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CARRI ON COMFORT

By Dan Si mmons

Nina was going to take credit for the death of that Beatle, John. | thought that was in very bad
taste. She had her scrapbook |aid out on nmy mahogany cof fee table, newspaper clippings neatly
arranged in chronol ogical order, the bald statenents of death recording all of her Feedings. N na
Drayton's snmile was radi ant, but her pal e-blue eyes showed no hint of warnth

"We should wait for WIli," | said.

"Of course, Melanie. You're right, as always. How silly of ne. | knowthe rules.” N na stood and
began wal ki ng around the room idly touching the furnishings or exclaimng softly over a ceramc
statuette or piece of needlepoint. This part of the house had once been the conservatory, but now

| used it as ny sewing room Geen plants still caught the norning light. The light nade it a
warm cozy place in the daytinme, but now that winter had come the roomwas too chilly to use at
night. Nor did | like the sense of darkness closing in against all those panes of gl ass.

"I love this house," said N na.

She turned and smiled at ne. "I can't tell you how nuch | 1ook forward to com ng back to

Charl eston. W should hold all of our reunions here."

I knew how much Nina |loathed this city and this house.

"WIli would be hurt,"” | said. "You know how he likes to show off his place in Beverly Hills-and
his new girlfriends."

"And boyfriends," N na said, laughing. O all the changes and darkenings in Nina, her |augh has

been | east affected. It was still the husky but childish |augh that | had first heard so | ong ago.
It had drawn nme to her then-one |onely, adolescent girl responding to the warnmth of another as a
nmoth to a flane. Now it served only to chill me and put me even nore on guard. Enough noths had
been drawn to Nina's flame over the nmany decades.

"Il send for tea," | said.

M. Thorne brought the tea in ny best Wdgwood china. Nina and | sat in the slowy noving squares
of sunlight and spoke softly of nothing inmportant: nutually ignorant comrents on the econony,
references-to books that the other had not gotten around to reading, and synpathetic nurmurs about
the I ow class of persons one neets while flying these days. Soneone peering in fromthe garden

m ght have thought he was seeing an aging but attractive niece visiting her favorite aunt. (I draw
the line at suggesting that anyone would nistake us for nother and daughter.) People usually
consider me a well-dressed if not stylish person. Heaven knows | have paid enough to have the wool
skirts and silk blouses mailed from Scotl and and France. But next to Nina |I've always felt dowdy.
This day she wore an el egant, |ight-blue dress that nust have cost several thousand dollars. The
col or made her conpl exi on seem even nore perfect than usual and brought

out the blue of her eyes. Her hair had gone as gray as mine, but sonehow she nmanaged to get away
with wearing it long and tied back with a single barrette. It |ooked youthful and chic on N na and
made nme feel.that nmy short, artificial curls were glowing with a blue rinse.

Few woul d suspect that | was four years younger than Nina. Tine had been kind to her. And she had
Fed nore often.

She set down her cup and saucer and noved aimessly around the roomagain. It was not like Nina to
show such signs of nervousness. She stopped in front of the glass display case. Her gaze passed
over the Hummel s and the pewter pieces, and then stopped in surprise.

"CGood heavens, Melanie. A pistol! Wat an odd place to put an old pistol."

"It's an heirloom" | said. "A Colt Peacemaker fromright after the War Between the States. Quite
expensive. And you're right, it is a silly place to keep it. But it's the only case | have in the
house with a lock on it, and Ms. Hodges often brings her grandchil dren when she visits-"

"You nmean it's | oaded?"

"No, of course not," | lied. "But children should not play with such things . . ." | trailed off

| anel y. Ni na nodded but did not bother to conceal the condescension in her smile. She went to | ook
out the south wi ndow into the garden

Damm her. It said volunes about Nina that she did not recognize that pistol

On the day he was killed, Charles Edgar Larchnont had been ny beau for precisely five nonths and
two days. There had been no fornal announcenent, but we were to be narried. Those five nonths had
been a microcosmof the era itself-naive, flirtatious, formal to the point of preciosity, and
romantic. Mist of all, romantic. Romantic in

the worst sense of the word; dedicated to saccharine or insipid ideals that only an adol escent-or
an adol escent society-would strive to maintain. W were children playing with | oaded weapons.

Ni na, she was Ni na Hawki ns then, had her own beau -a tall, awkward, but well-neani ng Engli shman
naned Roger Harrison. M. Harrison had net Nina in London a year earlier, during the first stages
of the Hawki nses' Grand Tour. Declaring hinmself smtten-another absurdity of those tinmes-the tall
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Engl i shman had fol | owed her from one European capital to another until, after being firmy

repri manded by Nina's father (an unimaginative little mlliner who was constantly on the defensive
about his doubtful social status), Harrison returned to London to "settle his affairs.” Some
nmonths | ater he showed up in New York just as N na was being packed off to her aunt's hone in

Charleston in order to terminate yet another flirtation. Still undaunted, the clumsy Englishman
foll owed her south, ever mindful of the protocols and restrictions of the day.
We were a gay group. The day after | nmet Nina at Cousin Celia's June ball, the four of us were

taking a hired boat up the Cooper River for a picnic on Daniel |Island. Roger Harrison, serious and
solem on every topic, was a perfect foil for Charles's irreverent sense of hunmor. Nor did Roger
seemto mnd the good-natured jesting, since he was soon joining in the laughter with his peculiar
haw haw haw.

Nina loved it all. Both gentlenen showered attention on her, and although Charles never failed to
show the primacy of his affection for me, it was understood by all that N na Hawkins was one of

t hose young wonen who invariably becones the center of male gallantry and attention in any
gathering. Nor were the social strata of Charleston blind to the conbined charm of our foursone.
For two nonths of that now distant sunmer, no party was conplete, no excur-

sion adequately planned, and no occasi on considered a success unless we four were invited and had
chosen to attend. Qur happy domi nance of the youthful social scene was so pronounced that Cousins
Celia and Lorai ne wheedl ed their parents into | eaving two weeks early for their annual August
sojourn in Mine.

I am not sure when Nina and | canme up with the idea of the duel. Perhaps it was during one of the
I ong, hot nights when the other "slept over"-creeping into the other's bed, whispering and
giggling, stifling our |aughter when the rustling of starched uniforns betrayed the presence of
our col ored nmai ds noving through the darkened halls. In any case, the idea was the natura
outgrowt h of the romantic pretensions of the time. The picture of Charles and Roger actually
duel i ng over sone abstract point of honor relating to us thrilled both of us in a physical way
that | recognize now as a sinple formof sexual titillation.

It would have been harni ess except for the Ability. W had been so successful in our manipul ation
of mal e behavior-a mani pul ation that was both expected and encouraged in those days-that neither
of us had yet suspected that there was anything beyond the ordinary in the way we could translate
our whins into other people's actions. The field of parapsychol ogy did not exist then; or rather
it existed only in the rappings and knocki ngs of parlor-game seances. At any rate, we anused
oursel ves for several weeks with whispered fantasies, and then one of us-or perhaps both of us-
used the Ability to translate the fantasy into reality.

In a sense, it was our first Feeding.

I do not renenber the purported cause of the quarrel, perhaps some deliberate nmisinterpretation of
one of Charles's jokes. | cannot recall who Charles and Roger arranged to have serve as seconds on
that illegal outing. | do

renenmber the hurt and confused expression on Roger Harrison's face during those few days. It was a
caricature of ponderous dullness, the confusion of a man who finds hinself in a situation not of
hi s maki ng and from whi ch he cannot escape. | renenber Charles and his nercurial sw ngs of npod-
the bouts of hunor, periods of black anger, and the tears and ki sses the night before the duel

I remenber with great clarity the beauty of that norning. Msts were floating up fromthe river
and diffusing the rays of the rising sun as we rode out to the dueling field. | remenber Nina
reachi ng over and squeezing my hand with an inpetuous excitenent that was comuni cated through ny
body |ike an electric shock

Much of the rest of that norning is nmissing. Perhaps in the intensity of that first, subconscious
Feeding, | literally |lost consciousness as | was engulfed in the waves of fear, excitenent, pride-
of mal eness-emanating fromour two beaus as they faced death on that |ovely norning. | renmenber
experiencing the shock of realizing, this is really happening, as | shared the tread of high boots
through the grass. Someone was calling off the paces. | dimy recall the weight of the pistol in
my hand -Charles's hand, | think; I wll never know for sure-and a second of cold clarity before
an expl osi on broke the connection, and the acrid snell of gunpowder brought ne back to nyself.

It was Charles who died. | have never been able to forget the incredible quantities of blood that
poured fromthe snmall, round hole in his breast. His white shirt was crinmson by the tine | reached
him There had been no blood in our fantasies. Nor had there been the sight of Charles with his
head lolling, mouth dribbling saliva onto his bl oodi ed chest while his eyes rolled back to show
the whites like two eggs enbedded in his skull

Roger Harrison was sobbing as Charles breathed his fi-

nal , shuddering gasps on that field of innocence.

| remenber nothing at all about the confused hours that foll owed. The next norning | opened ny
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cloth bag to find Charles's pistol lying with ny things. Wiy would |I have kept that revolver? If |
had wi shed to take sonething fromny fallen | over as a sign of renenbrance, why that alien piece
of netal ? Way pry fromhis dead fingers the synbol of our thoughtless sin?

It said volunes about N na that she did not recognize that pistol

"WIli's here," announced N na's amanuensis, the |oathsome Mss Barrett Kraner. Kramer's
appearance was as uni sex as her nane: short-cropped, black hair, powerful shoul ders, and a bl ank
aggressive gaze that | associated with | esbhians and criminals. She | ooked to be in her
mdthirties.

"Thank you, Barrett dear," said N na.

Both of us went out to greet WIli, but M. Thorne had already let himin, and we nmet in the
hal | way.

