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ONE

They caught her in the parking lot of Casey’s General Store, as she was stowing her shopping in the trunk of her car. It was dark, and raining, and a blustery wind was blowing, so she didn’t hear them coming up behind her.

One of them seized her around the neck and clamped his hand over her mouth. She let out a muffled whinny of shock, like a young antelope being pulled down by a lion, but then he dragged her violently backward, away from her car, so that she dropped her bag and her shopping scattered across the ground.

She twisted and struggled, but he was much too strong for her. He forced her across the asphalt, her feet dancing through the puddles, until they reached a black panel van that was parked in the darkest corner of the parking lot, under a broken floodlight.

Another man banged open the van’s rear doors. He was wearing a mask, bone-white and totally expressionless. Then yet another man came into her line of sight. He, too, was wearing the same kind of mask, except that his mask was scowling. He held up what looked like a twisted black bandanna in front of her face.

‘Listen to me, young lady,’ said the man who was holding her around the neck. His voice was thick and breathy, as if he had asthma, or a heavy cold. ‘We’re going to gag you. While we do that, I recommend that you don’t try screaming, OK? If you do, we’ll hurt you, and that’s a promise.’

She tried to jerk her head from side to side, but the man’s hand was gripping her jaw so hard that she could barely move it. He was wearing a leather glove and it tasted new and sour.

‘Are you going to keep still?’ he asked her. ‘We don’t want to hurt you, but we will if we have to.’

‘Mmfh!’ she protested. She could only breathe in short, shallow snorts and her heart was thumping painfully hard against her ribcage. But she remembered what she had been taught at self-defense classes: if you stand no chance of fighting your way out, it’s always safer to give in. The man lifted his hand an inch away from her mouth, let it hover for a moment, and when she didn’t scream he said, ‘Good girl, excellent.’

The scowling man immediately pulled the bandanna between her jaws and tied it in two knots behind the back of her head. She swallowed saliva and almost choked herself.

‘Is that hurting you?’ asked the first man. She nodded, and made a mewling noise, to tell him that it was, but all he said was, ‘Good. Excellent.’

The expressionless man produced a pair of black nylon handcuffs and looped them around her wrists, zipping them tight. Then the three of them took hold of her together and heaved her bodily on to a blanket in the back of the van. She kicked out at them, catching the scowling man hard in the left hip. He didn’t say a word, but roughly pushed her flat on to the floor and seized her ankles, so that the expressionless man could fasten them together with another pair of nylon restraints. The two of them pulled the blanket right over her, and slammed the doors shut. Seconds later, the van’s engine started up and it slewed backward out of its parking space. She felt it jolt over the speed-hump across the entrance to the parking lot, and then veer sharply to the left.

She lay in darkness, half-stifled by the blanket, swallowing and swallowing because of the gag. At first she was too shocked to cry. She found it almost impossible to believe that this was actually happening. When she had walked out of Casey’s she had been worrying if she had enough crunchy peanut butter at home. Now she didn’t know if she was going to live or die.

The van swerved right, and then left, and then right again, and each time she was rolled from one side of the floor to the other.

She couldn’t help thinking about her car, with its trunk still wide open and her keys dangling in the door. And then she thought about Heidi and Joanna, who would be home from school in less than twenty minutes. How were they going to get into the house? And who would take care of them if anything happened to her?

How would Daniel take the news? Maybe Daniel didn’t love her any more, but they had been married for seven-and-a-half years, and they were still close friends.

The van drove on and on, bumping and swaying, and she began to grow increasingly panicky and claustrophobic. The blanket was coarse and heavy and reeked of cigarette smoke and she found it difficult to breathe. Her jaws ached from the gag, and the nylon restraints were cutting into her wrists and ankles. Her right shoulder was bruised from hitting one of the wheel-arches when she rolled over, and every time the van took a left turn she hit it again.

Now her eyes filled up with tears, and she started to make a thin, repetitive squeaking sound in the back of her throat. She couldn’t think why these three men had taken her, or what they could possibly want. It couldn’t be for money. Daniel had his own insurance business, but he wasn’t wealthy, and neither were her parents.

She closed her eyes so that her wet eyelashes stuck together and she thought of a prayer. Dear Virgin Mary please please protect me from harm. Dear Virgin Mary please don’t let these men hurt me. I don’t want to die. Dear Virgin Mary all I want is to go home and hold my children close to me.

The van slowed, and turned, and jolted up and down, and then came to a stop. She lay under the blanket, listening. She heard men’s voices, although she couldn’t distinguish what they were saying to each other. Then she heard the van’s front doors open, and felt the suspension rocking as the men climbed out.

There was more conversation, and then the rear doors opened. One of the men leaned over her and pulled the blanket away from her face. It was the expressionless man.

‘So sorry for the bumpy ride,’ he said, but his mouth was only a horizontal slit cut into his mask and so she couldn’t tell if he meant it. The only distinctive sound she heard was the way he said ‘sho shorry’, with a strong South Philly accent.

‘Hurry it up for Chrissakes,’ said the thick-voiced man who had first grabbed hold of her. They pulled her by her ankle restraints out of the back of the van and stood her up on her feet, holding her upper arms to keep her from falling over. Now she saw the thick-voiced man face-to-face for the first time. He was wearing a mask, too, but his mask was laughing. A mad, hysterical laugh, like The Joker.

She twisted her head around, trying to see where she was. The van had parked in the front driveway of a pale green two-story house on some long, straight suburban street which she didn’t recognize. There was nobody else in sight. The glistening-wet sidewalks were deserted and the trees were thrashing in the wind with a noise like the ocean.

The scowling man dug his hands under her armpits, while the expressionless man grasped her ankles. Together they lifted her up and carried her toward the house, both of them shuffling crabwise. They climbed the front steps on to the porch, while the laughing man took out his keys and opened the front door.

‘Welcome,’ he said, then coughed, and had to stand still for a moment with his fist pressed against his mouth. When he had recovered, he said, ‘Come along in.’

Inside, the house was gloomy and smelled of damp. The laughing man held the front door open while his companions carried her into the hallway and stood her up on her feet again. He went across to an ugly little plywood side-table and switched on a lamp with a naked bulb in it, so that the hallway was filled with harsh white light. Then he closed the front door, and bolt edit, top and bottom.

She stared up at him, her eyes wide. He came close to her and tilted up her chin with his leather-gloved hand.

‘Hey, are you afraid?’ he asked her, in his catarrhal voice. ‘There’s nothing worse than feeling helpless, is there? Nothing worse than not knowing what’s going to happen to you, neither.’

She looked around, trying to see if there was any other way out. There was a half-open door on her right-hand side, but that looked as if it led only to a living-room. At the far end of the hallway there was another door, blocked with a stack of dining chairs and an ironing-board.

‘Come on through,’ said the laughing man. He opened the living-room door and went inside, and the other two men gripped her upper arms and forced her to hop and stumble after him. The living-room was at least thirty feet long, with one wall painted maroon and the other three cream. The smell of damp was just as strong as it had been in the hallway, only there were other smells, too – a brown smell, like dried blood; and Raid fly-spray; and curdled milk; and stale cigarette smoke.

