house, it would not surprise me.

And if you, dear reader, witnessed the scene | beheld in August of that
year, you, too, would know the insatiable hunger of that place.

We had been gone three weeks with neither aword from my children nor
from their governess. | grew worried.

Addison contacted the authoritiesin Washington, but the delay wastoo
much. My husband and | exchanged words.

In the heet of that argument, | Ieft him, and journeyed doneto
Washington. Indeed, | discovered that Miss Fields had spoken to the
city police. Shetold them the children were taken to bed with afever
and that she had aready sent word to me. In the carriage from the
train station, | experienced a presentiment of what wasto come: we
passed an alley, stopping at astreet corner, and | watched helplesdy
asapack of houndsran down adefenselesscat. Their jaws glistened
with the feline's blood as they tossed its flesh and yellow fur about.

And there was something insde me that warned me from this, something
that made meresist entering my own house é first.

Draper House.

| rushed upgtairs, expecting the wordt: that my children were degthly
ill, and that Miss Fields was unaware of the danger their liveswere
in.

But what | beheld was beyond imagining.
I will not even write here the vile, unspeakable words she wrote across

thewalswith their blood, and | dare not remember too clearly my
angels ravaged bodies.



Skinned, and dressed the way abruta hunter might two felled deer,
hanging asif in amestpacking house. She had tiedthemup ona
crossbar of bamboo, and strung them aong the shuttered window in my
vanity.

But Miss Fidds hersdlf, ingpired with the spirit of the house, had even
begun disemboweling hersdlf. Later, although Addison tried to keep
things from me, | learned that Miss Fields had choked to death on the
fingersof her own left hand, which, at the moment they werethrustin
the back of her throat, were no longer attached to her body.

| dare not commit to paper the shock | felt. But | did not faint, | did
not giveinto frailty immediatdy. Instead, my mind took over,
shutting itself down like amachine that has becometoo hot. Thisis
the way in which the medica community hasexplained it to me.

It was not until ten yearslater that | was ableto live in the norma
world again, ten years of Foxmeadow, aspafor gented ladieslike
myself, women of culture and character who had falen off the edge of
theflat world of sanity.

| would never, of course, return to that house, or even to that city. |
could not bear it. Yet the house still will not let mego. | carry it
within thisweak-vesseled form, and al that isthat houseis here with
meeven as| writethis.

| have moments of wondering if, a every corner, | will not behold that
gght once again.

Thetdephonewasringing. Not redly aring: these new phones seemed
to produce an inhuman trilling that Hugh found painful to hear. Whatever
happened to the good old-fashioned bbrrring! of aphone? Hugh had just
begun getting into the book, sinking into the rhythm of the prose.

Finaly, Verena Standish was getting interesting, if abit ghoulish. He
amost resented thisnew intrusve noise. But maybeit'll be about a
job.

He sprinted to the kitchen and caught the receiver by the fourth ring,
juggling it to within an inch of dropping the whole contraption on the
linoleum. Hugh cleared histhroat, he wanted to sound professond. His
voice came out an unnaturaly deep baritone. "Hello?"

But it was Penny Dreadful from downgtairs. "Sorry to bother you, dear,
but I'm having abit of trouble with me garbage disposa and | was
wondering what | should -- | have aplumber | can cal, but | thought |
should check with you fird..."

Hugh sghed. Thiswasthe problem with being alandlord.



"Oh, what's the trouble with it?"

"Ghastly noises, like someone choking on eggshdls-—-it just spits
whatever | place down itsgullet back up in meface.

The cockney affectationin Mrs. Deerfield's voice was a dead giveaway
asto her state of being: sauced to the gills. He was about to tell her

to go ahead and call the plumber and then stick the bill in his mailbox.
But curiosity about the downstairs gpartment got the better of him.

"I'll bedowninasec."

Mrs. Deerfield greeted him at the door in apink silk pgamas-type
outfit, smudges of sky-blue eye shadow benegath her brows, fuchsa
lipstick smeared across her mouth; al framed by a sort of pink tint to
her cotton-candy-white puff of hair--she'd had it curled since helast
saw her. Shefanned her handsin front of hisface, and he caught the
strong odor of beer (makes methirsty. Her fingernails werelong and
painted green, with what looked like small gold astrologica symbols
glued to them. Sheintroduced her two lady friends quickly, durring
her syllablestogether. "Annie, Betty, Hugh. Wereal abit legless

a themoment.” Mrs. Deerfield giggled mischievoudy. "'l wasmissing
my Ramona, and we held alittle sance and she meowed through dear old
Annie. Thelogica thing to do was have apint or two."

"It was embarrassing, hon," one of thewomen said. "I just started
making these noises and | suddenly wanted to catch amouse or something.
Spiritsarelikethat."

The third woman remained slent; she glanced down at thefloor: These
must be the weird sisters Rachel had gone on about that first night in
thehouse. "They'reredly queer, Hugh," shed said, "and they kind of
scared me, and you know how easily | can spook mysalf without outside
help. They say they contact spirits. "Hugh sniffed the heavy air in

the gpartment.

The only spirits he noticed as he headed back to the kitchen were the
empty bottles of John Courage ale sitting on top of acard table. The
third woman, the blonde named Betty, was tapping the toe of her right
foot rather nervoudy, and he looked benegath the table, to the area
where she cast her glance: the outline of atrapdoor.

Thecrib. "I just read about that." He pointed to the trapdoor. It fit

the exact dimensions of the card table aboveit. What had Verenasaid
about it? It'saquirk of the architect, or something? Now, Hugh, try

to sound knowledgeable in front of the weird Ssters -- and this might not
be the right group to tell about the governess who ate kiddos for

dinner.

"It'san architectura oddity.”

"Dear?' Mrs. Deerfidld was over a the sink, turning the garbage



disposa on and off rapidly.

"Oh, it's this book I've got about the house -- apparently, there's some
kind of passage -- dairs| guess, though there's not much room for
them -- underneath there that continues up to the second floor -- next to
the dumbwaiter. Althoughit'skind of nutty, isn't it? | mean, why

build it like that, when you could just makeit like anorma staircase?
But evidently, the guy who planned this house wasinto weirdness."

"Julian Marlowe wasamadman,” Mrs. Deerfidd stated unequivocally.
"But everything in its place and a place for everything, isn't thet

right, dear? Perhapsit wasawine cellar of sorts, dear. it'srather

cool there, even in thisweather, and it kegps me jams and picklesfrom
boiling. But about the disposdl...."

"Oh, right, well, there's atrick to that -- anybody got a broom handle?!

"Asamatter-afact --" Mrs. Deerfield went to get the broom from behind
the back door. She handed it to him as he approached the kitchen sink.

"you just poke it around like this, sort of spinning the doohickeys down
there." AsHugh spoke, the women laughed, and Hugh, when he had gotten
the garbage disposal going, accepted a bottle of dark e from them. He
sppedit dowly. It wasice cold and froze the back of histhroat. "

better get back upstairs.”

"If you mugt, but it is nice to have aman around the house -- don't you
agree, ladies?' They giggled their agreement, athough the one called
Annie seemed to be laughing at some other joke entirdly. Mrs. Deerfield
said, "But you both've been avoiding me, and | want you to tell your
sweet wifethat it wasjust an accident, after dl, | know you didn't

mean to kill Ramona, accidents do happen. Theworld isn't a perfect
place”

AsHugh |eft her gpartment, heinvited her to the housewarming party,
and her friends, dso. But there was something going through hismind
as he thought about how the cat had died: there are no accidents. He
was getting drunk.

off one damn beer, too, but Lordy it was strong. He almost tripped up
the stairs, but there are no accidents, Scout, take alesson. Not a

fucking accident from birth to death. There'sameaning and areason for
everything. Just like my good friend Verena Standish says, that cold
blooded murderers have their reasons, too. Likethe old Man and

my first wife -- now that car wreck was no accident, it may have been a
drunk driver, but the old Man probably made good and sure they were
graddling the whiteline, I'm willing to put some money where my mouth
is, and his mouth felt dry and scratchy. He knew that he would go out
somewhere and maybe have another beer or two. Likethat cat in the car,
aure, it looked like an accident, but nope, it must've been a

sgn -- like that omen Penny Dreadful had when we moved in, the way her



cat barfed hairbals-- just like I'm alawyer, it was no accident, it was
red life. | had been raised to go to lawyer college, he chuckled, o
did as| wastold until the fucking lie got to be too much, whichis
right now, whichis, helooked at hiswatch, which is2:30, whichis
Miller time,

Hugh Adair felt in his pocket for hiswallet, and then turned back down

the stairsto go out into the sultry day and find himself abar stool

and knock back a couple of brewskies. There was something, something held
told Rachel that morning, but he couldn't quite put hisfinger oniit,

some thing about aleaf, and as he stepped outside to the sweltering

afternoon, the front sdewalk was littered with dead leavesfrom a

gingko treethat did not havelong to liveitsalf.

Yeah, that it, anew leaf Something about anew leaf But he continued
on through the park to the shortcut to Nineteenth Street, trying to
forget hisunbearable thirst.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHILDREN IN THE PARK

When Rachd findly got Sassy ontheline, shesad, "'l want to thank
you persondly for scaring the be-jesus out of me. | have a couple of
your photocopies herein my purseand | can't tell you how entertaining
itistoknow I livein achamber of horrors."

Sassy snorted alaugh on the other end of theline. "1've even found
another article or two. that place is some kind of magnet for lunatics.
you and Hugh are just two of the recent ones. Makes much more
interesting reading than mogt of this home shit I've got to research.”

"Y eah, well, do me afavor, Sass, and don't spread that stuff around at
the party.”

"My lipsare seded. you al prepared?
"Hardly, and I've got ashitload of work, | got yelled at by aclient
who | know for afact isguilty and -- yikes! It'sfour, | want to get

out of here so | can get some shopping done before Larimersis swamped
with yuppies™

"Can | bring anything tomorrow?"

"Y our ass, now gottago. Bye."

"Bye"

Rachel had to run to the bank, which she'd forgotten to do earlier in

theweek. She'd barely done any shopping for the housewarming
party -- time seemed to be rushing by this week, between the briefs she



had to prepare, and her mother caling at work to see how she was doing.
("It'sjust that it's been aweek since you called, and that always

means you're kegping something from me," mom had said, and Rachel
wondered if her mother were clairvoyant: Rachd's mind, when not in
gear, went to the thought of the baby she might be carrying. But I'm

not going to jinx thisand blab it until we're both awaysaongin

gedtation. ) Rachel broke down on the phone and invited her mother to
the housawarming party when her mother kept needling her about seeing
the house.

But the sphere (Don't call it ababy yet, if you cal it ababy, Scout,

you'll loseit, it'll drop out of you and onceit's out you can't put it

back) was on her mind through al of it: work, play, rushing as she was

to the bank, waiting in line at the automatic teller machine. Her

blouse was soaked with swest; the back of her neck wasitchy; her
pantyhose was like heavy fur -- why the hell are you wearing hosein the
middle of summer anyway? Do you think any of your colleagues are going
to careif your legs are once again pa e and knobby?

Theline at the bank was long -- everyone ahead of her seemed to movein
dow motion, making deposits and withdrawals, not writing their checks
out until they were right up to the machine, inserting their bank cards
thewrong way. She dropped the cash into her purse, wrapping it with a
few of the articles Sassy had messengered over earlier in the week. |
haven't thrown these out yet? Larimers Market was aready packed with
shoppers. Rachel did her best to squeeze between people to get to the
produce, and then there was another line at the deli counter. She

glanced a her watch: 6:15.

Shewasjust crossing Winthrop Park with her armsfull of grocerieswhen
the street lamps flickered on. Children, like playful lost shadows, ran
across the thin grass after one another, ducking behind the bushes,
leaping over each other's backs, playing tag and hide-and-go-seek near
the playground. A littlegirl inapink party frock sat crying on the

swing set -- astreet lamp spotlighted her. Rachel had seen her before,
playing with aboy out in the alley one weekend day. Rachel thought she
was both the most beautiful child she'd ever seen, and the saddest.
Rachel's arms ached from carrying the groceries, the headache seemed to
be kicking in again, and she was getting amild, distant pain in her
stomach. you be okay, 'sphere, we don't want anything happening to you,
we're going to do this pregnancy right. Shewent over to thelittle

girl, setting the grocery bags down in the dirt, her purse propped

between them.

"Hello. What'syour name?' Rachd asked, sitting down into the curve of
the swing next to the girl.

Thegirl, who was probably no more than eight years old, eyed her
suspicioudy. Her eyeswerered from crying. She had wispy brown hair
tied back with ared velvet ribbon; her face was empty asif shewere

all cried out. Her eyeswere pae green like limabeans. "Puddn'tame,



ask meagainand I'll tdl you the same.”

Rachel felt pressure on her back, and then she was swinging upwards,
down again, skidding her shoesinto thedirt to stop. A smal boy ran
out from behind her. "Hal" he shouted. "I pushed you!"

"He's Jamie and hes my brother,” the girl said. "And he'sawicked
little boy, too. Hemade mecry."

"And helsastrong little boy, too. Jamie, isyour mommy here?!

The boy, Jamie, smiled. "I stepped on a crack and broke her back." He
garted rummaging through her groceries.

"No you don't." Rachel caught him by the arm and pulled him backwards,
lifting him up on her knee. Solight, likelifting apillow.

"Naughty, naughty boy," the girl said.
"Where'syour home?' Rachel asked.
The boy giggled, made asnarling noise, then giggled again.

Thelittle girl pointed across the darkening park. "Theonein

Draper House. Mrs. Dearfidd'slightswereoff. Their floor, the
second, was brightly lit up. Hugh'shome. | hope he got ajob, oh
please, just any old job. "But that's my home. Areyou friends of Mrs.
Deafidds?’

Thegirl shrugged. "We haven't been out to play in forever."

Jamie, now gitting sturdily against Rachd's knees, kicking hisfeet up
and down, farted. He pinched down on his nose with hisright hand,
fanning theair with hisleft. "I havethis secret,” he said.

"Isit asecret secret, or atelling secret?!

Hegiggled. "it's something you know. It's about babies."

The girl reached across with her right hand and gave him aresounding
dap onthe cheek. "youwicked boy! If youtdl | will tel. Onyou."

The boy rubbed the side of hisface. "I know how babies are made." He
leapt from Rachd'slap, crouching down in front of her, writing with
hisfingersinthedirt.

"God makesthem. Isyour mommy somewhere here?!

"No maam. A man'sgot to fuck awoman with hisprick head. Inthe



place where she makes wee-wee."

In Rachd's head, adrumming pain, no migraine, no migraine,” in her
stomach, aspasm. She gasped asif for air.

Rachd turned to the girl. "Isyour mommy in the park?'

Thegirl shrugged her shoulders. She began swinging back and forth. The
chain clanked against the swing-set bar. "He knows he's not supposed to
say thesethings."

Jamie kept hishead down, hisfingers scratching inthedust. "He
gticksit in and then goes to the bathroom inside her and that makes the

beby."

Pain along ribs, down to ssomach, sde stitches. Be safe, sphere, be
safe.

Thelittle girl scowled. "Wicked boy."

"It'strue!’ And then the baby crawls out of her cunny.

Only ifit'sal done. If it'snot al done, it hasto crawl back in.

What do you suppose would happen if the half-done baby couldn't find his
mother's cunny again? | supposeit would find one eventually. Teacher
saysoneisvery much like another.”

The pain was subsiding, like summer thunder, becoming more distant every
few seconds. "that's very bad language for such a nice young boy to be

using.

"you're not supposed to tell." Thelittle girl ood up, pushing the
swing away from her. "you're abad wicked boy and bad wicked boys get
cooked and eaten likein Hansel and Gretdl if they don't watch out!"

"Cunny, cunny, cunny!" Jamie screamed at the top of hislungs, lesping
up likeafrog from the dirt and running off, out from under the street
lamp, through the darkness, hooting like an owl ashewent. Hissster
took off after him, crying, "Wicked, wicked bad boy! Shell get you,
shell get you and turn you into gingerbread!”

Rachel leaned forward in the swing, wondering if she redlly wanted to
have children after dl. But minewill be different because they'll be
mine. She bent down, lifting the bags, diding her purse up under her
arm, expecting aherniaat any moment.

She saw what the boy had been drawing in the dirt: aclumsily sketched
penis entering ahairy circle which must've represented a vaging, and
beyond that, astick figure wearing atop hat.

Beneath this crude diagram, aword:



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
THE THING IN THEWALLS

Hugh only caught the barest glimpse of thething. Likewatching atrain
heading into atunnd, like the echo of aflashbulb, or afirefly

glowing for afraction of asecond at twilight and then vanishing. Just
apure whitenessin that dark hole -- then gone. Hed made aholein the
wall, at first just by tugging at the cheap walpaper, and then at the

paper beneath that. Therewasasmall dent there, asif someone had
poked at thewall, and he found that if he pressed there with his

fingers, the plaster came off. Bad workmanship. He pushed alittle
harder. A chunk of plaster came off in hishand. Thewall had been
chesply constructed. Hetook ascrewdriver and pried some more away and
peered into the dark room and saw something white.

It's‘cause I'm drunk. | am rip-roaring drunk. These were Hugh'sfirst
thoughts on seeing the thing, the white motion, the blur of movement.
But hewas not that drunk, he knew it. It had only been two beers;
well, three. Or maybe | drank more without redlizing it? Maybe |
knocked back afew six-packs, and now | just don't remember any of them
beyond thefirgt two, that would explain seeing thisthing. This
something in the crack inthewall of the vanity, something that could

not beasmal anima shaved of its hair, could not just be arat

covered with white dust, Hugh knew that in dark cavestherelived
creatures of trangparent whitejelly, blind and glowing; he knew that
underground streams throbbed with life that was so different from the
daylight world asto bedien, but this... What had lived inthe

shadows of this dark room and fed upon roaches and mice, what wasit
that had just crawled back into its smal cave within this vanity within
thishouse?

| must be blindfucking drunk.
A hdlucindtion like thiswaswheat drinking was al abot.

Now, if 1'd dropped acid | could |abel it abad flashback and be done
withit. What should | cdl it?

He shuddered. Hisshirt caught under hisarmpits, down his back, at his
chest: hewas sweating. He could smell the sourness of his own bresth.
Hisright hand held achunk of plaster from the vanity wall; it crumbled

as hishand became afist. The hand even seemed alien, it seemed too
whiteto be his, the hair on his knuckles and the back of hishand

seemed too blond, he saw scales crossing each other like lizard highways
across hisfingers. Plagter dust settled across hisfingernails. He

opened and closed hisfist dowly, turning his palm upward. Drunk,
drunk. drunk.

The house smelled differently, a subtle change, like an odor from
childhood remembered yearslater. Whereit had smelled like nothing to



him, empty, it now smeled inhabited.

He would probably find dead rodents behind the wall, he would no doubt
discover anest of mice, dl white, and that would be the smell, and the
mother mouse would be that thing he'd seen.

No mouse.
God, why had its face seemed so human?

Hugh hid seenitseyes before. Therewereeyes. It had eyes. The
white thing that drew back into the darkness had eyes.

Hugh opened and closed hisfigt. It wasatechniquefor relaxation hed
learned to develop from avery early age. Hewould pretend (Let's
Pretend Let's Pretend, it'sal pretend) that with each fist hewas
throwing away hisanger, hisfrustration, the way amagician makesa
coin disgppear, but not up hisdeeve, but out, out into the vanishing
world.

Thething | saw had eyes.

He was drunk, that was enough, he could ded well with being drunk
because it meant he was under the influence.

Like Draper House. itsdlf, influenced, beyond the control of natura

forces, like being drunk. Hisfist opened and closed and opened and
closed.

Pdeblueeyes.
Asif milky cataracts had grown over them.

Just adrunken flashback. No eyes, thewild thing had no eyes, | was
flashing back.

Fashback to Hugh, achild, standing before hisfather.
"Look meintheeyes, boy."

Hugh could barely remember amoment in hislife when he had not felt
thisway: achild, not sure of what held done, waiting for punishment
that could comein any form. But theworst being what hisfather had
doneto him then.

"Look mein the eyes, boy," the Old Man said, and al Hugh could see of
hisfather were his eyes, like pools of blue-curdled milk, red lines
circling the outer whiteness. "you want to play gameswhen | have
guests, perhaps you should play hide-and-seek.”

Those eyes.



"But it was Ted who --" Hugh began. He stood there, barely four feet
tal, hisfist denching and unclenching, making hisanger vanishinto
thinar.

"Hide-and-seek, boy." The Old Man opened the doorsto the coat closet.
Why did its depths seem so scary? Nothing init but old coats and
umbrellas, scarysfluttering across Hugh's face as his father pressed
himintoit.

"But | didn't do anything”

The Old Man's eyes burned in his memory, in the darkness at the back of
his head where Hugh shut the wild nightmare things out of hismind,
where his anger went when it vanished, where it waited there, lurking.
Those eyes.

"you saw something, boy."

The closet doors closed on him.

A lock clicked in place.

Hisfist hurt because he couldn't undo it, he couldn't flatten hishand
out, he couldn't make his anger disappesr.

"l only saw alady."

Hisfather laughed from the other side of the door. "you saw nothing,
boy, nothing. And when you're ready to tdll the truth, about seeing
nothing, I'll let you out. Until then, you just Sit there and think

about making thingsup. Pretending isbad, boy, it hurts people.”

Hugh could not open hisfigt; the harder hetried, the more his
fingernalls cut into the palm of hishand.

Hisfather's blue eyes burning holes like twin blue-hot pokers pushing
through hisbrain.

"Nothing, | saw nothing."

Hesad it for three hoursin the musty darkness of the front hall

closet before hisfather findly let him out. And when he came out his
fist was unclenched and he had made his anger vanish into thin air.
"Nothing," the grown-up Hugh said to the opening to the vanity.

But the thing held seen there, the thing that vanished into the murk and

dust, had looked like awhite clenched fist with the Old Man's blue eyes
buried deep initsrippling knuckles.



The vanity wasitselfaclosed figt, and as Hugh went to get his other
toals, he knew if he opened it up, whatever was inside them would no
longer exig.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SX
OPENING THE VANITY
Rachel heard the crashing down the hall before she saw him.

