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"He was touching me! He was grabbing at me! I had to make him stop!"

Her screams dying to a whimper, the hysterical child hid her face in her hands for a moment. But only for a moment. The hands flew apart again. One of them shot out to aim a rigid finger at the man she was accusing. Once more her screaming filled the park.

"He was trying to get his fingers inside me! He tried and tried! So I scratched him and bit him, and I hope he bleeds!"

The accused man stared at her with unbelieving eyes while the crowd of concert-goers began to close in on him, muttering. Only moments before, the same people had been peacefully listening to the final number of a Sunday evening performance by the town's band: a Scott Joplin medley that had most of them nodding to its lively ragtime rhythms.

Now the music was forgotten. The crowd was shocked and hostile.

"I had to do it! I just had to! He was feeling me!"

On the edge of the crowd that filled the parking lot, Keith Wilding abruptly halted on the way to his car. The girl at his side stopped with him, an attractive girl with soft, full lips that frowned now. She let go his hand and turned with him to peer in the direction of the disturbance.

As the child's screams reached them, Melanie Skipworth said in bewilderment, "Keith! Isn't that—?”

"It's Jerri Jansen. Of course it is." He stretched himself to his full height to see over the mass of moving heads. "And my God, Mel! That's Vin she's accusing! Vin! Here—hold this."

He thrust into her arms the folded-up blanket he was carrying, a blanket they had sat on through the concert for protection against chiggers and other mid-Florida crawlies. "Wait here for me!" he yelled back as he surged forward, forcing people to make way for him even though most of them, too, were intent on reaching the center of the disturbance.

Keith Wilding was not big or especially athletic. At college he had gone in for the social sciences, not football. But the hoarse voice he heard now, crying out denials of the child's charges as the threatening crowd closed in, was that of a man who worked for him. A man who was also a friend. Those in the crowd who failed to get out of his way must have been black and blue in the morning.

He reached the car against which the man stood facing his small accuser. It was an old car because twenty-eight-year-old Vincent Otto did not receive a large salary. The Wilding Nursery didn't bring in money enough yet. The car glistened, though. It ran like a watch, Keith knew. Vin Otto was a hard-working, loyal, decent man who believed in looking after what he owned.

Using hands and elbows, Keith won through to the man's side. The little girl was still pointing, still screaming. "I had to do it to stop him touching me! I'm not sorry! I'm glad I hurt him!"

Glad I hurt him? Where in God's name had little Jerri Jansen found the strength to tear a man's face like that? A wildcat could scarcely have done more damage.

Streaks of crimson extended from Vin Otto's forehead to his chin—parallel grooves, four on each side of his face, from which all the skin and deep tracks of flesh had been gouged away. The face was a red mess. The eyes, miraculously unharmed, gazed at Keith in an agony of shock.

The bloody lips opened and said faintly, "Keith, I did not. I swear I did not. I do not know what she is talking about." Born in New England of European-born parents, Vin Otto spoke an oddly formal kind of English, at least for this rural Florida town where speech was usually as informal as an old shoe.

"Get in the car, Vin." When under pressure, Keith Wilding had a habit of talking softly. Shoving his assistant toward the machine, he suddenly realized that Melanie Skipworth had not waited for him at the crowd's edge but was at his side, determined to help. He expressed his gratitude with a nod and reached for the child.

"Come on, Jerri. I'll take you home."

"He was feeling me! He had his hands under my—"

"All right, but later. Not here. Come." Halting before her, he bent his knees and extended his arms. She hesitated, suspiciously staring at him. Reaching out a little farther, he caught her. Then, pulling her toward him, he wondered at the coolness of what he touched.

Shouldn't a child be perspiring at such a time? She wasn't perspiring. She wasn't even warm.

"Jerri?" he said when she hung back and glowered at him. "You hear, Jerri? I'll take you home to your mother." Then, puzzled even more: "You know me, Jerri Jansen. I'm Keith Wilding. I'm your friend."

"Oh." The child suddenly seemed disoriented, unaware of where she was or what was happening. She looked around, apparently confused by the crowd of people watching her every movement.

"Come." Lifting her, Keith turned to the car and passed her to Melanie, who was on the front seat with the door open, waiting. Vin Otto was in back with his door shut, his body slumped and his bloody face hidden behind his hands.

Coldly indifferent to the crowd, which had become silent now, Keith circled the front of the car and slid in behind the wheel. When he started and raced the engine, people in the path of the machine scrambled out of the way, apparently afraid he might run them down.

He drove out of the parking area slowly, with care. When the crowd was well behind, he slowed the car to a crawl and turned his head. They were still within the park. "You all right, Vin? We can take Jerri home before getting you to the hospital?"

Vin Otto lowered his hands from his mutilated face, and now the hands too were sticky and red. "I do not need the hospital, Keith. Please."

"Doc Broderick, then. You need some professional patching up."

"Very well. Doctor Broderick."

Out of the park, Keith turned onto the smooth blacktop road that led through town. Seven-year-old Jerri lived with her divorced mother, Olive Jansen, in a midtown apartment. To reach Doc Broderick's house he would have to pass there. That answered one problem. "We'll just stop at the apartment and let Mel and Jerri off," he said over his shoulder to the injured man. And to Melanie: "That all right with you, hon?"

"Of course," she said quickly.

Traffic was light. It would increase when the flow of cars from the weekly concert picked up again after the interruption. Keith looked at the girl beside him—the girl he had been going with now for more than two years—and was grateful again for her quiet courage and loyalty. To his surprise, he saw that the child in her lap was asleep. Speaking over his shoulder again, he said, "What happened, Vin?"

"Keith, I do not know. I led her back to the car before the concert ended because the hour was growing late and I wished to escape the crowd coming out. We were only sitting there, listening to the music, and—"

"You touched her, she said. If you did, I know damned well you didn't mean anything by it."

"I did not touch her. I was merely sitting there trying to think where I could find a house for the three of us to live in, because both my place and Olive's are too small." For months Vin Otto had been dating Olive Jansen. Now they were planning to marry. "In my mind," Vin said, "I was driving up and down the roads in the northwest part of town, because I knew I had seen some houses for rent there. Then the music came to an end and I was about to start the car, and all at once without a word of warning Jerri hurled herself upon me like a cat gone crazy."

Patting his torn face with a handkerchief, Vin leaned forward to frown at the child. "And now look at her, please. She sleeps like a baby. Will you tell me what is going on?"

Melanie said, glancing at Keith, "Maybe we should go straight to Doc's, since she's sleeping. What do you think? Shouldn't Doc look at her, too?"