"Mel ani e! You | ook marvel ous! You grow younger each tine | see you. Nina!" The change in WIlli's
voi ce was evident. Men continued to be overpowered by their first sight of Nina after an absence
There were hugs and kisses. WIIli hinself |ooked nore dissolute than.ever. His al paca sport coat

was exquisitely tailored, his turtleneck sweater successfully conceal ed the eroded lines of his
wattl ed neck, but when he swept off his jaunty sports-car cap the long strands of white hair he
had brushed forward to hide his encroachi ng bal dness were knocked into disarray. WIlli's face was
flushed with excitenment, but there was also the telltale capillary redness about the nose and
cheeks that spoke of too much I|iquor, too.many drugs.

"Ladies, | think you' ve nmet ny associates, Tom Luhar

and Jenson Reynol ds?" The two nmen added to the crowd in nmy narrow hall. M. Luhar was thin and
blond, smling with perfectly capped teeth. M. Reynolds was a gigantic Negro, hulking forward
with a sullen, bruised | ook on his coarse face. | was sure that neither Nina nor | had encountered
these specific cat's-paws of WIlli's before. It did not natter

"Why don't we go into the parlor?" | suggested. It was an awkward procession ending with the three

of us seated on the heavily uphol stered chairs surrounding the Georgian tea table that had been ny
grandnmot her's. "More tea, please, M. Thorne.” Mss Kramer took that as her cue to | eave, but
WIlli's two pawns stood uncertainly by the door, shifting fromfoot to foot and glancing at the
crystal on display as if their nere proximty could break sonething. | would not have been
surprised if that had proved to be the case.

"Jense!" WIIli snapped his fingers. The Negro hesitated and then brought forward an expensive

| eat her attache case. WIlli set it on the tea table and clicked the catches open with his short,
broad fingers. "Wiy don't you two see Ms. Fuller's man about getting something to drink?"

When they were gone WIIli shook his head and sm | ed apologetically at Nina. "Sorry about that,
Love. "

Ni na put her hand on WIli's sleeve. She |leaned forward with an air of expectancy. "Ml anie

woul dn't let nme begin the Gane without you. WAsn't that awful of me to want to start without you,
WIIli dear?"

WIli frowned. After fifty years he still bridled at being called WIli. In Los Angel es he was Big
Bill Borden. When he returned to his native Germany-whi ch was not often because of the dangers

i nvol ved- he was once again W/I hel mvon Borchert, lord of dark manor, forest, and hunt. But N na
had called himWIIi when they had first met, in 1931 in Vienna, and WIli he had renained.

"You begin, WIli dear," said Nna. "You go first."

| could remenber the time when we woul d have spent the first few days of our reunion in
conversation and catching up with one another's lives. Now there was not even time for small talk.
WIlli showed his teeth and renoved news cli ppi ngs, notebooks, and a stack of cassettes fromhis
briefcase. No sooner had he covered the small table with his material than M. Thorne arrived with
the tea and Nina's scrapbook fromthe sewing room WIIi brusquely cleared a snall space.

At first glance one nmight see certain simlarities between WIlIi Borchert and M. Thorne. One
woul d be nmistaken. Both nmen tended to the florid, but WIli's conpl exion was the result of excess
and enmotion; M. Thorne had known neither of these for many years. WIlli's balding was a patchy,
sel f-consci ously conceal ed thing-a weasel with mange; M. Thorne's bare head was snooth and
wrinkled. One could not inmagine M. Thorne ever having had hair. Both nen had gray eyes-what a
novel i st would call cold gray eyes-but M. Thorne's eyes were cold with indifference, cold with a
clarity coming froman absol ute absence of troubl esome enotion or thought. WIIli's eyes were the
cold of a blustery North Sea winter and were often clouded with shifting curtains of the enotions
that controlled hinpride, hatred, |ove of pain, the pleasures of destruction

WIli never referred to his use of the Ability as Feedings -1 was evidently the only one who
thought in those terns-but WIIli sonetines tal ked of The Hunt. Perhaps it was the dark forests of
his honel and that he thought of as he stal ked his hunan quarry through the sterile streets of Los
Angeles. Did WIIli dreamof the forest, | wondered. Did he | ook back to green wool hunting
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j ackets, the applause of retainers, the gouts of blood fromthe dying boar? O did WIIli remenber
the sl am of jackboots on cob-

bl est ones and the pounding of his lieutenants' fists on doors? Perhaps WIlIli still associated his
Hunt with the dark European night of the ovens that he had hel ped to oversee.

| called it Feeding. WIli called it The Hunt. | had never heard Nina call it anything.

"Where is your VCR?" WIIli asked. "I have put themall on tape."

"Ch, WIIli," said Nina in an exasperated tone. "You know Mel anie. She's so old fashioned. You know
she woul dn't have a video player."

"l don't even have a television," | said. N na | aughed.

"Goddam it," nmuttered WIli. "It doesn't matter. | have other records here." He snapped rubber
bands from around the small, black notebooks. "It just woul d have been better on tape. The Los
Angel es stations gave nmuch coverage to the Hollywood Strangler, and | edited in the . . . Ach!

Never m nd."
He tossed the videocassettes into his briefcase and slammed the |id shut.

"Twenty-three," he said. "'liventy-three since we net twelve nonths ago. It doesn't seemt hat
| ong, does it?"
"Show us," said Nina. She was | eaning forward, and her blue eyes seenmed very bright. "I've been

wondering since | saw the Strangler interviewed on Sixty Mnutes. He was yours, WIIli? He seened
so-"

"Ja, ja, he was mine. A nobody. Atimd Ilittle man. He was the gardener of a neighbor of mne. |
left himalive so that the police could question him erase any doubts. He will hang hinself in

his cell next nonth after the press loses interest. But this is nore interesting. Look at this."
WIli slid across several glossy bl ack-and-white photographs. The NBC executive had nurdered the
five menbers of his family and drowned a visiting soap-opera actress in his pool. He had then

st abbed hinself repeatedly and witten 50

SHARE in blood on the wall of the bathhouse.

"Reliving old glories, WIli?" asked Nina. "DEATH TO THE Pi Gs and all that?"

"No, godamm it. | think it should receive points for irony. The girl had been schedul ed to drown
on the program It was already in the script outline."

"Was he hard to Use?" It was ny question. | was curious despite nyself.

WIli lifted one eyebrow. "Not really. He was an al coholic and heavily into cocaine. There was not

much left. And he hated his fanmly. Mst people do."

"Most people in California, perhaps,” said Nina primy. It was an odd comment from Ni na. Years ago
her father had conmtted suicide by throwing hinself in front of a trolley car

"Where did you nake contact?" | asked.

"A party. The usual place. He bought the coke froma director who had ruined one of ny-"

"Did you have to repeat the contact?"

WIli frowned at me. He kept his anger under control, but his face grew redder. "Ja, ja. | saw him
twice nore. Once | just watched fromny car as he played tennis."

"Points for irony," said Nina. "But you lose points for repeated contact. If he were as enpty as
you say, you should have been able to Use himafter only one touch. Wat else do you have?"

He had his usual assortment. Pathetic skid-row nurders. Two domestic slayings. A highway collision
that turned into a fatal shooting. "I was in the crowd,"” said WIli. "I made contact. He had a gun
in the glove conmpartnent.”

"TWO points," said N na.

WIli had saved a good one for last. A once-fanous child star had suffered a bizarre accident. He
had | eft his Bel Air apartnment while it filled with gas and then returned to |ight

a match. Two others had died in the ensuing fire.

"You get credit only for him" said N na.

« JQ, ia. »

"Are you absolutely sure about this one? It could have been an accident."

"Don't be ridiculous,"” snapped WIli. He turned toward ne. "This one was very hard to Use. Very
strong. | blocked his nenory of turning on the gas. Had to hold it away for two hours. Then forced
himinto the room He struggled not to strike the match."

"You shoul d have had himuse his lighter," said N na.

"He didn't snoke," gromed WIIli. "He gave it up last year."

"Yes," smiled Nina. "I seemto renmenber himsaying that to Johnny Carson." | could not tel

whet her Nina was jesting.

The three of us went through the ritual of assigning points. Nina did nost of the talking. WIli
went from being sullen to expansive to sullen again. At one point he reached over and patted ny
knee as he | aughingly asked for ny support. | said nothing. Finally he gave up, crossed the parlor
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to the |iquor cabinet, and poured hinself a tall glass of bourbon fromfather's decanter. The
evening light was, sending its final, horizontal rays through the stained-glass panels of the bay
wi ndows, and it cast a red hue on WIlli as he stood next to the oak cupboard. H's eyes were small
red enbers in a bl oody mask

"Forty-one," said Nina at |ast.

She | ooked up brightly and showed the calculator as if it verified sone objective fact. "I count

forty-one points. What do you have, Mel anie?"

"Ja," interrupted WIIli. "That is fine. Now let us see your claims, Nina." H s voice was flat and
enpty. Even WIIli had lost sone interest in the Gane.'

Before Nina could begin, M. Thorne entered and notioned that dinner was served. W adjourned to

the dining room-WIIli pouring hinmself another glass of bourbon and Nina fluttering her hands in

nock frustration at the interruption of the Gane. Once seated at the |ong, nahogany table, |

wor ked at being a hostess. From decades of tradition, talk of the Game was banned fromthe dinner
table. Over soup we discussed WIli's new novie and the purchase of another store for Nina's |line
of boutiques. It seemed that Nina's nonthly colum in Vogue was was to be discontinued but that a
newspaper syndicate was interested in picking it up

Bot h of ny guests exclai med over the perfection of the baked ham but | thought that M. Thorne
had made the gravy a trifle too sweet. Darkness had filled the wi ndows before we finished our
chocol ate mousse. The refracted light fromthe chandelier nade Nina's hair dance with highlights
while | feared that mne gl owed nmore bluely than ever

Suddenly there was a sound fromthe kitchen. The huge Negro's face appeared at the swi nging door.
Hi s shoul der was hunched agai nst white hands and his expression was that of a querul ous child.

". . . the hell you think we are sittin' here |ike goddamed-" The white hands pulled hi mout of
si ght.

"Excuse nme, ladies." WIIi dabbed linen at his lips and stood up. He still noved gracefully for
all of his years.