On the opposite side of the room there was a rough stone fireplace, its grate clogged with half-burned newspaper and cigarette butts. Above it hung a framed print of a forest in fall. What she found most disturbing, though, was the furniture, what there was of it. Four mismatched armchairs with deeply-soiled upholstery were arranged in each of the four corners of the room, around a stringy, worn-out rug. But in the center of the rug lay a large mattress with striped ticking, and countless stains in the middle of it, some dark, some pale, some that were no more than spatters, others that looked like aerial photographs of dried lake-beds.

The laughing man laid a hand on her shoulder and gave her a pat. ‘It all comes down to this, in the end. Sooner or later, we all end up in hell.’

He nodded to the scowling man, who reached up and loosened the knots at the back of her head. The laughing man tugged the bandanna out of her mouth and dropped it on to the floor. She didn’t scream, although she felt like it. She realized that if he had taken the gag off, there was no chance that anybody could hear her. She had seen the empty streets outside. On a wild, wet evening like this, everybody would be sitting indoors in their La-Z-Boys, with a can of beer and a pepperoni pizza and their TV turned up loud.

The expressionless man came forward and took out a pair of electrician’s pliers. He knelt in front of her and cut the nylon restraints around her ankles, and then cut her wrists free. This was even more frightening. If they were prepared to take off her restraints, they must be completely confident that she couldn’t escape.

She wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her cable-knit sweater. She looked at the three men in turn, trying to see their eyes through the holes in their masks, trying to detect some humanity. But all she could see in each of them was a glitter, like the glitter of cockroaches underneath a sink.

‘You need to let me go,’ she told them, with a catch in her throat.

The laughing man slowly shook his head from side to side.

‘That isn’t an option, I’m afraid. It’s almost five already and we’re running right out of time.’

‘You can’t keep me here! What do you want me for? My neighbor’s expecting me back at five. If I don’t show up, she’ll call the police!’

‘Well, yes, I expect she will. But the police won’t never find you.’ He sniffed behind his mask. ‘Not until it’s too late, anyhow.’

‘Please,’ she said, ‘you have to let me go. I don’t have very much money, but if it’s money you want...’

The laughing man kept on shaking his head. ‘What you can give us, it’s worth much more than money, let me reassure you of that. It’s priceless.’

‘What is it then?’ she demanded, more shrilly than she had meant to. ‘Is it sex you want? Do you want to rape me?’

‘Is that an invitation?’ put in the scowling man. The expressionless man turned his face away, and let out a grunting noise that could have been a laugh.

‘Ever hear of ex-orcism?’ asked the laughing man.

‘Of course I’ve heard of exorcism,’ she retorted. Her voice was trembling but she was beginning to grow angry. ‘What the hell does exorcism have to do with me? I’m just an ordinary woman and a mother and all I want to do is go home and cook my children’s supper for them. If you want a damned exorcism, why don’t you call for a priest?’

‘Because it ain’t no demon that needs to be exorcized, which is what priests do.’

‘Then what? And why do you need me?’

‘Because you’re an ordinary woman and a mother and all you want to do is go home and cook your children’s supper for them. You have all of the right qualifications. More than that, though, you look just right. Or nearly right, anyhow. Near as dammit.’

He crossed the room and picked up a red piece of cloth that had been hanging over the back of one of the armchairs. He held it up in both hands and she could see that it was a cheap red sleeveless dress.

‘Why are you showing me that?’

‘Because I want you to put it on.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Because it’s part of the exorcism. Can’t have an exorcism without all the required accoutry-ments, can we?’

She stayed where she was, breathing deeply, with her arms by her sides. ‘You really need to let me go,’ she repeated.

The laughing man walked back toward her. He stood so close that she could hear the phlegm crackling in his sinuses as he breathed.

‘We don’t want to hurt you, but I assure you we will, unless you do what we tell you.’ He held out the dress. ‘There you are. It should fit you, pretty much.’

She looked up at him and then glanced at the other two men. ‘Where can I change?’

‘Right here. Right in front of us. That’s part of the proceedings, too.’

She took the dress and hung it over the arm of the chair that was next to her. Then, very slowly, she pulled down the zipper of her quilted navy-blue squall. The three men stood quite still, watching her. She took off her squall and hung it on the chair next to the dress.

‘You don’t have to take for ever,’ said the laughing man.

‘What do you want?’ she screamed at him. ‘Just tell me what you want!’

‘Hey, don’t get your panties in a bunch. You’re already doing it. You’re already doing what we want. We wouldn’t object if you did it a little quicker, that’s all.’

In spite of her determination not to be intimidated, tears began to slide freely down her cheeks. She bent over and pulled down the zippers at the sides of her brown leather boots, and took them off. Then she crossed her arms and lifted her oatmeal-colored sweater over her head.

‘Keep going,’ said the laughing man. ‘Brassiere off, too.’ The lisping old-fashioned way he said ‘brassiere’ only increased her feeling of dread.

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Brassiere off, too, or we’ll cut it off, and we won’t be too careful.’

She reached behind her and unfastened the catch of her bra. She closed her eyes as she took it off, and tried to imagine that this was nothing but a bad dream, and that she wasn’t here at all.

‘Come on. Skirt, too,’ the laughing man ordered her.

She opened her eyes and she was still in the gloomy living-room, with the three masked men still watching her. With shaking fingers, she unbuttoned her skirt at the side, and pulled down the zipper of that, too. She stepped out of it, so that she was wearing nothing now but her pantyhose and her white lace panties. Although the room was so cold, she suddenly felt hot with fear and embarrassment.

‘We’re waiting,’ said the laughing man. ‘We don’t have the patience of Job, you know.’

‘Please,’ she wept. ‘I’ll do anything.’

‘You bet your sweet bippy you will. Now come on, get on with it. Get them pantyhose off, and those pretty little panties, too.’

She did as she was told, and now she was naked.

‘Nicely trimmed topiary there,’ said the laughing man, and the expressionless man let out another grunt of amusement. ‘Now how about putting on that dress?’

The dress was cheap, with stray threads and no lining, and it was too tight across her bust, but she managed to put it on and tug the hemline down to her knees.

‘Well, look at you! Excellent! You look so much like her, I could’ve sworn she’d come back from the cemetery.’

She said nothing. She was shivering, and she had no idea what the three masked men were going to do next.

The scowling man trampled across the mattress and stood very close to her, on her left-hand side. He smelled faintly of camphor, like pain-relief liniment. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘She could be her double, almost. But – you know – prettier, if anything. Not so goddamned blotchy.’

The expressionless man crossed over the mattress, too, and stood on her right. She looked from one to the other. They were both staring at her, but of course their masks were giving nothing away. She was so frightened that she was close to wetting herself.

‘Well, now, the next thing you need is a drink,’ said the laughing man. He reached into the pocket of his coat and took out a plastic bottle of Sobieski vodka. He unscrewed the cap and held it up. ‘Same brand she always favored. Only eleven bucks the bottle, that’s why. Bring her here, fellas.’