"My God! What'sal theracket?' She plopped the grocery bags on the
sideboard and rushed to the turret room.

Thewaled-in vanity was partidly torn into -- itsragged wall only came
up as high as Hugh's chest.

He was covered with dust, hisback to her. Wearing only hisboxers, his
shoulders and back musclesflexing as he tore a piece of the drywall out
with acrowbar. Then he hooked the bar back into the space held aready
brought down; he pulled against thewall. Motes of dust floated aong

the hallway. Hetossed the crowbar to the floor, picked up his
dedgehammer and hefted it from hisright hand to his|eft.

"What isdl this?'

He turned, acknowledged her presence with anod, and then returned his
attention to the vanity, put his back into hiswork, damming the hammer
againg the lower haf of thewall that remained. It took the blow

hard, crumbling and flying wildly inward. He set the hammer down, again
lifting the crowbar. He began gnawing at the rubble with the bar.

Thefloor around him was strewn with his shirt and dacks and dust and
hammers and screwdrivers, bits of thewall, chips of wood. "I'm --" he
grunted, "-- just opening this--"

"I know what you're doing, but what the fuck are you doing, Hugh? Were
entertaining tomorrow night and you're making amess of everything?'

He dropped the crowbar, narrowly missing histoes. Itsmetalic crash
echoed down the hall. Sinking to the floor, he covered his head with
hishands. "Thought | heard something back there, like arat.” When he
glanced up from between hisfingers, she could see that hed been
crying. "l wasjust trying to help, Jesus, Scout, every timel try to
help..." Hesdrunk.

Beer bottles on thefloor, lined up negtly just insde the turret room.

"God, | need acigarettel” She turned her purse upside down, dumping its
contents out on the dining room table -- combs, keys, date book, address
book, spare Tampax, ahalf-eaten roll of Rolaids, Kleenex (both new and
used), coinsrolled along the table, bouncing over theedge. Findly,



her walet fell out like abrick, while tobacco bits spun around in the

ar -- and onelone, crumbling cigarette finaly dropped on top of the
pile. It wasthe sorriest excuse for a cigarette she had ever seen. But
for that moment, when shefdt like her lungs were no longer responding
to oxygen, when she thought of the lousy day she'd had, and the equally
crappy evening shewas letting hersdf infor, it looked likethe

largest cigarette in the history of the tobacco industry.

Like ahungry anima, she grabbed for it and put it between her lips.

Hugh followed her out, pulling up achair a thetable. He sat down
carefully. "1 decided I'd had enough. Not just the room -- the vanity. |
was out walking around -- and okay, drinking -- but it was all boiling
ingde me, Scout, dl this garbage insde me, always pretending that |
have to do theright thing, but the right thing, well, sometimesit's

not theright thing. So | come back, and | remember something that my
old friend Verenawrote, something about this room, something that
happened in here, long time ago, and | think | hear something in there,
maybe arat or something, and | start hammering at it, just hammering at
thewadll, and it fedsgood, you know, to just finaly be picking
something up with my own two hands and just doing it, not talking about
doing it or studying how to do it or asking permission to do it or

having the Old Man tell me I've got to do it, but just doing it. | make
acrack inthewall, and then | can't stop and | take the back of the
hammer and pry away, and it's a pretty weak wall, Scout, and then | get
some other tools and start going at it. | can't stop. 1'd had enough,

you know, enough of everything, and that wall just needed to come down.”

Hugh's voice was bardly awhisper, and sheld expected him to look away,
his eyes downcast (the way she knew she would ook if shewerein his
shoes), but no such luck: he looked at her steadily. He was drunk -- she
could smdll that part of him, and he knew she knew he was drunk. He
didn't seem to care about hiding that, "He'd just had... enough.”

"you've had enough? you've had enough? you're so full of shit, Hugh,
your eyes are turning brown." She knew him inside and out, she knew his
smdll, hisskin, she knew hismoles, for God sakes, she knew his scars,
he had no mystery.

that was a problem after al -- she knew him too well. Hiseyeswerent
turning brown, they remained so fucking true blue she wanted to raise
her hands up like claws and scratch them out for turning her into such a
witch. Hewasright out front like the marble blue of his eyes, they
were clear lakes through which you could see right to the bottom.

"What the hdll is hgppening here?' She dmost laughed when she said
that, but was afraid to because she knew she would sound like awitch
and shewas not going to let him turn her into one.

"I don't know," Hugh said, and seemed to mean it. He reached into the
shambles of her purse and brought out a book of matches. He struck a



match and lifted it up to her disintegrated cigarette. Sheld forgotten
about the cigarette between her lips. She plucked it out of her mouth
and dropped it on the table. Hugh blew the match out. "I've been
thinking about what | want to be when | grow up. Or | guess| should
say when | sober up.”

Later, Rachel would remember what she was thinking at the point when he
lowered the boom, when the shit hit the fan, when thefat lady sang: she
was thinking about the fact that there was cash missing from her purse,

to the tune of about ahundred dollars. It waslike aflash of

lightning illuminating an entire landscape. She glanced away from Hugh,
looking distractedly down at the junk that had fallen from her purse.

Idly, she took inventory while Hugh began talking about growing up,
finaly taking respongbility for hisactions. Her wallet, matches, her
Tampax, the bottle of Nuprin, the loose change...

But where were Sassy's newspaper articles she'd folded up? Shewas sure
sheld stuck them in her usua doppy manner into the underworld of her
purse.

And the money.

Sheld stuck the money inside the articles, too lazy to reach down and
dig up her wallet at the very bottom of her purse. It was obvious. that
horriblelittle boy rifling through the groceries while she turned to
spesk to hissigter.

He had gotten into her purse and taken the money.

The money and the newspaper articles -- probably just grabbed whatever
paper there was and ran. How had she missed seeing it?

Rachd, feding pale and stupid, was just about to mention getting
mugged by a preteen when Hugh dropped the bomb.

"...And | redlized, Scout, that | never wanted to be alawyer. And |
don't intend to become one."

She had to get out for some fresh air, get out for awalk, get away from
him. Not be alawyer? But he was supposed to want to be alawyer, it
was what they'd planned for. it waswhat they had decided he would
do. It wasdark out, but she followed the street lights down Hammer
Street to Connecticut Avenue, and then turned left, towards DuPont
Circle. 1t was crowded with young people out walking, busy, happy,
productive.

Let's Pretend Scout, that you're the mommy and I'm the daddy and we
have awhole mess of kiddos, agoddamn acre of kiddos, and I'm coming
home from work and you're fixing dinner, and the kiddos are fighting,

and some of them are crying and one learned to walk, and the TV's
blasting "Wonder Woman" reruns, so | say, kiddos, it'stimewe got usa



baby ditter so your mommy and daddy can have an evening out, and you
throw your coat on -- it'swinter -- and | cal the girl down the block
who'sfreeto st for afew hours...

Rache tried to block the voices from her head, al the words held said

to her when they would liein his bed, before they went and got married

and fucked it al up. Let's Pretend, Scout, you're the mommy and I'm

the daddy and we have awhole mess of kiddos, and we're tucking them into
bed and you're reading them the story about Daniel in the lions den,

and | tickle their toes and the youngest begins crying from the

nursery...

She passed coupleswalking arm in arm up Connecticut Avenue on their
waysto dinner, the movies, normd life.

Teenaged boys skateboarding downhill, their T-shirts wrapped around
their waists, trying to impress the young girlswho sat at the bus stop.
Thegirls giggled and pointed and whispered one to the other; the boys
like young roosters strutting circles around them, pretending not to be
interested. Pretending.

Let's Pretend, Hugh, that we're both in love, because we both want to be
inloveredly badly, we both need alittle stability in our lives, we

both need family -- daddy gone off and died on me, Hugh, and so did your
first wife and your mother and your dad's never redly been there, and

we can make some kiddos between the two of us, we can have an acre of
kiddos, and we can have love, because it makes the world go 'round,
right? Not money, not work, not housing, not surviving, but love.

A light rain of dust swept across her face as she crossed Connecticut
Avenue at R Street. Thewalk signal became ared pulsing hand palm, she
amost missed thelight. The drugstore was till open -- it was after

8:30, but she wasn't sure of the exact time.

"Marlboro Lights," shetold the man behind the counter.

Fedling just as she had when shed smoked in the girls roomin high
school, Rachel guiltily lit the cigarette. Shewatched itsburning
orangetip as she walked halfway down the block at R Street and sat on
some cold concrete steps. She remembered the cigarette smell of her
father, how shewould st on hislap and smell his Camels, the bay rum
cologne, the starch of hisshirts. And then, when he was dying, that
smell of tobacco clinging to hissalow skin.

But my baby, my sphere, | can't do thistoyou, | can't. . .

Rachel clutched her somach--a sudden sharp pain shot through her, the
musclesfdt sore asif sheld been coughing.

Then no pain, other than a pounding headache raging behind her eyes. The
baby-sphere inside her had become such a secret that she was afraid to



tell too many people about it because they might convince her it wasn't
there, Even Hugh would try to convince her of that.

A man said, "you dl right, miss?' She looked up to see ayoung man
walking with hisboyfriend, their handsinterlocked.

Shenodded. "Yes... thank you."
The couple walked on.

Let's Pretend, Hugh, let's fucking pretend that love is something regl
that lasts, that doesn't miscarry before thetermis up.

Rachel stubbed the cigarette out onto the steps. She said aoud: "Thank
God for you, sphere, thank God I've got you." She patted her ssomach,
wondering if she would be gaining as much weight as shed begun to the
last time she was pregnant, After afew moments, she got up and waked
back towards the drugstore, to the phones outsdeit. She scavenged
through her pursefor loose change.

Over the phone, shetold Sassy, "So | just walked out. | waslivid. And
I'm till livid. | fed like everything hestold me hasbeen alie,

and on top of that some damn kid picked my pocket. 1'd amost be happy
if hewas having an affair or something norma, but no, he'sgot to go

have afucking identity crissthe same day hetellsmeheésgoing to

get hisactingear. Hdl of aday, Sassy, hell of aday. It'smy

house and | l&ft it, but Jesus, that man's driving me crazy. And | was

even going to tell him, too, about the, you know, the baby."

"Retch -- you've seen your doctor?'

"No, but | know. "Rached was on the verge of sobbing; she hiccuped her
tears back. She was not going to break down at the corner of R and
Connecticut with dl these happy goddamn couples roaming the Streets
with their adolescent digplays of affection. "I don't know why | love

him, | redly don't."

Slence ontheline. Come on, Sassy, say something to make mefed
better.

"Kick himout."
"Huh?'

"Kick himout. Itisyour house and you don't want him there. So go
ahead and throw the bum out.”

"that'scold. | didn't say | didn't want him -- | couldn't do that. He
needs me. He wouldn't know what to do --"

"He doesn't need you, Retch. Have you ever considered that maybe he



would land on his own two feet if you weren't there to catch him every
timehefd!?'

Rachel covered the receiver with the palm of her hand.

She glared increduloudly at the phone. Shelet her gaze wander to the
etched graffiti on thewall (For agood timecdl o...), to the people
lining up for the 9:30 movie & the thegter, to the Red Top cab which
had pulled over and parked beside the drugstore. The cab driver was
reading amagazine. Rachd heard the static and squedl of voicesfrom
hisradio.

Sassy sad nothing.
Rachel uncovered thereceiver. "Wadll, listen, | better go."

"Retch, comeon. I'mjust playing devil's advocate here.

I've known Hugh just about aslong as you have, maybe not aswdll, but |
know one thing about him. He can be agood team player, but not when he
has to outperform someone else. He shrivels. And you ever notice that
when you talk about the two of you, you dways say, 'I'm doing this or
'he'sdoing this," but never ‘we're doing this? you're like separate

entities. Not ateam. Don't get mad at mefor saying this, Retch,

becauseif you weren't my best friend | wouldn't risk telling you. But

you asked, and I've got to be honest.”

"Thank you, Dr. Joyce Brothers,” Rachel said, sniffing.
"Yeah, well, you're just plain wrong. Hugh and | -- we -- don't compete.
Jesus, |'ve been afucking earth mother for him and --"

"you're supposed to be lawyers, but you're the one who passes the bar,
you're the one with the big job, you're the one with the direction and
thedrive--"

"-- And we don't even compete, either, not redlly, asit turns out,
because he's not even interested in law, so there, and God | need a
cigarettel And what kind of supportivefriend are you, anyway? If this
were reversed, believe you me, the last thing I'd do istell you what |
redly think, noway. What I'd tell you isthat everything'sgoing to

be okay, it all comesout in thewash. | don't need friends who kick me
when I'm down."

"Okay, Retch, youwin. Everything'sgoing to be okay. It al comesout
inthewash."

"Fuck you. Everything I'm hearing today is such complete bullshit.”
But Sassy had hung up before Rachel had the"fuck you" out of her mouth.

God, Mrs. Adair, you've got the maturity of atwo year old -- what kind
of mother are you going to make?



Sheredided Sassy'snumber. It rang ninetimes. "Pick up the phone,
pick up the phone, pick up the phone," Rachel chanted under her bregth.
She sghed with frustration, hanging up.

She recycled the quarter into the phone dat, trying to remember Ted's
number (last digits 46 or 48, well, here goes nothing), then dided it.

"Lo?" The voicewas so much like Hugh's that Rachel dmost thought shel'd
misdialed and gotten her own home.

"Ted? ThisisRachd."

"Rach, where areyou? | hear strange noises.”

"Traffic. I'mout and about. Isthisabad timeto cal?"

"Asgood asany. What'sup?'

"Well, werefindly throwing that housewarming party thisweekend. |

was wondering -- | know it'sjust tomorrow night -- but if you -- I'd like you
to come."

"Why do | get the feding that my better hdf isn't in onthis?'

"Oh, Ted, please come." She didn't mean to, but somehow the sadness she
wasfeding insde dipped out in her voice. Sadness and desperation.

"I don't know if | should, but not for the reason you're probably
thinking. The Old Man'stold me some weird stuff about your house.”

Was hejoking? Shecouldn't tell. Hisvoicewasdightly jittery.

"Oh, not you, too, Ted. I've gotten adose of that -- ghosts and goblins
and bumpsinthenight.”

"Something dong thoselines. you dl right? you sound...”

"Just alittlewinded. Beenjogging.” God, youreaterrificliar,
Scout. "The party's seven-thirtyish. Saturday. you'll come? Please?'

"l shouldnt.”
"Because of Hugh."
"One reason among many."

"Tdl youwhat: don't make up your mind thisingtant. I'minvitingyou
last minute, so, well, you can decide to come last minute, too."

"Oh. Wdll. Listen, | better go. I've been sort of caring for the Old
Man, and | think | hear him bresking thingsin the bathroom.”



"Heésthere? Issomething wr -- Ishedl right?"
"Wl as can be expected. But welll talk.”
"Saturday night?*

"l antsayin'yes, and | an't sayin' no, I'mjust sayin' maybe. Take
care," he said, hanging up the phone.

Walking back home, drained of emotion, wondering what she would say to
Hugh when she went to bed (hoping he was adegp), Rachd made a mental
lig:

People | have dienated from my life by age 28:

1) My husband

2) My best friend

3) Probably the lady downstairsfor killing her cat. Oh, daddy, you'd
know what to tell me, you aways had good advice, you could put things
right.

Something twisted in her gut, like a case of diarrheacoming on. She
hurried up Connecticut Avenue; as she went shetold the sphere that must
be growing inside her that everything was going to come out in the wash.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE OLD MAN TAKES A SHOWER

When he hung up the phone, Ted hurried down the hall to the bathroom
where he'd heard the smashing of glass. The bathroom door was |locked;
he pounded on it. "Open the door, pop? Open the damn door!"

"Give mefive minutes, son."

"What'sdl that noise?"

"Accident. Just alittle accident.”

The sound of glass crunching underfoot.

Ted could hear hisown heartbest.

Through the door, hisfather said, "Just afew minutes, son, it'sal |

"Open thisdoor before | break it down."



"Do what you will, boy, do what you will."
Then amoan of pain.

Ted shook hishead. "Jeez, pop." He brought adime out of his pocket
and fit it into the keyhole and twisted, the doors were cheap in this
condo. When he heard the click of thelock, Ted turned the knob,
swinging the door wide,

Thefirgt thing he saw was the broken mirror. It looked likeit had

been punched in the center, sending rays of broken glass outward. Four
shardswere missing. On the floor were three of them, dightly chipped.
Bloody footsteps led Ted to the shower, its curtain drawn.

Ted held his breath as he went over. No, pop, don't have donethis,
don't have gone and diced yourself open.

He pulled the shower curtain over dl the way back, tearing it from the
rod.

Hisfather was hunkered down in the shower. Hishandswere cut and
bleeding. He held afat dice of broken mirror between the fingers of
both hands. It wastriangular; he was pressing one end of it against
histhroat.

Wington Adair looked up at hisson and said, "Just afew minutes and
I'll bedone. Thenyou'll believe me, boy, then you'l seeit'strue.”

But hewas not dicing into histhroat. He sat thereimmoabile, the

sharp mirror fragment beneath hiswattled chin. Ted squatted down
beside him, reaching over. Thiskind of thing was becoming anorma
occurrence -- dthough the Old Man was getting more cregtive with the
instruments. Held gone from akitchen knife to ascrewdriver to apair
of scissors, and now mirrors. "Jesus, pop.” Ted grasped hisfather's
hand between his. "Dropit! Dropit."

The Old Man's hand opened, siver glassclattering against tile. He
looked up at Ted, hiseyes staring dully, hisface devoid of expression.
"I wouldn't have doneit, boy, | wouldn't have doneit. I'm as scared
of what comes after liferight now as| am of lifeitsef. | wouldn't
have doneit.”

"l know, pop."
Sometimes | just wish you would go ahead and doit.

Likeacat cleaning itsdf, Wington Adair began licking the blood from
hisfingers, rubbing his damp hands across hisface.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



BEFORE THE PARTY
Rachd fdt like sheld never even goneto deep. But the party.

good Lord the party'stonight! 1t cameto her like that when she awokein
themorning. Just lying there on the sofastaring at the celling, a

ceiling she had memorized through the night. \When Hugh had made his
grand announcement she'd had nothing to say: what do you say toamanin
whom you've bdieved, whom you've looked up to. whom you wouldve
dented the corners and edges of your life to accommodate, when hetells
you such athing? Rached had never felt completely tongue-tied

before -- she'd aways been his pleasing machine, somebody who could
smooth out the rough spats, fill in the potholes, but now how could she
possibly say or do anything that would make him comfortable with his new
decison?

At least she'd resisted that cigarette, for her baby's sake, for her

sphere's sake -- although the sphere may just have been Let's Pretend,
Let's Pretend I'm going to have a baby, Hugh, but she hadn't even made
an appointment to see her doctor, because what if she were wrong? And
Hugh, looking so different last night, looking like astranger, likea
stranger who amost looked like her husband, but not quite.

Was he the same man shed married at al? Had shereally known him as
well as she thought she had? Wasit dl Let's Pretend? Sheld comein
last night to adark house; Hugh had already goneto bed. She thought
of cdling her mother about this new development -- sheimagined the
conversation they'd have: "Rachd, If you just don't take this phase too
serioudy -- and that'sal it is, aphase, your father went through
something sSmilar -- if you just don't make too big an issue of it, this

too shall pass. He is probably depressed from being unemployed, and
men are notorious for making sweeping and regrettable statementslike
that..."

And there, sheld been dl prepared to tell him her little secret, about

the sphereingde her, what she thought was a sphere insde her, but
don't cdl it ababy just yet because then you'l loseit, just like you

lost your lagt little sphere by thinking of it as ababy when it was

gill just atiny subdivison. Shewanted to tell him, and held gone

and topped it, he'd gone and told her something that made her think this
was the worst possible time for a sphere, unless there was some magica
way of keeping the sphere from subdividing dl the way to babyhood.

So when Rachel awoke in the morning, remembering the party, remembering
Normad Life, shetried to put it out of her mind. Put him out of her

mind. Shewaslying there, saring at the celling, and the light

through the French doors was till purple and hazy -- it must be just

dawn, and it had been years snce shedd been up thisearly. Usudly,
shewoke up about half an hour before she was due at work, and then on
weekends, dept till nine or ten.



But it was the baby crying that awoke her, and she had not even been
aware of it -- she'd opened her eyes with the sound, but she'd been
dreaming of her sphere, and the trangition to wakefulness had been so
smooth it hadn't seemed unusud to hear the baby -- her baby crying.
Dreamswere like that.

But now consciousness seeped through her like atransfusion, and she sat
up on the couch, wondering where the crying was coming from.

She went to the French doors, unlocked and opened them -- it was actualy
chilly, and she hugged hersdlf as she stepped out onto the narrow

balcony. But the crying was not outside -- dogs barked, the sound of
trucks going across Connecticut Avenue, a helicopter going overhead, and
slence dicing through these early morning noises. But no babies, no
bawling.

The doctorsdl said you'd be hearing babies every time you ran amok
emotiondly, but Jesus, could it please end?

Rachd went back inside, shivering from the startling cool ness of the
August morning.

And she heard the crying baby, and followed the sound down the corridor,
to the torn walls of the vanity -- and heard a scuttling sound like...
Rats.

There better not be rats coming up from down below.

But there were norats, at least she didn't see anything -- just the rubble
that had been there last night, the bricks half built up into awall as

if the person building it was interrupted before finishing the project.

A smdl metal washtub till lay overturned, and she wondered if maybe
there wererats beneath it. She tapped on the edge.

It thumped like a hollow drum. Theonly rat hereislying upgairs,
soring.

The baby -- wherever he was -- was whimpering, and the sound seemed to be
coming from down the stairs. Rachd gingerly stepped around the shards

of broken glass, over thefalen bricks, leaving footprintsin the white

dust. Thefloor was cold, the room itsalf was cold, colder than it had

been outside.

The baby seemed to be crying down those dark stone steps -- where did they
lead? To Mrs. Deafield'scrib?

Rachel shivered, remembering her experience over that spot in the lower
gpartment. The man with the teeth that seemed to be coming for her.

Something was scratching on the sairs, like an animd raking its claws
across the stones.