Running a business in a small town had taught Keith more about dealing with people than his sociology courses at college ever had. He vetoed the suggestion with a headshake. "We'd need Olive's okay to do that, hon. She'll be upset enough about this without giving her a reason to be more so." To Vin he said, "How come Olive isn't with you tonight?"

"She said she was tired and had things to do. She—"

"Wait," Melanie said. "Jerri's awake,"

The youngster had opened her eyes and now squirmed to a more comfortable position in Melanie's lap. Seemingly puzzled, she looked at Melanie, then across at Keith behind the wheel. "Hello," she said. "Is the concert over?"

"Don't you know it's over?" Melanie asked.

"Well, I guess . . . No, I don't remember. How am I with you and Mister Wilding? Where's Vin?"

"I am here, baby," the man in back said.

The child turned toward his familiar voice and her blue eyes almost doubled in size. She caught her breath convulsively. "Vin!" At his insistence she had long ago stopped calling him Mr. Otto. "Oh, gosh, Vin—what happened to your face?"

"Somebody—ah—scratched me. You do not remember?"

Still staring at him with what appeared to be genuine horror, Jerri shook her head.

"You do not remember anything, baby?"

The head-wagging became more emphatic.

"Well, that is something to be thankful for, I think." Vin exhaled heavily. "All right, little one. We are taking you home and we will soon be there. Please, just relax now."
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The apartment house in which Jerri Jansen and her mother lived was not the best such building in the town of Nebulon. Still, in an aging, need-of-paint way it was respectable enough. The car stopped at the curb and Melanie Skipworth got out, drawing the child after her. Keith drove off again as the two went along the uneven red-brick walk.

Melanie pressed a button in the entrance cubicle and a buzzer sounded above in the Jansen apartment, where Olive Jansen stood at an ironing board in the small living room, pressing a dark green work shirt that belonged to Vin Otto. She didn't have to iron his work shirts, Vin kept telling her. But she insisted he had a job with a real future at the Wilding Nursery and ought to look neat.

Since her divorce Olive herself had worked as a waitress in the town's one really good restaurant. Before that she had helped her husband at a health spa he managed. She was a pretty, well-proportioned girl. At the spa she had worked hard but her real contribution had been simply being there where customers could look at her and yearn to be equally pretty and well proportioned. She was now twenty-six years old. Her hair was the same light yellow as her daughter's.

When the buzzer sounded she stopped ironing and glanced at the apartment door, puzzled because she was expecting only Vin and her daughter, and Vin had a key. He must have forgotten it tonight. He did sometimes.

Olive walked lightly across the worn green carpet to the door and pressed a button to release the lock downstairs. She did this without bothering to use the door-phone to ask who was there. Nebulon was that kind of town. With the door ajar she waited on the threshold to greet her daughter and husband-to-be, pleasantly anticipating a kiss from each. Though she looked a little tired, as she had earlier told Vin she was, she also had the appearance of a woman content with life and-confident in her future. This was a distinct change from the way she had felt a year ago when struggling to make up her mind about leaving her husband.

She and Hayden Jansen had been sweethearts through high school. Even before that. Growing up together in Nebulon, where she was the prettiest girl in her high-school class and he the star athlete, they had seemed preordained to end up as man and wife. In fact, they had married less than a month after graduation when Hayden was offered a job at the spa. A young man with his looks and reputation would bring in customers, the owner felt.

That had been the trouble, of course. Women found him attractive, and he welcomed their attentions. At first Olive thought he would grow out of it. After all, he was only a boy just out of high school—not even an ordinary boy just out of high school but one who had been reading about himself all this time in the sports columns of the local paper.

But she was wrong. He did not grow out of it, even when he became a father. His work at the spa daily brought him into close contact with eager females under circumstances that made everything too easy. When the delighted owner made him manager, the marriage hadn't a chance.

She looked down the hall now to the head of the stairs, awaiting her first glimpse of Vin Otto as she heard the ascending footsteps. Being Vin's wife would be different. She was sure of it. Vin wasn't handsome. He hadn't a false sense of his own importance. In fact, having come to Florida only eighteen months before, when his father died in Boston, he still felt himself an outsider. But he was faithful, he was caring, he was considerate. Jerri already loved him more than she did her own father, Olive was certain.

But it was Melanie Skipworth, not Vin, who appeared with Jerri at the top of the stairs. At once Olive felt a touch of alarm that interfered with her breathing. Since her divorce with all its mental strain, unexpected events often frightened her. Running forward with one hand outthrust, she cried, "Where's Vin?"

"It's all right, Olive." In contrast to the other's always shrill voice, Melanie's was low and musical even under strain. "He's with Keith."

"But—"

"There was a slight accident. I'll tell you about it. Just to be on the safe side, they've gone over to Doc Broderick's." Knowing Olive well—having, in fact, been like a sister to her through the tensions of the divorce—Melanie put an arm around the other's waist now and walked her into the apartment. At the same time she carefully held little Jerri's hand. Only when they were safely inside, with the door shut, did she let the child go.

I ought to talk to Olive alone, she thought. But how can I? If I take her into the bedroom, Jerri may run away or something. If I ask her to send Jerri into the bedroom, the child may resent it and do some other strange thing.

She saw only one solution to the problem. "Sit down, Olive." And to the child: "You too, honey." Then, facing them both, she said, "Something happened to Jerri at the concert, Olive. She doesn't remember it, so it's no good asking her for an explanation. She—well, for no apparent reason she just suddenly turned on Vin and scratched him. Scratched his face."

"What?"

"Then she began screaming that he'd molested her."

"My God," Olive said. Woodenly she turned to stare at her daughter. "I can't believe . . ." Suddenly her voice became shrill. "What do you mean, he molested you?"

"Hold on," Melanie said. "That was my word, not hers. She called it 'touching,' I think. Something like that. Anyway, Vin denies it. And a little while ago after falling asleep in the car on the way here, she didn't even remember accusing him. Or scratching him."

"Oh, my God," Olive repeated almost inaudibly.

"You'll have to get the rest from Vin. I'm no good at this kind of thing. I'm only trying to tell you why he's gone to Doc's."

"You mean she really scratched him?"

Melanie nodded.

Olive turned to her daughter again, a woman staring angrily at a miniature of her own attractive self complete with golden hair, aquamarine eyes, even the same classical bow-shaped upper lip. "What do you mean, he touched you?" she demanded, all but spelling the words out.

Squirming on her chair, the child looked down at her clasped hands. "I don't remember, Mommy."

"You don't remember sayin' it?"

"No, Mommy."

"Did he touch you?"

"I don't remember."

"Oh, my God," Olive said and looked at Melanie again. "What'll I do, Mel?"