The scowling man and the expressionless man took hold of her arms and frogmarched her into the middle of the mattress. They all found it hard to keep their balance, so that they looked as if they were trying to stand upright on the pitching deck of a ship. The laughing man said, ‘Come on, now. Think you can do what she used to do? Think you can match up?’

She couldn’t find the words to answer him.

‘OK, then,’ he said. ‘Let’s have you down on your knees, shall we? Then we can see what you’re good for, or what you ain’t.’

The scowling man and the expressionless man forced her arms so high up behind her back that the tendons audibly crackled and she had no choice but to kneel. Under her bare knees, the mattress felt damp and lumpy, and it stank of stale urine and dried blood.

The laughing man came right up to her and held out the bottle of vodka. ‘Here... help yourself. She always did.’

‘I don’t drink,’ she whispered.

He cupped his hand to his papier mâché ear. ‘What? What did you say? You don’t drink? But you have to drink! That’s all part of the exorcism. Everything has to be played out exactly the way it was, right down to the very last detail. She never wore no underwear so you can’t wear no underwear. She always wore a red dress like that, or some other dress that was very much like it, so you have to wear one, too.

He paused for breath, gasping behind his mask. ‘She drank. I mean, that was almost the whole reason it ever happened. She drank from morning till night. Sometimes she was so drunk she didn’t even know who anybody was. Sometimes she didn’t even know who she was.’

He held out the bottle again, prodding it against her lips. ‘Come on, be a good girl, drink.’ But she closed her mouth tightly and turned her head away.

‘Well – sorry about this,’ he told her, and nodded to his two companions. The expressionless man took hold of her hair and pulled her head back, while the scowling man squeezed her jaw so hard that she was forced to open her mouth, like a freshly-landed fish.

The laughing man poured vodka straight down her throat. It blazed all the way down her esophagus into her stomach, and when she tried to cry out, she breathed some of it into her lungs, so that she felt as if she were choking. The laughing man stood over her, waiting for her to finish coughing, but when she didn’t, he nodded to his companions again and he splashed even more into her mouth, regardless of her coughing and her spluttering.

‘You may look just like her,’ he told her, ‘but you sure can’t take your booze the way she used to, and that’s a fact.’

She retched and gasped for air, but he forced her to go on swallowing until the bottle was empty. He tossed it on to the floor, reached into his other coat pocket, and took out another bottle.

‘No!’ she screamed at him. ‘I can’t! You’re killing me!’

‘Killing you? We’re not killing you. All we’re trying to do is show you a good time!’

Scowling and Expressionless pulled her hair again and opened her mouth, and Laughing splashed almost half a bottle more down her throat.

Eventually, however, they let her go, and she crouched on the mattress on her hands and knees, her stomach heaving, wheezing for breath. The men stood around her, watching her, saying nothing.

‘Why are you doing this?’ she sobbed. ‘What have I ever done to you?’ She raised her head.

The laughing man shrugged and said, ‘You never did nothing, sweetheart, except to be in the wrong location at the wrong time. For you, that is, anyhow.’

He reached into his coat again, and this time he took out a pack of Marlboro cigarettes. He shook one out, tucked it into the slit in his mask, and lit it. When he blew smoke, it leaked out of his eyeholes as well as his mouth, so that it looked as if his head was on fire.

He hunkered down in front of her and held out the lighted cigarette. ‘Here you are, take a drag on this. That should calm your nerves.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t smoke.’

‘You’re still not getting it, are you? She smoked, so you got to smoke. This is an exorcism, don’t you understand? Everything that she did, you have to do. You have to be her. What’s the word... it’s symbolical.’

He held the cigarette up to her mouth. She stared defiantly into his cockroach eyes, but he prodded it up against her lips again and again.

‘You know you’re going to have to smoke it, don’t you?’ he told her. ‘Because if you don’t, I’m going to be obliged to stub it out in your eye, and you wouldn’t enjoy that too much, would you?’

‘I hate you,’ she whispered.

The laughing man nodded in appreciation. ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘That’s excellent. That’s exactly the way that she used to talk. You’d be right on top of her, giving it everything you got, and she’d look you straight in the eye and say, “you scumbag, I wish you’d have a heart seizure, right here and now, so I could feel you die inside of me”.’

He prodded her lips again, and this time she opened them a little so that he could insert the cigarette. The smoke drifted up into her eyes and stung them, and she started coughing again.

He watched her for a while, and then he said, ‘Come on now, sweetheart, you got to inhale. Otherwise you don’t get that hit.’

She hesitated, and then she breathed in. She managed to hold the smoke in her lungs for only a second before she exploded into another coughing fit. She coughed so hard that she bent forward and pressed her forehead against the mattress, as filthy and evil-smelling as it was.

‘I’d say she needed a little more practice at that, wouldn’t you?’ said Scowling. ‘She used to get through two packs a day, no trouble at all. Sometimes three.’

The laughing man sat down in one of the armchairs and lit another cigarette. The expressionless man sat down, too, but the scowling man went to the window and parted the dark brown linen curtains so that he could look outside.

‘Still raining,’ he said.

‘Close the goddamned drapes, will you?’ the laughing man ordered him. ‘You want half the goddamned neighborhood to see that there’s somebody in here?’

‘There’s nobody out there, man.’

‘You never know. Just close the goddamned drapes.’

Ten minutes went by, while the laughing man smoked and the expressionless man jiggled one leg as if he needed to go to the bathroom, and the scowling man paced around the living-room asking irrelevant questions, which neither of the other two men bothered to answer.

‘Got to get that alternator fixed, you know that.’

‘Did you ever try the roadhouse steak sandwich at Quizno’s? Now that’s what I call tasty. Or you can have the chicken with chipotle mayo. I never know which to choose.’

‘Think it’s going to rain all night?’

She stayed on her knees in the middle of the mattress. She was beginning to feel woozy, and she found it hard to keep her balance. She closed her eyes and prayed that when she opened them she would be back at home, and that none of this would have happened, but even with her eyes closed she could smell the laughing man’s cigarette smoke, and hear the scowling man prowling around the room, talking to himself.

Please please dear Virgin Mary let this all be over. Please.

Suddenly, however, without a word, the laughing man flicked his cigarette butt into the fireplace and stood up. The expressionless man stood up, too. All three men approached the mattress and stood over her.

‘You look pretty goddamned drunk to me,’ said the laughing man.

‘I feel sick,’ she said, and her voice didn’t even sound like hers.

‘You don’t want to be barfing, sweetheart, believe me. Barfing can put a fellow off, if you know what I mean.’

‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Well, in that case, let’s show you, shall we?’

With that, he pushed her in the face with the flat of his hand, hard, so that she fell over backward. She cried out, ‘No! What are you doing? No!’ and tried to roll on to her side, but he pushed her again, with both hands this time, and clambered on to the mattress on top of her.

He was big and he was heavy and he was very strong. He gripped her neck with his right hand, half-throttling her, while he used his left hand to reach down and tug open his pants.

‘No!’ she screamed at him, right into his leering white mask. ‘No, you bastard, get off me! Get off me!’