Rachd fdt fear trickle down her spine. Shewas suddenly overcome with
dread. She remembered what Mrs. Deerfield had told her, about the crib
being a place where spirits cross on their journeys, and the articles

Sassy had given her that she had barely scanned -- the house now did seem
evil, and Rachel knew that if it were anything other than just before

sunrise shewould not be so terrified, more rational thoughts would take
over, shewould be part of Norma Life, but this was becoming too much
like Let's Pretend, and her imagination was running wild.

She backed away from the steps leading down into darkness, knocking into
and dmost tripping over thewash tub. She kicked it away and it went
clanging againg the entry to the bathroom. She didn't redlize until

shewas out of the vanity that the baby had stopped crying, that she

hersdf was sobbing, that her feet werefindy cut with bits of glass.

that her breasts had begun leaking milk.
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
THE OFFERING

"Retch?" Sassy called up the stairs, pushing the door open wide. It
squeded conspicuoudy, damming againg thewall.

She sensed (without knowing for sure) that the downstairs tenant was
spying on her from the fisheye peephole of her door. Sassy repressed
the urgeto turn and stare at it.

She stood in the downgtairs halway of Draper House.

She'd been so upset the night before, after sheld gotten off the phone
with Rachel, that she'd actually gone back into work at ten o'clock at
night and worked on next week's"Home" section articles -- and Sassy
Parker never works aweek ahead of time, particularly over aholiday
weekend.

Sheld done some work, but she mainly stayed up writing nasty things
about Rachel Adair on her computer screen, getting upset, erasing the
bad things and typing in: you're my best friend | wasonly trying to

help. But Rachel had been the one who'd asked for her advice, had been
the onewho said, "Fuck you," had beenin thewrong. But it doesn't
matter, you don't let your best friend down when she's that upset, you
don't tel her off. So Sassy had fdt guilty when sheld findly hit the

sack at two A.M., got Up at noon, went out and bought a peace
offering -- the flowers she picked up at her neighborhood florist in Mount
Pleasant, wrapped up in tissue paper -- and thought she'd surprise Retch.

Thisll teach you to awayscal first. A note on the door: Scout, Ran
out to pick up dry cleaning -- dso, cleaning Stuff at drgstre -- Swept up
most of vty mess-- Hugh.



But he must have run out in ahurry, because both the outside and the
insde doorsto their house were unlocked and dightly gar.

Sassy cdlled out again from the bottom step (she'd moved up one giant
step without asking mother-may-1). "Thisisyour good friend Sassy
Parker! Hdloo! Retch?'

She heard floorboards creak from behind the downstairs tenant's door.

Water from the flower stems soaked through the tissue and into her
yellow cotton blouse -- it felt gross, and she held the flowers away from
her body. "Shit."

A noise. Updairs.
One more giant step up the Sairs. "Mother-may-1," she said.

Why do | fed like I'm bresking and entering when thisismy closest
friend's home and nobody's going to get mad if | am caught sneaking up
these stairs?

A loud smashing sound, and then scraping. Thumping across the floor.
Scraping. A sound like a sponge being squeezed out. Slurping. More

heavy objectsfdling.
"Retch?'
Up more stairs, to thefirst floor.

A baby began bawling its head off after the last crash, and Sassy,
worried, ran down the hallway towards the sound, wondering what in hell
was going on at the end of the hall.

When it was over, when the woman had stopped struggling, Penelope
Deerfield saw the crumpled piece of paper inthedirt. She disentangled
her small pudgy fingers from the woman's scalp -- ahandful of
blood-matted hair was caught like a cat's cradle between her hands. She
shook it out.

Penelope knelt down and picked up the piece of paper. too dark to see
what it had written on it, dthough she could dmost make out a
photograph. "Slipping notes behind teacher's back, are we?" She stuffed
the paper in her apron pocket. The palms of her hands were spotty with
caluses and bligters -- the gardening had taken itstoll thisyear,

between that and her ward. "My littlefleshling,” shecdledit.

The dead woman lay among the broken jars, her hands streaked red from
razor cuts. Her heart was no longer beating. Thefleshling was sated

and had crawled back behind its brothers -- they floated lifdesdy,
eterndly staring out of their watery graves, their bodies barely



formed. And none of them chosen, none of them like the baby, the
fleshling. None of them inspired with the breath of degth, with the
gpirit of Gil DuRaz, with the spirits of the house.

None of them specid.

Penelope had to coax himinto hisjar. He crawled like adug across
the corpse, histiny bumpy fingers clawing into the earth to prope
himsdlf aong, then scraping through the tangle of skin and bloodied
cloth of the dead woman. Thejar wastdl and wide, the smell of
acohol sung thear likeatragic memory. Bitsof tranducent tissue
hung suspended in thefluid. "Must stay moist, dear, or we shall never
be born." She was exhausted, but thisintrigued her -- this piece of
paper. Shekndt down, jostling mason jars -- they clinked together like
bellswith their clappers muted. A rat ran across the dead woman's
right foot, which with its shoe, a Papagallo espadrille, lay disembodied
adongsdeanirregular growth of luminescent white mushroom just beneath
the stairs to the main house, far above the woman's head.

The shoe, and the foot, remained where the woman had stepped down the
last step.

When the fleshling had descended upon her.

Hungry.
She would have to make sure that no one came down there snooping again.

"But children are dways hungry," Penelope Dearfidld said to the thing
that treaded water inthe jar. Large blue eyes staring out at her;
wart-filled mouth opening and closing, breething in the solution;
crisscrossed string of veins gorged and throbbing; small raisin heart
pumping furioudy; thetiny body red with exertion and fresh blood.

Penelope pressed her cheek to the Side of the jar and felt its coldness
before setting it down among the others. She turned and went back up
through her trapdoor.

Sitting on the patio a her smdl table, Mrs. Deerfied brought the
crumpled paper out from her gpron pocket. "So many years ago, So many
livesgoneby," she said, shaking her head with memories. "And the
children, oh dear, dl the children | haveloved, dl thelifel

delivered then." She scanned the paper: a photocopy of a newspaper
article, the contents of which she knew well.

From The Washington Herald-Examiner, January 17, 1967:
MISSING WOMAN FOUND DEAD IN NW

Identified as"Deadly Baby Sitter” of Batimore A woman's body was found
early thismorning in the Winthrop Park section of Northwest Washington.



Cause of death isasyet unknown. She has been identified as Nora
Garrett, aged sixty-one, A.K.A. Winifred Stanhope, Sarah Masterson, and
Mary Devine. Under thislast name, she made headlinesin Batimorein
late 1966 asthe Deadly Baby Sitter.

Working in the household of the Marrow family of Batimore, shewas held
respons ble in the degths of the two Marrow children, Lauraand Philip,
and with the discovery of the children's deaths came astring of other
amilar murders, savenindl, of former employers children. But by

then the so-called Deadly Baby Sitter had disappeared without atrace.
Authorities know very little about thiswoman, other than shewasan

illegd aien bornin London, England, and that she had managed to elude
them for the four years she conducted her murderous activities.

Below thisarticle, two photographs of the woman:

One, in death. Shelay sprawled across fragments of brick and concrete,
her face upward, araincoat laid over her body, and yet the face was
clear, her mouth dightly open, eyes closed.

The other photo, taken some years earlier, with afiftieslook to the
make-up and hairgtyle. A smdl round face. Dull mousy hair, smal
eyes, nose dmogt indistinguishable from therest of theface. Plain.
Thinlips. Eyesdightly downcadt, atightnessto the face asif she
didn't enjoy having her picture taken.

And there was no doubt who the woman was, through the maze of diases
and the nondescript quality of her festures.

"Solong ago," Penelope Dearfidld said to hersdlf, "asif in another

life" It was niceto relax on asummer afternoon in the shade, niceto
lean back and have amartini, amartini because her body needed it, a
martini because acohol kept her going these days -- niceto just rest her
bones and have a drink and reminisce about the good old days.

When she'd had choices.

When shed been dive.

CHAPTER THIRTY

HOUSEWARMING PARTY

Two hours before the party, while Hugh was running around on last-minute
errands for cocktail ngpkins and fresh pinegpple for the pina coladas,
Rachel answered the door in her bathrobe, her hair greased up and back

with conditioner.

"Mom," was dl she could say -- she'd been expecting Hugh, or perhaps
Sassy, and when the doorbell rang, she looked out the kitchen window to



try and see who it was, but the view was blocked with the heavy wisteria
vine that was strangling the lantern just above the porch. Sheld seen

the bag lady in the park again -- the crazy one, although Rachel was
hersdlf beginning to think that she wasthe crazy oneinthis

neighborhood. Whenever she noticed the bag lady, Rachel wondered if it
reglly was a person or just acollection of trash bags, like an urban
scarecrow. But I'd hate to think what she's scaring away from Winthrop
Park.

"I thought it might be Sassy -- we were supposed to go jogging, and I've
tried calling her to cancd..." Rachel Adair, you are getting redly
good at the Let's Pretend lies.

Her mother asked dmost sweetly, "Don't you think that girlswho have
miscarriages shouldn't jog?"

Afraid my uterusisgoing to drop on the sdewak? But Rachel merdly
smiled plessantly. "youreearly."

"Invite your mother in to see thistownhouse of yours," her mother said.
Shewas dressed in abeige skirt and lavender blouse, her light brown
hair, fresh from the hairdresser, only dightly frazzled with the

humidity. Shelooked mildly beautiful, as mom awaysdid.

They went upgtairs, and Rachel gave er a brief tour of thefirst floor.

"Lovely, lovely," her mother said as shefollowed Rachel room to room,
but there were obvioudy other things on her mother's mind.

Findly, Rachd said, "I'm glad you came by, but you're herefor a
reason, | guess."

"No reason. It was apretty afternoon, | had my hair gppointment, | was
dressed, | knew your soiree would be starting up soon, so | thought I'd
giveyou alittlewarning about tonight. Rachel, I am bringing adate
tonight and | am scared shitless, I'm terrified.”

The shock of hearing her mother use bad language was not as greet asthe
shock from that word date. Moms don't date, even if moms have been
widowsfor two years. Moms stay moms eternally.

"Fantagtic," wasdl Rachd could muster. "Who?"

Asif waiting days for someoneto ask her, her mother blurted, "Well,
he'savery nice man, and | hope you don't mind my bringing him
tonight.”

"And?.."

"He'sjust aniceman. He seemslikeaniceman. | didn't want to come
aone, and Kelly and her husband can't makeit.”



"Give me more scenario. How do you know thisguy?'

"If | asked you dl these questions when you were dating, you would've
camedthe Ffth."

"Mom."

"All right, you know him aready, anyway. Mr. Martin.
David Matin."

"Asin Mr. Martin the man who livesin the cul-de-sac who dad couldn't
dand because he said hewas alout?'

"you asked. It'sjust adate. HE'sanice man."
"He asked you out?'
"Wedll... wewent out last Sunday, just to the movies.

Don't look so judgmenta, Rachel, that's a very unattractive qudity in
ayoung woman, and it'smy life anyway."

"Mr. Martin who used to ydll & usfor cutting through hisyard?'

"Wadl, | seeyou've grown up somein the past twenty years. you were
trespassing, you tomboys al ruined his garden, and Rachd, it'sjust a
date. Everyone else at this party will have adate. 1t'snot one of

these modern dates like your generation, where the word dateisjust a
euphemism for sexud relations, it'sadate. And | am glad | dropped by
after dl, because | don't want you insulting him or being rude just out

of some misguided effort to preserve your father's memory and keep mea
lonely old widow in the suburbs. No one ever asks me out places, not
you kids, and not my old girlfriends. David Martin asked me out, and
now | am asking him out for tonight. He'sanice man and it'sether go
out with him tonight to your party or stay at home and try to out guess
the people on "Whed of Fortune.' So be good.”

After her mother left, Rachel tried Sassy's number again, but there was
No answe.

The guests began arriving a quarter to eight, but the painsin Rachd's

S des continued unabated as the evening wore onto and her craving for a
cigarette -- especialy since Connie and Dan Stewart, from her office,
were smoking up astorm on the patio and every time she went out there
both the painsin her back and stomach grew worse and her need of a
cigarette became unbearable. All the smokers stayed on the patio, in

fact, so Rachd did what she could to avoid going outside. Her mother
arrived the earliest, with Mr. David Martin, and on the outside, Rachel
said, "1'm so happy you could come. Hugh, sweetheart, seeif you can't
get mom a7-Up, and | think Mr. Martin -- David -- mentioned agin and



tonic." But on the ingde she was screaming: Daddy rallingin his
grave! How could you, mom, how could you bring aman who daddy didiked
S0 much!

Infact, shefdt asif on the outside she was being witty and cordia

and polite, and on the inside she was avolcano waiting to erupt. Hugh.
don't you think you've had enough martinisfor one night? Why doesnt
Sassy show up and rescue me from al this? Damn it, my stomach
hurts -- damn | need a cigarette, damn thisdressistight. But she
managed to smile -- shewas sureit was apained smileright now as she
led her mother and Mr. Martin over to the bar with Hugh there mixing
drinks, actudly telling jokes with that asshole Bufu Thompson who
should've been convincing Hugh to get reedy for the legal bar rather
than the cocktail bar.

NinaMcleod, one of Rachd's girlfriends from college, was arguing with
the man she'd brought and introduced as her "lover," aterm which Rachel
felt not only told too much about their relationship (you're lovers?So
bascdly you fuck) but also was particularly ironic at thismoment. The
harsh words were spoken sotto voce, and Rachel admired their nerve but
not their timing -- shewasadmost jedous of thisdisplay of hodtile
communication, in which they were both equd partners. Whenever Rachel
argued with Hugh, heaways caved in, leaving her feding likethe

Wicked Witch.

Both Ninaand her lover ssemed equd in their nasty commentsto each
other. "1 saw that look you gave the waitress tonight,” Ninawhispered,
and her lover replied, "1 don't know how you could see anything with
your head so far up your ass."

Rachd even smiled genuingly, and she fdt suddenly like ahostess-- I'm
not the only one in the world with problems, and at least Hugh and | can
be discrest.

Tom and JIl Fulcher complimented Hugh on his photographs, but Hugh
shrugged his shoulders and started telling jokes. Tom had been one of
Hugh's closest childhood friends, but Hugh had had atendency al his
lifeto drop old friends and move on. It had been & Rache's
indgtence that he invite them, and Chris Shreeve, hisroommate from
college. Noticesbly missing were most of their law school friends, but
that was where Rachel had been a bit sensitive to Hugh -- she knew he
would fed humiliated if they al came. They would dl have good jobs,
and here hewas, afalureinther eyes.

Ted Adair arrived just after nine, just after Hugh was beginning to dur
his speech, just after Rachd's mother and Mr. Martin |eft because they
hadn't yet had dinner and he knew a place nearby. It wasaredlief to
seeTed

"Thank God, someone normd," Rachd said, grabbing his hand and leading
him upstairsto the party.



"l wasn't sureif | should come," hesaid.

"Well, I'm glad you did. | wish your father had come, too."

"I'm afraid he's not doing too well."

"I'm sorry to hear it."

"Y eah, wdll, you know, you get to be that age..."

Shetook himto the buffet. "Ham and turkey, but stay away from the
goat's cheese, my cousin, Larry, brought it and it tastesworse than it
smells. But try the ranch dip, and the lady downstairs made this apple

pie -- she's here somewhere, too."

Mrs. Deerfidd was, in fact, on the back porch among the smokers,
coughing and drinking, and reading pams.

"Oh, my big brother! Hugh yelled from the bar.

"hughie," Ted said, "you're sailing three sheetsto thewind.”
"you an emissary of hismgesty the Old Man?"

"Not tonight."

"Good, good. you know Bufu, don't you? Boor, thisismy big bro,
Tedward Adair.”

"Rachd," Ted sad, "could you and | talk?"
Rachel nodded, but Hugh grabbed her arm. "L et go," she said softly.
"Scout,” Hugh warned.

But Rachd pulled hersdlf away from him. "Don't you think you've had
enough?'

Hugh lifted hisglassup. "Never enough, Scout.”

"Bartender," Bufu said, whigtling, "what's the name of the game?"
"Thumpeft," Hugh said, damming hisglassdown onthebar. Gin
gplattered across his shirt. He chugged down what was | eft in the
glass

"Why are you doing this?' Rachd asked quietly.

Hewould not meet her gaze.



Instead he glanced over at Ted. "Listen, you sonofabitch, | want you
and the Old Man to keep your claws out of my wife."

Ted, pretending that nothing had been said, nodded, smiling. An aside,
to Rachel: "L ook, we can talk tomorrow, but we should talk soon."”

"you're not leaving?'

"I think maybe | better. No point causing ascene, and hughieand | are
famousfor causng scenes”

"l don't blameyou. But I'm sorry, Ted."

"It's okay, there's some business | need to attend to anyway.” Asshe
walked him down the stairs to the front door, he turned and kissed her
on her forehead. "A girl like you shouldn't get such araw deal.”

She stood therein the open doorway. Ted walked out onto the sidewalk
without looking back.

Damn you, Hugh, damn you and your goddamn drinking! | knew | shouldve
gotten you into AA last year. | knew | shouldn't have just pretended it

was going to go away. And now you're going to drive anyone decent, even
your own family, out of your life. Sheleaned against the door frame.

Ted turned once, at his car which was parked at the end of the block. He
stood still. His hands holding the keysto hiscar. Looking back at

her.

He's waiting for me.

Why? Does hefed sorry for me? Or ishethejoker that Hugh sayshe
is?

Somewherein the distance, the sound of faint thunder.

you're not going to do it, Hugh, you're not going to do it to me, and
you're not going to do it to your brother.

Samming the front door behind her, leaving her own party, Rachel
stepped out onto the street.

Ted cameto her.
"What'll you do?' Bufu asked drowslly.

"Don't know, no idea," Hugh said. "Always been good with my hands,
maybe I'll do some carpentry. Ha."

"you fucked thishouse up,” Bufu said.



Thetwo men laughed.

"Boof, she'sgone.”

"No, not Rachd."

"Y eah, my Scout isgone. Without her, | don't know where I'm going."
"What's the name of the game, Hughbert?"

"Damnit to hdl, Boof, itsno game."

"you got to stop caling me Bufu, my associates wouldn't think it was
al that funny.”

"Nogamea dl."

They waked without talking, dmost touching, dmost armin arm. Rachdl
was glad to be out of the smoke and noise and liquor smell. Asthey

passed the small restaurants on the way down Connecticut Avenue towards
DuPont Circle, she glanced through the glass windows and watched the
young couples enjoying their evening out. "My God," she said pausing at
aGreek restaurant.

"Whet isit?"

"that's my maother.”

"Soitis Shouldwesay hi?"

"No, God, no. She's on adate with a despicable man, someone daddy
heted.”

"And you're out with your husband's brother, who your husband |oathes."
"Not the same. Hugh isnot asacred cow. Now daddy isasacred cow."
"Moo."

"Slly."

"Now you've got me thinking about dairy products, how does anice cream
cone sound? Haagen Daz's till [ooks open.”

"So does Steve's, and | like Steve's |ce Cream better.”

"that's the trouble with life, too many choices and nobody agrees on any
oneof them.”

"So thisiswhere Hugh got his dime store philosophy from.”



"I can seewhy hefél inlovewith you." Ted put hisarm around her
wag.

"No, um..." Rachel stepped away, pretending to watch for abreak in
traffic so they could jaywalk. "1 better not have ice cream anyway -- I'm
getting too fat."

"Women dwaysthink they'retoo fat."

"Look, let'sgo back -- now | fed bad for leaving. Hugh's probably
passed out and our friends are probably aready gossiping.”

"I've got to tdll you something.”

"Oh, right, were supposed to be talking.”

"I don't know how you're going to teke this."
"Shoot."

"Our father -- Hugh's and mine--has gone crazy. Whew!
| haven't told anyone, yourethefirg, and it'sthat easy.”

Rache continued walking.

"I mean redly nutso, off the degp end with no hope of coming back. And
hewants meto ddiver thismessage. Andit'scrazy, but hesadif |

tell you this, hewill agree to see whatever doctor | bring on. So,

even though this sounds nutty, I've got to tell you, and then you can
cdl him or writethe Old Man aletter and tell him that | told you."

"Soundsweird but fair."

"Perfect analyss. He wants meto tell you to get out of the house,
both you and Hugh, but if Hugh won't go, then you, especidly.”

"What -- | don't get it, do you mean he wants the house back or something?
Can hedo that?'

"He doesn't want the house back. In fact, held like to burn it down but
| think he'stoo scared to go near it. Hethinksyou'rein somekind of
danger. Look, heré'swhat he wrote."

Ted handed Rachd aletter.

She opened it up.

Rachd, In name of everything holy get the fuck out of the house. Its
baby needs a mother, don't you hear it crying?

It'sred, it'srea and nobody can stop it, but if you get out maybe



you can be safe -- the Housekeeper hasto do it, and you'rethe one. Dedl
| made only | didn't know what dedl when | madeit. Ted will explain
rest. Not blessing on marriage, Rachel, but curse. Please forgive me.

Wingston Adair
Tedsad, "Hesredly logtit.”
"Ishedl right, Ted? | mean, shouldn't you tell Hugh about this?"

Ted grinned, avoiding her. "L ook, let's get you back, you can call the

Old Man up inthe morning, and then | can bring in apsychiatrist. He's
hurt himself a bit, got stung by some wasps, but he's physicaly

okay -- he'sliving like Howard Hughesin hislast days -- even growing his
fingernailslong.”

"It saysyoull explaintheres.”

"He's cracked, Rachel, my pop has cracked.” Ted said this
matter-of-factly, but she could see sadnessin hiseyes.

"Oh, Ted, I'm sorry.”

"Yeah, wel, | promised him I'd tell you, | can do that. All the
bullshit he's been going on about the house, about it being haunted or
something, he called it ‘the screaming house," he'sredlly off --"

"But | just read about that, the screaming house. 1n some old news
clippings, Ted, there were some murdersin the house. It spooked me at
firgt, but | figured they happened so long ago, maybe twenty years.
There were some cultists and hippiesin the house."

"you're kidding -- maybe pop dropped alittle acid back then --"

"The way you and Hugh go on about that poor man -- oh, I'm sorry. | know
he's done some horrible things, at least to Hugh, in the past...”