"This hasn't happened before? Anything like this?"

"Course not!"

"I don't mean Vin touching her. I mean her turning on him, accusing him. You've always said she's crazy about him. If she has some secret feeling the other way, you'd better find out."

Olive Jansen only said, "How bad is Vin hurt? The truth, Mel."

"I can't say. I'm not a doctor."

"It can't be too bad. She's just a little girl."

They both looked again at Jerri, and the child sat there staring down at her hands. The hands, Melanie thought, that just a short while ago had made a horror of Vin Otto's face.

"Jerri," Olive said.

The child looked at her.

"You love Vin?"

Jerri nodded. Tears glistened in her blue eyes and the little bow-shaped mouth trembled.

Olive seemed satisfied. "All right. It's time you went to bed. Go on now." When the youngster obediently slid from her chair, she herself stood up and turned toward the kitchen. "I'll make us some coffee," she said to Melanie over her shoulder.

It was quiet in the apartment then. The child undressed in the bedroom she shared with her mother, went to the bathroom, returned to the bedroom, and shut the door. In the kitchen the kettle came to a boil and whistled for a second, and Olive made small noises as she mixed two cups of instant coffee. In the living room Melanie sat on the sofa and took up a Pink Swan restaurant menu from a lamp table, glancing at it without interest. The Pink Swan was where Olive worked as a waitress every day but Sunday.

Bringing the cups of coffee from the kitchen; Olive handed one to Melanie and went across the room with the other and sat down. She was pale, Melanie noticed. Her hands shook so that her cup jiggled on its saucer. "I should have known it wouldn't last," she suddenly said.

"How do you mean?"

"With Vin and I. For the first time in my life I’ve been happy. You know? I was never happy with Hayden, even when we were just goin' steady in high school. I always had a scary feelin' about him. But Vin was different. With him I never felt scared. Now this."

"I'm wondering," Melanie said.

"What?"

"If possibly Jerri was asleep, lulled by the music, and had a dream that someone was touching her. If she didn't just wake up and react without knowing what she was doing."

Olive pondered the suggestion and seemed about to say something but suddenly reached out, put her coffee cup on a table, and slumped back in her chair with a heavy sigh. Her eyes closed. The silence that filled the room lasted a moment or two, and then was disturbed by the sound of a key turning in the door. The door opened. Vin Otto walked in followed by Keith Wilding.

Olive opened her eyes. Opened them wide and struggled to her feet. "Oh my God!" she whispered.

"Do not be upset now." Vin put his arms around her. "It is not so bad as it looks."

She pushed herself out of his embrace and stepped back and gazed at him. From his forehead to just above his mouth, his face was bandaged, with openings left for eyes and nostrils. Above and below the strips of bandage she could see the tops and bottoms of the gouges made by her daughter's fingers. "Oh, Vin!" she cried.

"I said it is all right. There is nothing to be alarmed about. The doctor says I may remove these bandages in the morning." He reached for her hand and held it, staring at her through the bandage slits as though desperately anxious to know what she was thinking. "How is Jerri?"

"She's in bed."

"Has she said anything more about what happened?"

"She doesn't remember what happened, Vin."

He seemed relieved. "Then she is all right? Whatever it was, she is over it?"

"I hope to God."

"Good, then. Look, Olive. I will drop Keith and Mel off at the park on my way home; their car is still there." Vin never stayed overnight at the Jansen apartment. His old-world parents had brought him up to believe one didn't sleep with a woman unless married to her. "Good night, sweetheart." He drew her gently into his arms again. "I will come by tomorrow after work."

"You won't be working tomorrow, you big ox," Keith said.

"But I will. We have that citrus to bud, remember?"

Keith looked at Melanie with a shake of his head that said, "What can you do with a guy like that?" Good nights were said to Olive, and the three of them departed.

Olive sat and finished her coffee, then went into the bedroom. There were two beds in the room. Her daughter was asleep in the small one, lying curled up with her hands clenched and an almost ferocious scowl on her face. She seemed to have achieved her present position only after much squirming. The top sheet was half on the floor, and the one she lay on was a mass of folds. Olive was drawing the top sheet back over her when the telephone rang.

She glanced in surprise at the clock on the dresser. Someone calling her at quarter to twelve on a Sunday night? It must be a wrong number. Annoyed, she went back into the living room and took up the phone.

"Hello?"

"Olive? This is Elizabeth Peckham. I hope I haven't got you out of bed. It's not a nice time to be calling."

"No, I wasn't in bed."

"It's important, believe me, or I wouldn’t. Olive, you recall that business with the frog, how shocked we both were?"

"Yes, of course," Olive said, feeling her insides tighten.

"Well, naturally I've been trying ever since to find out why, and just a few minutes ago Teresa broke down and told me. The fact is, Jerri put her up to it. I think you ought to know."

After seconds of silence Olive said faintly, "Jerri? My Jerri?"

"You'd better have a good long talk with your daughter, don't you think, Olive? What we witnessed just isn't natural for healthy young children. Olive?"

After an even longer silence Olive again said woodenly, "Yes, of course." Her hand mechanically lowered the phone to its cradle, trembling on it for a moment after putting it down. She turned away. She walked back into the bedroom and stood beside her daughter's bed, gazing down at the sleeper. Should she wake the child and
question her? No, not after what had happened at the park. It would be too much for both of them.

With Elizabeth Peckham's charge still shrilling in her head, she undressed and put on her nightgown. In bed she lay motionless on her back and gazed unblinkingly at the ceiling while remembering the incident involving the frog.

Jerri Jansen's best friend, Teresa Crosser, was a child of tragedy. Seven years old now and living with a maiden aunt in a huge gray house behind the town library, the child had lost her father at the age of five when Ed Crosser drowned himself.

Ed had gone to West Palm Beach in his pickup truck to buy merchandise for his hardware store. His business concluded and the truck loaded, he drank a few beers in a West Palm bar before starting back to Nebulon. On, the way home he stopped at two other bars and had beer in each. After the second stop he lost control of the truck on a curve and it plunged off the road into one of the deep, dangerous canals that are so common in that part of Florida.

When the vehicle was discovered the next day and pulled from the water, Ed was still inside it. A bruise on his temple indicated he had lurched against the wheel or some other part of the cab with considerable force and probably had drowned while unconscious.

Ed's young wife Ellyn kept the hardware store going but it was hard. The establishment was in a poor location and had never made much money. She, moreover, was a girl who had always preferred to stay at home while Ed went to business, as she called it.

Not that she was lazy. At home she was nearly always briskly busy. She sewed. She kept the house spic and span. She made a hobby of cooking. She was a conscientious mother.