Ni na poked at her chocol ate. There was one sharp, barked command fromthe kitchen and the sound of
a slap. It was the slap of a man's hand-hard and flat as a smallcaliber-rifle shot. | |ooked up
and M. Thorne was at ny el bow, clearing away the dessert di shes.

"Coffee, please, M. Thorne. For all of us." He nodded and his snile was gentle.

Franz Anton Mesnmer had known of it even if he had not understood it. | suspect that Mesmer nust
have had some small touch of the Ability. Mdern pseudosci ences have studied it and renamed it,
renoved nost of its power, confused its uses and origins, but it remains the shadow of what Mesmer
di scovered. They have no idea of what it is like to Feed.

| despair at the rise of nodern violence. | truly give in to despair at tines, that deep
futureless pit of despair that poet Gerard Manl ey Hopkins called carrion confort. | watch the
Aneri can sl aught erhouse, the casual attacks on popes, presidents, and uncounted others, and
wonder whether there are many nore out there with the Ability or whether butchery has sinply
become the nmodern way of life.

Al'l humans feed on violence, on the small exercises of power over another. But few have tasted-as
we have-the ultimte power. And without the Ability, few know the unequal ed pl easure of taking a
human life. Wthout the Ability, even those who do feed on |ife cannot savor the flow of enotions
in stalker and victim the total exhilaration of the attacker who has noved beyond all rules and
puni shments, the strange, alnost sexual subm ssion of the victimin that final second of truth
when all options are canceled, all futures denied, all possibilities erased in an exercise of
absol ute power over another.

| despair at nodern violence. | despair at the inpersonal nature of it and the casual quality that
has nade it accessible to so many. | had a television set until | sold it at the height of the

Vi et nam War. Those sanitized snippets of death-made distant by the camera's | ens-neant nothing to
me. But | believe it neant sonething to these cattle that surround me. Wen the war and the
nightly tel evised body

counts ended, they denanded nore, nore, and the novie screens and streets of this sweet and dying
nati on have provided it in nediocre, nob abundance. It is an addiction | know well.

They miss the point. Merely observed, violent death is a sad and sullied tapestry of confusion
But to those of us who have Fed, death can be a sacranent.

"My turn! My turn!" Nina's voice still resenbled that of the visiting belle who had just filled
her dance card at Cousin Celia's June ball

W had returned to the parlor. WIIli had finished his coffee and requested a brandy from M.
Thorne. | was enbarrassed for WIli. To have one's cl osest associ ates show any hint of unplanned

behavi or was certainly a sign of weakening Ability. Nina did not appear to have noticed.
"I have themall in order," said N na. She opened the scrapbook on the nowenpty tea table. WIli
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went through themcarefully, sonetimes asking a question, nore often grunting assent. | nurnured
occasi onal agreenment although | had heard of none of them Except for the Beatle, of course. N na
saved that for near the end.

"Good God, Nina, that was you?" WIIi seened near anger. N na's Feedings had always run to Park
Avenue suicides and natrinonial di sagreenments ending in shots fired from expensive, snall-caliber

| adi es' guns. This type of thing was nore in WIlli's crude style. Perhaps he felt that his
territory was being invaded. "I nean . . . you were risking a lot, weren't you? It's so . . . dam
it . . . so public."”

Ni na | aughed and set down the calculator. "WIIli dear, that's what the Gane is about, is it not?"
WIli strode to the liquor cabinet and refilled his brandy snifter. The wi nd tossed bare branches

agai nst the | eaded gl ass of the bay window. | do not |like winter. Even in the
South it takes its toll on the spirit.

"Didn't this guy . . . what's his name . . . buy the gun in Hawaii or soneplace?" asked WIIli from
across the room "That sounds like his initiative to me. | nean, if he was already stal king the
fell ow"

"WIli dear," Nina's voice had gone as cold as the wind that raked the branches, "no one said he
was stable. How many of yours are stable, WIIli? But | made it happen, darling. | chose the place

and the tinme. Don't you see the irony of the place, WIIli? After that little prank on the director
of that witchcraft novie a few years ago? It was straight fromthe script-"

"I don't know," said WIIli. He sat heavily on the divan, spilling brandy on his expensive sport
coat. He did not notice. The lanplight reflected fromhis balding skull. The nmottles of age were
nmore visible at night, and his neck, where it disappeared into his turtleneck, was all ropes and
tendons. "I don't know." He | ooked up at me and sniled suddenly, as if we shared a conspiracy. "It

could be like that witer fellow, eh, Melanie? It could be |like that."

Ni na | ooked down at the hands on her |ap. They were clenched and the well-nmanicured fingers were
white at the tips.

The M nd Vanpires. That's what the witer was going to call his book

| sonetines wonder if he really would have witten anything. What was his nane? Sonet hi ng Russi an.
WIli and | received telegrans from N na: coME QUicia,Y YOU ARE NEEDED. That was enough. | was on
the next nmorning's flight to New York. The plane was a noi sy, propeller-driven Constellation, and
I spent much of the flight assuring the overly solicitous stewardess that | needed nothing, that,
indeed, | felt fine. She obviously had deci ded that

I was soneone's grandnother, who was flying for the first tine.

WIlli managed to arrive twenty mnutes before 1. N na was distraught and as close to hysteria as
had ever seen her. She had been at a party in | ower Manhattan two days before-she was not so

di straught that she forgot to tell us what inportant nanes had been there-when she found herself
sharing a corner, a fondue pot, and confidences with a young witer. O rather, the witer was
sharing confidences. Nina described himas a scruffy sort, with a wispy little beard, thick

gl asses, a corduroy sport coat worn over an old plaid shirt-one of the type invariably sprinkled
around successful parties of that era, according to N na. She knew enough not to call hima
beatni k, for that termhad just becone passe, but no one had yet heard the termhippie, and it
woul dn't have applied to himanyway. He was a witer of the sort that barely ekes out a living,
these days at |east, by selling blood and doi ng novelizations of television series. Al exander
sonet hi ng.

H s idea for a book-he told Nina that he had been working on it for some tine-was that many of the
murders then being committed were actually the result of a small group of psychic killers, he
called them m nd vanpi es, who used others to carry out their grisly deeds.

He said that a paperback publisher had already shown interest in his outline and would offer hima
contract tonorrow if he would change the title to The Zonmbie Factor and put in nore sex.

"So what?" WIIli had said to Nina in disgust. "You have me fly across the continent for this?

m ght buy the idea nyself."

That turned out to be the excuse we used to interrogate this Al exander sonebody during an

i mpronptu party given by Nina the next evening. | did not attend. The party was

not overly successful, according to Nina, but it gave WIli the chance to have a long chat with

t he young, woul d-be novelist. In the witer's alnost pitiable eagerness to do business with Bil
Borden, producer of Paris Menories, Three on a Swing, and at |east two other conpletely
forgettabl e Technicolor features touring the drive-ins that sumrer, he reveal ed that the book
consisted of a well-worn outline and a dozen pages of notes.

He was sure, however, that he could do a treatnment for M. Borden in five weeks, perhaps even as
fast as three weeks if he were flown out to Hollywood to get the proper creative stinulation

Later that evening we discussed the possibility of WIIli sinply buying an option on the treatnent,
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but WIli was short on cash at the time, and Nina was insistent. In the end the young witer
opened his fenoral artery with a Gllette blade and ran screaming into a narrow Geenw ch Vill age
side street to die. | don't believe that anyone ever bothered to sort through the clutter and
debris of his renmining notes.

"It could be like that witer, ja, Ml anie?" WIIli patted nmy knee. | nodded. "He was nine,"
continued WIli, "and Nina tried to take credit. Remenber?"

Again | nodded. Actually he had been neither Nina's nor WIli's. | had avoided the party so that |
could make contact |ater w thout the young man noticing he was being followed. | did so easily.

remenber sitting in an overheated little delicatessen across the street fromthe apartnent
building. It was over so quickly that there was al nost no sense of Feeding. Then | was aware once
again of the sputtering radiators and the snell of salam as people rushed to the door to see what
the screami ng was about. | remenber finishing my tea slowy so that | did not have to | eave be-
fore the anmbul ance was gone.

"Nonsense," said Nina. She busied herself with her little calculator. "How many points?" She

| ooked at ne. | |ooked at WIli.

"Six," he said with a shrug. Nina made a small show of totalling the nunbers.

"Thirty-eight," she said and sighed theatrically. "You win again, WIlli. O rather, you beat ne
again. W nust hear from Mel anie. You' ve been so quiet, dear. You nust have sone surprise for us."
"Yes," said WIli, "it is your turn to win. It has been several years."

"None," | said. | had expected an expl osi on of questions, but the silence was broken only by the

ticking of the clock on the nantel piece. Nina was | ooking away from nme, at sonething hidden by the
shadows in the corner.

"None?" echoed WIli.

"There was . . . one," | said at last. "But it was by accident. | cane across them robbing an old
man behind .

but it was conpletely by accident."

WIli was agitated. He stood up, wal ked to the wi ndow, turned an old straight-back chair around
and straddled it, arms folded. "Wat does this nmean?"

"You're quitting the Gane?" Nina asked as she turned to look at ne. | |let the question serve as

t he answer.

"Why?" snapped WIli. In his excitenment it cane out with a hard v.

If | had been raised in an era when young | adies were allowed to shrug, | would have done so. As
it was, | contented nyself with r(inning ny fingers along an imagi nary seamon ny skirt. WIIli had
asked the question, but | stared straight into NNna's eyes when | finally answered. "I'mtired.
It's been too long, | guess I"'mgetting old."

"You'll get a lot older if you do not Hunt," said WIli. H's

body, his voice, the red mask of his face, everything signal ed great anger just kept in check. "M
God, Mel anie, you already | ook older! You |look terrible. This is why we hunt, wonman. Look at
yourself in the mrror! Do you want to die an old worman just because you're tired of using thenf
WIli stood and turned his back

"Nonsense!" Nina's voice was strong, confident, in comand once nore. "Melanie's tired, WIli. Be
nice. W all have tinmes like that. | renmenber how you were after the war. Like a whi pped puppy.
You woul dn't even go outside your mserable little flat in Baden. Even after we hel ped you get to
New Jersey you just sul ked around feeling sorry for yourself. Melanie nmade up the Game to help you
feel better. So quiet! Never tell a lady who feels tired and depressed that she | ooks terrible.
Honestly, WIIli, you' re such a Schwachsi nniger sonetinmes. And a crashing boor to boot."

| had anticipated many reactions to ny announcenent, but this was the one | feared nost. It neant
that Nina had also tired of the Gane. It meant that she was ready to nove to another |evel of

pl ay.