"Poor dear Joanna, right, well, Hugh was afool not to see that,

everyone else who knew her knew she was after the Old Man's money and
not Hugh. | tried telling him, but he can be pretty stubborn

ometimes™

"I've noticed.”

"But pops put his boys through the wringer al right. And | guesshe's
paying for it now."

"Ted, now | know it's crazy for meto ask, but did your father tell you
why the house screams?”

"You'reright -- it does sound crazy, but not haf as crazy asthe answer.



He saysthe house screams because it's in labor, Rachel; you know,
giving birth."

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
AFTER THE PARTY

The party was over when Rachel returned home, having to drag hersdlf
through the front door, up the stairs. Her ssomach pains were returning
and she thought again about the possibility of being pregnant, and
wondered if the pains were bad or good. Shelaid her hand across her
lower somach and the pain went away momentarily. On Monday, I'll cdll
Dr. Langford. Shit, on Monday I'll probably befiling for divorce.

Hugh was sitting on his college chair, hishead in hishands. Theroom
smelled of cigarettes, perfume, and beer.

"Oh, Hugh," shesghed.

"Scout," he said, looking up. "I thought you were gone for good.”
"l guessyou were wrong."

"I'm sorry.”

"l just don't think 'sorry’ cutsit.”

She stepped out of her heels. Her feet were sore, and it amost tickled
her toes to step down on the soft oriental rug.

Shewaked acrossit and stood in front of him. He leaned over,
embracing her hips, resting hishead againgt her somach. Shefdt warm
inside when he touched her. She reached down and combed her fingers
through hishair. She could smell hisswest, and it waslikeriver

water and she wanted to divein.

She disentangled hersdf from him, holding his hands.

Crouched down in front of him, she kissed him just beneath his|eft ear.
Kissed him on hislightly bearded neck -- it had grown out like
microscopic blades of grass since hed shaved that morning. Her lips
found his -- they were rough and dry and stank of gin. But they were warm,
and she needed warmth, and asif in adream she saw hersdf kissing him,
drinking him. Felt hisarms go around her back asthey both fell to the
oriental rug, losng themsalvesin the swirling patterns, undoing the

back of her dressand dipping out of it. Her back ached and the sharp
pain pinched her just long her ribs, but he was kissng her, hewas
rubbing hisfingers across her just-freed nipples, and she wrapped her
legsaround hiswaist, ripping her dress, but who cared. He waswarm
and she needed warmth, she'd been cold for too long, cold and in the
heat but never warm, never this. Her skin tingled with hiswarmth.



Histonguewaslikeascay lizard in her mouth. Her own breath went

bad with his. Under ordinary circumstances thiswould've been dl wrong
and she would've been turned off, but as she closed her eyes she thought
it was Ted even when she knew it was Hugh, and not just Hugh, but Hugh
and Ted and Ted and Hugh and dl of them licking her and stroking her
and entering her. And whatever pain sheld been feding was gone with
the rhythm they were creating, al her senseswere concentrated in that
one area, and her mind was adark closet of sensation and movement. She
had no control, and could tell by hisraspy breathing that he had no
control, that together they were out of control. She heard her baby

insde her crying, and he was licking her breasts as he shuddered inside
her, licking her breasts which dripped with liquid warmth.

And when it was over, and shelay therein hisarms, and the baby inside
her had stopped crying, and the unpleasantness of post-coitus had come
back (the body sméll, the muscle soreness, the wet spots, the need to
urinate, the vulnerable nakedness), sheredized what the painin her
sdes and back had been.

There, faintly shiny between her legs, and partly on him, too, and even
on the rug, was adark brownish smudge, ared carnelian stain.

Menstrual blood.

Rachd did not know when she began crying, was not sure when she pushed
Hugh away from her, but sunlight burned itsway through the French door
glass, cregping acrossthe living room, eclipsing the dark emptiness of

night, when her sobbing finaly ended.

Penel ope Dearfield held the thing to her breast. " Soon, very soon, my
love, you will be born again. We who have waited will wait no more."

It cried for its mother.

PART FOUR

COME LABOR DAY

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

RISE AND SHINE

If you wereto pass by the dcove in thewall a the DuPont Circle Metro
stop, you would think someone had |eft their trash bags piled up,
perhapswaiting for the city sanitation trucks to come by and take them.
But if you were to watch the bags for several minutes, you'd notice that
they'd riseand fall in barely perceptibleripples.

And sometimesthey'd gasp.



All night Mattie prayed, and in the morning none of her prayerswere
answered. Shelay on the cold, dusty floor of the subway station, in
the shadows. Thefilthy wind brushed the tunndls, fluttering across her
dark, shiny form. Trash bags of invishility cloaked her, but she knew
they would not protect her from what wasto come, what wasin the
daylight world above her.

What waited in the house.

Come and get me, Baron Samedi! Take these old bones and tear them
apart!

Maéttie Peru dept uneasily in the subway, afraid that a any moment the
baron would find her through the darkness.

He could go anywhere as spirit, he could travel any distance.

She prayed he would come for her, come for her while she dept so it
would be over and done with. Her power was coming back aong with her
memory, but dowly, and it made her deepy, duggish. Shewished she
could throw the power away: it was of no use againgt the greater power
that remained in the Screaming House. Shewas afraid of him, the baron,
but not asterrified as she was of the other one.

The spirit of Nadine.

Forgive me, daughter! Forgive mefor letting him get to you, you and your
baby.

When the subway gates did open in the morning, Mattie rode the
ecaator up. Mr. Big Menand Mrs. Big Women in their suits, lugging
their briefcases, dodging her asif shewere aholein the fabric of the
world; if they touched her they might fall out of their comfortable
hammocks of existence and land buitt first on the ground. But the down,
the subway, was the land of the dead: these people were dead, their eyes
were dead, no lifein them despite the fact that they continued to move,

to glance at their watches, to whistlefor taxis. They had no spirit.

The whole world seemed dead to her. She didn't have the urgeto
panhandle for breakfast; she had no appetite, no thirst. Mattie had
abandoned her shopping cart days ago -- left it in an alley on Newport
Place. All her possessonswereinit, dl that she had in the world.
Shefdt the power surging through her, the power of VVoudun, the
religion of her mother, the power that came from the spirits, and she
knew the house was stronger than even the gods of her youth. The
Screaming House was like afurnace that consumed spiritsto fuel its

evil. And evenwith her power returning after so many years, shefet
weak and usdless. How could she even think about trying to stop what
was going to happen in that house? Why should she even care? A Mr. and
Mrs. Big Man lived there now, and when had aMr. Big Man ever tried to
help old Mattie Peru?



Screamin’ House gonnamake ‘em scream, but so? My babygirl scream loud
and nobody heard, | scream louder, nobody come runnin'! Mr. Big Man, he
drink her blood like it waswhiskey, so let 'era scream, let 'em scream.

She best her fistsinto her somach. From her mouth came the words,

"Let 'em scream!”

She began walking faster, her fists beating her hipslike shewastrying

to fly; and sheflew, her trash bagsfloating in the morning breeze

behind her, her open-toed hiking boots barely touching down on the
pavement; shefelt light assheran. Let 'em scream! Let 'em scream! The
ax in her heart going choppity-chop-chop! She brushed people at the bus
stop. They laughed and gasped and swore at her. Let ‘em scream all

they want, it out of my hands. can't go back into the Screaming

House. The chopping of her heart dowed her.

She heaved, gasping for breeth, leaning againgt abrick wall.

There, on the other side of a gas station, was the bridge, and beneath
it, the place where Nadine's grave had been.

When Mattie caught her breath, she trudged towards the bridge.

And my baby, forgive me. Forgive mefor letting ‘erado it to you. |
didn't know, my baby, I didn't know. He said hewasjust going to make
you better. | didn't know.

Ted watched: Rachdl spreadeagled on the bed, ripping her dress off with
her bare hands. Pocketbooks and sports coats lay between her skin and
the bedspread Benesath this bedroom. down in theliving room, the
housawarming party continued. the laughing, the stereo blaring "Tuxedo
Junction." Ted could even make out the sound of Hugh's voice booming
over therest, "What's the name of the game?”

Ted doveinto Rachd, diding across her tummy, catching her by her
breagts, folding into her like a scrambled egg, into her skin, into her

moist warm body. And she cried out, but he dapped ahand over her
mouth, and she bit down, drawing blood. And for Ted it was ecstasy like
he'd never fdt, like he was shooting himsdf into amystery -- Other
voicesinvaded hiserotic dream.

One, the clock radio. The darm was set for nine and had apparently
goneoff. A DJsad,"... Andit'sten o'clock on an oldies dave Labor
Day weekend with yourstruly, thedime bal of the airwaves, Sudgeman,
and I'm gonnalick out your inner ear with this blast from the past, the
Monkees, and 'Daydream Believer'..."

The other sound, hisfather'svoice.

"you're not taking meto any hospitd,” Winston Adair said.

Ted awokedowly. Firg thoughts: What timeisit? What was|



dreaming? Who's standing over me? The dream left asticky resduein
his underwear; it wasthe first wet dream held had in years. The

gpartment smelled like crap, thanks to the Old Man's messiness coupled
with his unwillingnessto open any of the windows. When Ted had comein
the previous night the Old Man had gone so far asto try and nail the
windows shut. Ted, too tired to argue, told him, "After this weekend,

pop, we go in for an exam, okay?' Then it had been off to erotic
dreamland with his brother'swife.

While the Monkees sang on the radio, his father stood beside the bed
looking down at him. Ted rubbed his eyes, coughing. "Pop? What's--"

Hisfather stood beside the bed, holding something in his hand.

The object in hisfather's|eft hand was a hammer. Ted was not used to
seeing it -- he never used it himsalf. Ted avoided manua labor as often
aspossible. Heusudly kept the hammer in adrawer in the kitchen,
aong with aplastic case full of nails and some screwdrivers. For a
moment he wondered if hisfather was till nailing down windowsto keep
the wasps out.

Wington Adair was naked. Hisbloated pink flesh gave him the appearance
of askinned animd -- he had been losing so much weight that folds of

skin, deprived of their usud fat, hung like pancakes down hissides,

under hisarms, dlong hisneck. He looked like awaking cadaver whose
innards had been sucked out. With hisright hand he was playing with
hisbals, with hisleft he took swipes at the air with the hammer.

"Buzzing, buzzing, dl around us" hisfather said, grinning. "you

heard of thelord of theflies?

Wil the old black whore, she's queen of the wasps, sheis, and you know
what they're telling me, those wasps? All the buzzing inthisold

brain? Son, they'retelling mel got no choice but to high-tail it over

to the Screaming House and set that house on fire, send them all back to
Héel where they come from!™

His bloodshot eyesfixed on the hammer. Asif every bit of energy the
Old Man possessed was concentrated on holding it Steady asit hit the
ar.

And ill his hands trembled; the hammer wobbled; folds of skin
shivered.

"Put it down, pop,” Ted commanded, trying to sound in control. He sat
farther up in bed, kicking the sheets off hislegs.

"you hear them buzzing?' Hisfather was sweating. "No doctor, no
hospita, boy, they're gonna buzz right in between the sheets. Buit |

can't go back there, Ted, and no hospita's gonna keep them from getting
tome"



"Give me the hammer, pop.” Ted sat up, knedling. He extended the pam
of hishand.

Ontheradio: "Wasn't that asweet tune, dl you virgins of the world?

But theworld isn't redly likethat, isit? It'sanasty, naughty

place, and Sudge had himself atough night last night. Sudgeman knows
what goes on out there while you're listening, | know about your kind,
yeah, Sludgeman likesit when you talk dirty to him, so give me acal
right now, kick your boyfriends and girlffriends out of bed, and ring me
upa.."

Hisfather's voice seamed. "you don't believe me, Ted, but dl 1've
told you istrue. They'retrying to buzz meright over to that place. |
have given up Hugh and Rachd to that house, to what isin that house.
But I'm not dumb enough to go there. Do you have any ideawhat the
housekeeper isgoing to do?"

"It's okay, pop, it's cool, just give me the hammer."

"Shewas drawn to Draper House, you know, and she died there, but
something evil, another waiting spirit, invaded her flesh, and she now
belongsto the house. She's the Housekeeper, boy, and she'sthe wet
nurseto that... abomination.”

"The hammer."

"She'sthe one renting that gpartment, Ted, calls hersdf Deerfield. But
sheisasold asthe house, her spirit is as old as the house and what

it contains. And do you know what she's going to do, Ted? Any fucking
ides?"

"She's got the aborted fetus from my daughter Nadine, my daughter and
oneof my long line of girlfriends. And the housekesper'sgoing to

bring him back, bring Gil DuRaz back in theflesh, but not just him,

boy, but every breeth of evil in that house, in the flesh, brought into

our world. Assomekind of Messiah of the damned. | saw itsface, son.
It was part me and part thet little girl, but mostly something else,
something scrawled acrossits bloody chewing flesh that looked like the
insde of somebody's festering wound. you think I'm insane, but so the
fuck what? If it happens, if that mongter isborn, insanity's going to

be nothing compared with what happens. Insanity will be agoddamn
blessing! But what do | care?I'll be dead soon enough. I'mold, I'm
dying, | can hear the buzzing inthewalls. Let theworld goto hell,

letit burn, letit buzz. I'll be dead, boy. Let the bomb drop right

on top of my grave, let it mushroom over this sky like arainbow, spray
the fucking waspswith Raid, let it dl diewhen | die! But son, ababy
needs amother, even afucking monster fetus, and they got one, I've
given them one. And the Housekeeper is going to suff the new mother
with that creature from Hell, isgoing to use her as an incubator, and



when it'sready, when it'sready to be fully born, Tedmy boy, it will
use her body like ahost and eet itsway out of her."

From theradio, "And Sudge is now gonna spin threein arow from the
BeeGees, so disco down, babies..."

"Pop, please, the hammer."

"you don't believe me, but screw belief! Nobody believesin nothing, but
| tell you, son, if you'd been there, the night of theriots, the night

we all drank that girl'sblood, if you'd seen what | saw, you'd

bdieve"

Thegrave had filled with mud. Mattie bent over it, imprinting her face
againg it. The mud was cool, like areassuring touch on her cheek, on
her forehead. She began digging with her bare hands through the soft
dirt, water squeezing againgt her fingers, digging, tossing mud back
over her shoulders, burrowing beneath the mud until shefound it.

Nadine's skull.

It was covered with dick wet strands of grassand dirt.

Mattie carried it down to the creek, dipping it into the water asif in
baptism. Gradudly the skull came clean. The lower jaw wasgone. It
wasasmal skull, and she closed her eyes, feding dong the top, the
sdes, the ridges of bone that rose up and fell, and sheimagined that

she was bathing her daughter, washing her hair, wiping her face with

cool water.

She kept her eyes closed, imagining that Nadine was there, with her, and

not off in the world of the dead. Mattie kissed her forehead, cradling
her daughter's upturned face, rocking back and forth on her knees,

anging alullaby.
Then her daughter spoketo her.
Through the skull.

It wasfaint, asif from some greet distance, and then it wasin her
ear, buzzing.

And as Mattie listened, she knew what she would have to do.
Sheknew it wastime.

Themusic on theradio continued.

Ted sad, "The hammer, come on, now."

"None of it should matter, boy, we dl have to die sometime, it'sthe



way of al flesh, we're bornto die, so what the hell? Let the monster
be born, let it disembowe her when it's ddivered, |et the demons of
Hell rejoicel”

Winston Adair swung the hammer down. Ted did to thefar sde of the
bed quickly. The hammer thudded againgt his pillow.

"Shit, pop!" Ted legpt out of bed.

"Weredl gonnadie anyway, boy," Winston giggled, foam dribbling from
his mouth, "it don't make no nevermind! 1t's getting closer, gonna buzz
around and around and around until it stingsyou. Between you and me,
I'd rather get ripped to shreds by the talons of the demon than stung to
degth by the wasps out of that black whore's cooze. And when you got
wasps after you, you better sure as shit have afly swatter. What'sit
gonnatake to make you believe, boy?'

Wingon twirled the hammer around, swinging it down between hisown
legs, smashing histesticles. He dropped to hisknees. "This?' he
coughed, "this?'

"Pop!" Ted rushed over to him.

Winston held the hammer up to warn Ted away. He swung it through the
arinfront of him.

Ted stumbled back. The hammer just missed hisknees.

Wington pounded the hammer right above his own eyes, whispering, "This?'
asit smashed into hisforehead.

Ted heard the crack of bone, but it might aswell have been acrack in
the universe, arip down the side of redlity.

He had no voiceto scream.

Wington continued smashing his own head in until it caved in, abloody
pulp, aswirling nest made of gray paper and pomegranate juice.

Ted thought he heard it, the buzzing sound.
Hisfather's mouth went dack, sagging open.
Blood obscured histeeth, histongue.

And then the wasps flew out from the red, gaping chasm of the Old Man's
mouth, and Ted tried hard to get hisvoca cordsto flex in just the

right sequence, just the perfect arrangement for ascream. But Ted had
never had to scream before, and to scream the right way you've got to
practice just like with anything else. Maybeif Ted had screamed then a
neighbor would come running. He had neighbors. He knew he had



neighbors and if he screamed loud enough they'd be pounding at the door.
But Ted had no screamsin him. He rasped instead, he hissed, he moaned.

Ontheradio, "Staying Alive" was playing.
The Old Man grinned ariver of blood. "Now you bdieve, boy, now?"

"Mr. Big Man'sgone, Baron Samedi got him now," Mattie said to her
daughter's skull. She twisted some of her plastic cloak through the
empty eye sockets, wrapping the skull upintoiit. "you send wasp to
take his spirit home, take him away from the baron. But you and me,
Nadine, you and me'!l stop that house from screamin’.”

And then Mattie stopped in her tracks.

She was speaking doud; she knew she was speaking doud, the vibrations
were humming up her throat, her teeth were clicking together, the sounds
were coming out clearly, completely.

But the voice was her daughter's.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

DREAMLAND TEA

I'm not pregnant.

It was Rachd's first thought upon waking. Shewasaware of asmdl in
the room, heat, and stale air. Sweat on her back, on her neck. Sheets
twisting about her legs.

Hugh?

Her eyeswere sore from crying, her head ached from wringing out the
tears. Sheld cried dll day Sunday -- but was Sunday already gone? Wasit
redly Monday morning? Or wasthis Sunday morning, till? Sunday
night? She had the vaguest memory of swalowing at least one of the
antidepressants she had kept in a shoe box beneath the bathroom sink.
Just onepill. Or had it been two? No more than two.

She had to consider her sphere--wait, there is no sphere.

Never was alittle subdividing ovum. | wasjust late. | wasjust
imagining it.

She dtretched her arm lazily across the bed; Hugh's pillow was hard and
flat, no indentation where his head would've sunk down into it.

“Hugh?

Rachel somehow expected him not to be there.



But why?

"Hugh?"' She heard her own voice asif shed thrown it, and now it came
back to her. How could she expect him to be there -- down the hdl, in
the bathroom shaving, whistling, putting the tea kettle on the stove.

But, God, did | redly throw him out of the house?

Had she done that or merely dreamed it? If thisredly was Monday
morning, wherewas he? Why wouldn't he have come back home? Didn't he
know how much she needed him?

A sharp pain like anicicle thrust between the hemispheres of her brain
momentarily blotted out the thought of Hugh.

Like ahangover, but with asweet edge. Her father, as helay dying and
coughing in his hospital bed, told her, "Pain's never bad, sweetheart,
it'sjust part of the transformation.

It'sresgting the pain that hurts, but if you just giveit its due,

well, it'sjust another way of fedingisal." Smoke rose up above her
father's head, from hisflared nogtrils, up to the ceiling, circling

around itself and the smoke became bubbles drifting out the hospital
window, popping asit met the heat and the tde air. Rachel waslosing
consciousness again, she was drifting downward into her pillow. Back to
deep, oh, thank you Nanny Deerfield for deep and for that wonderful
dreamland tea you make specia for boys and girls, thank you.
Antidepressants and dreamland teafrom dear Nanny Dreadful. Shewas
degping and dreaming of an entirefield full of running deer, dl of

them legping over the ydlow grass, the young bucks butting their heads,
and the fawn nursing from the young doe.

And Rachel dreamed that she awoke sometime later and Mrs. Deerfield
stood at the foot of the bed, beyond the grasp of the writhing sheets.

But it was daddy standing there, not Mrs. Deerfield, and daddy said,
"Nothing wrong after dl, she's degping, and deep will take care of

it." And Rachel felt good in her dream, and then the haze descended
again and she met blackness with her sweet dreams.

Mrs. Deerfield had heard Rachel breaking the chinaand had come up the
back way, from the crib up through the vanity, through the rubble that
wasthevanity. Rachd had been frightened when she'd heard the
footsteps coming from that end of the house, but it was only Mrs.
Deafidd after dl.

"l was afraid you might hurt yourself dear,” Mrs. Dearfidd said. She
wore agreen kimono and looked like she hadn't dept awink the way
Rachd aso had not dept awink.

"I'm just breaking dishes, "Rachd said, not even pretending to make
sense.



"I've made sometea, dear, to help you deep.” Mrs. Dearfield offered
her acup and it tasted like raspberries and cream. Rachel was
beginning tofed cam again. "It'sfull of veetamins, "she said as

Rachel drank up, "and those sorts of horrendous ingredients that go into
hedthful solutions. A touch of brandy, too. | call it dreamland tea.”

"l don't drink," Rachel told her as she finished the last drop in her
cup. "I dont redly drink, but | want to scream.”

Mrs. Deerfield said nothing. Rached caught something in the older
woman'sface: asmile? Not asmile. A grimace. For asecond she
thought Mrs. Deerfidldwasin pain. Painisour friend. It's
ressting the pain that hurts. If you just giveititsdue...

"you've been s0 swest, thank you so much, "Rachel said as Mrs. Deerfield
walked her upstairsto her bed.

"It's me should thank you, dear.”

"| thought | was going to beamommy. An acre of kiddos.
All screaming.”

"you'l make awonderful mommy."
"I don't know about that, | just don't know about that."

Rachel felt goofy as shelay across the sheets while Mrs. Deerfield

closed the curtains. White noise of the fan -- Hugh would like that, but
Rachd didn't give afuck what Hugh would like. Hugh would not like the
way she'd destroyed the Havilland china, their wedding present from her
mother.