At the store she tried hard too, but it went steadily downhill despite her investment of energy. It would certainly have gone under eventually. Some in Nebulon were even unkind enough to suggest that the fire, which turned out to be the second major tragedy in little Teresa's brief life, was of Ellyn's own doing. For the insurance, they hinted. The truth was, neither the store nor its contents was insured for a cent. And had Ellyn not tried so desperately to put the fire out, she might not have been trapped by it.

It was probably caused by spontaneous combustion, Fire Chief Ankers said. Paints, thinners, turps, all kinds of dangerous products were improperly stored in a windowless back room. In the record-breaking heat of that August the room must have been a time bomb. No one knew when the fire broke out or even when Ellyn became aware of it and ran from her house next door to try to extinguish it. She didn't phone the fire station as she should have. Foolishly she tried to cope with the emergency herself.

The hardware store had few close neighbors. Ed Crosser had expected the town to grow out that way, but it hadn't. When at last someone down the road did call the fire station, the store was beyond saving. The firemen could only stand around and watch it become a heap of fiercely smoking rubble that choked them with a reek of bubbling paint and plastics. They didn't know Ellyn Crosser was inside until hours later when it cooled and they went poking amid the debris.

After this second tragedy little Teresa went to live with Ellyn's older sister, Elizabeth Peckham. In Nebulon, where most girls married soon after finishing high school, Elizabeth was regarded as an old maid. She was thirty-one. In charge of the town library for years, she lived just behind it in an ancient gray house left to her in his will the year before by old Gustave Nebulon. Gustave was the last of the pioneer clan, that had settled the town. He personally had donated the library. Before dying at ninety-three he had spent hours at the library almost every day, and when he left Elizabeth the house he had so long lived in, the town was certain he had been secretly in love with her.

Perhaps. If so, he was probably the only man who ever had loved her or would. Unlike her sister Ellyn, Elizabeth was a woman without warmth or beauty. Tall, thin, ruler straight, she seemed especially created to scowl and hiss at giggling children in a library. At a time when dresses were brief she wore hers below the knee. In Florida's summer heat when most women in Nebulon wore as little of anything as they decently could, she covered herself as much as possible and without question wore an equal weight of undergarments.

Unfailingly polite to all, Elizabeth was informally friendly to none. It was assumed that when she closed the library each evening and marched through the high hibiscus hedge to her huge, ancient house, she spent her evenings as she spent her days, with books.

This of course changed somewhat when little Teresa Crosser came to live with her. It was August. Not knowing how to entertain the youngster or even keep her occupied, Elizabeth called on Olive Jansen. "Teresa tells me your Jerri is her closest friend at school," she said. It was true. The two children had become companions in the first grade, seeking each other out at every opportunity. "Please," Elizabeth said, "do you suppose you could bring your daughter over now and then for an hour or two? My niece is so sad without her mother."

"Of course," Olive said without hesitation. Actually it would help her, for what to do with Jerri during school vacation was sometimes a problem. Olive worked at the Pink Swan from mid morning to late afternoon, the hours varying with the number of customers. When school was in session there was no great problem. Other tenants in the building had children. The kids trooped off to school together in the morning and returned together about three. Jerri simply played with some of them until Olive came home from work.

But now in August with no school it became awkward at times. She sometimes left the child with neighbors, repaying them by baby-sitting when they wanted to go out at night. Or she would drop Jerri off at her own parents' home on her way to work. Now and then when all else failed she even left the youngster with Vin at the Wilding Nursery, where Jerri happily trotted around at his heels trying to lend a hand in everything he did. Keith Wilding didn't mind.

She felt a little strange, calling on Elizabeth the first time. It was a Sunday morning. Most of the other people walking Nebulon's quiet, tree-shaded streets were obviously on their way to church. Those who knew her from the health spa or the Pink Swan spoke to her, some remarking what a beautiful child Jerri was. She didn't think they ought to say so in front of the child, but it pleased her all the same.

At Gustave Nebulon's old house she paused, holding Jerri's hand. She had never set foot inside the house, of course. Nor had anyone she knew. When old Gustave was alive, people wondered how he managed to live alone in such a huge place without even a housekeeper. They said he must be queer. But he didn't seem queer when you saw him shuffling through the supermarket, carefully peering at the price on each item before placing it in his basket. He just looked old.

She and Jerri had arrived right on time, ten O'clock, and the front door opened as they approached the long veranda. Elizabeth Peckham came to the top of the steps to greet them and shook Olive's hand, saying, "And this is Jerri? How do you do, Jerri? Teresa is looking forward so much to seeing you." Then she said, "Please come in," and led them into an enormous living room full of old dark furniture.

There were brown floor-length drapes at the windows, and the room was wonderfully cool for a hot August morning. Elizabeth's dress resembled the drapes, long and brown. It's a good thing I didn't wear slacks as I was going to, Olive thought.

"Do please make yourselves at home," Elizabeth said. "I'll go and call Teresa. She's in her room upstairs."

Left alone with Jerri, Olive sat in silence and looked around, filled with curiosity. There were not many houses like this left in Nebulon, she guessed. It was certainly an improvement over her cramped little apartment. She heard Elizabeth calling to Teresa, and then the sound of a child racing down a flight of stairs. A girl Jerri's age but thinner and a shade taller, with long, dark, silky hair, rushed into the room shouting Jerri's name. She and Jerri ran at each other and hugged each other.

Elizabeth came into the room and halted, looking at the children and smiling. "I'm so glad," she said. "And I'm so grateful to you, Mrs. Jansen." She sat down. "Now please tell me about yourself. We should be friends too, shouldn't we?"

Yes, it had been a strange visit. It lasted an hour. The children played with various toys and games that Teresa produced, while Olive talked with the librarian. In saying "do tell me about yourself" Elizabeth had not meant to pry into her personal affairs, Olive discovered. It was simply a figure of speech. She made no attempt to follow it up nor did she volunteer any information about herself. Mostly she talked about the house, seeming to take for granted that anyone unfamiliar with it would be eager to hear its history.

"Gustave's great-grandfather built it," she said. "It was a showplace in those days, you can be sure. There is a book in the library about the Nebulons. Gustave wrote and published it himself. It tells the whole fascinating story, how the first member of the family came here as a young man and went into business, and how. . ."

Possibly Elizabeth would have gone on to tell the whole story herself, but something the children were doing caused Olive to jump up and go to them, interrupting the narration. An argument had arisen over which of them should crayon a certain page in a coloring book, and in the struggle for possession they had torn the page.