It had to nmean that.

"Thank you, Nina darling," | said. "I knew you woul d understand."

She reached across and touched ny knee reassuringly. Even through my wool skirt, | could feel the
cold of her fingers.

My guests would not stay the night. | inplored. | renonstrated. | pointed out that their roons
were ready, that M. Thorne had already turned down the quilts.

"Next time," said WIIli. "Next time, Melanie, ny little love. W'll nake a weekend of it as we
used to. A week!"™ WIIli was in a much better nmood since he had been paid his

t housand-dol | ar prize by each of us. He had sul ked, but I had insisted. It soothed his ego when
M. Thorne brought in a check already nade out to WLLI AM n. BORDEN

Again | asked himto stay, but he protested that he had a midnight flight to Chicago. He had to
see a prizew nning aut hor about a screenplay. Then he was huggi ng ne goodbye, his conpani ons were
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in the hall behind ne, and | had a brief nonent of terror

But they left. The bl ond young man showed his white snile, and the Negro bobbed his head in what |
took as a farewell. Then we were al one.

Nina and | were al one.

Not quite alone. Mss Kraner was standing next to Nina at the end of the hall. M. Thorne was out
of sight behind the swinging door to the kitchen. | left himthere.
M ss Kranmer took three steps forward. | felt nmy breath stop for an instant. M. Thorne put his

hand on the swi nging door. Then the husky little brunette opened the door to the hall closet,
renoved Nina's coat, and stepped back to help her into it.
"Are you sure you won't stay?"

"No, thank you, darling. |'ve prom sed Barrett that we would drive to H lton Head tonight."

"But it's late-"

"W have reservations. Thank you anyway, Melanie. | will be in touch."

«Yes."

"l nmean it, dear. W nust talk. | understand exactly how you feel, but you have to renenber that
the Gane is still inmportant to WIli. W'll have to find a way to end it without hurting his

feelings. Perhaps we could visit himnext spring in Karinhall or whatever he calls that gloony old
Bavarian place of his. Atrip to the Continent would do wonders for you, dear."

"Yes."

"I will be in touch. After this deal with the new store is settled. W need to spend sone tine
together, Melanie . . . just the two of us . . . like old times.” Her |lips kissed the air next to
my cheek. She held ny forearns tightly. "Goodbye, darling."”

" Good- bye, N na."

| carried the brandy glass to the kitchen. M. Thorne took it in silence.

"Make sure the house is secure," | said. He nodded and went to check the | ocks and al arm system
It was only nine forty-five, but | was very tired. Age, | thought. | went up the w de staircase,
perhaps the finest feature of the house, and dressed for bed. It had begun to storm and the sound
of the cold raindrops on the window carried a sad rhythmto it.

M. Thorne |ooked in as | was brushing ny hair and wishing it were longer. | turned to him He
reached into the pocket of his dark vest. \Wen his hand emerged a slimblade flicked out. |
nodded. He pal med the bl ade shut and cl osed the door behind him | listened to his footsteps
recede down the stairs to the chair in the front hall, where he would spend the night.

| believe | dreaned of vanpires that night. O perhaps | was thinking about themjust prior to
falling asleep, and a fragnent had stayed with me until norning. O all mankind's self-inflicted
terrors, of all its pathetic little nonsters, only the nyth of the vanpire had any vestige of
dignity. Like the humans it feeds on, the vanpire nust respond to its own dark conpul sions. But
unlike its pretty human prey, the vanpire carries out its sordid neans to the only possible ends
that could justify such actions-the goal of literal imortality. There is a nobility there. And a
sadness.

Bef ore sl eeping | thought of that summer long ago in Vienna. | saw WIIli young agai n-bl ond,
flushed with youth, and filled with pride at escorting two such independent Anerican |adies.

I remenbered WIli's high, stiff collars and the short dresses that Nina helped to bring into
style that summer. | renenbered the friendly sounds of crowded Biergartens and the shadowy dance

of leaves in front of gas |anps.
I remenbered the footsteps on wet cobbl estones, the shouts, the distant whistles, and the
si | ences.

WIli was right; |I had aged. The past year had taken a greater toll than the precedi ng decade. But
I had not Fed. Despite the hunger, despite the aging reflection in the mrror. | had not Fed.
| fell asleep trying to think of that witer's last nanme. | fell asleep hungry.

Morning. Bright sunlight through bare branches. It was one of those crystalline, warmnming w nter
days that make living in the South so much | ess depressing than merely surviving a Yankee wi nter.
I had M. Thorne open the wi ndow a crack when he brought in ny breakfast tray. As | sipped ny
coffee | could hear children playing in the courtyard. Once M. Thorne woul d have brought the
norni ng paper with the tray, but | had long since |learned that to read about the follies and
scandal s of the world was to desecrate the norning. | was growing less and less interested in the
affairs of nen. | had done w thout a newspaper, telephone, or television for twelve years and had
suffered no ill effects unless one were to count a growi ng self-contentnment as an ill thing.
snmiled as | renmenbered WIIli's disappointnent at not being able to play his video cassettes. He
was such a child.

"It is Saturday, is it not, M. Thorne?" At his nod | ges-

tured for the tray to be taken away. "W will go out today," |I said. "A wal k. Perhaps a trip to
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the fort. Then dinner at Henry's and hone. | have arrangenents to nake."

M. Thorne hesitated and hal f-stunbled as he was | eaving the room | paused in the act of belting
my robe. It was not like M. Thorne to conmit an ungraceful novenment. | realized that he too was
getting old. He straightened the tray and di shes, nodded his head, and |l eft for the kitchen

I would not |et thoughts of aging disturb nme on such a beautiful norning. | felt charged with a
new energy and resolve. The reunion the night before had not gone well but neither had it gone as
badly as it might have. | had been honest with Nina and WIli about ny intention of quitting the
Gane. In the weeks and nonths to cone, they-or at |east N na-would begin to brood over the

ram fications of that, but by the time they chose to react, separately or together, | would be

| ong gone. Already | had new (and old) identities waiting for nme in Florida, Mchigan, London

sout hern France, and even in New Del hi. M chigan was out for the tine being. | had grown unused to
the harsh climate. New Del hi was no |onger the hospitable place for foreigners it had been when
resided there briefly before the war

Ni na had been right about one thing -a return to Europe woul d be good for ne. Already | |onged for
the rich light and cordial savoir vivre of the villagers near ny old sumer house outside of

Toul on.

The air outside was bracing. | wore a sinple print dress and ny spring coat. The trace of
arthritis in my right leg had bothered me coning down the stairs, but | used ny father's old
wal ki ng stick as a cane. A young Negro servant had cut it for father the sunmer we noved from
Geenville to Charleston. | smled as we energed into the warmair of the courtyard.

Ms. Hodges cane out of her doorway into the light. It was her grandchildren and their friends who
were playing around the dry fountain. For two centuries the courtyard had been shared by the three
brick buildings. Only nmy hone had not been parceled into expensive town houses or fancy
apartnents.

"CGood nmorning, Mz Fuller."”

"Good nmorning, Ms. Hodges. A beautiful day, isn't it?"

"It is that. Are you off shoppi ng?"

"Just for a walk, Ms. Hodges. |I'msurprised that M. Hodges isn't out today. He always seens to
be working in the yard on Saturdays."

Ms. Hodges frowned as one of the little girls ran between us. Her friend came squealing after
her, sweater flying. "Oh, Ceorge is at the marina already."

"In the daytime?" | had often been anmused by M. Hodges's departure for work in the evening: his
securityguard uniformnneatly pressed, gray hair jutting out fromunder his cap, black |lunch pai
gripped firmy under his arm

M . Hodges was as | eathery and bow | egged as an aged cowboy. He was one of those nmen who were

al ways on the verge of retiring but who probably realized that to be suddenly inactive woul d be a
form of death sentence

"Ch, yes. One of those colored nmen on the day shift down at the storage building quit, and they

asked CGeorge to fill in. | told himthat he was too old to work four nights a week and then go
back on the weekend, but you know George. He'll never retire.
"Well, give himny best,"” | said.

The girls running around the fountain nmade nme nervous.

Ms. Hodges followed ne to the wought-iron gate. "WIIl you be going away for the holidays, Mz
Ful I er?"

"Probably, Ms. Hodges. Most probably." Then M.

Thorne and | were out on the sidewal k and strolling toward the Battery. A few cars drove slowy
down the narrow streets, sonme tourists stared at the houses of our Ad Section, but the day was
serene and qui et.

| saw the masts of the yachts and sail boats before we came in sight of the water as we energed
onto Broad Street.

"Pl ease acquire tickets for us, M. Thorne," | said. "I believe | would like to see the fort."

As is typical of npbst people who live in close proxinmty to a popular tourist attraction, | had
not taken notice of it for nany years. It was an act of sentinentality to visit the fort now. An
act brought on by ny increasing acceptance of the fact that | would have to | eave these parts
forever. It is one thing to plan a nove; it is sonething altogether different to be faced with the
i mperative reality of it.

There were few tourists. The ferry noved away fromthe marina and into the placid waters of the
harbor. The conbi nai on of warm sunlight and the steady throb of the diesel caused nme to doze
briefly. | awoke as we were putting in at the dark hulk of the island fort.

For a while | noved with the tour group, enjoying the cataconb silences of the |ower |evels and

t he mi ndl ess singsong of the young woman fromthe Park Service. But as we canme back to the rmuseum
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with its dusty dioramas and tawdry little trays of slides, | clinbed the stairs back to the outer
walls. | notioned for M. Thorne to stay at the top of the stairs and noved out onto the ranparts.
Only one other couple -a young pair with a cheap canera and a baby in an unconfortabl e-| ooki ng
papoose carrier-were in sight along the wall.