"Two birdswith one stone, "Rachel murmured, still tasting dreamland tea
in the back of her throat.

Mrs. Deerfidd smiled that beautiful gap-toothed grimace.
"Yes, kill two birdswith one stone."

Rachel awoke tasting something sour. A small red stain on the pillow
next to her head. Did | cough that up?

Shefdt queasy standing up, getting off the bed. The sunlight through
the bedroom curtains was too bright for such an early hour. Shedidn't
want to look outside to see that the world was going on al around her
inapdeimitation of normd life.

There was no note from Hugh on the dressing table. All husbands should
leave notesfor their wives on the dressing table even when the wives
kick them out of the house. Hugh awayseft notesfor her whenever he



went out. Rachel |eft notes, too, but hers were Post-it Notes and
messages scrawled on steamed bathroom mirrors.

"Let's Pretend!" she had shouted at him, covering her face, kicking her
legsout to push him away. They had just madelove ontheruginthe
living room after the housewarming party. "Let's fucking not pretend
anymore, let'sjust get down to thered thing."

Rachd sat back down on the bed. The mattress was hard.

Her back was achy; she'd been degping on her back and stomach all
wrong. Sheleaned back into the pillow. Faling through the pillow.
She coiled around Hugh's pillow, sank into her pillow, rubbed his pillow
between her knees and kept it there. Comfortable. Sleepy.

"Did | just do something?' he asked. Hugh had that face -- helooked like
alittle boy who didn't know when he'd been naughty.

She didn't mention the blood. or the fact that the blood meant there
was no sphere. Maybe there had been one, maybe sheld had a
mini-miscarriage. Nature, at any rate, had once again taken care of it.
Naturein dl her brutal perfection had cut her womb open and had let it
bleed. Shedidn't say anything to him, but wouldn't let him come near
her while she cried.

The world was quiet on Sunday morning after the party.

She began smoking cigarettes -- there was that pack of Marlboro Lightsin
her purse. and she chain-smoked them one after another until they were

al gone,

"l know I've--" he began. Hugh was adways beginning things he couldn't
finish: law, the vanity, fatherhood.

"Let's Pretend!" she shouted.

After he was gone she redlized she was having amigraine headache and
hadn't even noticed. Rachd felt then that shewould never again let a
migraine headache bother her because things like this could block it

out. Things like wanting to scream but not being ableto, not loud
enough, not theway she could dream of screaming.

Then she began breaking the ching, one dish at atime, againgt the

walls. Shethought of her mother on her date with Mr. Martin -- David,
and Hugh, and the lost spheres of the free world, and daddy puffing on
his cigarettes dying like that just because she hadn't been as good a

girl ashewouldveliked her to be. But just give painitsdue. Pan
isour friend.

Of dl the things that could've been on her mind, she did not think of
the baby she heard bawling from downstairs because it had become a



congtant for her, like her migraine, and she was beyond al that, beyond
pain, beyond caring.

"Getoutgetoutgetout.” But Rachel didn't scream. Shewas holding that
screamin. The scream she had in her was specid. She had one good
scream to give and shewas saving it.

Rachel felt asif she were watching herself deep. Shefloated above

her own body, looking down at herself: greasy hair, make-up wiped clean
with drained emotion, cracked lips. Her arms were curled around her
knees; her legs were paewhite. Hugh's pillow was tucked up between
her knees.

"Enough, "Hugh said and went out the French doorsto the patio, through
the back gate.

The phonewasringing. It tickled her ear, and Rachd watched herself
roll farther into the sheets, away from the sound.

She watched Hugh walk down the aley, and for amoment she thought he
looked back. But then sheredlized it wasjust Let's Pretend because

she knew that he would never look back to see her again. She was beyond
that. Shewould hurl her wedding-gift chinaat the walls and she would

put it dl in the broken past.

Hugh?
Scraping intheroom. Her eyeswere seded shut with...

crusty deep. Thefeding of being watched. 1n the back of her throat

she tasted the bitterness of dreamland tea. Things moving in the room.

She could bardly lift her eyelids wide enough to see through them. Hugh
must be back, Hugh must be back and maybe he would be begging her
forgiveness, or maybe he wouldn't but she would overlook what held done
to her. What had he done to her? Something, she knew he'd done
something. No, it was something he hasn't done.

Shetried to focus on whatever was there on the bed next to her. A
shoe? A glove? A children'stoy? A small baby shaking arattle? Her
gphere, with itstiny hands clutching anoisy rattle, shaking, shaking,
shaking.

Shewastoo tired to even lift her head, too tired to move.

Her aamsand legsfdt like stones.

The taste of raspberries and cream and cigarettes on her lips.

A rat the size of her fist sat up next to her facein bed and inits

jawsit carried asmall dead mouse. Therat shook the mouse violently,
and the mouse | et out a high-pitched squeak that could only have been a



scream.

But Rachd watched all thisfrom above her bed, and could not awaken her
body which lay awake and adeep and staring and listening to the sound
of the mouse screaming.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
IFI HAD A HAMMER

Ontheclock radio in Ted Adair's condo, the Sludgeman said, "Lookslike
another hdllacious day, my little Sudgettes, truly hdllacious...”

The bedroom smelled like overflow from a sewer, like a butcher's shop on
ahot afternoon. Ted's chest was covered with some of hisfather's

blood and Ted's own dribbling spit as he rocked back and forth on his
knees asif praying to the Old Man, crouched before him.

"Shit, boy, that bastard won't let me die, that goddamn voodoo
abortionist won't let merest." Wington Adair's voice whistled through
the ridge of broken front teeth as he continued hammering away at his
face.

Ted didn't want to look at the Old Man. He wanted to crawl inside
himsdaf. Hewanted to wake up from what he hoped wasanightmare. A
spray of blood shot out of the Old Man's nose, speckling histhroat.

Blood spurted from the open wound of red pulp just above hisfather's
eyes. The nose was completely gone. The Old Man's jaws sagged into his
jowls--afew good hits with the hammer had separated the lower jaw from
therest of hisskull. Hispae skin wasdripping like anice cream
coneinthesun. Here comestheblood. Ted had watched while his

father hammered off each of histoes, al ten of them, and then dammed

the hammer into hisankles.

From the clock radio, the DJdroned on. "It lookslikeit'sgonnabea
heilacious ninety-five degrees today and even hotter come Labor Day,
yes, boysand girls, another lovely D.C. day of smelling your

favorite armpits, and for those of you who love to sweat and swest to
love, I've got atune coming up from..."

The waspsthat had flown from the Old Man's mouth spun around his head,
alighting across the matted red scap before floating off like scraps of

burnt paper towards the window. Their tiny blood-encrusted bodies
smudged red prints on the glass until the lower haf of the window

seemed to be stained dark crimson.

Ted kndt infront of hisfather, his mouth open, staring.

He had no scream in him, and, anyway, I'll bet my neighbors would be
pissed a mefor ruining their Labor Day weekend.



"Oh, pop, pop, pop, God, pop, juh-juh-juh-just puh-puh-put-" Ted felt his
mind was duicing out from hisskull just like the Old Man'sbrains

were: Make it stop, make him die, make him die. He's supposed to die.
Can't livewith your skull haf off and your testicles shot like twin

golf bals splat against the goddamn walk-in closet doors, can't keep
talking when your teeth are somewhere down your esophagus and your
tongue looks like you been chewing on razor blades.

Cheese Whiz, Daddio, didn't anyone ever tell you the rules?

Don't you know you're supposed to die when your body's doing the Mashed
Potato from the inside out?

Ted tried catching the hammer in hisfingers asthe Old Man swung it
down to shatter his own left kneecap. The hammer swung wide and missed.

The Old Man grinned toothlesdly, jabbing the hammer's claw into his
right ear, itsthick tines scraping avay most of the lobe; ill he

pried further into his brain like he was opening up aboiled lobster.
"you believe now, boy? | told you that voodoo priest had ahold over
me, and | guess hewon't let go. He's gonna use Rachd to get into the
flesh again, and he's bringing with him every perversion that house has
to offer, boy, and hell be born like afucking mongter.”

Ted legpt up, knocking his father backwards. Asthe Old Man fell, Ted
heard asickening crack like the crack of acrisp breadstick. But, Ted
reasoned, it was only one more cracking bone among the multitude of
those already smashed up. The hammer flew from hisfather's hand and
thudded against the wall, just beneath the window. Wasps murmured
angrily asthey tapped their way around the window ledge, searching for
away out.

"Oh, son, Gil DuRaz will not let medie, | partook, boy, | partook of
thegirl, | et her and she tasted so damn sweet and now they want me for
leftovers. They've got their mother now, they've got the fetus, how the
fuck much more do | owe that bokor!" The Old Man leaned against his son.
Ted clasped the broken, torn body to his. Dampness seeped from his
father'sflesh to his. The Old Man stopped babbling.

Stopped moving.

| ancrazy, | aninsane, and | amimagining this. | am halucinating.

The Old Manisdive, shit, maybe| halucinated thiswhole damn
morning, maybe I'm till curled up in bed dreaming about Rachdl. and
thisisjust some subconscious guilt drama playing out in my head and

I'm going to wake up in another hour or two. Maybe another ten minutes
and it will be Sunday morning and even the damn clock radio darm won't
have sounded.

On theradio, the Sudgeman said, "I'm gonna be calling your house
sometime in the next hour and if you can tell me who your dave-o-rave of



the airwavesis, you win adinner for two at..."

Ted hefted hisfather'sbody up into hisarms. The Old Man was
ridiculoudy light, like atoy with the stuffing coming out. Ted'sarms

had never felt so weak, so shaky, and yet the Old Man was no burden at
al. Helad hisfather down on his bed, but could not bring himsdlf to
look down at the ravaged face.

The hammer lay whereit had fallen on the carpet. Stray wisps of
blood-dyed hair were caught in the claw.

Did | doit?Am | asfar gone as| thought the Old Man was?

Wasit mewho just bludgeoned him? Shit. Ted rubbed hiseyes, tears
gtinging behind thelids. Got to get clean, clean it off, al that

blood. Who'd think aman has that much blood to go around? Get clean,
ashower, ashower and a shave and maybe a cup of coffee and then maybe
I'll be sane again, yeah. that oughtado the job.

The DJsad, "you're worthless, you cud-chewing scuzzhound, we play only
the best.”

On hisway out of his bedroom, Ted picked up the hammer and smashed it
down on hisclock radio.

Hewasin the shower so long his skin began to wrinkle. The water went
from boiling hot to ice cold. But the steam had felt good on hisskin,

and he had that smell of deodorant soap on him and the blood was gone
and he had stopped shivering. Ted took histime shaving; combed his
hair, diding some gel into it to keep it neat; brushed each of his
thirty-two teeth and flossed. He only looked directly in the bathroom
mirror when he drew blood from flossing.

Hisface was worn and gray and dmogt astired as the Old Man's had
been.

And then he knew.
Something had knifed right through the skin of theworld.

My God. It redly happened. Hekilled himself. The Old Man killed
himsdf. and he ill couldn't die.

that voodoo abortionist he was babbling about, yeah, that's who got him.
Camefor him and wouldn't let him die.

Always keep an open mind you never know what's going to want to crawl in
there and start gnawing away. An open mind and closed eyes. The Old
Man wants meto believe? Well, | ain't sayin' yesand ain't sayin' no.

I'mjust sayin' maybe.



He stepped out of the bathroom counting the number of parquet tileson
thefloor until he cameto the hdl carpet (thirty-six squares of tile).

In the bedroom would be a corpse who was not yet alowed to give up the
girit. Fed it inmy bones, in my blood, way down in my gut with last
night's supper just about to go up or down or sSideways.

"Hewon't let medie
Hisfather'swords echoed in hismind.

When Ted entered his bedroom he avoided looking at the bed and the body
on the bed. He looked above the bed, to the white wall above the
headboard.

In blood, the Old Man had written: HELP RACHEL.
Wasps danced frantically around the windowpane.

Ted, camly, went over to the window, brushing thewasps away. They
stung his hands, but he paid them no mind.

With his numb fingers, he cracked the window open. "Ain't sayin' no."

The wasps darted out into the shimmering air. Down below the building,
amiddle-aged woman was out waking her Shar-Pei. The dog urinated on
Ted'sMercedes. The woman wore curlers and congratulated her pet for
doing his business, she swatted at waspsthat flew around her.

Ted shut the window.
The words were burned into his mind.
HELP RACHEL.

"Just sayin' maybe," he said before turning around to make sure the Old
Manwasredly and truly and finally dead.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
HELPRACHEL

Ted lifted the phonereceiver. Hishands trembled so much he tossed it

out of hishand. The high-pitched pips started up afew seconds later.

Ted gazed down at the fallen phone and said, "Hi, Rachel? Just thought
you ought to know the Old Man's duh-duh-dead.” He laughed, dapping his
chest. Get red Ted, my boy, let's have atrifle more coordination

between mind and tongue. " Get hughie and get out of the house, Rachd.
Don't ask mewhy, | don't fucking know, but it's something that the Old
Man set in motion yearsago and if | sound crazy, well, then | guess|

am, but just get out for awhile, get asfar the fuck away from Draper



House as you possibly can.”

Sounds sensible enough, Ted. my boy. now al you got to doispick up
the phone and call her and then maybe it'll be copacetic. "I ain't

sayin' no." He barely recognized the whispery voice that came from his
throat.

He left the phone where it was.

Nope, can't redly cal her up with thiskind of news. Cal the cops?
Not agreat ideawith adead body in my bedroom.

Particularly onethisfar hammered away. Cops might not betoo
sympathetic to my plight.

He wandered back out to the living room feding asif agrenade had
rolled right into his condo and blown up in hisface. yeah, that'sright,
| got shards of the old Man'sinsanity in my skull.

In the freezer, he found a hdf-full gallon of vodka.

When Ted decided what he would do, where he would go, he took the bottle
withhim.

Driving was easiest for Ted when hewas drunk. With alittle medicine

in him he didn't have to worry too much about where he was headed. Hed
dressed quickly, amost forgetting his shoesin his eagernessto get out

of hisplace (don't go back in that bedroom again, Ted, m'boy, you don't
need to double-check to see what isdripping all over the white carpet).

In blood: HELP RACHEL.
Uncharacteristic of the Old Man even in degth, even after death.

Héll, Ted thought as he dropped his car keys on the sdewalk for the
sxthtime, who'd the Old Man ever hep in hislife?

The hard part about being drunk so early in the day was getting the keys
inthe door of the car. Damn it, they make these thingstoo small and

dippery.

The vodkahad madeit dl go down easier, just like it had when the Old
Man had cracked. Cracked, but not yet hammered. It wasall crazy, but
vodka helped Ted over the rough spots of credibility: | ain't sayin'yes
and | ain't sayin' no, I'mjust sayin' maybe. Finaly he managed to

unlock the car door without dropping the keys; he opened the door wide
and checked under the seats for wasps before diding in behind the
whedl. Hiseyesblurred with tears. Hetried turning on the windshield
wipersto dash histears away, you are drunk, son, you sure you didn't
hammer your own head in?



He started the car, swerving to avoid aboy riding by on hisbike.
HELPRACHEL. Hdlucination -- that'swhat thiswhole damn thing is. you
didn't see the Old Man dent himself slly and then keep yapping avay
like amanic schnauzer, you been walking in your deep, Tedward, you
been drinking too much of the Russian poison and dry humping your
pillow, lusting after your brother'swife. you just want Rachel to need
your help, you want her the way you want every toy you've ever had and
now you fed guilty 'causeit's your asshole brother'swife and you're a
sinner and now guilt going into overdrive on thefuel of Absolute-- ain't
sayin'yes. He pressed hisfoot down on the accelerator asthelight at
the corner of Q Street and Connecticut turned yellow; hissilver car
swerved, screeching as he turned up Connecticut Avenue, pedestrians
scattering, shouting curses. Ted barely noticed them. The wasps? Well,
bugs dways get in placesin the summer. that'sit. They just squeezed
through a crack last night and the Old Man swallowed them while he was
shoring.

| an't sayin' no. Hewalited at the light on Columbia Road, tapping his
fingers on the steering whed. He glanced over a agirl inaVW Bug
that had pulled up next to him.

He could still smile, that was good. See? | haven't cracked, | can be
aregular guy.

Thegirl, apretty redhead, wrinkled her nose and quickly |ooked the
other way. Like hewasthe most repulsive thing on the face of the
earth.

Fuck you, too, sweetheart. Ted brought his gaze up to the rearview
mirror. All he saw were his eyes: bloodshot.

And in those eyes a certain wildness. The girl must've seen that
insanity therein the baby blues.

The eyes of someone out of control.

A madman.

Just sayin' maybe.

Thelight turned green.

At Hammer Street, on the edge of the park, Ted spun the whedl into the
curb, going up onto it and then down to the road again. He parked his
Mercedes with aridiculous amount of care for someone who had stopped
giving afuck.

| won't pretend to know what's going on. Maybethey'll put me away like

| should've put the old Man away weeks ago, before his madness started
rubbing off on me.



But I'll get Rachd out of there and then show her what in my

gpatment. And if the old Man isback therelaughing his head off at

the clever trick he played on me, then they can give me some more booze
and I'll go off and be abonafide alcohalic for the rest of my

natura-born days.

But if | take her home and there's a corpse and blood on the walls, then
she can have me put away and she will be safe.

Rachdl, in bed, dreaming. In her dream someone was at the door.
Knocking. Cdling her name. Wasit Hugh? She went to the door in her
dream and opened it. It was not Hugh standing behind the dream door but
ablack manin adark shirt and pants, atop hat on hishead. When he
opened his mouth to speak to her shefelt asif she were being sucked

into the mouth, and the mouth became adark cave whose monstrous teeth
became rows and rows of babies, their clicking talonsraised to her,

their mouths like balloon lips, opening and closing to drink her milk.

Ted smashed his vodka bottle against the front door of Draper House.
"Rachd! It'sTed! Openup!" The stone baustrades on either side of
the steps seemed to have grown around him, fattening each time he
shouted for her. He was standing in acold, shadowed spot, there at the
entrance, and the sunlight reached everywhere on the street and in the
park, everywhere except this front porch and these steps and this door.

When the door finally drew open, its wood squeaking against the floor of
the lower halway, it was not Rachdl Adair standing behind it, but
someone who invited him in nonetheless.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
THE MAGIC TOUCH

Hugh passed out drunk on a bench in DuPont Circle; he covered hisface
with the front section of the Sunday Post.

He had spent the morning and early part of the day wandering, just
ambling drunkenly from sdewalk to sdewak. It was aholiday weekend
and not many people were out early. The city seemed dead. Heliked it
that way because hefelt dead on theinside like an eggshdll with the

yolk sucked out. He had clutched his sscomach in pain when he felt the
need to throw up -- don't want to be sick, just want to die. At around
ten in the morning he passed a shop window and saw aman staring back at
him. The man's sandy blond hair stuck out from his head like he'd dept
onitwrong. Hisfacewasgray and pasty; his shoulders dumped
forward. Hewas shaking, shivering. Hiseyeswere smudged with
deeplessness, hislips cracked dry like water-starved earth. Hugh
couldn't look directly into the man's eyes because he knew the maniis
me

Let'sPretend, Hugh, that you're not aloser, that shell forgive you



and take you back, that it's going to work out.

Then aconflicting thought shuttled its thread through hismind: To hell
with her. Shewants you to be something you're not, screw it, maybe
you're better off asngle man living asyou please.

Hefdt in his drunkenness that there might as well have been a cartoon
angd on hisright shoulder and adevil on hisleft.

Hetried cdling Rachd from apay phone, letting it ring ten times, but
therewasno answer. A family walking by him, al dressed up for
church, eyed him suspicioudly. | guess| look pretty scary, but fuck
you, too. A man standing with him at a crosswak handed him adollar.
"Don't spend it on liquor,” theman said. "My advicetoyouisget a
job, buddy, it don't get no better." Hugh watched the pudgy hand fold
the dollar and put it into Hugh's hand. He couldn't bring himself to
look the man in the face.

Oh, well, a least I'm adollar richer.

But most of dl hejust wanted to die, to lay down and give up the
ghost.

He stretched out across the bench in the park at DuPont Circle hoping
that death would cometo him. Before he lay the newspaper acrosshis
face, he saw the clouds gathering in the sky and thought: Even God's going
to pisson me.

He awoke suddenly. "Rachd?' Something had touched him. Something or
someone. It had grown dark -- clouds hanging low in the sky coupled with
the sun pressing westward. Someone had grabbed his ankle, and before he
sat up heingtinctively felt for hiswalet. It wasthere, inhiship

pocket. The newspapers had dropped from his face and now lay crumpled
benesth his head forming a makeshift pillow. He had drooled on

them -- newsprint ran together in ablack smudge. Histonguefdt like
sdted meat. What he tasted in his mouth -- the product of not having
brushed histeeth aswell as the unique mixture of drinksfrom the
housewarming party -- well, his mouth tasted like he'd kissed the wrong
end of adead cat.

"I'mtalkin' to you," awoman said as he sat up. "you the man that
livesin the Screamin' House. | seen you there.”

Hedidn't recognize her at first: just another bag lady. Shewasfat
and dark and dirty. He heard thunder and thought it might be the
rumbling in her throat, but it was just thunder.

Rain wason itsway.

"you been deepin' too long,” she sad.



The crazy woman. He remembered her -- when Rachel had tried to start her
car, thiswoman shouting in their back dley.

"you been deepin’, migter, but the house don't deep, it just screams
'n' screams, and now, mister, Nnow your woman gonna scream, too."

From in between one of the folds of her rippling trash bags he saw what
looked like ahuman skull.

And from the empty eye socket of that skull: awasp. It crawled dong
the orbital ridge, afindy-cut blue sapphire.

And then it flew towards him.

Jesus, you meet dl kinds of cregps when you deep in the park.
Then hefelt the bite on the back of his neck.

He dapped at thewasp. Gotcha, you sonofabitch.

Fedling that needle-prick pain shoot into him, he saw in blood:
HELP RACHEL, written on awhitewall.

He heard voices whispering, indistinct.