She settled the dispute easily, and when she returned to her chair, Elizabeth said, "Of course, the house is much too large for my needs. I realize that. But I tell myself that Gustave lived here alone in his later years and managed very well by himself, so why shouldn't I be able to? I don't attempt to use the entire house. Some rooms I have just closed up."

"It must be quite a place," Olive said.

"Oh, it is. One day you must let me give you a tour."

"I'd like that."

It didn't happen, though. On future visits Elizabeth did not again bring up the subject of showing the house, and to date Olive had seen only two rooms other than the always cool, always dark living room. Once when she had been there at lunch time, Elizabeth had served sandwiches in the dining room. The four of them sat at a dark mahogany table surely large enough to accommodate a dozen or more. And in helping with the dishes afterward Olive had seen the kitchen, which was a strange blend of old and new. The old consisted of a white enameled sink with most of its enamel worn off, warped wooden counters, a worn linoleum floor covering. The new items were a gleaming stove and refrigerator and startlingly modern cupboards. Gustave had been in the process of doing the room over when he died, Elizabeth explained. Even at age ninety-three.

Olive had not gone to the old house often after the first few visits. There was no need. It was not a long walk from her apartment even for a child, and Jerri soon got into the habit of trotting over by herself when she wished to play with Teresa. Then when school began again, the girls both in second grade, Jerri began going home with her friend to play at the old house until she knew Olive would be through at the restaurant. Sometimes she would walk home from there. At other times by arrangement Olive would drive that way and pick her up.

Thus, while the friendship between the two children developed to the point of their being all but inseparable, in school or out, that between the two women remained static. They eventually arrived at calling each other by their first names, but they progressed no further.

And then yesterday. Yesterday and the frog.

It was a Saturday. Jerri had said she would be walking over to Teresa's and would Olive please pick her up on the way from work. Leaving the restaurant about five, Olive drove home that way to collect her.

Stopping her car at the curb, she saw the two children under one of the handsome live oak trees in the side yard. Dark-haired Teresa sat cross-legged on the ground, intent on something her hands were doing in her lap. Blond Jerri stood watching her with sturdy legs outspread and arms akimbo. Neither seemed aware of the car.

Tired after a busy day, anxious to get home to a shower and a rest, Olive did not want to talk to Elizabeth. She would be forced to if she blew the horn and the woman came out. Leaning across the car seat, she put her head out the window and called not too loudly, "Hey! I'm here!"

Her daughter turned to look at her, but with obvious reluctance and only briefly. Without even a wave of recognition the child swung back to continue watching her playmate.

Oh damn, Olive thought, and got out of the car. "Jerri Jansen," she said as she went striding through the mottled shade of the yard toward them, "when I call you, I expect—"

She stopped as abruptly as though she had walked into a stone wall. Or a sudden icy shower. Or the middle of a horror movie. Her mouth opened. Her lips formed the words "My God!" but no-sound came out. She stood there unable even to say "Stop!"

In one small hand Teresa Crosser held a large, pale-green frog. Held it by the neck, in her lap, while she bent over it with her pursed lips only inches from its open mouth and her eyes peering into its eyes. Its long hind legs flexed jerkily against her wrist where its sharp feet had already reddened the tender skin. Between thumb and forefinger of her other hand the girl held a rusty nail, the point of which was clean and bright as though it had been rubbed on something, perhaps on a stone, to sharpen it.

With intense concentration the child brought the point of the nail to one eye of the frog, and Olive saw with horror that the other eye had already been pierced. Olive at last found her voice and cried "Stop!" but it was too late. The nail had gone home. The child would not have stopped anyway, she thought. Would not even have heard, so intense was her concentration.

From out of nowhere a voice said sharply, "Children, what are you—" and ended in a gasp. Olive glanced up and saw that Elizabeth Peckham had come from the house. "Teresa!" the woman screamed. "What are you doing?"

The child looked up but said nothing. She looked down at the frog again and withdrew the nail. The frog was still twitching when she tossed it to the ground and stood up. "I guess you have to go now," she said to Jerri. "Good-bye."

Elizabeth came out of her state of shock and-grabbed her niece by the wrist. "You come with me!" she sputtered. "At once! Never in my life have I seen anything like this!" With only a glance at Olive she spun about and marched to the veranda, jerking the child along beside her.

"Come, Jerri," Olive said and walked to the car with her daughter obediently following.

On the way home she demanded answers. "Whose idea was it?"

"Hers, Mommy."

"How? Did she get the idea first and go looking for a frog, or did you find the frog first?"

"We found it first."

"The nail. Where did she get the nail?"

"It was in a box of things we keep under the porch."

"She sharpened it? She deliberately sharpened it so she could put that poor creature's eyes out?"

"She scratched it on a stone."

"My God, baby, didn't you even try to stop her? Didn't you know it was wrong?"

"She said it was her frog. She caught it."

"Jerri, have you kids ever done anythin' like this before?"

"No, Mommy."

"Never, never do it again. You hear?"

"Yes, Mommy."

Afterward, when the shock had worn off somewhat, Olive tried to expel the incident from her mind. They were only children, after all. A frog meant no more to them than a lizard, a cockroach, a spider.

She knew, though, that any such attempt to rationalize what had occurred was wrong. One simply killed a spider or a cockroach; one didn't torture it. Thank God the child doing the torturing had been Teresa and not Jerri.

And now the phone call. After that ghastly business at the band concert, a telephone call from Elizabeth Peckham at quarter to twelve at night. Naturally, Olive, I've been trying to find out why, and just a few minutes ago Teresa broke down and told me. The fact is, Jerri put her up to it.

Oh, my God, Olive thought, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling above her bed. What's happening to us?
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In Keith Wilding's bedroom a clock turned a tape player on at seven A.M. Keith was adept at rigging up such devices and liked to wake to music.

So, for that matter, did Melanie Skipworth. He knew because she had been waking more often lately in his bedroom than in her own apartment, a development in their relationship that enormously delighted him. The selection this Monday morning was the Mozart flute and harp concerto, one of Melanie's favorites among his vast collection of tapes.

She snuggled into his arms when the music waked her and after lying close for a time, gently touching each other while the sound flowed over them, they made love. Neither had felt in the mood last night after the eerie occurrence at the concert. For a long time, in fact, they had simply lain there side by side trying to agree on some explanation for Jerri Jansen's behavior.

As they rested after the lovemaking, the subject came up again. "Do you suppose Vin will actually come to work today?" Melanie asked.

"He shouldn't. But, being Vin Otto, he probably will."

"Have you thought of what may happen, Keith? An awful lot of people heard Jerri accusing him. Practically everyone in town goes to those concerts now, you know. And it was in the parking area—all those people going to their cars. All of them right there." Though still low-pitched and musical, her voice was unusually tense.