It was a pleasant noment. A nidday stormwas approaching fromthe west and it set a dark backdrop
to the still-sunlit church spires, brick towers, and bare branches of

the city.

Even fromtwo niles away | could see the novenment of people strolling along the Battery wal kway.
The wi nd was blowi ng in ahead of the dark cl ouds and tossing whitecaps against the rocking ferry
and wooden dock. The air snelled of river and winter and rain by nightfall.

It was not hard to inmagi ne that day | ong ago. The shells had dropped onto the fort until the upper
| ayers were nore than protective piles of rubble. People had cheered fromthe rooftops behind the
Battery. The bright colors of dresses and silk parasols must have been maddening to the Yankee
gunners. Finally one had fired a shot above the crowded rooftops. The ensui ng confusion rmust have
been amusing fromthis vantage point.

A novenent down bel ow caught nmy attention. Sonething dark was sliding through the gray water-

sonet hi ng dark and shark silent. | was jolted out of thoughts of the past as | recognized it as a
Pol ari s subnmarine, old but obviously still operational, slipping through the dark water wi thout a
sound. Waves curled and rippled over the porpoise-snooth hull, sliding to either side in a white

wake. There were several nen on the tower. They were nuffled in heavy coats, their hats pulled

Il ow. An inprobably | arge pair of binoculars hung fromthe neck of one man, whom | assuned to be
the captain. He pointed at something beyond Sullivan's island. | stared. The periphery of ny

vi sion began to fade as | nmade contact. Sounds and sensations cane to me as from a di stance.
Tension. The pleasure of salt spray, breeze fromthe north, northwest. Anxiety of the seal ed
orders bel ow. Awareness of the sandy shallows just coming into sight on the port side.

I was startled as someone cane up behind ne. The dots flickering at the edge of ny vision fled as
| turned.

M. Thorne was there. At ny el bow. Unbidden. | had opened ny nouth to conmand himback to the top
of the stairs when | saw the cause of his approach. The youth who had been taking pictures of his
pale wi fe was now wal king toward me. M. Thorne noved to intercept him

"Hey, excuse nme, ma'am Wuld you or your husband mind taking our picture?"

I nodded and M. Thorne took the proffered camera. It |ooked minuscule in his |ong-fingered hands.
Two snaps and the couple were satisfied that their presence there was docunented for posterity.
The young man grinned idiotically and bobbed his head. Their baby began to cry as the cold w nd
bl ew in.

| |1 ooked back to the submarine, but already it had passed on, its gray tower a thin stripe
connecting the sea and sky.

W were al nost back to town, the ferry was swinging in toward the slip, when a stranger told ne of
WIli's death.

"It's awful, isn't it?" The garrul ous old woman had foll owed ne out onto the exposed section of
deck. Even though the wind had grown chilly and | had noved twi ce to escape her mindless chatter
the wonman had obvi ously chosen ne as her conversational target for the final stages of the tour
Neither ny reticence nor M. Thorne's glowering presence had di scouraged her. "It rmust have been
terrible," she continued. "In the dark and all."

"What was that?" A dark prenmpnition pronpted ny question

"Why, the airplane crash. Haven't you heard about it? It must have been awful, falling into the
swanp and all. | told ny daughter this norning-"

"What airplane crash? Wien?" The ol d woman cringed a bit at the sharpness of ny tone, but the
vacuous snile stayed on her face.

"Way, last night. This norning. |I told ny daughter-"

"Where? What aircraft are you tal king about?" M. Thorne cane closer as he heard the tone of ny
Voi ce.

"The one last night," she quavered. "The one from Charleston. The paper in the lounge told al
about it. Isn't it terrible? Ei ghty-five people. | told ny daughter-"

I left her standing there by the railing. There was a crunpl ed newspaper near the snack bar, and
under the fourword headline were the sparse details of WIli's death. Flight 417, bound for
Chicago, had left Charleston International Airport at twelve-eight A MTwenty mnutes later the
aircraft had exploded in nmdair not far fromthe city of Colunbia. Fragnents of fuselage and parts
of bodies had fallen into Congaree Swanp, where fishernen had found them There had been no
survivors. The FAA and FBlI were investigating.

There was a loud rushing in ny ears, and | had to sit down or faint. My hands were clamy agai nst

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20Carrion%20Comfort.txt (10 of 18) [10/15/2004 2:26:53 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dan%20Si mmons%20-%20Carrion%20Comfort.txt

the green-vinyl uphol stery. People noved past me on their way to the exits.

WI1li was dead: Murdered. Nina had killed him For a few dizzy seconds | considered the
possibility of a conspiracy-an el aborate ploy by Nina and WIli to confuse ne into thinking that
only one threat renained. But no. There would be no reason. If N na had included WIIli in her

pl ans, there would be no need for such absurd nachi nati ons.

WIli was dead. His remains were spread over a snelly, obscure marshland. | could inagine his |ast

monents. He woul d have been | eaning back in first-class confort, a drink in his hand, perhaps

whi spering to one of his |outish conpanions.

Then the expl osi on. Screans. Sudden darkness. A brutal tilting and the final fall to oblivion. |
shuddered and

gripped the netal armof the chair

How had N na done it? Alnost certainly not one of WIli's entourage. It was not beyond N na's
powers to Use WIli's own cat's-paws, especially in light of his failing Ability, but there would
have been no reason to do so. She could have Used anyone on that flight. It would have been
difficult. The el aborate step of preparing the bonb, the suprene effort of blocking all nmenory of
it, and the al nbost unbelievable feat of Using sonmeone even as we sat together drinking coffee and
br andy.

But N na could have done it. Yes, she could have. And the timng. The tining could nean only one
t hi ng.

The last of the tourists had filed out of the cabin. |I felt the slight bunp that neant we had tied
up to the dock. M. Thorne stood by the door

Nina's timng neant that she was attenpting to deal with both of us at once. She obviously had

pl anned it | ong before the reunion and ny tinorous announcerment of w thdrawal. How anused N na
nmust have been. No wonder she had reacted so generously! Yet, she had made one great nistake. By

dealing with WIIi first, N na had banked everything on nmy not hearing the news before she could
turn on me. She knew that | had no access to daily news and only rarely left the house anynore.
Still, it was unlike Nina to | eave anything to chance. Was it possible that she thought | had | ost
the Ability conpletely and that WIlli was the greater threat?

I shook ny head as we energed fromthe cabin into the gray afternoon light. The wind sliced at ne
through nmy thin coat. The view of the gangplank was blurry, and | realized that tears had filled
my eyes. For WIIli? He had been a pompous, weak old fool. For Nina's betrayal ? Perhaps it was only
the cold w nd.

The streets of the Ad Section were al nost enpty of pe-

destrians. Bare branches clicked together in front of the wi ndows of fine honmes. M. Thorne stayed
by nmy side. The cold air sent needles of arthritic pain up ny right leg to ny hip. | |eaned nore
heavi |y upon father's wal ki ng sti ck.

What woul d her next nove be? | stopped. A fragnment of newspaper, caught by the w nd, w apped
itself around ny ankle and then bl ew on

How woul d she cone at ne? Not froma distance. She was somewhere in town. | knew that. Wiile it is
possible to Use sonmeone froma great distance, it would involve great rapport, an alnost intimte
know edge of that person. And if contact were lost, it would be difficult if not inpossible to
reestablish at a distance. None of us had known why this was so. It did not natter now. But the

t hought of Nina still here, nearby, nade ny heart begin to race.

Not froma distance. | would see ny assailant. If | knew Nina at all, | knew that. Certainly
WIli's death had been the | east personal Feeding imagi nable, but that had been a mere technica
operation. Ni na obviously had decided to settle old scores with ne, and WIIli had becone an
obstacle to her, a minor but neasurable threat that had to be elininated before she could proceed.
| could easily imagine that in Nina's own mind her choice of death for WIli would be interpreted
as an act of conpassion, alnpost a sign of affection. Not so with ne. | felt that N na would want

me to know, however, briefly, that she was behind the attack. In a sense her own vanity woul d be
my warning. O so | hoped.

I was tenpted to leave inmediately. | could have M. Thorne get the Audi out of storage, and we
could be beyond Nina's influence in an hour-away to a new life within a few nore hours. There were
important itens in the house, of course, but the funds that | had stored el sewhere would repl ace
nmost of them It would be al nost wel cone to | eave everything behind with the discarded identity

t hat

had accumul ated t hem

No. | could not |eave. Not yet.

From across the street the house | ooked dark and mal evolent. Had | cl osed those blinds on the
second fl oor? There was a shadowy novenent in the courtyard, and | saw Ms. Hodge's granddaughter
and a friend scanper from one doorway to another. | stood irresolutely on the curb and tapped
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father's stick against the bl ack-barked tree. It was foolish to dither so-I knew it was-but it had
been a long time since | had been forced to make a deci sion under stress.

"M . Thorne, please check the house. Look in each room Return quickly."

A cold wind cane up as | watched M. Thorne's black coat blend into the gl oomof the courtyard.
felt terribly exposed standing there alone. | found nyself glancing up and down the street,

| ooking for Mss Kraner's dark hair, but the only sign of nmovenent was a young worman pushing a
peranmbul ator far down the street.

The blinds on the second floor shot up, and M. Thorne's face stared out whitely for a mnute.
Then he turned away, and | renmined staring at the dark rectangle of wi ndow. A shout fromthe
courtyard startled ne, but it was only the little girl-what was her nane?-calling to her friend.
Kat hl een, that was it. The two sat on the edge of the fountain and opened a box of ani nal
crackers. | stared intently at themand then relaxed. | even managed to snile a little at the
extent of ny paranoia. For a second | considered Using M. Thorne directly, but the thought of
bei ng hel pl ess on the street dissuaded nme. Wen one is in conplete contact, the senses stil
function but are a distant thing at best.

Hurry. The thought was sent al nobst without volition. Two bearded nmen were wal ki ng down the
sidewal k on ny side of the street. | crossed to stand in front of my own

gate. The nen were | aughing and gesturing at each other. One | ooked over at ne. Hurry.