He pulled up the hem of the cheap red dress and then forced her thighs apart with his knees. She kept on screaming, high and hoarse, but she knew that nobody could hear her and nobody was going to come and rescue her.

The laughing man turned around to his two companions. ‘Come on, guys, what are you waiting for? She’s drooling for it. No holes barred.’

She saw them unbuckling their belts, but that was all she saw because she closed her eyes tight and kept them closed. When the laughing man grunted and pushed his way into her, and the other two climbed on to the mattress beside her, she tried to think of that sunny fall day in Lafayette when she and Daniel had taken a walk in the woods and he had proposed to her, and she had never realized that it was humanly possible to be so happy.

She opened her eyes. She was lying on her right side, and she was shuddering with cold. The living-room was in darkness, except for a narrow line of street light that fell diagonally across the mattress from the gap between the drapes. She coughed, and sat up, and looked around.

The three masked men were no longer around, although she could still smell their sweat and their cigarette smoke and the faint pungency of liniment. She listened, but the house was silent, apart from the pattering of rain against the living-room window.

Her dress had been pulled right up under her breasts, and when she pulled it down again she felt the cold slime between her thighs and between the cheeks of her bottom. She felt sore and swollen, and even though the living-room was so gloomy, she could see that the insides of her thighs were covered in patterns of plum-colored bruises. Her lips felt dry, and when she licked them they tasted like bleach.

She didn’t cry. She was too shocked to cry, and she was still drunk, too. All she could think of was the jostling, and the pushing, and the panting, and the pain. She had never felt pain like that before. It had been worse than giving birth.

She sat there for over a minute, trying to find the strength and the will to stand up and get dressed in her own clothes. In a strange way, she felt relieved. In spite of what the three masked men had done to her, it was all over, and she was still alive, and she hadn’t been seriously injured. The Virgin Mary had protected her, after all, as much as She could.

She caught hold of one of the arms of the nearest chair, and was about to climb to her feet when a voice said, ‘Mommy?’

She said, ‘Ah!’ in surprise, and looked around. A boy of about twelve was standing in the shadow of the open door. He was thin and pale, with a shock of wiry black hair, and he was wearing red-striped pajamas.

‘Who are you?’ she asked him. Her throat was so sore that she could hardly speak. ‘What are you doing here? You’re nothing to do with those men, are you?’

The boy stepped out from behind the door. He was an odd-looking child, with large dark eyes that were spaced wide apart, and a long skull, almost like an alien. His lips were a cupid’s bow, and unnaturally red for a boy.

‘Mommy, can I sleep with you, too?’

‘I’m not your mommy, son, and I have to leave now. Where are your parents?’

‘You never let me sleep with you.’

She had to clear her throat again. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not your mommy, and I really have to go.’

The boy crossed the room and climbed on to the mattress. He sat down next to her and looked up at her with those large dark eyes. He reached up and touched her cheek with his fingertips, and he was very cold.

‘But you never let me sleep with you,’ he repeated.

‘Listen,’ she said, ‘I’m not your mommy and I’m going now. Do you live in this house? Who’s taking care of you?’

To her surprise, the boy wrapped his arms around her, and pressed his head hard against her breasts. ‘You do love me, Mommy, don’t you?’ His hair smelled musty, as if it needed a wash.

She took hold of his arm and tried to pry him away from her. ‘For the last time, I am not your mommy. So, please, let go of me.’

‘I’m not going to let go. I’m going to stay here for ever. You let them sleep with you but you never let me sleep with you.’

‘Please get off me,’ she told him. She tried to pull herself away from him but he clung on to her dress, and when she tried to stand up she lost her balance and she toppled down on to the mattress again.

‘Let go of me!’ she shouted at him. ‘Just let go of me!’

‘I’m not going to let go,’ he insisted. ‘I’m not going to let go.’

She swung her arm around and slapped him hard on the ear. He held on to her even tighter, so she slapped him again, and then again.

‘Get away from me, you little bastard!’ she screamed at him.

‘You never let me sleep with you! You never let me sleep with you!’

‘Get the fuck away from me! Get off!’

The boy raised his head, although he didn’t release his grip on her dress. He stared at her, his face so close that she couldn’t focus on him.

‘Do you remember what happened, Mommy?’ he asked her, in a low, conspiratorial voice.

‘I’m not your mommy and I don’t remember what happened, whatever it was. All I want you to do is to let go of me.’

‘You remember what happened.’ The way he said it, it sounded as if it was something extremely lewd.

She grasped his shoulders and tried to shove him away from her, but he held on to her like a monkey that couldn’t be pulled off a tree.

‘Get off me! Let me go!’

In desperation and fear, she seized his ears and shook his head backward and forward, as hard as she could.

‘Get-off-me-get-off-me-get-off-me!’

At that instant, the boy burst into flames. Not just his hair, or his pajamas. He exploded into a mass of roaring fire, as if he had been doused in gasoline and set alight. He screamed, his mouth stretched wide open, and she screamed, too, because the flames seared her face and her arms and her hair flared up like a Roman candle.

She tried to wrench herself away from him, but the fiercer he burned, the tighter he held her. She felt her ears twisting into little charred knots, and her eyelids shrivel, and then her eyeballs popped in the heat and she was blinded.

The pain was unbearable. She burned and burned from her feet to the top of her head, and after her red dress had been reduced to blackened tatters, the skin on her back turned bright red, too, and then that became blackened in turn. Then she could smell her own flesh roasting, and it smelled just like roasting meat.

The flames died down, and she lay on her side on the smoldering mattress, quivering with shock, in the fetal position that burns victims almost always adopt as their tendons tighten. She was only seconds away from oblivion, but even though she was blind and deaf and her fingers were nothing more than charred twigs, and she couldn’t have felt the boy even if he was there, she was sure that she was quite alone.


TWO

Ruth was woken up by Amelia whispering in her ear, a hot thunder that she could barely understand.

‘I made you breakfast.’

She opened her eyes, and blinked. Amelia was leaning over her, her dark blonde hair pulled back into a lopsided ponytail. Her elf-like face was so close that Ruth couldn’t focus on her.

‘What?’ she said.

‘I made you breakfast. I even wrote you a menu.’

Ruth sat up. Next to her, all that she could see of Craig was the fingertips of one hand, sticking out from underneath the comforter, like a man crushed below a collapsed building. He was breathing so quietly that he could have been dead.

‘Look. Here’s your menu,’ said Amelia, and she held up a sheet of notepaper – again, so close that it was too blurry for her to read.

Ruth twisted around and looked at her bedside clock. Five fifteen a.m. Her alarm was set for five thirty a.m. in any case, so Amelia had woken her only fifteen minutes earlier than usual.

‘Shh,’ she said. ‘Don’t wake your daddy. He hasn’t been sleeping too good lately.’

It all came out in a breathy gabble. ‘Daddy said you never had a proper breakfast, but you said that you never had time for a proper breakfast so I made you a proper breakfast myself.’