He thought he was passing out again, everything faded to black asif the
light bulb of the universe had findly died. But ill, hefet

consciousness. Hewasin adark cold place, and he knew where he was:
the crib, below Draper House, the place he'd thought he'd seen that

thing with my father's eyes, that ddlirium tremens halucination, that
inhuman jelyfish pulling itsdlf further down into darkness, dmost

human, the bluest of eyes, amost the way a baby might look if it had
been born about five monthstoo early. A baby not born of a human
mother.

Hugh saw before him afetusfloating in gar. 1t opened its eyes,
screaming with the Old Man's voice, "you saw it, Hugh, you werent just
drunk, you were enlightened, the house is unclean, it's the asshole of

the universe, son. Verena Standish lost her children to it, and now
you'l lose Rachel. They're gonna make her the mother of it, of that
mongter child, it'sgonnaeat itsway into her, that abomination from
Hdl!"

"Rachd," Hugh gasped. It'sthe hangover, the Queen Mother of
hangovers, the place where hangovers are conceived, born and dieright
herein my head -- must've daughtered afew million brain cdlsthis

time out. Hewaslooking at the dead wasp in hishand. He had smashed
it after dl. But theinsect began wriggling again, getting up onits

small legs. It stretched itswings out and took off from the palm of
hishand. Theinsect flew up into the darkening sky.



It seemed to him that al the sounds of the earth had stopped, that
someone had thrust the tip of apencil in both his ears, because hewas
no longer aware of the crunch of the grass underfoot or the chatter of
teenagers crossing the Circle or thetraffic or the cries of birdsor

the growling thunder.

I'm redlly drunk and so hungover it's like someone hammering my brains
to oatmedl.

Let'sPretend I'm adrunken sot whose wife hasfinally given him the
boot, who finally is going to get what he wants...

Wheat do | want?
Sleep. Just deep.
HELP RACHEL.
Do | want to die?

Hewas afraid to look back at the bag lady. Hishands were shaking, and
to try and calm them he pretended that none of it wasred, dl of it

was Let's Pretend: the park, the crazy woman, Rachd, too, al of it. He
tried to turn his handsto fists and then unfold them again, but they

just shook. He could not keep his hands from shaking. | want...

"What you want ain't important, mister,” the bag lady said, "just like
what | want ain't no big deal. What we gottado. what we gottado is
stop that house from screamin’.” She put her hand to her breast asif in
pain. "And| cantdoit done."

Mattie kept one hand on her daughter's skull, hiding it benesth her
trash bags of invishility, and her right hand under her heart. Theax
wasin her heart again, chopping at it. Help me, Nadine, just keep me
going' long enough to do this one thing, this one righteous thing. Gotta
stop it, gotta stop the house. The beating of her heart calmed, the
chopping grew morefaint.

you with me, Nadine? Mattie thought she heard an answer.

The Mr. Big Man who sat there on the bench was staring at hisfingers.
you gotta give him the Magic Touch, Mattie, you gottamake him see.

She reached over with her right hand and touched his|eft, the one that
held the wasp.

The man flinched, hishand shivering.
Magic Touch, Magic Touch, you gottawork, you gottamake him believe,

cause Mattie only got enough fight in her Ieft for the Housekeeper, so
I'm gonna need help, gonnaneed to make him understand. Méttiefelt a



tickling in her finger; she was afraid the man would pull away from

her -- she could smell fear in him, fear and doubt and even atouch of
belief. Just adice of beieving would be enough, just arusty kind of
believing. She knew he had seen Nadin€e's unborn child, and that was
where the bdieving in his soul had come from. With her Magic Touch she
could tell that he wasn't like the other Mr. Big Men. He was more, but
held buried it al down, buried himself divein dishelief. Asshehdd

his hand, she heard the words Let's Pretend in her mind. Hehaditin

him, yassr, he does, hegot it in there, but way down where you gotta

get ashovel and just Sart diggin‘away.

Through her fingers, she spoke to him: "you got dotta problems, miter,
but you got lifeand that better than what the Housekeeper

got -- crawling' with degth in that place -- you got life and a body to get
you places. you gonnarun and hide or you gonnafight? you got to get
her outta the Screamin’ House, mister. Things gotta be done, spirit
ladtoredt. | got thebugsinme. | gottern to help with the
Housekeeper, but you gotta get that girl before Baron Samedi getsinside
her."

The words hit Hugh in the gut, and he fdt the sour vomit of

day-old-drunk gin threatening to come up; he wanted the crazy woman not
to touch him like that, not on his hand because she seemed to be
connected to an eectric current.

The current stung him and hit nervesin hisarm, racing up to hisheed,
to hisbrain, and thenin hisbrain it felt like doors diding open,
lightsflicking on, and behind the doorsin the rooms.

bloodstained sheets, the old Man's battered spirit fighting to remain
ingde afragmented, flesh-torn body, using thetips of his
blood-spurting fingers like they were fountain pens, scratching letters
acrossthewhitewal: HELP RACHEL.

Hugh recoiled from touching Mattie's hand asif held suck hisfingers
into alight socket.

Suddenly, the evening was norma again, al sounds returned, cars
honking around the Circle, screeching brakes, men shouting to each
other, women scolding children, and children running around the
fountain, radios blaring. Hugh fdt like hed been diving down for
miles and then was swiftly pulled up, his eyes popping, bursting, and
then breaking the surface: Normd Life.

"L ook, whoever the hell you are, get away fromme," hesaid. God, |
fed sck, likelI'm dead. Oh, Scout, forgive me, please, | love you.
Bdancing himsdf againg the pedling green back of the bench, Hugh
managed to stand without kedling over.

Maéattie Peru watched the man walk off. "I'm gonnamake you see, migter."



Holding her daughter's skull with both hands benegth the folds of her
trash bags, shefdt awave wash through her:

awaking dead man building awall of bricks at the crib.

and in her gpartment, the Housekeeper holding asucking half formed
baby, the one that had been taken from Nadine's mutilated womb. The
Housekeeper held it up to another woman'swrist. Ragged vertical dices
up and down thewrist.

The baby was sucking blood from the woman'swrist like milk.
too late, am | too late?

But the woman nursing the child on her blood wasn't the woman they had
chosen as the mother, this woman was older and the Housekeeper said to
her, "Betty Kellogg, youll spoil him.”

A vision of the woman upstairs, the one called Rachdl, deeping the
deep of onewho has been given the baron deeping juice, her
bloodstream dready turning toice.

They were preparing her.
Am| too late?

As Mattie came out of her trance, she heard the choppity chop-chop in
her heart and felt stabbing pains between her ribs. She held her breath
until the ache went away. Gottakeep going; Mattie, gotta keep the
gpiritin thisold bag of skin and bones. No more girlsgonnadiein

the house for no Baron Samedi. I'll gottado it done, I'm gonna. If

her man don't care enough for her -- it gotta be done.

Shefdt warm drops of rain spattering down on her scalp, tapping aong
the edges of her trash bags. She raised the bags around her neck up
over her head like ahood.

Mattie Peru began shivering, but not from cold. Her bagsrattled, and
shefdt her bones chafe againgt her tired flesh.

Thetastein the back of her throat was warm and sour, like her
daughter's blood.

Mattie knew what waited for her in the house. She knew if she stepped
over itsthreshold, it would mean death. She could stand in thevain

and scream at the house and let it do itsworst. She would be safe on
the outside.

you could just get Mr. Big Man logo in and stop it and you could live,
but asthis voice tunnded through her brain, she swatted & it.
"Nadine," shesaid doud, "how am | to do thisthing? | am wegk, | am



nothin' againg that."
Nadine, | will diein there.
Mattie wiped rain across her face with fear and memory.

But | will dienowheredse. And | will take the screaming with me. And
Mr. Big Manwould help her.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
SLEEPWALKING

"Okay, okay," Rachel durred her words dightly as she tumbled out of

bed, grabbing Hugh'sterry cloth bathrobe, "I'm coming, I'm coming.” She
squinted at the clock on the dresser: 7:00 Have | been adeep dl day
long? Her aamswere sore: she thought she must've been degping on them
al wrong; her back ached, and amuscle spasmed along her lower ribs.
Her legswere still adeep -- she steadied hersalf against a bedpost as
shedipped her other arm into the deeve of the bathrobe.

An aftertaste from dreamland teaon her tongue: raspberries? Morelike
drippy licorice and dmonds, not cream, not anything sweet. She combed
her fingers through her clotted hair, untangling the greasy strands. She
avoided looking in the full-length mirror as she passed, wobbling and

stiff legged, the bedroom door. She could bardly keep her eyes open and
someone was still banging at the front door.

Should never have taken the antidepressant, it must've been that and
the brandy that Nanny Dreadful gave me. Whoever was knocking at the
door had been doing it for at least the past hour; she'd been dreaming

of thingsbanging.

The hdlway was dark; she fet for the light switch when she got to the
gairs. Sheflicked the switch up, and then brought her hand back to
her waist. Rachel pressed her fingers againgt her somach to stop the
dull ache that throbbed there. Her skin wasice cold. Shetied the
bathrobe together. "Hugh?' Her voice was il groggy from deep.

The brilliance of the hall light hurt her eyes. She covered them asshe
switched off thelight. Not dark enough to worry about tripping down
thegairs. But her feet weren't working quite right, she had to think
carefully with each step, feeling around the edge of the stair to make
sure shedidn't dip. Her legs now seemed rubbery, reminding her of an
experiment they used to teach in elementary school where sheld soak a
chicken bone overnight in vinegar and it would bend like aplagtic
straw. She clutched the bannister. Scout, you are aklutz. "Hugh?' Am
| Sill dreaming?

As she came down into the living room the floor seemed warm, like the
heat was on. Where she'd been cold afew minutes before, now she was



swesting from heat. Shewiped at her forehead. Fever.

Whoever had been banging at the front door was now banging on the wall,
or adoor, or awindow, down by the turret room. Was Hugh back and in
one of hisrages, tearing down morewall, mad a himsalf because he
wasn't a better husband?

Only inmy dreams.

As shedrew closer to the room, she redlized the noise wasn't banging at
al but scraping and akind of soft patting.

Remembering the morning when she thought she heard arat (or babies? Am
| off my rocker enough to believe there are babies down that tiny
staircase?), Rachel approached the end of the hall with caution.

Something was coming up, just a shape emerging from the narrow staircase
hadf hidden in thetorn vanity.

Rachel knew that sometimes, when she blinked, she saw thingsfor a
fraction of asecond -- things that weren't there.

Something was hanging from the ceiling in the vanity. Had Hugh hung his
shirts up along the molding? But not shirts -- no, they looked more
like -- sacks?

But as she drew closer, the objects hanging in the vanity became clear
to her:

Thelittle boy and girl she'd seen in the park, naked and dressed the

way she knew a hunter would dress hiskill. They hung upside down, a
long wooden pole running through their ankles. The boy, Jamie. opened
his mouth and said "'l know how babies are made.”

Rachel stood still and waited for thisimage to disappear.
Fever, antidepressants, brandy. dreamland tea.

The girl swung around on her pole and reached over and thrust her small
hand into her brother's mouth to shut him up, and told him, "you are not
supposed to tell her, youlittle fool, shell find out soon enough.” Her
small white arm was ragged with festering sores. Her hand disappeared
up to thewrigt into Jamie's mouth. He began making choking noises, his
eyes bugging out, as his sster kept pushing her hand further down his
throat.

But then Rachd saw nothing hanging from the molding in the vanity.
Fever dream. She rubbed her eyes.

Shewas dmogt relieved, too tired to worry about her sanity, reassured
that it wasjust ahdlucination. And now, here another one. A man,



naked from the waist up, sweat glistening across his chest, his hands
and arms dusted with gray plaster. Coming up from below. Isheredly
here?

"Oh, Ted," Rachd said, her knees about to give out, a headache thumping
gently in her temples, the bitter licorice aftertaste of dreamland tea
in her mouth.

Ted smiled. Shewassureit wasasmile, but her fever twisted his
gmileinto something carnivorous. Hewas dightly hunched over, too

tall for the miniature passage. His hands were soaked with gray mud; he
wiped them on hiskhakis.

"Ted, what are you -- | mean, thank God you're here, I'm not fegling
too..." Rachel slammered.

"Some things have been happening.” He was smiling, it wasasmile, she
was sureit wasasmile. He came towards her, his pdms outward to show
how well held wiped them clean, asif that mattered, and she could tell

by the way he kept looking everywhere but at her that there was
something dreadfully wrong, something he was afraid to admit to her.

"it'sin thishouse, Rachdl, something happening here, something to do
with the Old Man, and Hugh, and with you."

Am | dreaming? Rachel leaned back against the doorjamb. No children
hanging from rods. Shefet hungry and wesk and deepy. Mrs.
Dearfied'swords of admonishment came back to her: "Must watch what we
put in our turnroles, dear."

Ted came up beside her, gill unableto look her inthe eye.

Hisarms snaked around her, catching her asshefdl. Am | fdling?

"Here," hewhispered, "let's get you to the window seat." She closed her
eyes as the room spun around her.

Opening her eyes again, she was Sitting up in the window.

In the park, no one played, the swing sets were empty.

"Hugh and | had afight,” shesaid. She pressed her fingers against her
robe, down by her somach. "My tummy's upset.”

"| gathered, about thefight." Ted was Sitting beside her, hisleft hand
on her right knee.

Hisright hand on the place where her ssomach hurt. 1she pulling his
arm around But it felt good, she needed someone's arm around her, she
needed a good strong hug.

"Rachd, | think you should know what happened.”



"Mmm?" Shewas S0 dizzy; she would get him to help her get back into
bed. Thethought of bed made her fedl good.

The thought of drifting down into deep. The back of her head rested
againgt the windowpane. The glasswaswarm, molten, curving around her
ice-cold head.

"Something's happened, Rachel, and it'sthis house.
Hugh wasraving."

"Hugh? When did you talk to -- did he say -- about house?"

"Raving. What it was doing to the two of you, what the Old Man had done
by giving it to you, how it was evil."

"Hugh?
"Rachel, he went crazy, Rachel, he went off the deep end, Rachd.”
"Hugh? Crazy." Shelet theword sink in, and she nodded dreamily.
"The Old Man died."

Shelet Ted talk because she was feding alittle nauseated, just in the
pit of her ssomach.

"Hewas drunk, Rachel. Hugh was stone dead drunk and he had this

The bonesin her legs began aching, and she would've liked to massage
her thighsto get the circulation going again but Ted's snaking arm was
inher way. Thebonesin her legsfdt like they weretrying to bresk
freefrom her skin. Likethey wereripping through her skin right then.
But her bones stayed put. Bonesdidn't rip through skin. They aways
stayed put. But they ached so much, they seemed so sore pressed up
agang her skin.

"Rachel, he broke the door down at my place, he wasroaring --"
"Hammer?'

"Hekilled my father, Rachel. | tried to stop him but he swung out a

me with the hammer and | went and called the cops. But by that timethe
Old Man was dead, and Hugh was screaming at me to leave you aone
because he said | was as bad asthe Old Man, Rachel. Then hesaid he
was going to come get you, get hiswifeif he had to take you kicking

and screaming out of thishouseforever. Hesaid it washis

responghility.”

"Not Hugh." Rachd shook the thought out of her head; Ted was being so



glly. "I know Hugh."

The annoying chirp of the telephone came from down the hall.
"Thepolice" Tedsad. "I gave them your number. | should get it."
Rachel sucked air into her lungs. Shock was awakening her; her legs
were o sore, but she managed to get up on her feet, leaning on Ted for
support. "No," shesad, "I'll getit.”

Shefdt asif shewerewaking on air; her feet making the motions, but
not quite touching the ground; Ted'sarms holding her up. But she made
it to the phone. Not Hugh, I know Hugh inside and out, | know what he
laughs about, | know what can make him cry, | know what his goddamn
sockssmell like, he'sal therein the blue of hiseyes, hesdl up

front, on the surface.

But the booze. Thedepresson. Thefight. Kicking him out.

Tdling himto goto hell. that night, before the party, seeing the
frustration and rage in hisface as he took the dedgehammer and crowbar
to the vanity wall.

"I know Hugh," shesad, lifting thereceiver. "Hello?'

No sound. Rachel was about to hang up.

Then, Hugh's voice cameon theline. "Scout?"

Rachel covered the receiver with the palm of her hand.

Tedsad, "It him?"

She nodded.

"Dangerous, "he whispered in her ear and his bresth was codl.

| know Hugh backwards and forwards.

"I'm here”

"l want to come home, Scout, | want to come get you.”

Ted'swhisper waslikeafly crawlingin her ear. "Hedid it, Rachd,
and hewantsyou next. | saw him."

"Hugh? Whereareyou?'

"P Street -- Rachdl, listen, | don't know what, but there's something



there, in the house, and | don't want you there alone.”
Ted whigpered, "Tdl him you're going out."

Again she covered thereceiver. "l can'tlieto him. He soundslike
he's been through hdll.”

"Hewantsto drag you there, too. | saw him hammer the Old Man just
like hewasafucking nail. Say you'regoing out.”

She gasped into the phone, "Hugh? I'm going... out.”

"Say it'sgoing to dl come out in thewash."

"It'sgoing to dl come out in thewash, Hugh, I'll befine."

Hugh hesitated before speaking again. "Is someone with you?”'

"No."

"Look, I'll comeget you. | loveyou, Scout. 1'm so damn sorry about
the way I've been dl summer. Jesus, thiswholeyear. | didn't mean to
hurt you."

Rachel shivered, remembering the wild look in his eyeswhen héld torn
the vanity wall down. It had stung morethan if held actualy hit her.
Just that look in hiseyes. Madness.

"Tdl himyou'll meet him someplace.”

"I'll meet you. Hugh, I'll meet you down &t --" Oh, Christ, what'sthe
name of the bookstore he likes so much?

"Scout? I'mjust ten minutes walk. I'll come get you."

"No -- Hugh -- Kramer Books, I'll be at Kramer Books, i'm practically out the
door now."

"you sure?!

"Yes. Hugh..."

"Nothing." She hung up the phone,

Ted squeezed hisarm around her waist.

She drew away from him ingtinctively. There was something about Ted as

he stood there, something about his smell. He'd been drinking, she'd
noticed before when held brought her into the turret room. But after



what he'd apparently been through, anybody might knock back a shot or
two. But there was something besidesliquor on his breath.

"you'reaterificlittleliar, Rachd," Ted said, winking at her asshe

tried to push him away. But hisarms kept snaking around her, insde
the robe, cold and damp on her skin. She had no energy, her limbsfelt
likejdly. Hishandsdiding up dong her ribs, histhumbstwiging
benesth her breasts as he poked and probed them, pinching her armpits,
squeezing her. Shefdt the screamrisein her throat, but al that

came out finally was amoan of fear. Ted reached up with one hand,
gl scraping her side, holding her to him, covering her mouth with the
pam of hisdimy hand. It tasted like mortar? Isthisadream?

"Those who clamor,” hetold her, "weve been listening to you for a
while, Rachd." Then in ahigh-pitched voice he said,
"Hows about amouse fuck?'

She struggled againgt hisarms, her robe fdling open. Just asshewas
about to kick him in the groin, her rubbery legsmovingintoo dow a
motion, she saw alarge rat pokeits head through the zipper in his
khakis. It legpt from between hislegs and scampered off acrossthe
floor. Rachel reached up to Ted's face as he brought hislips down to
meet hers; she brought her fingersup to hiseyes. Already her vision
was going out of focus and deep seemed to be drawing her back into its
dark embrace.

Shefét her fingers dide into the soft pudding of hiseyes, and when
shelooked again at hisface, working hard to keep her own eyes open,
she saw his eyes hanging like gummy strands of runny eggsfromthetips
of her fingers.

Am | dreaming? Shelay in the darkness of deep.
Can't be happening, can't be happening. Are-you-there-Hugh Adair?

A woman's voice drawing her up through deep amost to consciousness. "l
knew the dose should've been stronger.”

Mrs. Deefidd'svoice. "you slly cow, if it had been any stronger
she'd be dead now and where would that leave us?'

Dak purples swirled in Rache's mind, dancing with dotslike

mosquitoes, and she wondered where the dream had begun -- down the hallway
to the vanity, shewaswalking, it was adream after all. A dream

because babies surrounded her, dozens of babies, sphereswith arms and

legs. Their mouths opening upwardsto her. At the end of thehdl at

the vanity, hanging up to dry: the children from the park. Skin ripped

open from their somachsto their chins. torn and hollow. Jamie kept

talking even with hissigter'sfist in hismouth. "It where babies

comefrom. Butif it not all doneit hasto crawl back in. What do

you suppose would happen if the half-done baby couldn't find its mother



cunny again?'

Purple haze of deep again, asif she wererisng out of the dream,
about to open her eyes.

Mrs. Deefield said, "And you, you stupid fool, you're herefor one
purpose and one purpose only, to guard the wall, your deazy hands al
over her, she can't be damaged, twit, if she'sto carry the child.”

that right, Rachel nodded in her dream, keeping her eyes closed, tasting
thelicorice and dmondsin her mouth, can't be damaged if I'm going to
carry thelittle sphere.

Falling downward into deep.

Rachel's lips were parched, her throat dry. Pinsand needles poked at
her toes, aong the soles of her feet, around her calves. A hand
tenderly pressed against the back of her head, raiging it dightly. She
opened her eyes.

Tosee.

Mrs. Deafidd'sface. Dim and flickering like candidight.

The old woman's face was flat and empty, apie crust of aface, but kind
and colorless, with her tranducent eyes|ooking right into Rachd,

right through Rachd. "Don't talk now, dear, just take another sp and
you'll befine" Mrs. Deerfield held acup to Rachd'slips.

"Bone ching," someone giggled from acorner.

Rache murmured, "M ore dreamland tea?"

"It'sfull of veetameens," Mrs. Deafield said, "some herbsand even a
lizard'sgland or two. An old recipe passed down through generations.”

"you're... s0... funny... and... I'm deepy.”

"Wll, you've been having some bad dreams, dear. you're herein my
fla."

"Oh? Oh. IsHugh here?!

"Honey," awoman said from somewhere nearby, "we are so proud of you."
It sounded to Rachdl like one of theweird ssters -- wasit Annie Ralph?
But then, it must be daddy, that's what daddy would say, "We are so
proud of you."