"What do you mean, have I thought of what may happen?"

"Here at the nursery, when they find him still working for you after what he did, or what she said he did. Some of your customers may think you ought to fire him." When he did not immediately answer, she said anxiously, "Keith?"

"I know. I've thought about it. To hell with them." 

"You can't just say to hell with them if they're your customers."

"Can't I? Watch me."

"No, Keith. I'm serious. What will you do?"

After another brief silence he said, "Mel, Vin didn't touch that child. I don't know why she accused him but I know him, and
I'm positive he didn't do any such thing."

Melanie had already mentioned her theory that the youngster might have been dreaming. She repeated it now and Keith nodded.

"That has to be it, hon. It made sense last night and still does. She fell asleep. She dreamed he was touching her. She turned on him without really waking up." Leaning over, he kissed her slowly and thoroughly on the mouth before sliding out of bed. "Who makes breakfast?" he demanded then. Living alone, he had become a skillful cook and enjoyed proving it—at least to someone as appreciative as she.

"You do," she told him. "It's your turn. Besides, I want one of your fancy omelets."

Showered and dressed, Keith went into the kitchen while she was bathing, and took time to concoct a breakfast that would please her. He enjoyed pleasing her at all times but especially when she did him the honor of spending the night with him. They would marry eventually, of course. They both took that for granted. Meanwhile he ran the nursery and she her little gift shop in town, and except that they maintained separate residences and hadn't been pronounced man and wife by a third party, they were married. Into the omelets this morning went fresh sweet basil and chives from the herb garden outside the kitchen door, and immeasurable love.

After breakfast Melanie departed, driving off in her own small car, which had been in the yard since before the concert. She would go home before going to her gift shop. She lived in a rented apartment on the lake, not larger than the one Olive and Jerri Jansen occupied in town, but newer and nicer. Like Olive she was a Nebulon girl—had in fact been only a year behind Olive in high school. Her father, Sam Skipworth, owned a garage and was so respected a mechanic that he was given all the local farm machinery to fix. Her mother was shamefully fat but so unfailingly good-natured that no one thought a thing about it.

After watching her car turn at the gate, Keith went to work. There was much to do at the nursery, and except on special occasions he had only the one assistant. This morning he walked along rows of tropical fruit trees—sapodilla, custard apple, carambola—for the production of which he was beginning to acquire a reputation. People came from far away to buy them.

It was a little after eight o'clock. The low morning sun made an acre of shimmering leaves glisten as though they had just been dipped in dark green enamel. He loved every leaf.

He too had been born in Nebulon. After earning his degree at the University of Miami and failing to find a job, he had decided the social sciences were not for him anyway. While in college he had worked summers at a south Florida nursery to help pay expenses, and had found the work fulfilling. So that was it. Some men had to stumble around for years before finding their milieu. He was lucky; he had it right away.

Moving back to Nebulon where no one had thought of doing that kind of thing, he started the Wilding Nursery on a few dollars borrowed from his mother, who was well enough off to risk losing the money. His father, a builder, had been dead a year then, of a heart attack at the age of fifty-two.

Keith straightened from picking a caterpillar from a Guiana chestnut leaf. A car had turned in at the gate, the same car he had driven from the park last night after little Jerri Jansen had torn the face of its owner. Not only here but early, he thought, shaking his head in admiration. Wondering whether Vin had removed Doc Broderick's bandages, he hurried down the path to the nursery office.

No bandages, he noticed as the car stopped and Vin got out. But it might have been better had they been left on. On each side of Vin's face four deep lacerations were visible, like harrow tracks in smooth soil. An attempt had been made to hide them with some kind of cream, but the cream was too light in color.

"You should have stayed home today, pal," Keith said. "How you feeling?"

"Not bad. I know what I look like, but it does not pain very much."

"It sure looks painful enough." Keith turned to peer at the car. "You know, you really take care of this machine, pal. It sings."

Instead of smiling at the compliment, Vin said solemnly, "Well, yes, I suppose it does."

"I wish mine were in the same condition."

"It can be. If you would like me to work on it sometime . . ."

They were talking to hold back the silence, Keith realized. Both were foolishly embarrassed by the condition of Vin's face. This wouldn't do. Never one to tiptoe for long around the edge of an uncomfortable situation, he strode straight in to get it over with. "Vin, I want to ask you just one thing about last night. Was Jerri asleep before she turned on you? Could she have been dreaming?"

Without hesitation Vin said, "No, that is not possible. She was humming with the music. Those Scott Joplin rags they were playing, we have them on a record."

"I see."

"Believe me, I wish I could say yes to that question. I have thought about it—don't think I have not. But she was wide awake. Where she got the notion that I was touching her I just do not know, Keith. I could never do such a thing."

The awkward silence returned.

"Let's get at that citrus, shall we?" Keith said. "It's going to be a long job."

They budded citrus most of the day, transforming young lemon trees, grown from seed, into assorted orange and grapefruit trees. Keith had obtained the seed from a friend who owned a coffee plantation in the Blue Mountains of Jamaica, where that particular wild lemon had proved to be an exceptionally sturdy, disease-free stock on which to graft scions of more sophisticated citrus. He wanted to try it.

Interruptions were frequent, of course. A good thing too, for interruptions meant business. Every little while a car turned in at the gate and rolled down the nursery road to the office near the house. People wanted plants and shrubs. They sought vines. They inquired about fruit trees or ornamentals. Some also wanted to talk.

A Mrs. Maude Vetel was one of the talkers. Much overweight and florid of face, the lady was a person of importance in one of the town churches and came to see about having some flowering shrubs planted around the church parking lot. "Is that Mister Otto I see working over there?" she asked, lifting her eyebrows.

Keith was instantly on guard. "In the citrus, Mrs. Vetel? Yes."

"Really? After what happened in the park last night? I don't think I understand."

"In the park, Mrs. Vetel?"

"You were there, Mister Wilding. Very much there. Right in the midst of it, I'd say. That's what I've been told, at least."

Keith affected a shrug. "It was much ado about nothing, we think."

"Nothing, Mister Wilding?"

"Well, it seems the child was dreaming and woke up screaming. You know how kids are. Dreams can be pretty real to them." Oh Lord, Keith thought at once, how did I get lured into saying that. Now she'll have it all over town and people will ask Vin if that's what happened and he'll say no because he's so damned honest. "Anyway," he hedged, "that's what I think. And, as you say, I was right there on top of it."

"Your Miss Skipworth was there too," the lady said, somehow making the word your sound like an accusation. "Is it also what she thinks?"

"Yes, it is."

"And the child? Does she now say she was dreaming, after the terrible things she screamed in the park?"