‘Shh!’ Ruth repeated, touching her finger to her lips. ‘I’ll see you in the kitchen.’ She went into the bathroom and took her pink flannelette robe from the back of the door. Then she looked in the mirror over the basin. Her eyes were puffy and her short blonde hair looked as if she had been standing on the poop-deck of the Pequod all night. She splashed her face with cold water, bashed at her hair with a hairbrush, and gave herself an exaggerated scowl. She was still pretty, in a bruised-angel kind of way, still slim, although she was quite big-breasted, but she was beginning to feel her age.

Halfway along the landing she stopped at Jeff’s bedroom door and opened it. Jeff was sprawled across his quilt in his jeans and his green Morbid Angel T-shirt, with his iPod still in his ears, fast asleep and snoring. Ruth quietly closed the door again and went downstairs to the kitchen.

‘Good morning, madam and welcome to your breakfast,’ said Amelia. She was already dressed in her favorite white sweater with brown knitted puppies on it, and jeans. She had set two place mats on the breakfast counter, with knives and forks and spoons and red gingham napkins folded into flowers. Outside the window the yard was just beginning to grow light, and a blue jay was squawking on the bare branches of their single apple tree.

Ruth climbed up on to her stool and tried to smile. ‘Ammy, this is such a wonderful surprise. What time did you get up to do this?’

‘Three fifty-three,’ Amelia told her. ‘Would madam care for some coffee?’

‘Oh, yes please. What’s that smell?’

‘That’s your eggs. They’ll be ready in a minute.’

Ruth frowned at the range on the other side of the kitchen. Something lumpy and yellow was sizzling in a skillet, but she couldn’t make out what it was. Amelia poured coffee into her mug, and then said, ‘Here’s your menu.’

The menu was written in red, green and purple crayons. It read:

Tuna lime refreshment

Egg and orange omelet

Pancakes with baked beans and crunchy topping

Mexican energy juice

Ruth read it carefully, and then nodded. ‘It sure sounds different, I have to admit that.’

Amelia had been watching her, her eyes wide with anticipation. ‘You’re really going to enjoy it, I promise.’

While Amelia went to the fridge, Ruth tried her coffee. It was scalding hot, but very weak, and it tasted strongly of maple syrup.

‘What do you think of the coffee?’ asked Amelia. ‘You always say how much you like those coffee and maple candies, so I thought it would be a great idea to make them into a drink.’

She set two glass bowls on the table, each of them filled with a pale beige mixture with grated lime peel on top. ‘This is the first course. It’s meant to wake you up. Try it.’

Ruth glanced at the menu. ‘This is... “tuna lime refreshment”?’

‘That’s right. I made it with flaked tuna, vanilla ice cream and lime juice. You mush them all together and chill them.’

Ruth poked at the mixture with her spoon. ‘Amelia, honey...’

‘You have to try it. You’ll like it when you try it.’

Ruth took a tiny spoonful and put it in her mouth. Amelia didn’t take her eyes off her as she slowly chewed and swallowed.

‘What do you think?’

Ruth pursed her lips tightly, but only to stop her eyes from filling up with tears. She loved Amelia so much, she could never bear to hurt her. She was so loving, and so vulnerable, and so enthusiastic about everything. But she had spent more than an hour making a breakfast which Ruth couldn’t possibly eat.

‘You don’t like it, do you?’ said Amelia.

Ruth put down her spoon. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. There’s nothing wrong with your breakfast. It all looks lovely. But I guess I never eat much in the morning because I’m never very hungry.’

‘It’s not lovely, is it? It’s all horrible.’

‘Sweetheart, I didn’t say that. Listen, put the tuna back in the fridge and maybe I’ll eat some this afternoon, when I get back home.’

‘No, you won’t. You’ll throw it away and pretend you’ve eaten it.’

‘Ammy—’

Amelia went across to the range, took off the skillet and emptied it with a sharp bang into the pedal-bin. ‘Don’t worry about clearing up,’ she said. ‘I’ll do it when you’re gone.’

‘Ammy, please – listen to me!’

But Amelia flounced out of the kitchen and ran noisily upstairs to her room, slamming the door.

Ruth stood in the middle of the kitchen wondering if she ought to go after her. But from experience she would probably make things worse. Amelia’s condition meant that she didn’t see the world the way that other people saw it. She didn’t understand lies. She didn’t understand why some people were cruel and some people were untrustworthy. She didn’t understand why, at fifteen years old, she couldn’t take off all of her clothes to sunbathe. She didn’t even understand the consequences of crossing a busy road without looking.

She couldn’t see why tuna tasted delicious and vanilla ice cream tasted delicious but if you mushed them up together, that didn’t make them twice as delicious, that made them inedible.

Ruth emptied her coffee mug into the sink, and as she did so she heard whining and scratching at the back door. She opened it, and Tyson came trotting in, with his long pink tongue hanging out like a facecloth.

‘Hi, Tyson!’ she greeted him, and knelt down on one knee to stroke him and tug at his ears, which he adored. ‘Did Amelia let you out to do your business? Look – she cooked me breakfast! Wasn’t that sweet of her? Would you like some? I’d hate to see it all go to waste.’

She set down the plate of tuna lime refreshment in front of him. He sniffed at it, and snuffled, and then he let out a sharp bark, as if she had deliberately tried to poison him.

‘OK, boy, sorry,’ she said. She picked up the plate and scraped the tuna lime refreshment into the pedal-bin. When she looked inside, she saw that Amelia had made her omelet with eggs all scrambled up with whole segments of orange. She couldn’t begin to imagine what was to be put into the ‘Mexican energy juice’, but she could see that she had already taken a bottle of green Tabasco sauce out of the cupboard.

Tyson followed her around the kitchen as she cleared up the table mats and the cutlery, nudging her repeatedly with his nose.

‘Tyson!’ she complained, as she almost tripped over him. ‘You know what your problem is? You should stop thinking you’re a human being. You’re not. You’re a Labrador retriever, and it doesn’t matter how clever you are you will never be able to drive a car or take me out to dinner or even have a half-decent conversation about the economy. It’s a bummer, I know, but there it is.’

Tyson looked up at her with his sad amber eyes. She tugged at his ears again, and he growled in the back of his throat, as if she had given him hope that he did have a chance with her, after all.

The phone warbled. She picked it up and said, ‘Cutter residence. Hallo?’

‘Boss? It’s Jack Morrow here. We’ve got ourselves a suspicious fire – corner of South McCann and West Maple. And I mean highly suspicious. I’d say you’d want to get over here as quick as you like.’

‘OK. What’s the scenario?’

‘You’ll see when you get here. It’s pretty darn weird, to tell you the truth. No major property damage, but one fatality.’

‘On our way then.’

She knew that Tyson could tell they were going out on a call because his tail began to beat frantically against the kitchen units and he kept on licking his lips and snuffling, the way he always did when he was excited.

‘Come on, boy,’ Ruth said. ‘Give me a couple of minutes to get ready and then we’re on our way.’

Back in the bedroom, she lifted her dark blue uniform off the coat hanger behind the door and dressed as quietly as she could. Before she left, she went around to the other side of the bed and tugged down the blue-striped comforter. Craig snorted, but he didn’t open his eyes. Most nights, he spent hour after hour wrestling with the bedcover, but when morning came he could never wake up. Ruth suspected that he didn’t want to wake up, the way things were.