“Daddy?

Laughter, women's laughter like patering rain on aroof top.



Rachd tried lifting her head on her own to look around, but her skull
seemed heavy benesth her skin, her neck was pureliquid. Shewaslying
flat somewhere. Onthe cold tilefloor. The opening to the crib

nearby, and flickering candlelight from down there, down below. Rachdl's
whole body wasjdly and jam. "Jdliesinthosejars, "Mrs. Deerfield

had once said. "Jamsand preserves. Whatever'll keep. Most things do
keep."

“Daddy?

Someone said, "you'd think she'd say ‘mommy’ -- it's not fair, | don't see
anything so specia about her.”

Mrs. Deerfidd turned her face awvay from Rachdl. The woman'syellow
hair fell across her cheek as she turned.

Mrs. Dearfidd said, " She's open to the influence, which ismorethan |
can say for some people, Elizabeth Kellogg.

Now, one of you get over here and loosen these scarfs-you'd think you
were tying the Gordian knot here and not jUSt asimple Boy Scout
dipknot -- yes, right now, do you think she'sgoing to jump up and bite
you?"

Scout? Hugh? Rachd'sthoughts blended in half deep.

"Did something bite me?* She had no energy, and when she looked at the
bone chinacup that Mrs. Deerfield held near her chinit didn't look
likeacupat dl. 1t wasashalow saucer, ayellowed bone saucer with
jagged edges around the rim asiif it had been sawed from something.
Bone. "Am | sck, Nanny Deerfidd?' Rising into consciousness and
nausea

Mrs. Deerfield returned her gaze down to Rachel. "Bit of fever,
dearest, but Nanny Deerfidd will makeit al better.”

"Dream," Rachel murmured, her lips moistened by dreamland tea. Something
twigting at her wrists -- like copper wire wound around them -- and then
just adistant throbbing pain. She turned her head to her left and saw

Annie Ralph standing there,

"Hi, honey." Annie nodded; she was doing something with Rachel's hand.
"Sorry if they weretoo tight." Anni€sface blinked on and off with
flickering yellow light. Every inch of the floor was covered with

votive candles.

"Dreamland,” Rachd sighed.

"Yes, dear."



"Ted -- and the children, Jamie, | saw them, | saw them, hangingin --" But
even these words made no sense to Rache, even she didn't know what she

wastrying to say.
More flickering candldight poured up from the open crib.

The clamoring place. Thedark holefull of jamsand jeliesand pickles
and preserves and whatever will keep.

Mrs. Deerfield was stroking her forehead with adamp cloth. It felt
likeice across her face. "I knew you were senditive. Would Baron
Samedi bring usthe right flesh without the right spirit?"

Rache'sthroat fet like it was burning, but pleasantly, warm. She
wanted to wake up now, but she felt so damn good and pleasant and the
weird ssters were being so lovely and sweet shejust let this dream
continue. A while longer and then I'll wake up. Hugh? Are-you-there?

"She's closad her eyesagain,” Beity Kellogg said.
Anniewhispered, " She seems heavier now."

Rising up and then fdling back, fdling into deep, fdling through the
floor, falling down into the earth to deep.

"Be careful putting her in," Mrs. Dearfidd said. "Watch your toes
there, and be mindful of the candles."

Put mein? Where? "Nanny?' Rachd asked dreamily.
"Yes, dear."

They were carrying her but she didn't have the energy to open her eyes.
They're putting me to bed, that was what she meant. "Where arewe

going?”

"l don't like lying, dear, so you should know. I've given you adrug,
dear, powerful medicine from an extremely deadly plant, but inasmall
dose. We're going to put you downinthecrib.”

"Nice" Rachd replied, "youll take care of me."

Falling down into deep, down where the babies play in their nurseries,
crying for their mommies.

"Yes, dear, | care about you morethan lifeitsdf. youand him. He's

our god, dear, not yet born, once aman, aman of spirit, named Gil
DuRaz. Heinhabits my sweet fleshling and when he's allowed to grow in
your womb, hewill befully born with greater power than, well, either
you or | canimagine. He shall be adevourer of human flesh and the
spirits of thishouse shdl be released from their cage.”



Nice, nice and deepy, nice and cool and soft down here, darknesslike
an arm around my wais, like Hugh against my back at night, and
candlelight between the eyes of darkness.

Words sinking from Mrs. Deerfield, bobbing and floating like aballoon
haf filled with hlium. "Do not be afraid, my dear, your friend Miss
Parker is here to keep you company.

Motherhood isanaturd part of life, and a part that has been denied
you much too long."

A sound like the clack of amousetrap snapping shut.

In the darkness of deep she heard voices around her:

Mrs. Deafied said, "Volunteers?’

"Mefirg, honey." It was Annie Raph.

Then Betty. "Wdl, I've never redly disemboweled anyone before.”

"Honey, it'slike carving aturkey. Andif you don't doit now, I'll do
it mysdlf.”

In her dream of absolute darkness, Rachel heard a sound like wet rubber
gplitting, tearing, and heard a series of thumps, agroan.

"Dear old Annie, such atrouper. Now dear, by your own hand Rules are
rules, Betty, after adl, can't have any living witnesses. Timetojoin

the house with the others."

Betty Kellogg sad, "'l can't.”

"Thefleshiswesk, yes?'

"No, don't--I cando it."

"He wants you to go over, dear. Now."

"l candoit. 1t'Sjust that it looksawful. All over my
hands--Annies-al over me. Theknife

"It'san apple-coring knife, but it served other purposesin the past. A
little pressure might help, dear.”

"Please, don't -- it -- it hurts, it hurts so much -- not like -- when you
push, don't push it against my skin -- it hurts-- | can -- please, it hurts
so damn much, my stomach, please, no, it -- not --"

"Painisbrief, dear, but if you think of what the painisfor, well,



then. Wereborn, welive, wedie. that'sit. Mustn't get
sentimentd.”

"Please, | can do it mysdlf -- it'sthe blade, fedls so cold, so damned
cold on my stomach, no, don't, I'm not ready, not yet -- not
yet -- God -- not --"

In the dream of candle-lit darkness that Rachel was having, the sound of
wet rubber tearing, the sound of boots treading in the mud, the suction
of pulling aboot out of the mud, and awhine, dmost a scream, coming
from beside her and then she thought she heard her little sphere, the
one shed lost last year, weeping in the corner because it was il

trying to be born.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

BELIEF

Hugh waited in Kramer Booksfor Rachel for over an hour.

Rain splattered across the Sdewalks outside, sheets of rain hammering
down the darkness beyond the wide windows of the bookstore. He stared
out into therain. The store was packed with people milling around the
stacks of trade paperbacks, customersflirting with each other, couples
stting over in the cafe section. Hugh stood aone, staring out through

the blurred glass.

Watching.

Hugh knew that Rachel would not be coming. It had beenin her voiceon
the phone. She sounded asif his caling her had repulsed her.

Theworldisacrazy place.

The bag lady standing in the rain, watching him, only seemed to confirm
thisopinion.

My God. that crazy woman is patient.
But what if Rachd isin somekind of trouble?

The thought seemed to buzz around his ear, and for asecond he thought
it was another damn wasp.

Let's Pretend, Hugh, that there something going on here.

you saw thewordsin blood. HELP RACHEL. Isit some subconscious thing?
Do you redlly think she needs your help?

Shit, she'sthe most sdlfsufficient person in the world, right?



She needs you about as much as she needs aholein the head. The bag lady
gared through the window a him, unblinking. Hugh felt held spent the

past hour trying to erase her from the street |landscape, trying to see

through her, trying to turn her invisible. His head throbbed from a

hangover.

But she communicated with me, somehow, don't know how, but it was asif
sherefocused my eyes. HELP RACHEL.

Scout? you in trouble?

The bag lady began to look urgent; she ssomped her feet in the puddies,
sending water splashing up againg the storefront.

I'll wait her out. If | haveto wait here another hour, I'll doit.

But the woman turned away and began hurrying up Connecticut Avenuein
therain.

Go ahead, wherever the hell you're headed.
But she headed to my home.

Wheat if there's-- Let's Pretend. Rachd isin somekind of danger. you
asshole, Hugh, just standing here, you should be home, you should be
therewith her. She did sound funny on the phone. Funny and scared the
way shewaswhen she lost her baby, why the fuck haven't you gone home
yet?

Hugh made hisway through the crowd of people at the entrance of
Kramer Books; hefdt like he was drowning.

When he was on the street in the blinding rain, he ran after the bag
woman, towards home.

Hafway up the hill he caught up with her. "Wait!"

Sheturned and glared a him. "you seenthesigns you know you seen
thesignd They gonnado it tonight. Ain't no more girlsgonnadie,

and if | gottado it mysdf I will, Mr. Big Man, but | can't help your
woman if I'm fighting the other one. 1 ain't God, just old Méttie Peru,
flesh and blood and | can only fight one battle at atime!" Her anger
seemed to dissolve with therain, and Hugh redlized the woman was
crying. "'l know what waits for me up to the Screamin’ House, and |
ant afradfor me. | know thehell I'm headin' for. | know my crime.”
Shedrew the skull from between the folds of her bags. "Thisherésmy
babyqgirl that thosein the house killed, mister, and it wasaMr. Big
Man just like you that gave me the seed for my girl and gave my girl the
seed for her baby, and now they gonna bring something into the world
that don't belong here.”



She tossed the skull to him and he ingtinctively caught it theway he
would catch basketbalsin college. When he looked back at Mattie, as
he held the skull, he saw:

The Old Man, battered, rain washing blood from the jungle of cutsand
openwounds. His upper jaw opened and closed mechanicaly, the lower
jaw just hung dack in apocket of skin. "Hugh. Fuck everything, and

get up to that house now! It'stoo late for me, and they got Ted, they
killed him and they filled his body with one of their own, but Rachel.

For dl thelove you havefor her, get the fuck up there."

Hugh glanced down at the skull: it glowed inthedashing rain likea
lantern.

And he bdieved.

He believed the way aman bdieveswhen it isfour in the morning and
the rational world doesn't tell him otherwise.

He bdieved the way a man wakes up when he remembers a smell, wakes up
and realizes he has been degping, and the smdll isfire, and his house
isburning. He bdieved the way aman believesin something when there
isnothing dseto bdievein.

"Rechd," hesaid.

And heknew it wastrue. It cut through every ounce of intellectin
him, but he knew these visonswereredl, oh, but God, what if held
waited too long?

But when have | ever been right before? 11 al been delusons, this
could be just another one.

And then he thought: fuck that.
Knifing through al histhoughts: Scout, you be safe, I'll come get you.

"We gottago now. "Mattie grabbed hisarm. Thetouch of her hand was
like an eectric shock, acurrent ran between them. He heard her voice
inhishead: "I am Mattie Peru, and the spirits of thishouse are evil,

and of them, the most powerful and malevolent is called Gil DuRaz, Baron
Samedi, the guardian of the dead. He has been both man and demon, and he
murdered my daughter.” Interwoven with the sound of her voice, Hugh saw
afetuswith the tranducent blue eyes of his own father, the creature

he'd seen in the shadows of the vanity.

"God," Hugh gasped.

Maéttie let go of him, and the vision evaporated. "They been waitin' for
along time, and now they got their chance, mister, but we gotta get up
there, we just gotta.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
HOUSECLEANING
Rache awoke because she was having difficulty bresthing.

Theair wasthick with incense: the candles, al around her liketiny
eyes. Mrs. Deerfidd was at her legs, massaging them, but Rachel
couldn't fed anyonetouching her. Somekind of shiny greasein Mrs.
Deerfidd's hands, pressing down on her legs. Rachdl's robe was open.
Rachd camein and out of consciousness, feding like atired swvimmer,
drowning, going down for thefirst time, second, third. Her shoulders
were sore, her neck ached. Shewasin adark cave surrounded by
candles, adark cave with Mrs. Deerfidld massaging her legs. Rachel
felt her own bones chafing beneath her breasts, down to her womb. Above
her, mushrooms grew from the stone ceiling. Thecrib. The candidight
cast animated yellow shadows across the etched stone.

Things seemed to move inside there with them. There were others, faces
Rachel could barely make out. Two women watched Mrs. Deerfield grease
Rachd'slegs. Annie Ralph and Betty Kdlogg, their faces unmoving,

their eyesopenwide. They sat up inthedirt behind Mrs. Deerfidd.

Rachel clutched the earth under her fingers; it wasmoist. Her fingers

clawed at the earth. Hurt, every muscle hurt. Annie and Betty watched

her, unblinking. Shadows danced acrosstheir faces, giving them a
semblance of movement, but they were ill.

"Am | dreaming?' Rachel asked Mrs. Deerfidd. Shedidn't want to look
over Mrs. Deerfied's shoulder at Annie, because just benesth Anni€'s
chin there was an opening into her throat, ajagged but precise cut as

if someone had taken aknife... "It'san apple-coring knife..." and the

dit began beneath Anni€'s chin and ran down farther, but Rachel

couldn't look, she just couldn't and anyway it would be adream.

Mrs. Deerfied glanced up from her work. She was wearing her work
apron over her jeansand ablue work shirt. She had various gardening
tools stuck in the pockets of her apron. "Well, you're up and about,
how unexpected of you, dear, and yet not Something to fight."

"|sthisadream?"

"Lifeisbut adream, dear, you just go back to deep and think of
England if you mug.”

"I've had the worst nightmares.” Rache'sfingersin the damp earth
floor of the crib, fingers curling into tight claws.

Shetried to move her legs, to pull back from Mrs. Deerfield, but her
legsdid not budge. Sleep tugged at her, her mind hurt from being so
weary and wanting to fight the tiredness, too.



"About children, dear?"
"Oh, God, about everything, what are you doing?"
"Preparing you, it'sasmple procedure, age-old.”

Her mind fighting the deep, retasting dreamland teain the back of her
throat, her throat which felt scarred and numb asif hedling from an
operation. She wanted to scream, but she had lost her voice, dl she
could do was whisper. "you poisoned me."

Mrs. Deerfield shook her head. "No, no dear, it'sjust what | called
it, dreamland teg, and it'll makeit so you won't hurt. Painisnothing
to be afraid of, redly, but you're awesk vessd and the traumatit
might cause..."

Rache's head ached from having lifted it. "Areyou going to kill me?'

Rachel was standing over her father'shospital bed. Smoke puffed
rhythmically from hisburst chest, yellow and gray smoke, tickling

around Rachdl'sface. Her father was smoking a Camel, hiseyes milky
whitewith cataracts. "Weadl die, dear, we dl must go, but the thing

of itis, sweetheart, what'sit all for? Isitjust to goto dust likeall

theredt, or did wedo it for something? Something bigger than us?
Something that we can't even fathom, but we know, dear heart, we know
itsfor the best? Now that'swhat | call asacrifice.”

He reached up to her, through the smoke, touched her breasts, and his
fingers were wet.

Rachel opened her mouth to scream. but when the smoke cleared, she saw
adender plain woman in afloor-length dress at the end of along

hdlway brushing thelong golden hair of thelittle girl from the park,

and the girl screamed so that Rachel would not have to, screamed because
the woman was brushing her hair too hard. screamed because the woman
had asmdl jagged knife in her other hand and brought it beneath the
girl'sthroat. The boy ran past where Rachd lay, and Rachel tried to

cdl out to him, to tell him it wastoo late, to not help hissgter.

"Emmie!" the boy cried, and the woman at the end of the hall turned

amiling to him asheranto her.

"Rachel? Retch?" It was Sassy, leaning over, her hand coming down
softly onto Rachel'sforehead. "Man, you have got atemperature to beat
al. Why didn't you cal your old best friend up?'

Rachdl said weakly, " Sassy?"

"| got something in my pursefor that, you know me, Retch, | dways have
got something in my pursefor these things."



And as Sassy turned around to reach into her purse, Rachel began crying
because she was s0 happy that she'd just been sick, that it had al been
adream, and then Sassy turned towards her again and Rachel was more
afraid than shedd ever been in her life because thelight was

flickering candles, and she held damp earth in her hands, and above her
mushrooms grew like stalactites from the cold stone roof of the crib. And
when Sassy turned around again, it wasn't the same face, even though it
was gtill Sassy. But Sassy's face was streaked with dried blood, her

hair matted down with an enormous gash across her scalp, her eye sockets
small and empty, "Thisll do thetrick. "Sassy said. Her teeth cracked
asshe amiled. and in her hands was something that |ooked like asmal,

smdll baby.

A smal mutilated baby, a baby that was barely more than a sphere.

And it gripped Sassy's fingers and ripped into them.

"Hush, dear." Mrs. Deafield wiped her forehead.

Rachd fdt like someone was punching her in her eyeswith their figts.
"Pease, please,” she whimpered.

"Itswhat you want," Mrs. Dearfidld said. "Nanny Deerfield will take
careof it, shell makeit dl better.” Mrs. Deerfiedld helped her St

up. "lt'sasmple procedure, dear, and it's not as unnatural asit may
seem, why, doctorsdo thisdl thetime. We're just vessalsfor spirit,
dear heart, likeclay.

you are blessed to be the strong vessdl that you are. Wearedl just
jars, dl jarswaiting to befilled, waiting for inspiration.” She held
Rachel's head up, letting her rest in the crook of her arm. "Just like
theselittle ones, inther jars."

And Rachd saw what appeared to be adozen or moregdlonjarsina
circlearound her, and in each jar some smdll fish svimming. But not
fish, not anything as smple asfish, but what in God's name?

"Thelegion of unborn, our lord Baron Samedi took them from the fruitful
womb and saved them from human decay.

And of these he chose one, one child yet to be born, achild taken from
aripewomb. A child concelved in such perversion and corruption,
conceived upstairs at the altar of the dark gods. Conceived and torn
fromits mother --"

Rachd lay in an enormous sted tub, and al around her was screaming,

and out the bathroom window was aydlow and red night, burning. Hugh's
father gibbered madly in acorner. "you fucking animas, get thisover

with now!" His pae blue eyeswild and angry. "Right now, you hear me?

| am an important man, | have more important things to worry about than
thispiece of trash.”



Mrs. Deerfidd held up asmal curved blade.
It's an apple-coring knife.

The man with the teeth leaned into the tub towards her, rubbing her
stomach. "Fesh dways dies, we die so that otherswill be born. you
diefor your child."

And histeeth came down for her, and Mrs. Deerfield handed him the
blade -- coring knife -- And when his face came back from her ssomach, it
dripped with blood and divers of skin. He handed the coring knife back
to Mrs. Deerfied, and then with both hands brought up the small
wriggling creature, o much like arat whose skin had been ripped off,
itsveins pulsing on the outside of itsbody, its small catlike claws

snapping at the air, its nose and mouth wart-studded indentations, and
itseyes,

Blueeyes.
Blue human eyes.

Large blue human eyes. Something in them so sad, so pitiful, and so
hungry.

It opened its eyes and mewled, "Mama."

Hugh put his shoulder againgt the front door of Draper House. The key
turned in the lock, but the door till didn't budge. It wasasif some
force were on the other side, and the more he pressed againgt it, the
moreit held its ground.

Finaly it gave, and he pushed it open, crying out, "Rachel!"

Maitie camein behind him; he rushed up the sairsto ther living
guarters. Mattie went to the downgtairs apartment. The door was gjar.
Her trash bags of invisihility rustled as she went quickly over to the
crib, but her heart was going choppity-chop, and she had to stop and
hold hersdlf just beneath her |eft breast, the pain was so fierce.

The apartment was filled with candles, and she tripped over them as she
made her way, but the crib was sedled shut with dry plaster. Mattie
nestled Nadine's skull in the folds of her trash bags. She got down on
her hands and knees and scratched at the solid lid. Magic Touch issure
to openthis, open al things.

She was about to cal upon her powersto open this place, when she heard
the man, Hugh, screaming from upstairs.

Help him, and through him, enter the clamoring place. Make the house
sopitsscreamin’. She pushed herself up from the stone floor and



headed back in the direction of the scream.

Hugh cried out when he saw his brother, and athough he never enjoyed
seeing Ted, it wasthe fact that his brother did not seem to have any
eyesin his sockets that made Hugh scream.

"hughie!" Ted waved. He stood in front of the back airsat the
vanity. "How'sit hanging, baby brother?"

Ted hefted adedgehammer from one hand to the other.

"you redly got into this carpentry kick, hughie, al thesetoolsand

junk, the happy homeowner. | just wish you'd been here thismorning.
Jesus, the Housekeeper is a stern taskmaster. She made me build awall
down there with your stash of bricks and mortar from out back. And then
the bitch killed mewhen | wasdone. Aintitjust likeawoman?'

Besdesthefact that Ted Adair had no eyes, there were other things
wrong with theway he looked. His scalp was hdf torn off so that his
hair looked like atoupee hanging down over hisright ear, atoupee with
afleshy undersde. And al the dried blood running from his chin down
across his chest, which had been flayed so that the skin was peeled back
above hisstomach. As he spoke he bashed the dedgehammer into the
remaining drywall of the vanity, on the bathroom side, knocking ahole
the sze of aman'sfigt through it. "Stay away, hughie, or I'll come

take care of you the way abig brother should. Like father like son,
you know, the Old Man went and hammered himsdlf just like hewasa
fucking nail, afucking nall, bro."

"Oh, God, what have you done with Rache? Whereis she?'

"l antsayin'yesand | ain't sayin' no, I'mjust sayin' maybe."

"Whét the hell are--"

"l ant sayin' yes"

"She'sdown there, let --"

"And| aint sayin' no."

"What areyou?"'

"you know how blood coagulates? Well, | just sort of coagulated herein
this house, baby brother hughie, it just all came together for me here.”
The dedgehammer whistled through the air. "What do you think a skull
looks like when you knock it back with one of these babies?' Ted stood
above Hugh, bringing the dedgehammer above his head.

Both hands gripping the handle.



Hugh grabbed one of the loose bricks and pitched it up at Ted. He shut
hiseyesfor asecond, terrified to look. Herolled over to avoid the

hammer coming down. A sound like rotten fruit smushing. He glanced up.
The brick caught Ted across the teeth--they were broken, Ted's mouth now
atipped, open sore. The hammer dammed into the floor, splintering

boards. Getting to hisfeet, Hugh grabbed the crowbar from amongst the
rubble. He brandished it like asword as he retreated into the turret

room, drawing Ted with him.