M. Thorne canme out of the house, |ocked the door behind him and crossed the courtyard toward me.
One of the girls said something to himand held out the box of crackers, but he ignored her
Across the street the two nmen continued wal ki ng. M. Thorne handed ne the |arge front-door key.
dropped it in ny coat pocket and | ooked sharply at him He nodded. His placid snmle unconsciously
nocked ny consternation.

"You're sure?" | asked. Again the nod. "You checked all of the roons?" Nod. "The alarns?" Nod.
"You | ooked in the basenent?" Nod. "No sign of disturbance?" M. Thorne shook his head.

My hand went to the metal of the gate, but | hesitated. Anxiety filled ny throat like bile. | was

a silly old woman, tired and aching fromthe chill, but I could not bring nyself to open that
gat e.

"Come." | crossed the street and wal ked briskly away fromthe house. "W will have dinner at
Henry's and return later."” Only | was not wal king toward the old restaurant; | was headi ng away

fromthe house in what | knew was a blind, directionless panic. It was not until we reached the
wat erfront and were wal king along the Battery wall that | began to cal m down.

No one else was in sight. A few cars noved along the street, but to approach us sonmeone woul d have
to cross a wide, enpty space. The gray clouds were quite | ow and bl ended with the choppy, white-
crested waves in the bay.

The open air and fading evening |light served to revive ne, and | began to think nore clearly.

What ever Nina's plans had been, they certainly had been thrown into disarray by ny day-1ong
absence. | doubted that Nina would stay if there were the slightest risk to herself. No, she would
be returning to New York by plane even as | stood shivering on the Battery wal k. In the norning
woul d receive a telegram | could see it. MELANIE. ISN T I T TERRI BLE ABOUT

W LL? TERRIBLY SAD. CAN YOU TRAVEL WTH ME TO THE FUNERAL? LOVE, NI NA

| began to realize that nmy reluctance to | eave immediately had cone froma desire to return to the
warnth and confort of ny honme. | sinply had been afraid to shuck off this old cocoon. |I could do
so now. | would wait in a safe place while M. Thorne returned to the house to pick up the one
thing I could not |eave behind. Then he would get the car out of storage, and by the time Nina's
telegramarrived I would be far away. It would be Nina who would be starting at shadows in the
mont hs and years to conme. | snmiled and began to frane the necessary comands.

"Mel anie."

My head snapped around. M. Thorne had not spoken in twenty-eight years. He spoke now

"Melanie." H s face was distorted in a rictus that showed his back teeth. The knife was in his

right hand. The blade flicked out as | stared. | |ooked into his enpty, gray eyes, and | knew.
"Mel anie.”
The | ong bl ade cane around in a powerful arc. | could do nothing to stop it. It cut through the

fabric of nmy coat sleeve and continued into ny side. But in the act of turning, ny purse had swing
with me. The knife tore through the |eather, ripped through the junbled contents, pierced ny coat,
and drew bl ood above ny lowest left rib. The purse had saved ny life.

| raised father's heavy wal king stick and struck M. Thorne squarely in his left eye. He reeled
but did not make a sound. Again he swept the air with the knife, but I had taken two steps back
and his vision was clouded. | took a

two- handed grip on the cane and swung si deways again, bringing the stick around in an awkward
chop. Incredibly, it again found the eye socket. | took three nore steps back
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Bl ood streaned down the left side of M. Thorne's face, and the damaged eye protruded onto his
cheek. The rictal grin remained. H s head canme up, he raised his left hand slowy, plucked out the
eye with a soft snapping of a gray cord, and threwit into the water of the bay. He cane toward
me. | turned and ran.

| tried to run. The ache in ny right leg slowed nme to a walk after twenty paces. Fifteen nore
hurried steps and nmy lungs were out of air, my heart threatening to burst. | could feel a wetness
seeping down ny left side and there was a tingling-like an ice cube held against the skin-where
the knife blade had touched ne. One gl ance back showed me that M. Thorne was striding toward ne
faster than | was noving. Normally he could have overtaken nme in four strides. But it is hard to
make soneone run when you are Using him Especially when that person's body is reacting to shock

and trauma. | gl anced back again, alnost slipping on the slick pavenent. M. Thorne was grinning
wi dely. Blood poured fromthe enpty socket and stained his teeth. No one el se was in sight.
Down the stairs, clutching at the rail so as not to fall. Down the tw sting wal k and up the

asphalt path to the street. Pole lanps flickered and went on as | passed. Behind ne M. Thorne
took the steps in two junps. As | hurried up the path, | thanked God that | had worn | ow hee
shoes for the boat ride. Wiat would an observer think seeing this bizarre, slow notion chase

bet ween two ol d peopl e? There were no observers.

I turned onto a side street. O osed shops, enpty warehouses. Going |left would take ne to Broad
Street, but to the right, half a block away, a | one figure had energed

froma dark storefront. | noved that way, no longer able to run, close to fainting. The arthritic
cranps in ny leg hurt nore than | could ever have inagined and threatened to collapse nme on the
sidewal k. M. Thorne was twenty paces behind ne and qui ckly closing the distance.

The man | was approaching was a tall, thin Negro wearing a brown nylon jacket. He was carrying a
box of what | ooked like framed sepia photographs.

He gl anced at ne as | approached and then | ooked over mnmy shoul der at the apparition ten steps

behi nd.

"Hey!" The man had tinme to shout the single syllable and then |I reached out with ny m nd and
shoved. He twitched |like a poorly handled marionette. His jaw dropped, and his eyes gl azed over,
and he lurched past ne just as M. Thorne reached for the back of ny coat.

The box flewinto the air, and glass shattered on the brick sidewal k. Long, brown fingers reached
for a white throat. M. Thorne backhanded hi m away, but the Negro clung tenaciously, and the two
swung around |ike awkward dance partners. | reached the opening to an alley and | eaned ny face
against the cold brick to revive nyself. The effort of concentration while Using this stranger did
not afford ne the luxury of resting even for a second.

| watched the clunsy stunblings of the two tall nmen for a while and resisted an absurd inpulse to
| augh.

M. Thorne plunged the knife into the other's stomach, withdrew it, plunged it in again. The
Negro's fingernails were clawing at M. Thorne's good eye now. Strong teeth were snapping in
search of the blade for a third tine, but the heart was still beating, and he was still usable.
The man junped, scissoring his legs around M. Thorne's mddle while his jaws cl osed on the
nmuscul ar throat. Fingernails raked bl oody streaks across white skin. The two went down in a
tunbl e.

Kill him Fingers groped for an eye, but M. Thorne reached up with his left hand and snapped the
thin wist. Linp fingers continued to flail. Wth a tremendous exertion, M. Thorne | odged his
forearm agai nst the other's chest and lifted himbodily as a reclining father tosses a child above
him Teeth tore away a piece of flesh, but there was no vital damage. M. Thorne brought the knife
between them up, left, then right. He severed half the Negro's throat with the second sw ng, and
bl ood fountained over both of them The snaller man's | egs spasned twice, M. Thorne threw himto
one side, and | turned and wal ked qui ckly down the alley.

Qut into the light again, the fading evening light, and | realized that | had run nyself into a
dead end. Backs of warehouses and the wi ndowl ess, nmetal side of the Battery Marina pushed right up
agai nst the waters of the bay. A street wound away to the left, but it was dark, deserted, and far
too long to try.

I looked back in tine to see the black silhouette enter the alley behind ne.

| tried to nake contact, but there was nothing there. Nothing. M. Thorne mght as well have a
hole in the air. | would worry later how Nina had done this thing.

The side door to the marina was | ocked. The main door was al nost a hundred yards away and woul d

al so be locked. M. Thorne energed fromthe alley and swng his head | eft and right in search of
me. In the dimlight his heavily streaked face | ooked al nost black. He began lurching toward ne.

| raised father's wal king stick, broke the | ower pane of the wi ndow, and reached in through the
jagged shards. If there was a bottomor top bolt | was dead. There was a sinple doorknob | ock and
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crossholt. My fingers slipped on the cold netal, but the bolt slid back as M. Thorne stepped

up on the wal k behind me. Then | was inside and throwing the bolt.

It was very dark. Cold seeped up fromthe concrete floor and there was a sound of nany snall boats
rising and falling at their noorings. Fifty yards away |ight spilled out of the office w ndows. |
had hoped there would be an alarm system but the building was too old and the narina too cheap to

have one. | wal ked toward the Iight as M. Thorne's forearmshattered the remaining glass in the
door behind me. The armwi thdrew. A great kick broke off the top hinge and splintered wood around
the bolt. | glanced at the office, but only the sound of a radio talk show came out of the

i npossi bly distant door. Another Kkick

| turned to ny right and stepped to the bow of a bobbing inboard cruiser. Five steps and | was in
the small, covered space that passed for a forward cabin. |I closed the flinmsy access panel behind
me and peered out through the Plexiglas.

M. Thorne's third kick sent the door flying i nward, dangling fromlong strips of splintered wood.
Hs dark formfilled the doorway. Light froma distant streetlight glinted off the blade in his

ri ght hand.

Pl ease. Pl ease hear the noise. But there was no novenent fromthe office, only the netallic voices
fromthe radio. M. Thorne took four paces, paused, and stepped down onto the first boat in |ine
It was an open outboard, and he was back up on the concrete in six seconds. The second boat had a
smal | cabin. There was a ripping sound as M. Thorne kicked open the tiny hatch door, and then he
was back up on the wal kway. My boat was the eighth in line. I wondered why he couldn't just hear
the wild hamering of ny heart.

I shifted position and | ooked through the starboard port. The nmurky Pl exiglass threw the |ight
into streaks and pat -

terns. | caught a brief glinpse of white hair through the wi ndow, and the radio was switched to
anot her station. Loud nusic echoed in the long room | slid back to the other porthole. M. Thorne
was stepping off the fourth boat.