‘Craig, honey?’

‘Whuh?’

‘Craig, honey, I have to go to work. I’ll call you later.’

He opened his eyes and blinked at her as if he didn’t know who she was. ‘Whuh?’

‘I’m going now. I’ll call you later, OK? Don’t forget that Ammy has to be at school by eight.’

‘Urgggh. OK.’

‘Are you going out today?’

‘What day is it?’

‘Tuesday.’

‘Tuesday? Damn it. I have to go over to the Mayfield Drive development. Meet those assholes from Kraussman Brothers. I doubt I’ll get back to the studio till gone twelve.’

‘OK. That’s OK. I’ll call you then, OK?’

She kissed him on the forehead, and then kissed the faint scar on his left cheek. When she and Craig had first met at college, he had told her that he had been cut across the face when he was fighting with a local gang, but his mother had later told her that he had fallen off his bicycle when he was six, the first time his father had taken off his training-wheels. He dragged up the comforter to cover his face.

She stood beside the bed for a moment, looking at his dark hair sprouting out. ‘I love you, you daydreamer, you,’ she said, although she probably said it too quietly for him to hear her.

As she went back along the landing, she saw that Amelia’s bedroom door was an inch ajar, and that Amelia was watching her. She decided to say nothing. Amelia could never sulk for very long; it wasn’t in her nature.

‘Bye, Ammy,’ she called out. ‘I’ll see you after school, OK?’

Amelia didn’t answer right away, but as Ruth went down the stairs, she suddenly came out of her room and leaned over the banister rail.

‘Mom – don’t go.’

‘What? I have to go. Bill Docherty’s off sick so there’s only Jack Morrow and me.’

‘You shouldn’t go, Mom. Please. Something’s not right.’

Ruth hesitated. Amelia was looking genuinely worried.

‘What do you mean, something’s not right?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t explain it.’

‘Sweetheart, I have to go. It’s my job. But I promise I’ll be careful, OK?’

Amelia bit her lip, but didn’t say anything else. Ruth blew her a kiss and then whistled for Tyson, who came careering out of the kitchen with his leash in his mouth.

Ruth looked upstairs again, but Amelia had gone back into her room and closed the door.


THREE

Last night’s storm had blown over to the north-east and it was a dry, gusty morning. The sky was a strong artificial blue, like a hand-colored postcard, and rusty-colored leaves were rattling along the streets as if they were warning Ruth that winter wasn’t far away.

Six emergency vehicles were already parked outside the pale green house on the corner of South McCann and West Maple: an engine, an ambulance, the arson investigation truck and two vans, including the battalion chief’s new red-and-white Dodge, and a police squad car. Ruth parked up behind them and climbed out of her battered white Windstar. She lifted the tailgate to let Tyson jump out, and to drag out the heavy metal case which contained her investigator’s tool kit.

This was a neat, tree-lined neighborhood, shabby-genteel, and it was usually so quiet that it looked as if nobody lived here. Ruth had been called out here only once, about three years ago, when an irascible old woman had complained that her neighbor had deliberately used paint-thinner to set fire to her conifer hedge, because it was blocking the sunlight to his patio. This morning, however, there was a crowd of more than thirty local residents gathered on the sidewalk, as well as a reporter and a photographer from the Kokomo Tribune.

Jack Morrow and Bob Kowalski, the battalion chief, were waiting for her on the porch. Jack was a lean, serious man with a thinning white pompadour and permanently narrowed eyes. He was a much more experienced arson investigator than Ruth, with almost twenty-five years on the job, but for various unexplained reasons he had always resisted promotion. He spoke in a slow, grinding growl, so that it was always hard to tell if he was excited about what he had discovered or not.

By complete contrast, Bob Kowalski was tall and broad-shouldered, big-bellied and bluff, with flaming-red cheeks and a gingery-white buzz cut, and every one of his sentences sounded as if it had an exclamation point after it. He liked a beer and a joke and he always played Santa at the Fire Department’s Christmas party.

‘Morning, Ruthie!’ he welcomed her. ‘Sorry to drag you out at such a goddarn unsociable hour!’

‘Hey, that’s OK, sir. Tyson always enjoys an early morning run, don’t you, Tyson?’

Jack Morrow nodded to her, cleared his throat and said, ‘What we have here appears on first impression to be a Class B fire that was very limited in area and probably of very short duration, no more than five or ten minutes, but at the same time it was very intense. To tell you the truth I never saw nothing exactly like it.’

‘Do we know when it happened?’ Ruth asked him.

‘Round about five thirty a.m.,’ said Bob Kowalski. ‘A delivery truck driver was taking a short cut to the Top Banana Farm Market, and as he passed the house here he happened to see flames leaping up behind the drapes. We dispatched Engine Number Three and it arrived within less than seven minutes, but the fire had pretty much extinguished itself by then.’

‘Did the truck driver see anybody else in the vicinity? Any other vehicles?’

‘Whole street was plumb deserted, as far as he could see.’

‘And what color were the flames? Did he tell you that?’

‘Yellow. And real fierce! That’s what he said. Right up to the ceiling. We let him leave about twenty minutes ago to deliver his load of apples, but I took his cell number if you need to talk to him some more.’

Ruth took off her pink-tinted Ray-Bans and took a long look at the sightseers on the sidewalk. Six-and-a-half years with the fire/arson investigation unit had given her an eye for anybody who appeared overexcited, or anybody who was trying to keep themselves hidden behind the rest of the crowd. This morning, however, nobody immediately caught her attention, except for a dark-haired boy of about twelve who should have been getting ready for school by now.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Tyson and me had better take a look.’

Jack Morrow led her through the hallway to the living-room. There were three firefighters and two KPD detectives there already, as well as Val Minelli from the police crime lab. They all greeted her with ‘hi’s and ‘how’re you doing, Ruth?’, but they were unusually subdued.

Ruth immediately saw why. In the center of the living-room lay a charred mattress, burned right down to the springs, and lying on the mattress was an incinerated human body. The fire that had engulfed it had been so fierce that it had been reduced to a blackened monkey, with grinning brown teeth, and it was impossible to tell if it had been a man or a woman.

The whole room stank of burned cotton batting and that distinctive bitterness of carbonized human flesh.

Tyson gave the body a tentative sniff. He let out a whine and looked up at Ruth with a questioning expression in his eyes. They rarely came across a cadaver as seriously burned as this, even in some of the worst fires they attended. Tyson strained at his leash, impatient to start searching the room for any lingering smell of accelerants, but Ruth said, ‘Heel, Tyson,’ and he stayed where he was, although he didn’t stop trembling and licking his lips and keening in the back of his throat.

Ruth hunkered down and inspected the body more closely. ‘You’re not wrong, Jack. This is one very unusual fire. Like you say, it must have been very short-lived, but while it lasted it must have burned hotter than hell.’

Jack said, in his expressionless voice, ‘Your average commercial crematorium runs at more than a thousand degrees Celsius. Even then, it would usually take over a half-hour to reduce a cadaver to this condition.’