Keith's anger was lava rising in a volcano, close to the top now and about to erupt. He stoppered the volcano by drawing in a slow, deep breath but knew nothing would keep it capped much longer with such pressure building up. "Mrs. Vetel," he said, "she doesn't remember the incident." Incident was a good word, properly casual. "The truth is, she must have been pretty tired, staying up so late. She fell asleep again on the way home. Then when she woke up and saw Vin, she actually asked who had scratched him. She's crazy about him, you know."

The stony scowl on Mrs. Vetel's face did not dissolve. "Well, I hope you're right," she said, obviously hoping nothing of the sort. "Because if there is one thing this town won't stand for, Mister Wilding, it's a molester of children. Do you remember Louis Neibert?"

"Who?"

"Perhaps you don't. You were away at college at the time, I believe. But you must have heard about him.

He had a shoe repair shop, and one day little Caroline Burney, who was just eight years old, accused him of taking her into his back room and fondling her when she went there alone to pick up some shoes. Then two other little girls found the courage to reveal he had done the same to them. Now do you remember?"

"Well—vaguely," Keith reluctantly admitted, realizing there was no way to escape without losing a customer. And not just one customer: probably others on his books who attended this one's church.

"And do you remember the reaction, Mister Wilding?" the lady went on relentlessly. "This town was up in arms. Groups of angry men met all over the place, trying to decide what to do about Mister Neibert. In the end it was determined he should be told to sell his business and leave town, and a group of the community's leading citizens went out to his house to tell him."

Keith nodded. "And found he'd already cleared out, I seem to recall."

"Yes. Exactly. And no one in Nebulon ever laid eyes on that man again, Mister Wilding. I hope you understand. That wasn't so very long ago, and this is still the same town. It hasn't changed its mind about such things."

"I'm sure it hasn't."

Mrs. Vetel seemed satisfied then, or at least willing to let the matter rest until she could learn more. But there were others. During the afternoon more customers implied they were not pleased at finding Vin Otto still working at the nursery. The worst of these did more than imply; he bluntly stated.

"What the hell's the matter with you, Wilding, keeping that son of a bitch on after what he did to that little girl? Don't you care?"

Keith's control had been worn thin by this time. Moreover, Leonard Quigley was a man who unfailingly found fault with anything sold to him and used his faultfinding as an excuse for not paying. He was a burly motorcycle cop for whom even his fellow policemen had no affection. "How do you know what Vin Otto did to the girl?" Keith challenged. "Were you there?"

"I heard about it."

"You heard about it. That's good enough? Why don't you ask the girl, and find out what really happened?"

"What the hell are you sore about?"

"I've been listening to cracks like yours all day long. I'm tired. I didn't realize this was such an uptight town."

"To hell with you, Wilding," the cop said darkly. "Anything goes with you college radicals. I just wish that girl would press charges against the bastard; that's what I wish."

Keith drew a deep breath to cap the volcano again, and said coldly, "What do you want here?"

"A tangelo tree, like you got advertised. Sell me one and don't expect to see me around here again as long as that SOB is working here."

"The tree will be six dollars."

"Put it on my tab."

"You already owe me more than forty."

"Shove it, then," Quigley snarled, and made thunder with his Harley-Davidson as he rode off.
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At four the citrus grafting was nearly finished and Keith gathered up half a dozen small tree hibiscus—Montezuma speciosissima they were tagged—for delivery to a customer. He put them in his truck, a jonquil yellow pickup with the words WILDING'S NURSERY lettered in green and gray on its sides. "You better go when you're through," he said to Vin. "I have a hunch Mrs. Ellstrom may want me to plant these."

Vin looked tired. The day must have been long for him with his face hurting. "Should I stop there on my way home and lend you a hand?"

"No. Go on home."

Mrs. Lois Ellstrom was principal of the school Teresa Crosser and Jerri Jansen attended. A fine woman, respected and liked. Her husband, Willard, was a photographer with a studio in the town's business section. In Nebulon if you needed a portrait of yourself, a batch of passport photos, an album of wedding pictures, or anything else that could be recorded on film, you went to Willard Ellstrom. He too was respected and liked.

They lived in the older residential part of Nebulon where at least a third of an acre of well-planted grounds surrounded every house, and the houses had high ceilings and spacious rooms. Keith always enjoyed working in that neighborhood. Today it seemed especially restful. He hoped Mrs. Ellstrom would want the hibiscus planted. He would like to be away from the nursery awhile in case any more Leonard Quigleys dropped in.

But the moment the lady answered her door he sensed something wrong and was both concerned and disturbed.

Mrs. Ellstrom was in her early forties, a handsome woman, plump but not fat, with prematurely gray hair. She had had polio as a child and still limped very slightly—a thing she was unduly sensitive about. She wore glasses. Through their lenses she peered at Keith as though puzzled by his presence.

"Yes, Mister Wilding?"

"Good afternoon, Mrs. Ellstrom. I've brought the hibiscus you ordered."

"Hibiscus?"

"You picked them out Friday, remember? You said you'd like to have them Monday, which is today. In the afternoon, you said, when you would be home from school." He was talking as though to a child, he realized. But the lost look on her face made him feel he had to.

"Oh?" she said. "Oh yes, of course." But she really didn't remember, he was certain. She was simply accepting his word for it. Her hands trembled. Even the one resting on the doorknob was unsteady. Before she could speak again, she had to wait for her lower lip to stop quivering too. "I—I don't quite know what I ought—" She stopped again in confusion.

"Would you like me to plant them for you, Mrs. Ellstrom? I believe you said Mr. Ellstrom had a lot of work this week and might not be able to find the time."

"Yes. That's right."

"I'll do it now. If you'll just come outside and show me where you want them."

"Just—just let me get my hat," she said, and disappeared into the house.

Keith waited, bewildered by what was happening. She was gone all of five minutes and wore a wide-brimmed straw hat when she reappeared. "My gardening hat," she said, as though telling him where to plant four small hibiscus were an exercise in gardening. "I think this way." But after limping a few yards from the porch she stopped, seemingly confused again. "No, this way perhaps." More limping. The limp was really noticeable today, Keith realized. Another abrupt halt. "Oh, dear, I just don't know," she stammered.

"Mrs. Ellstrom," Keith said with compassion, "don't you feel well?"

She shook her head. "I'm—I'm afraid I'm terribly upset."

"Is there something I can do? Can I call your husband? Or a doctor?"

"No, no. No, please, Mister Wilding. I'll be all right."

"But—"

"Something terrible happened in school today. I must stop thinking about it, that's all. But if you could come back tomorrow . . . ? Would you? Please? Come tomorrow?"