"I guess you need sometaking care of," Ted said, picking the
dedgehammer back up, swinging it back as he stepped forward. "Thisis
asacred place, hughie. Can't have you desecrating it like you want."

"What have you done to Rachel you bastard?" Hugh diced the crowbar
across Ted'sface -- scraps of skin and blood sprayed from the wound,
gpattering Hugh's face and hands.

"Nothing you wouldn't do, dthough maybe you wouldn't.

We're just giving her what she wants, we're giving her ababy, ababy
among babies, something you're maybe just not man enough to give her.”

The dedgehammer barely missed Hugh's skull. He was dmogt to the huge
convex window, his knees buckling asthe backs of hislegs met the
window seet. Thewhole house was vibrating now, shivering as Ted swung
the dedgehammer againgt Hugh'sright elbow.

"Shit" Hugh cried out with pain, clutching hisarm as he dropped the
crowbar. It rolled beyond hisreach.

Ted leered, hisface bloody and empty of human life. "I win. Comeon,
baby brother, let's see what you're made of "

Ted raised the dedgehammer, swinging it in aclean arc, and Hugh was
sureit would come down square on his head.

"Can't breathe," Rachel whispered, her voice growing wesk.
"It'sthe candles,” Mrs. Dearfidd said matter-of-factly.

"They'll take the oxygen and then go out one by one. But before that
happens, dear, you'll faint, whichisgood. It serves no purpose for
you to see what we are abouit to do.

that'swhen | will perform theinsertion. The unborn child needsto
crawl back insgdeits new mother, with alittle help from Nanny
Deerfield and her tools of thetrade." She held up the coring knife. Its
curved blade caught the flickering light. "And then, deprived of air,
you will die hereinthe darkness. But wewill keep your flesh and
blood dive. We need your womb, for within it thefruit shal ripen.
Likemy mulch pile, dear, your flesh will be ever so much more useful



herein the crib with usthan it would beif you just dietheway al
other flesh does"

Rachd heard the low mewling of the thing, the unborn child. She

glanced in the direction of the sound. It had furrowed itsway into the
opening of skin just beneeth Annie Ralph'seft breast and was devouring
what looked like aheart. Rachel's own heart was racing within her, and
she wondered if the chill that had suddenly descended within her wasa
sign of shock. It'sdl anightmare, wake up, for God's sake, somebody
wake me up/Please Hugh, wake me up now, let it al never have happened,
let it bedreamland teg, let it not be soredl! "Please” she

whispered.

Mrs. Deerfield sat back on her haunches. "And when heisready to come
into theworld of death and pain, fully formed, he will devour flesh and
avenge the wrongs done to those who clamor herein their cages yearning
to befree

She sighed, rubbing Rachel'sknees. "Yes, well, aplace for everything
and everythinginitsplace.”

The fetuses within the mason jars began bobbing frantically to the
surface, their formless heads poking upwards as their paws pressed
frantically againgt the curved glass.

Rachd was not sureif she dreamed or actualy heard the voice
screaming, but it sounded like Hugh, and it sounded nearby.

Hugh thought, Thisisit, old boy, when he swingsthat hammer down again
there won't be another chance. The painin hisright arm was enormous,
and he knew the dedgehammer had shattered hisbones. you just gonna
st here and let him break you bone by bone?

Ted was grinning his empty-mouthed grin, the skin around his eye sockets
crinkling asif he were squinting to see better. "I'm redlly gonna

enjoy this, hughie, | redly am, because I'm gonnago dow, first your

right arm, well, next, maybe your left legs, smasherooni, then your |eft
arm, then zigzag back to your right leg. 1'd liketo Start theredlly

delicate operations next, maybe that crowbar you lost, maybe prying your
ribsback one a atime." The dedgehammer went up again; Ted'sfingers
cracked ashe clutched it tightly. Heheld it up and to hisright like

he was about to swing a basebd | bat. "Batter-batter-batter--suh-wing!™"
he shouted, bringing the hammer down. Asthe mallet hit the window
seat, Hugh rolled to the floor, grabbing for Ted'sleg.

Ted dropped to his knees, off balance. He dropped to the floor,
bringing the dedgehammer down in asmooth lineinto hisown lft hip.
Hugh was up quickly, grabbing the hammer from his brother's hand.

Ted stared down at hisfragmented and usdlesship. "l ain't sayin'
yes”



Hugh closed hiseyes, fighting back tears, and smashed the dedgehammer
againg the sde of Ted's skull.

Even then the battered corpse tried to move, tried to crawl after Hugh
as he ran back towards the vanity and the stairway.

"Rachd," Hugh gasped, pain shooting through hisright arm; in hisleft,
he swung the dedgehammer.

Just as he reached the stairs, something grabbed him on the right arm,
and he saw white flashes as pain shot through him. He screamed, turning
around.

Hundreds of wasps formed aburning tower, humming and chewing, climbing
one over the other, asif forming along nest, and then the wasps

widened and flattened. A stresk of flame ran down the center of the

wasp column, and they burned away.

Standing before him, emerging from what had been wasps, was Matie,
holding her daughter's skull up before her, triumphant. "Thisisthe
hounfour, but benesth it, down there, isthe cage of the dark spirits.
The Housekeeper has seded hersdf in with Rachel, and the unborn
cregture.”

Overlad on Matti€'s face was another, one Hugh didn't recognize. It

wasthe face of ayoung girl, gaunt and feverish, with large pae eyes
and coffee skin.

"Wewill stop my child from being born,” the girl said.
RACHEL!

Wasthe voicein her mind? It sounded like Hugh. God, where are you,
Hugh? Areyou there? Hugh?

But al she could see through her watery eyeswas the shining of the
curved bladein Mrs. Dearfidd's hand, and she knew what Mrs. Dearfidd
would do with the knife.

Rache tried to lift hersdf up farther on her elbows, but her legswere
parayzed from the drug, and her arms ached with the effort. Mrs.
Deerfidd was speaking in some language she could not understand, going
into somekind of trance,

"Hugh," Rachel mouthed, but no sound came from her throat.
Something pounded againgt onewal of the crib.

When Hugh and Méttie had rushed through the vanity, down the stepsto
the crib, they were met with abrick wall.



Seded her in. Buried her dive, Jesus. Hugh swung the dedgehammer
back and smashed it against the bricks. The whole house seemed to shake
with theimpact. "Rachd!" he shouted, the numbing pain shooting up his
arms, the pain and something e se, something that emanated from Mattie

as shetouched his shoulder, something like liquid fire flowing through
hisarms and into the hammer. A strength he had never had before. The
dedgehammer glowed with ayellow green light, and when it smashed into
the bricks, thewall began to crumble.

"Wewill fight spirit with spirit,” Mattie growled.

As hishammer broke through the bricks, arms began jutting out to fill
the gapsin thewall, long pae white arms, their hands grasping at the
hammer.

Hugh drew back as a hand reached for his shirt, tearing it.

"They are the caged, they must be destroyed.” Mattie grabbed the
dedgehammer from Hugh, and brought it down on one of the outstretched
hands. It burst like a bloodengorged mosquito. Then she whacked at
another, and the arm went flying. Hugh grabbed one of thearmsand
twisted it around asif it were in a shoulder socket, and then pulled

with al hismight; the arm broke off from the brick wall with a

sckening crack and fdll lifelessto the floor.

Mrs. Deerfidld turned back to look in the direction of the crumbling
wal. "WEell just haveto hurry thisalong. | guessyou won't have
timeto die peacefully, my dear, and | do gpologize."

Rachd used every ounce of strength that was|eft in her;' lifting

hersalf up on her elbows. Thejars of fetuses glowed nearby, and she
stretched her arm out to grab at one, knocking it over. The acohol
spilled out, and the fetus el to the ground, flapping its useless

ams.

A dream. A nightmare. Can't be happening.

Mrs. Dearfidd screeched, "What are you doing? My dear sweet babies!"
She leaned forward and dapped Rachel hard on the side of the face, and
Rachd fet hersdf passing out.

Don't loseit, not now, Scout, Hugh isamost here, don't go off to
dreamland Let's Pretend you're strong. Let's Pretend you can beat this
thing, that you can do something to keep her and that thing away from
you. All right, you can't move your legs, but your arms still work;,
maybe if you lean forward, maybe you can at least get the knife. She
tried to Sit up farther but could not. Mrs. Deerfield turned towards
Annie Raph'scorpse. The creature with the blue eyeswas il sucking
on the dead woman'sinterna organs.



"My sweet, my darling,” Mrs. Dearfield said, plucking the thing out of
the chest cavity. The fetus was soaked with dark blood, its small pink
tongue durping noisly asif trying to nurse.

Rachd felt acrossto the fallen mason jar. The fetus had stopped
floundering in the earth, and Rachel touched thejar. A wegpon. No
srength, oh, God, I'll never be ableto doit.

But I won't die, | won't die herelikethis, not likethis, not in this
nightmare. Shefdt asif shewere having aheart attack as shetried
to lift thejar but couldn't. It wastoo much. I'mgoingto die. No,
| won't. A fragment of broken glass at the jar'sedge. She cut her
finger acrossit, but barely felt the pain. Only wespon, the only
weapon, broken glass.

She clutched the shard of glassin her hand.

Mrs. Deerfield turned back to Rachdl. In her hands wasthe cregture,
its mitts sprouting claws that clacked together asif it were eager to
crawl ingdeitsnew mother. Thethingwassmall, bardly larger than a
fist, but it was so unspeakably perverted with its blue eyesand its
wart-filled mouth with asmal ridge of spiky teeth just benegth its
tongue, its veins on the outside of its salow body pulsing with
just-drunk blood. Mrs. Deerfield brought it close up to Rachel'sface,
and the thing said to Rachel with her father'svoice, "I'm so fucking
proud of you, Scout.”

Like agtreak of lightning, adrenaine pumped through her as she smdlled
the creatures foul breath, and she brought her fist up, opening it,

jabbing down into the soft flesh at the creature's head. 1t cried out
likeababy in pain. Thefetus scrambled out of Mrs. Dearfidd'sarms
and landed on Rache's neck, snapping its mouth open and closed whileit
bawled, trying to reach up with its clawsto pull the glass ouit.

So you can be hurt. Good, at least | can die knowing | hurt you. Rachel
closed her eyes, dl energy drained. Let medie now, let medie, let me
out of thisbody.

The creature did like gelatin off her neck, crawling around to her ear.
"you'll burn for this, you fucking cunt.” Now it spoke with Ted'svoice,
and Rachel opened her eyesagain.

Shefdtitsrazor claws onthe Sde of her face. "I'm gonnaget insgde
you and est my way out, and you're gonnabe divefor it, too, you're
gonnafed it, mother, youre gonnafed it."

Mrs. Deerfidd lifted the knife above Rachel's ssomach and said, "you
bitch, what kind of mother are you, anyway?"

A shaft of light cut through the flickering darkness.



The arms and hands had fallen to the ground at Hugh's feet; when he
looked at them again, they were the rotted bodies of rats with hundreds
of roaches chewing at their festering wounds.

"Quick," Mattie said, pressing forward.

Hugh pulled a the remaining loose bricksin thewall, making a space
just large enough to squeeze through.

Mattie felt the chop-chop-chop of her heart as she crouched low,
following the man into the crib. Nadine. bewith me.

child, make me livelong enough to stop the house from screaming. She
could taste ablood memory in the back of her throat, her own child's
blood which sheld tasted that night so many years ago.

Asif thelight that flooded the crib carried with it some source of

power, Rachd felt the needle prick of feding coursing through her

arms, and even dightly in her legs. An dmost wel come soreness soaked
through her, and she began coughing. It'sair, thereésair in here now, |
can bresthe.

Above her, Mrs. Deerfield plunged the coring knife down to open her
stomach up; but Rachd rolled to the lft, and the knife sank into the
damp earth. Mrs. Dearfidld, off balance, fell to her sde, shrieking,
knocking candles over.

The creature scampered over Rachd's belly; she felt itsrazor claws
raking across her; but then it landed in the dirt and scuffled around
making mewling noises.

Then she saw it move back towards her, to her face.

Rachel was|ooking directly into the eyes of thefetus. Itsblue eyes
scowled at her, and she dmost felt sorry for it with the piece of glass
gill protruding fromits scalp. Rachd crawled backwards, farther into
adark corner, away from the creature and Mrs. Deerfield.

Mrs. Deerfiddignored her, turning in the direction of the shaft of
light. Andinthelight, two blue shadows.

"Now," the creature growled at Rachd, its head shivering. "Now,
mother, | will open you up.”

Rachel gasped when she saw what wasinitssmdl claws.
The coring knifethat Mrs. Deerfield had dropped in the dirt.
What Hugh saw when he bent down to go into the crib:

Firg, acircle of jarsand ahundred or more candles. Andineachjar,
afetus moving in dow motion through awatery solution.



But then each fetus began to grow. stretching out to the full size of

the jars, and then the jars cracked as the fetuses grew larger, forming

like clay into human flesh. On one side of him stood two children, a

boy and agirl. which he could not possibly know were James and Emmie
Standish. Ther skin fell from their faces, their bodies ragged with

scars. "Please help usfind our mother,” the girl said. She reached out
imploringly to Hugh. Ancther fetus had grown tall and wide, and was
theold Man. "Hugh," hesaid. "you fucking son-of-a-whore. why don't
you just let us have her, she was unfaithful to you, she fucked your
brother.”

And Ted was there, too, his head smashed in. "Y egh.

hughie. she seduced me, man, she was so damn hot for me | couldn't
ress, although, you know, | tried to. | redly tried.

So let 'em fuck with her, she's nothing but a.cunt.”

"Just acooze like your black whore friend," the Old Man wheezed.

Mattie stepped out from behind Hugh. "Nadine," she said through
clenched teeth. She reached into her trash bags and withdrew her
daughter'sskull. Shehdd it infront of her, and dropped it at the
children'sfet. Aninvisiblewind lifted the skull up.

For asecond, Hugh saw Matti€'s daughter standing there, naked, and then
itwasno girl a dl, but acolumn of wasps forming ayoung woman's

body. It stepped towards the children, knocking over more candles. A
column of fire tore up the wasp legs, and the whole body glowed with a
blueyellow flame. Thelittle boy backed away from the wasps, but the
wasp arm reached out and flicked some of the burning insects onto his
scap. Thefire spread from his hair down around hisface and he
screamed; hissister tried to put them out with her hands. The Old Man
stepped forward and grabbed the dedgehammer from Hugh's fingers, but
Hugh tugged it back and swung it around againgt the Old Man's chest.

From behind the burning children, Mrs. Deerfield emerged.

"Mambo whore, you are too weak, your heart,” Mrs. Deerfield said,
lifting her hand to her own breast.

Maéttie felt the choppity-chop of the ax in her heart, and the pain was
hot like the growing fire that surrounded them.

Shetried to call the wasps up, tried to call up the Magic Touch, but
her energy was dissipating. Hugh was swinging his dedgehammer across
the burning line of gpparitions.

Mattie knew shewould die here. Onelast prayer, Nadine, one last
prayer.

"Y our heart isbreaking down, whore. | will diceit with my fingernall



and swalow it whileit gill beats." Mrs. Deerfield reached over and
grabbed beneath Mattie€'s trashbags, for the place where her heart best.

Getting weaker.

Shereached up with dl her strength, bringing her trash bags down
around Mrs. Deerfidd'sface.

Mrs. Deefield laughed. "Can | dietwice, then? Threetimes? Do you
think that thisflesh matters? | am the Housekeeper. | am herewith
those who clamor.”

Mattie felt the woman'sfingers pressing into her skin, under her skin,
aong her ribs.

Onelast prayer, Nadine.
Chopypity-chop-chop-chop.
| will joinyou, daughter. | will bewith you, but one... last...

"Dienow, whore," Mrs. Deerfield said through the smothering trash bags
that Mattie kept hooked around her head.

Mrs. Deerfield plucked the beating heart from Mattie's body and with
her fingers squeezed it until it burst like ripe fruit.

The fetus jabbed the coring knife into Rachel's shoul der.

"I'll find away to get insde you, mother, and then we will be together
for along time, another four months should do thetrick."

Rachel shrieked as the searing pain went through her.

The cresture lifted the knife again with both its mitts. She reached up
and grabbed it even whileit diced her hand.

To her left she saw awall of cool blue flame, and beyond it, shadows
flickering.

Mattie, dying, dropped her arms from around Mrs. Deerfild'sface, and
the trash bagsfell to the ground which writhed with flames.

Mrs. Deerfield brought the dripping heart up to her mouth. She bit
downonit.

Mattie Peru's corpse stood, quivering, staring.
From Mattie's mouth came Nadin€e's voice.

"Spirit cannot exist without flesh. Itisyour cageand | will free



you, Housekeeper."

Theheartin Mrs. Deerfidld's mouth burst again with life, becoming a
nest of burning wasps, and they dropped down her throat, stinging and
biting as they went chewing into her skin. Mrs. Deerfield's cry of rage
sounded like that of atortured animal asthe wasps ate through her.

Within afew seconds, the insects had left nothing but smoldering bones.

Rache struggled with the creature. The coring knife flew out of her
hand as she pulled it from the monster's grasp. The creature began
crawling down her breasts, towards her somach. It felt cold and wet as
it trailed down her body.

"Rachd!" Hugh's voice cut through thefire.

"Mother." The creature turned back to her. Itsblue eyeswere rimmed
with red tears. Tearsof blood. Rachel's back was sore asif she'd
been run over by atruck, but she pulled herself up and brought her
hands down on the creature, wringing its neck. Itsclawsdug into her
hands, but the thing was crying out like ababy, "Mamal Mama"

"Nol!" she keened.

For just amoment, Rachel waslying in bed, holding her baby. a
fully-developed sphere in her arms, and she was humming alullaby to it,
but it was crying and she didn't know how to stop it from crying.

"Rachel." Hugh wasleaning over her. He put hisarms beneath her back’,
lifting her dightly.

"Hugh?" Shelooked down at her hands. Thething had gotten away. Her
hands were streaked with her own blood whereit had cut her. "Oh, God,
its4ill here, Hugh, it's4ill..."

But he waslifting her up, covering her with her own robe as he took her
through the crib, dashing back through thewall of flame, and then out
of that accursed place.

Shedid not turn to seeif the fetus with the blue eyes followed, but
she thought she heard it crying in a corner astongues of fire shot out
of the crib, dmost touching her.

CHAPTER FORTY

THE ANSWERED PRAYER

Hugh carried Rachel up through the house, and then back through the
French doorsto the patio. He kept her wrapped in her robe; hisarms

blistered with burns, but were blessedly numb with pain. He knew once
the shock wore off hewould be clenching histeeth in agony, remembering



the dedgehammer damming into hisright arm. But there wereworse
thingsthan physicd pain. Hetook her through the back gate, leaning
her up against the car. Wherewould they go?

What would they run to? But in hismind, just one thought, those words,
help rachdl. 1t wasall hewanted to do. He unlocked her door and
opening it, maneuvered her around and in. She held onto him, ill
feverigh, dill fighting to stay conscious. Then hewent around to his
sdeof the car and got in. He stuck the key into the ignition and
turned it hard.

Nothing. The car would not start.

Rachel clutched hisarm. "Hugh, look--" She pointed up to the
second-story window. But there was nothing there. "I thought | saw
something, | thought | saw thet thing.”

Hugh kissed her tear-streaked face. "it's gone, were safe.”

"Let'sget out of here, please,” she murmured.

"Won't art.” Hugh turned the key once, twice, cursing.

"I know | saw it," shesaid, "look."

Hugh glanced up to where she pointed, the French doors.

For just asecond he thought he saw aflash of movement, but it was red
and yellow, and he realized the fire had spread to the upper story.

creature with blue eyes, its mouth opened in ascream while the rat
shook it between itsjaws.

But the man had seen this through smoke and shadows and when he told his
friends, they laughed at hisimagination.

Almogt ayear later, in the suburbs of northern Virginia, in ahouse

that had been built in the 1970s and had no history of malevolence other
than the rumor that the last owner had perhaps drunk just one beer too
many at thelocal barbecues, Rache would lie awake at night thinking
she heard Mrs. Dearfield singing lullabiesto the thing. And shewould
scream, becauseit il frightened her and she knew it would for along
timeto come.

"Scout?' Hugh reached over and hugged her closeto him.
ll&x.rylll
"itsdl right. Wasit bad?'

"Sameold sameold'."



"Let's Pretend, Scout, that we banished them, banished them forever. We
sent them back to their cages, we threw the key away. We vanquished the
foe"

"I'm il afraid.”

"It comes and goes.”

"l loveyou."

"W, that's newsto me."
"What if we went back? Hugh?'
"Never."

"Good. | never want to, either. | know it'sjust ahouse.
But theres il the chance... it dtill there”

"No, it'sgone. And no onewill ever livein that place again.”
"l just wish my dreamsweren't so bad.”

"Well, | cantell you abedtime story, Scout. you and the lumpkin.” She
felt his hand patting her somach which had grown dightly in the past
month. She knew that her baby would be hedlthy, that what was growing
insde her was untouched by the abomination in Draper House. It just
fdtright. If shewassengtiveat al to things, if she had any sixth

sense about what was right and what was wrong, she knew her baby was
right.

"So let's hear it." She put her hand over his as he rubbed her ssomach
gently.

And hisgtories al began the same, which iswhy she liked them, and
sometimes they made her cry because his stories were so much sweeter
than the way the world could ever be again. Hewould say, "Let's
Pretend,” and his voice would be soft and his story would be hopeful.
Then she would drift off into a peaceful deep of sweet dreamsfor at
least that night.

From Diaries of an Innocent Age by Verena Standish: One can never put
such an event completely behind onesdlf. | carry the horror and the
sadness within me even as| put pen to paper. But life takes over and
years pass, and memories become lessvivid. Their power to disturb
loses some of its hold.

Draper House exists dtill at the border of Winthrop Park in Washington, D.C.
It remains as cold and hard asthe stone fromwhichitismade. Itis
my fervent prayer that this cursed house of evil shall stand cold and



hard and empty until the day of judgement when it shdl be cast into the
flames..

Clegg isaweaver of nightmares..."