‘Was the front door locked when the firefighters arrived?’

‘Yes,’ Jack told her. ‘But only with the regular mortise lock. It wasn’t bolted, or obstructed in any other way. They were able to break in right away.’

‘OK.’ Preventing firefighters from gaining easy access to a fire was a tell-tale indication of arson, but it didn’t appear to Ruth as if that had happened here.

She circled the room. The walls were decorated with a frieze of V-shaped plumes of soot, from which grayish-yellow runnels of human fat had slid down to the floor. In spite of the intensity of the fire, however, the upholstery of the four armchairs that were arranged around the mattress had only been slightly scorched. If the fire had been hot enough to reduce a human body to bones and ashes in only a matter of minutes, she would have expected a flameover, and the air temperature to have risen so high that everything in it would have ignited spontaneously: chairs, cushions, carpet and drapes. And yet there was a plastic snow-dome from Chicago on top of the fireplace, and that had only been dimpled by the heat.

‘Do we know the victim’s identity?’ she asked.

Detective Ron Magruder shook his head. He had a bristly little brown moustache and a cheap tan three-piece suit, with three cheap ballpens in his breast pocket. ‘The house is currently unoccupied. The owner is a Mrs Evaline Van Kley, but she moved into the Paradise Valley sunset home about three months ago and the property has been up for sale ever since.’

‘Who has access?’

‘Apart from the realtors, both Mrs Van Kley’s son and daughter have keys, but the son lives and works in Gary and the daughter works for some investment bank in London, England. The state police are double-checking the son’s whereabouts for us, and we’ve already contacted all the staff at Sycamore Realty. But so far, zip.’

Val Minelli came over. She was a petite girl, with a long dark ponytail and an oval face like an Italian Madonna, and she did everything gracefully, even taking samples of burned human flesh. ‘Whoever this is, man or woman, they were probably married, because they were wearing a gold wedding band. So it’s possible that we’ll get a missing persons call within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.’

‘Unless, of course, it was their spouse who set them on fire,’ said Ruth.

‘Well, that’s always one alternative,’ Val admitted. ‘But if this was deliberate, the perpetrator must have been seriously pissed. This isn’t just a homicide. This is a sacrifice.’

‘OK,’ said Ruth. She set down her metal case, flipped open the catches and took out a pair of latex gloves. ‘If I can have the room cleared now, please, except for Val. Jack, you want to check the utilities? Tyson – how about doing your stuff now, boy? Go on, boy. Go seek.’

The firefighters and the detectives made their way out of the door, treading as delicately as dancers so that they didn’t disturb any latent evidence. Tyson ducked his head down and criss-crossed the living-room, enthusiastically sniffing at the floorboards and all along the skirting. Ruth took out her Leica camera and started to take flash pictures, dozens of them, not only of the incinerated body and the mattress it was lying on, but the floor all around it, and the walls, and the doors, and the windows.

The smoke and scorch patterns would show her if the fire had been deliberately started by the use of an accelerant, and how quickly it had burned, and what its rate of heat release might have been. To Ruth’s eyes, every pattern formed part of a narrative, like a series of prehistoric cave paintings: how the fire had started, how it had become so intense. How the hot gases might have risen to the ceiling and then returned to the lower levels by thermal radiation, leaving those V-shaped plumes.

‘How’s Amelia?’ asked Val, as she delicately tweezered a triangular piece of crisp black skin from the victim’s shoulder and dropped it into an evidence bag.

‘She’s good,’ said Ruth. ‘Better than ever. Do you know something, she even cooked me breakfast this morning, and she got up at the crack of dawn to do it.’

‘Amelia is such a sweet girl,’ said Val, although Ruth couldn’t help hearing the unspoken words, ‘in spite of the fact that she has William’s Syndrome.’

‘She did great,’ Ruth lied. ‘Made me an omelet and everything. She’s really growing up.’

Val slightly raised the body’s left hand, being careful not to break it off at the wrist. ‘You see this wedding band? What temperature does gold melt at?’

Ruth peered at it. The ring had lost its shape and had even started to form a teardrop drip at one side. ‘Over one thousand degrees Celsius,’ she said. She took five photographs of the ring, all from different angles. Then she prodded the mattress springs. ‘See? Most of these springs have collapsed, which means that the temperature must have been well over seven hundred, but I can’t say that I’ve ever seen any gold jewelry melt before, even at that temperature. It’s a pretty good size, isn’t it? Hard to tell if it’s a man’s or a woman’s.’

She packed away her camera. She was surprised to see that Tyson was still whuffling around the room in obvious frustration.

‘How’s it going, boy?’ she called out. Tyson looked across at her and gave a single sharp bark.

‘He’s annoyed at himself,’ she told Val. ‘If he can’t find anything, he thinks he’s let me down. He’s also worried I won’t give him his dog-choc.’

She took her hydrocarbon detector out of her case, switched it on, and started to probe the ruins of the mattress with it. The detector was like a wand attached to a tiny vacuum-cleaner. It sucked up any residual vapors or gases and it would buzz like an irritated blowfly if it sensed the presence of any accelerants.

All the same, she was already beginning to question whether this fire had been started with accelerants at all. If there were any traces of fuels to be found, Tyson would always head for them like a rocket and sit on the area of strongest concentration first, panting proudly, to show her where they were. Tyson’s nose was ten times more sensitive than her detector; he could locate a thousandth of a drop of half-evaporated gasoline in a room twice this volume.

Jack Morrow came back into the living-room. ‘All of the utilities check out,’ he told her. ‘Electricity is still on, but the wiring looks sound, even the cables that run right beneath this room. Gas is still connected, too, but nobody’s tampered with the meter or any of the piping. No wrench-marks, no disconnected joints, no leaks.’

He sniffed, and added, ‘No windows are broken, but the kitchen door could have been jimmied. Ron Magruder’s taking a look at it. There’s no damage to any other room in the house. No signs of lightning-strike. How’s Tyson doing?’

‘He hasn’t found anything so far, and neither have I.’

‘Could’ve been a cigarette, I guess,’ Jack suggested. ‘Maybe this was a vagrant, using the house as someplace to crash. Got drunk, dropped his smoke on the mattress, Bob’s your uncle.’

‘I don’t know. It’s old-fashioned cotton padding, this mattress, not polyfoam. If it had been smoldering for any length of time, the walls and the ceiling would have been much more heavily stained with smoke. Like, this has all the hallmarks of a Class B fire, but so far there’s absolutely no evidence to show what started it.’

‘Maybe it was spontaneous human combustion.’

‘Oh, sure it was.’

‘You shouldn’t be so skeptical,’ said Jack. ‘Back in nineteen eighty-two I was called out to a fire up in Cassville, and I still reckon that was SHC.’

‘Oh, come on.’

‘No – a fifty-seven-year-old woman was sitting in her kitchen chair and she spontaneously burst into flames. Whoomph, just like that. That’s what her husband and her son said, anyhow, at the inquest. The husband tried to put her out by dragging her over to the sink and splashing water on her but the flames were too fierce. He burned his own hands pretty bad.