I closed nmy eyes, forced ny ragged breathing to slow, and tried to renenber countl ess eveni ngs
wat chi ng a bow egged ol d figure shuffle down the street. M. Thorne finished his inspection of the
fifth boat, a longer cabin cruiser with several dark recesses, and pulled hinself back onto the
wal kway.

Forget the coffee in the thernos. Forget the crossword puzzle. Go | ook

The sixth boat was a small outboard. M. Thorne glanced at it but did not step onto it. The
seventh was a | ow sail boat, mast fol ded down, canvas stretched across the cockpit. M. Thorne's
kni fe sl ashed through the thick material. Blood-streaked hands pul |l ed back the canvas like a
shroud being torn away. He junped back to the wal kway.

Forget the coffee. Go | ook! Now

M. Thorne stepped onto the bow of ny boat. | felt it rock to his weight. There was nowhere to
hide, only a tiny storage |ocker under the seat, much too small to squeeze into. | untied the
canvas strips that held the seat cushion to the bench. The sound of mny ragged breathing seenmed to
echo in the little space. | curled into a fetal position behind the cushion as M. Thorne's |eg
nmoved past the starboard port. Now. Suddenly his face filled the Plexiglass strip not a foot from
ny head. His inpossibly wide grinmace grew even wi der. Now. He stepped into the cockpit.

Now. Now. Now.

M. Thorne crouched at the cabin door. | tried to brace the tiny |louvered door with my |egs, but
my right leg would not obey. M. Thorne's fist slamed through the thin

wooden strips and grabbed ny ankl e.

"Hey there!"

It was M. Hodges's shaky voice. H's flashlight bobbed in our direction

M. Thorne shoved agai nst the door. My left leg folded painfully. M. Thorne's left hand firmy
held nmy ankle through the shattered slats while the hand with the knife bl ade canme through the
openi ng hatch

"Hey-" My mind shoved. Very hard. The old man stopped. He dropped the flashlight and unstrapped
the buckl e over the grip of his revol ver

M. Thorne sl ashed the knife back and forth. The cushi on was al nost knocked out of ny hands as
shreds of foamfilled the cabin. The bl ade caught the tip of ny little finger as the knife swung
back agai n.

Do it. Now Do it. M. Hodges gripped the revolver in both hands and fired. The shot went w de in
the dark as the sound echoed off concrete and water. C oser, you fool. Mwve! M. Thorne shoved
again, and his body squeezed into the open hatch. He released ny ankle to free his left arm but
al nrost instantly his hand was back in the cabin, grasping for ne. | reached up and turned on the
overhead |ight. Darkness stared at me fromhis enpty eye socket. Light through the broken shutters
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spilled yellow strips across his ruined face. | slid to the left, but M. Thorne's hand, which had
my coat, was pulling ne off the bench. He was on his knees, freeing his right hand for the knife

t hrust.

Now M. Hodges's second shot caught M. Thorne in the right hip. He grunted as the inpact shoved
hi m backward into a sitting position. My coat ripped, and buttons rattled on the deck

The knife slashed the bul khead near ny ear before it pulled away.

M. Hodges stepped shakily onto the bow, alnost fell,

and inched his way around the starboard side. | pushed the hatch against M. Thorne's arm but he
continued to grip nmy coat and drag ne toward him | fell to ny knees. The bl ade swng back, ripped
through foam and slashed at ny coat. Wiat was |eft of the cushion flew out of nmy hands. | had M.
Hodges stop four feet away and brace the gun on the roof of the cabin.

M. Thorne pulled the bl ade back and poised it like a matador's sword. | could sense the silent
scream of triunph that poured out over the stained teeth |like a noxious vapor. The light of Nina's
madness burned behind the single, staring eye.

M. Hodges fired. The bullet severed M. Thorne's spine and continued on into the port scupper

M . Thorne arched backward, splayed out his arnms, and flopped onto the deck like a great fish that
had just been | anded. The knife fell to the floor of the cabin, while stiff, white fingers
continued to slap nervel essly against the deck. | had M. Hodges step forward, brace the nmuzzle
against M. Thorne's tenple just above the remaining eye, and fire again. The sound was nuted and
hol | ow.

There was a first-aid kit in the office bathroom | had the old man stand by the door while
bandaged ny little finger and took three aspirin

My coat was ruined, and blood had stained ny print dress. | had never cared very much for the
dress-1 thought it nade me | ook dowdy-but the coat had been a favorite of nine. My hair was a
mess. Small, noist bits of gray matter flecked it. | splashed water on ny face and brushed my hair
as best | could. Incredibly, ny tattered purse had stayed with me, although nmany of the contents
had spilled out. | transferred keys, billfold, reading glasses, and Kl eenex to ny |arge coat
pocket and dropped the purse behind

the toilet. |1 no longer had father's wal king stick, but |I could not renenber where | had dropped

it.

G ngerly | renoved the heavy revolver from M. Hodges's grip. The old man's arm remai ned extended,
fingers curled around air. After funbling for a few seconds | managed to click open the cylinder.
Tivo cartridges remained unfired. The old fool had been wal king around with all six chanbers

| oaded! Al ways | eave an enpty chanber under the hammer: That is what Charles had taught ne that
gay and di stant sunmer so |ong ago, when such weapons were nerely excuses for trips to the island
for target practice punctuated by the shrill shrieks of our nervous |laughter as Nina and | all owed
ourselves to be held, arnms supported, bodies shrinking back into the firm support of our so-
serious tutors' arms. One nust always count the cartridges, |ectured Charles, as | half-swooned
against him snelling the sweet, masculine, shaving soap and tobacco snell rising fromhimon that
warm bright day.

M. Hodges stirred slightly as ny attenti on wandered. H s nouth gaped, and his dentures hung

| oosely. | glanced at the worn |leather belt, but there were no extra bullets there, and | had no

i dea where he kept any. | probed, but there was little left in the old man's junble of thoughts
except for a swirling tape-loop replay of the nuzzle being laid against M. Thorne's tenple, the
expl osi on, the-

"Cone," | said. | adjusted the glasses on M. Hodges's vacant face, returned the revolver to the
hol ster, and let himlead nme out of the building.

It was very dark out. We had gone six blocks before the old man's violent shivering reni nded me

that | had forgotten to have himput on his coat. |I tightened my nental vise, and he stopped
shaki ng.

The house | ooked just as it had . . . my God . . . only forty-five mnutes earlier. There were no
lights. | let us into

the courtyard and searched ny overstuffed coat pocket for the key. My coat hung | oose and the cold
night air nipped at ne. From behind |ighted wi ndows across the courtyard canme the | aughter of
little girls, and | hurried so that Kathleen would not see her grandfather entering nmy house.

M. Hodges went in first, with the revolver extended. I had himswitch on the |light before
ent er ed.

The parlor was enpty, undisturbed. The light fromthe chandelier in the dining roomreflected off
pol i shed surfaces. | sat down for a mnute on the WIlianmsburg reproduction chair in the hall to
let nmy heart rate return to nornmal. | did not have M. Hodges |ower the hanmer on the still-raised

pistol. H's armbegan to shake fromthe strain of holding it. Finally | rose and we noved down the
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hall toward the conservatory.

M ss Kraner expl oded out of the swi nging door fromthe kitchen with the heavy iron poker already
coming down in an arc. The gun fired harmessly into the polished floor as the old nan's arm
snapped fromthe inpact. The gun fell fromlinp fingers as Mss Kraner raised the poker for a
second bl ow.

| turned and ran back down the hallway. Behind ne | heard the crushed-nel on sound of the poker

contacting M. Hodges's skull. Rather than run into the courtyard | went up the stairway. A
m st ake. M ss Kramer bounded up the stairs and reached the bedroom door only a few seconds after
1. | caught one glinpse of her w dened, naddened eyes and of the uprai sed pocker before | slamred

and | ocked the heavy door. The latch clicked just as the brunette on the other side began to throw
hersel f agai nst the wood. The thick oak did not budge. Then | heard the concussi on of netal
agai nst the door and frane. Again

Cursing ny stupidity, | turned to the famliar room but there was nothing there to help nme. There
was not so nuch

as a closet to hide in, only the antique wardrobe. | noved quickly to the wi ndow and threw up the
sash. My screans would attract attention but not before that nonstrosity had gai ned access. She
was prying at the edges of the door now. | | ooked out, saw the shadows in the w ndow across the
way, and did what | had to do

"livo minutes later | was barely conscious of the wood giving way around the latch. | heard the

di stant grating of the poker as it pried at the recalcitrant nmetal plate. The door swung inward.
M ss Kraner was covered with sweat. Her nouth hung slack, and drool slid fromher chin. Her eyes
were not human. Neither she nor | heard the soft tread of sneakers on the stairs behind her

Keep noving. Lift it. Pull it back-all the way back. Use both hands. Aimit.

Sonet hi ng warned M ss Kramer. Warned Nina, | should say; there was no nore M ss Kranmer. The
brunette turned to see little Kathleen standing on the top stair, her grandfather's heavy weapon
ai mred and cocked. The other girl was in the courtyard shouting for her friend.

This time N na knew she had to deal with the threat. Mss Kraner hefted the poker and turned into

the hall just as the pistol fired. The recoil tunbled Kathl een backward down the stairs as a red
corsage bl ossoned above M ss Kraner's | eft breast. She spun but grasped the railing with her left
hand and |l urched down the stairs after the child. | released the ten-year-old just as the poker
fell, rose, fell again. | noved to the head of the stairway. | had to see.

M ss Kraner | ooked up fromher grimwrk. Only the whites of her eyes were visible in her
spattered face. Her masculine shirt was soaked with her own blood, but still she noved,

functi oned. She picked up the gun in her left hand. Her nouth opened w der, and a sound energed
i ke steam

| eaking froman old radi ator

"Melanie . . ." | closed ny eyes as the thing started up the stairs for ne.

Kat hl een's friend canme in through the open door, her small |egs punping. She took the stairs in
six junmps and w apped her thin, white arns around M ss Kramer's neck in a tight enbrace.

The two went over backward, across Kathleen, all the way down the wide stairs to the polished wood
bel ow.