‘I saw the woman’s body for myself. Apparently she didn’t burn for no longer than five or six minutes, but all the clothes were burned off of her and her skin was charred all over like a hamburger.’

‘Get out of here, Jack,’ Ruth told him. He was always telling stories about bizarre fires and she never knew whether to believe him or not. ‘Go bring me some evidence cans from the truck. And some cellophane envelopes, too.’

She turned back to the blackened body lying on the mattress. Maybe Jack hadn’t been so far away from the truth after all. Maybe this man or woman had spontaneously caught fire. There was no conclusive evidence to support any of the six or seven alleged cases of spontaneous human combustion, but in the most recent incident, in 1980, a farmer called Henry Thomas had been so severely burned while sitting in his armchair that only his skull and the lower part of his legs had remained. Maybe something similar had happened here.

Tyson came up to her and nudged her knee. She tugged at his ears and gave him a dog-choc. ‘I know, boy, you couldn’t find anything. It wasn’t your fault. If somebody set this fire on purpose, they must have been some kind of black magician.’

Ruth remained at the house for the better part of the day, taking samples of fibers and ash and frizzled hair and carbonized flesh. At about three thirty in the afternoon, two technicians from the Howard County Coroner’s office arrived, wearing white Tyvek coveralls. They carefully lifted the burned cadaver into a body-bag, and carried it away to the morgue. Ruth and Jack wrapped up the mattress in plastic sheeting so that it could be taken back to their Fire and Arson Laboratory for further tests.

‘How about a beer?’ Bob Kowalski suggested as he and Ruth finally stepped out of the front door. The wind had dropped, and there was a high hazy covering of white cloud.

‘I’d love to, sir, but I have to pick up Ammy from school.’

‘What’s your gut feeling about this?’ he asked her, nodding back toward the house.

‘I’m not sure. But I don’t think that any kind of known accelerant was used. Jack suggested that it might be SHC, but frankly I don’t believe in it.’

‘Oh, he told you about that woman in Cassville? You don’t want to set any store by that. What happened was, that woman was wearing all nylon clothing and a spark of static set her ablaze. Very rare occurrence, but it has been known.’

Ruth said, ‘It looks to me like the victim here was in close contact with an intense source of heat, but I can’t understand what it was.’

‘Blowtorch, maybe? Or a cutting torch? That’s at least three-and-a-half thousand degrees Celsius.’

‘Even so, that would have taken hours, and the pattern of burning would have been totally different. The flames would have been a different color, too, not yellow. Apart from which, whoever did the blowtorching would have left footprints.’

‘So what was it, do you think, this intense source of heat?’

‘I have absolutely no idea. I’ve seen similar charring on victims who have fallen into furnaces or barbecue pits or open fires. You remember that old man last year, out on Water Works Road, who fell into that hog roaster? All of the subcutaneous fat evaporated from his head and his shoulders, just like this. But in this case the victim’s entire body surface was carbonized, head to toe, and right now I can’t think how that could have happened, not without an accelerant.’

They had reached the sidewalk, where a police tape had been strung across the front of the property to keep out the crowd of onlookers. As Bob lifted it up for her, Ruth saw the dark-haired boy again. He was standing by himself about twenty feet away from the rest of the crowd, with his hands in his pockets. His face was so pale that it was almost white, and his eyes were as dark as holes burned into a sheet of paper. His hair was badly cut, so that it stuck up at the back. He was wearing a faded black T-shirt and a pair of worn-out red jeans.

‘See that kid?’ Ruth asked Bob. ‘He was here when I arrived this morning, and he’s still here.’

Bob frowned in the boy’s direction. ‘He’s not wearing a Smokey Bear hat, I’ll grant you. But he doesn’t look like much of an arsonist to me.’

‘Oh, come on, Bob. You know better than that. No two arsonists ever look alike. Here – hold this.’

She handed him her metal case, opened it, and took out her camera. She took more than a dozen pictures of the crowd, panning slowly from right to left so that the boy wouldn’t think that she was focusing her camera only on him.

‘There,’ she said, putting the camera away again. ‘Now I’m going to go over and ask him who he is, and what he’s doing here.’

She said, ‘Pardon me, excuse me,’ and pushed her way through the crowd. When she reached the place where the boy had been standing, however, he had gone.

She looked around, puzzled. The only place for him to have hidden was behind a large white oak at the side of the next-door yard, but she couldn’t understand how he could have crossed the sidewalk to reach it, not without her seeing him. She circled the oak twice, but there was nobody there. She shaded her eyes and peered along the street, but it was totally straight all the way down to West Park Avenue, a distance of more than half a mile, and there was no sign of the boy anywhere.

She went back and rejoined Bob Kowalski, and now Jack Morrow and Detective Ron Magruder came out, too.

Detective Magruder said, ‘We’ve made a thorough search of the yard and the woods immediately in back, but there’s no sign of any discarded cans or bottles that might have contained accelerant, or any other evidence of arson for that matter. The kitchen door was forced open, for sure, but there are no fingerprints and no fibers. No footprints, neither, apart from our own. Whoever set this fire, they left the house before any carbon deposit fell on the floor.’

‘What about witnesses?’ asked Ruth.

‘Apart from our fruit-truck driver, none. The elderly couple who live next door, they’re both deaf as doorposts and they didn’t see nothing, neither. The family who live right opposite, they’ve been in Muncie for three days, visiting the husband’s mother, and they got back only about two hours ago.’

He tucked his pen into his breast-pocket and said, ‘Any of you people have any wild theories?’

‘Sorry, Ron,’ Jack told him. ‘We arson investigators don’t deal in wild theories – only forensic evidence. But we’ll keep you up to date with how things are progressing.’

Jack walked Ruth back to her car. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ Ruth told him. ‘Maybe we’ll know the victim’s identity by then.’

Jack said, ‘Maybe. But I have a strange feeling that’s not going to help much. There’s something real weird about this fire.’

‘Hey, I thought we arson investigators only dealt in forensic evidence. Where do strange feelings come into it?’

‘I only said that for Ron Magruder’s benefit, because I don’t have the least notion how this fire was started, or how it reached such a high RHR so rapidly, or why it suddenly extinguished itself before the rest of the house went up in flames. We’re missing something here. It’s probably going to be downright obvious when we find out what it is, but right now it’s making me feel like there’s a gaggle of geese walking up and down on my grave.’

‘You still think that it might have been spontaneous human combustion? Bob said that woman in Cassville caught fire because of her nylon clothing. You know, static.’

‘That’s what Bob likes to think, because Bob doesn’t want to acknowledge that some fires can’t be completely explained by scientific facts. Listen, Ruth, I’ve been investigating fires for half of my life, and if I’ve learned anything at all, it’s that every fire is a hungry beast with a will of its own. This here was no ordinary fire, believe me. This fire had an appetite for this particular victim, for some reason or another. It ate this person, like a wild animal, but it didn’t eat nothing else, because once it had done that, it was satisfied and it snuffed itself out. Before anything else, we need to find out what this particular fire wanted, and why it wanted it. Until we do, we won’t understand what happened here, or if it might happen again.’
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