The girl appeared to be little nore than bruised. | went down and nove her to one side. A blue
stain was spreadi ng al ong one cheekbone, and there were cuts on her arns and forehead. Her bl ue
eyes blinked unconprehendi ngly.

M ss Kraner's neck was broken. | picked up the pistol on the way to her and kicked the poker to
one side. Her head was at an inpossible angle, but she was still alive. Her body was paral yzed,
urine already. stained the wood, but her eyes still blinked and her teeth clicked together
obscenely. | had to hurry. There were adult voices calling fromthe Hodgeses' town house. The door
to the courtyard was wide open. | turned to the girl. "Get up." She blinked once and rose

painfully to her feet.

I shut the door and lifted a tan raincoat fromthe coatrack

It took only a minute to transfer the contents of ny pockets to the raincoat and to discard ny
ruined spring coat. Voices were calling in the courtyard now.

| kneel ed down next to M ss Kramer and seized her face in ny hands, exerting pressure to keep the
jaws still. Her eyes had rolled upward again, but | shook her head until the irises were visible
| leaned forward until our cheeks were touching. My whisper was |ouder than a shout.

"I"'mconmng for you, Nina."

| dropped her head onto the wood and wal ked quickly to

the conservatory, nmy sewing room | did not have tinme to get the key fromupstairs; so | raised a
W ndsor side chair and snashed the glass of the cabinet. My coat pocket was barely | arge enough
The girl remained standing in the hall. | handed her M. Hodges's pistol. Her left armhung at a
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strange angle and | wondered if she had broken sonmething after all. There was a knock at the door
and sonmeone tried the knob
"This way," | whispered, and led the girl into the dining room

We stepped across M ss Kranmer on the way, wal ked through the dark kitchen as the pounding grew

| ouder, and then were out, into the alley, into the night.

There were three hotels in this part of the Ad Section. One was a nodern, expensive notor hote
some ten bl ocks away, confortable but conmercial. | rejected it inmedi ately. The second was a
smal |, honey | odgi ng house only a block fromny hone. It was a pl easant but nonexclusive little
pl ace, exactly the type |I would choose when visiting another town. | rejected it also. The third
was two and a half blocks farther, an old Broad Street mansion done over into a small hotel
expensi ve antiques in every room absurdly overpriced. | hurried there. The girl noved quickly at
my side. The pistol was still in her hand, but | had her renove her sweater and carry it over the
weapon. My |leg ached, and | frequently | eaned on the girl as we hurried down the street.

The manager of the Mansard House recogni zed me. His eyebrows went up a fraction of an inch as he
noticed my dishevel ed appearance. The girl stood ten feet away in the foyer, half-hidden in the
shadows.

"I'"'mlooking for a friend of nmne," | said brightly. "A Ms. Drayton."

The manager started to speak, paused, frowned w thout being aware of it, and tried again. "I'm
sorry. No one under that name is registered here."

"Per haps she registered under her naiden nane," | said. "N na Hawkins. She's an ol der worman but
very attractive. A few years younger than 1. Long, gray hair. Her friend may have registered for
her . . . an attractive, young, darkhaired | ady nanmed Barrett Kraner -"

"No, I'msorry," said the nanager in a strangely flat tone. "No one under that nane has

regi stered. Wuld you like to | eave a nessage in case your party arrives |ater?"
"No," | said. "No nessage."
| brought the girl into the | obby, and we turned down a corridor leading to the restroons and side

stairs. "Excuse me, please,"” | said to a passing porter. "Perhaps you can help ne."

"Yes, ma'am" He stopped, annoyed, and brushed back his long hair. It would be tricky. If | was
not to lose the girl, I would have to act quickly.

"I'"'mlooking for a friend," | said. "She's an older lady but quite attractive. Blue eyes. Long,

gray hair. She travels with a young woman who has dark, curly hair."

"No, ma'am No one like that is registered here."

| reached out and grabbed hold of his forearmtightly. | released the girl and focused on the boy.
"Are you sure?"

"Ms. Harrison," he said. H s eyes | ooked past ne. "Room 207. North front."

| snmled. Ms. Harrison. Good God, what a fool Nina was. Suddenly the girl let out a snmall whinper

and slunped against the wall. | made a quick decision. | like to think that it was conpassion, but
| sonetines renmenber that her left arm was usel ess.

"What's your nane?" | asked the child, gently stroking her bangs. Her eyes noved left and right in
conf usi on.

"Your name!"

"Alicia." It was only a whisper

"Al right, Alicia. | want you to go honme now. Hurry, but don't run."

"My armhurts,"” she said. Her |ips began to quiver. | touched her forehead again and pushed.

"You' re going home," | said. "Your armdoes not hurt. You won't remenber anything. This is like a
dreamthat you will forget. Go home. Hurry, but do not run." | took the pistol fromher but |eft

it wapped in the sweater. "Bye-bye, Alicia."

She blinked and crossed the | obby to the doors. | handed the gun to the bellhop. "Put it under
your vest," | said.

"Who is it?" Nina's voice was |ight.

"Albert, ma'am The porter. Your car's out front, and I'll take your bags down."

There was the sound of a lock clicking, and the door opened the width of a still-secured chain

Al bert blinked in the glare, smled shyly, and brushed his hair back. | pressed against the wall.
"Very well." She undid the chain and noved back. She had already turned and was | atchi ng her

sui tcase when | stepped into the room

"Hello, Nina," |I said softly. Her back straightened, but even that nove was graceful. | could see
the inmprint on the bedspread where she had been lying. She turned slowy. She was wearing a pink
dress | had never seen before.

"Hell o, Melanie." She smled. Her eyes were the softest, purest blue | had ever seen. | had the
porter take M. Hodges's gun out and aimit. H s armwas steady. He pulled back the hamer and
held it with his thunb. N na folded her hands in front of her. Her eyes never left mne
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"Whay?" | asked.

Ni na shrugged ever so slightly. For a second | thought she was going to laugh. | could not have
borne it if she had | aughed-that husky, childlike |laugh that had touched ne so nany tines. I|nstead
she cl osed her eyes. Her smile renmined.

"Why Ms. Harrison?" | asked.

"Wy, darling, | felt | owed himsonmething. | nean, poor Roger. Did | ever tell you how he died?
No, of course | didn't. And you never asked." Her eyes opened. | glanced at the porter, but his
aimwas steady. It only remained for himto exert a little nore pressure on the trigger.

"He drowned, darling," said Nina. "Poor Roger threw hinmself fromthat steanship-what was its nane?-
the one that was taking himback to England. So stirange. And he had just witten nme a letter
pronmising marriage. Isn't that a terribly sad story. Ml anie? Wiy do you think he did a thing |ike

that? | guess we'll never know, wll we?"

"I guess we never will," | said. | silently ordered the porter to pull the trigger

Not hi ng.

I | ooked quickly to ny right. The young nan's head was turning toward ne. | had not nade himdo

that. The stiffly extended arm began to swing in ny direction. The pistol noved snoothly |ike the
tip of a weather vane swinging in the w nd.

No! | strained until the cords in my neck stood out. The turning slowed but did not stop until the
muzzl e was pointing at nmy face. N na |laughed now. The sound was very loud in the little room
"Good- bye, Mel anie dear," N na said, and | aughed agai n. She | aughed and nodded at the porter. |
stared into the black hole as the hamer fell. On an enpty chanber. And another. And anot her
"Goodbye, Nina," | said as | pulled Charles's |long pisto

fromthe raincoat pocket. The explosion jarred ny wist and filled the roomw th blue snoke. A
smal |l hole, smaller than a dine but as perfectly round, appeared in the precise center of Nina's
forehead. For the briefest second she rennined standing as if nothing had happened. Then she fell
backward, recoiled fromthe high bed, and dropped face forward onto the floor.

I turned to the porter and replaced his usel ess weapon with the ancient but well-maintained
revolver. For the first time | noticed that the boy was not nmuch younger than Charles had been

His hair was al nost exactly the same color. | |eaned forward and kissed himlightly on the |ips.
"Albert," | whispered, "there are four cartridges left. One nmust always count the cartridges,
mustn't one? Go to the lobby. Kill the manager. Shoot one other person, the nearest. Put the
barrel in your mouth and pull the trigger. If it misfires, pull it again. Keep the gun conceal ed

until you are in the |obby."

We energed into general confusion in the hallway.

"Call for an anmbulance!" | cried. "There's been an accident. Soneone call for an anbul ance!"
Several people rushed to conply. | swooned and | eaned agai nst a whitehaired gentleman. Peopl e
nmlled around, sone peering into the roomand exclaining. Suddenly there was the sound of three
gunshots fromthe | obby. In the renewed confusion |I slipped down the back stairs, out the fire
door, into the night.

Ti me has passed. | amvery happy here. | live in southern France now, between Cannes and Toul on
but not, | am happy to say, too near St. Tropez.
| rarely go out. Henri and O aude do ny shopping in the village. | never go to the beach

Cccasionally | go to the townhouse in Paris or to ny pensione in Italy, south of Pes-
cara, on the Adriatic. But even those trips have becone |ess and | ess frequent.
There is an abandoned abbey in the hills, and | often go there to sit and think anbng the stones

and wild flowers. | think about isolation and abstinence and how each is so cruelly dependent upon
t he ot her.
| feel younger these days. | tell nyself that this is because of the climate and ny freedom and

not as a result of that final Feeding. But sonetines | dream about the famliar streets of

Charl eston and the people there. They are dreans of hunger

On some days | rise to the sound of singing as girls fromthe village cycle by our place on their
way to the dairy. On those days the sun is marvelously warmas it shines on the small white
flowers growi ng between the tunbl ed stones of the abbey, and | amcontent sinply to be there and
to share the sunlight and silence with them

But on other days-cold, dark days when the clouds nove in fromthe north-1 renenber the shark-
silent shape of a submarine nmoving through the dark waters of the bay, and | wonder whether ny

sel f-i mposed abstinence will be for nothing. | wonder whether those | dreamof in ny isolation
will indulge in their own gigantic, final Feeding.
It is warmtoday. | am happy here. But | amalso alone. And | amvery, very hungry.
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