"Of course." Keith put a gentle hand on her arm and turned her toward the house, wishing there were some way he could help her but not knowing how. At his touch she let her breath out in a shuddery sigh, perhaps in relief at not having to continue her struggle for self-control.

He walked her slowly to the door. There he said, "Tomorrow, Mrs. Ellstrom" but waited on the stoop to be sure she would be able to pull the door shut.

She did so at last, trying to smile to show her appreciation.

Returning to his pickup, he took out the four hibiscus and left them in their burlap root-wrappings under a handsome flame-of-the-forest tree in the yard. Then he drove downtown. If he could not plant the trees, he could at least delay his return to the nursery by calling on Melanie Skipworth. If, of course, she was not busy. He had telephoned her earlier in the day, but phoning this girl was a poor substitute for being with her.

He passed the photography studio of Lois Ellstrom's husband and was tempted to stop. But what could he say to the man? "Mister Ellstrom, I've just talked to your wife and she seems deeply disturbed about something that happened at school. Perhaps you ought to go home?" He didn't know Willard Ellstrom that well. He drove on by.

Nor did he, after all, stop at Melanie's. The shop was open, but as he approached it a man and woman unknown to him—tourists, probably—stopped peering at the window display and with obvious enthusiasm went on in. He might have to wait quite a while for a chance to see Mel alone.

As he headed homeward in frustration he wondered again what Mrs. Ellstrom, usually so self-assured, had been so dramatically upset about.
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Lois Ellstrom did not know what to do. She had blundered, she knew she had blundered, and she could lose her job for it. Still wearing the gardening hat she had put on to show Mr. Wilding where to plant the hibiscus, she sat in her kitchen and thought about it while waiting for her husband to come home.

The worst part of the whole thing was that Mrs. Hostetter, the mayor's wife, had not believed her. Mrs. Hostetter had not come right out and said so, of course, but she knew it was a fact.

But then, she herself would never have believed Raymond could be guilty of such behavior had she not seen it with her own eyes. Raymond Hostetter had always been one of the nicest little boys in the whole school. Always polite. Always gentle.

Why had he done it?

She had been standing at a window in her office when it happened. At least, when the first part of it happened, for in evaluating the incident one ought to consider it in its separate phases. At a window, yes. As she often did at recess in order to watch the children at play in the school yard. A good teacher should always watch her children at play when time permitted. One learned so much about them that way.

The popular recess diversion just now was a marbles game, at least for grades two and three, which were the ones in the yard at the time. Almost every child in those grades brought a collection of glass marbles to school. Most were transparent with gay swirls of color in them as if tiny rivers of dye were imprisoned inside. Pretty. As for the game itself, some child with a good eye and a steady hand would take a stick and draw a circle perhaps ten feet in diameter in the playground earth. Another would scoop out a shallow depression in the center. Then any number of youngsters would kneel or squat outside the circle and try to roll the marbles into the hole. There were some childishly complicated rules, of course. Games had to have rules. Lois hadn't the slightest idea how a winner was determined.

From the window she had been watching such a game, a big one involving at least twenty children. Quite exciting, too, if one were to judge by the shouting and jumping up and down that went on. The odd thing was that Raymond Hostetter was not one of the players. He was not even an interested spectator. He sat alone on a bench at the far end of the yard, listlessly making marks in the dirt with a stick. She had noticed him because almost no one ever used that bench; it was too isolated. She had wondered if perhaps he didn't feel well. He was not a robust child.

But she was watching the other children, not Raymond, when it happened. The game had been going on for quite some time and the ground inside the circle was strewn with glass marbles flashing and sparkling in the sunlight. And suddenly there was Raymond, roughly thrusting two kneeling girls aside and striding across the line into the circle.

The children were dumbfounded. Naturally. Rude behavior like this from Raymond Hostetter who was always so gentle? It was not possible.

He walked to the center of the circle, and there was something strange about the way he walked. Lois Ellstrom got the distinct impression that he was not a child any more but a giant of a man, old and knowing and somehow evil. Slowly turning, he touched every child with his gaze, and the children recoiled as though seared. Then he slowly walked about, putting his right foot on each of the pretty marbles and grinding them one by one into the soft earth.

Not a voice was raised in protest, perhaps because of the expression on his face and the strangely challenging light in his eyes.

Then Miss Aube, the teacher in the yard at the time, at last awoke to what was happening and ran to stop it.

Stephanie Aube was the second-grade teacher, a pretty woman of twenty-seven who loved her pupils and was adored by them. She was really not equipped to handle disciplinary problems. In her four years at the school she simply hadn't had any of consequence. This totally unexpected behavior by one of the mildest boys in school unnerved her, and she had no idea how to cope with it, obviously. Grabbing at Raymond Hostetter's arm, she shook him and demanded shrilly, "What are you doing?"

Raymond bared his teeth and laughed in her face. Stephanie recoiled as though slapped, but recovered and snatched at him again. She was angry now. "You wicked boy!" she said loudly. "You come with me!"

Hauling him after her—it seemed he was not a giant after all—she crossed the yard at a stumbling trot, unaware that she was all but pulling his arm out of its socket. A moment later she dragged him after her into the principal's office, where Lois Ellstrom, badly shaken, was struggling to prepare herself to confront them.

"Mrs. Ellstrom," Stephanie blurted, "this boy—"

"I saw it," Lois said. "Raymond, sit down." With what she hoped was a commanding gesture, she indicated the chair she usually sat pupils in when she talked to them.

Grinning at her, Raymond said in a voice that dripped sarcasm, "Yes, Mrs. Ellstrom."

"All right, Miss Aube. You may go."

Obviously relieved, Stephanie Aube hurried from the office, closing the door behind her.

Lois stepped around her desk, sat down, looked at the boy, and said, "Why, Raymond?"

"Why what, Mrs. Ellstrom?"

"You know what I mean. I stood here at the window and watched what you did. Why did you do it?"

"I wanted to."

"You wanted to? You, one of the nicest boys in school, suddenly wanted to do something nasty and ugly, so you just did it?"

"Ah, shut up," said second-grader Raymond Hostetter calmly.

Almost too stunned to reply, Lois did manage to gasp out, "What? What did you say?"

His mouth curled. "I said shut up, you fucking old cripple. Who gives a shit about you?"

Lois Ellstrom heard herself struggle for breath and felt a sudden sharp pain in her chest. The pain slowly departed but left her chilled and trembling. Children in this school, of which she was the principal, did not speak the way Raymond Hostetter had just spoken, not even in this permissive day and age. They simply did not.

And Raymond Hostetter with his almost angelic face was the boy she least would have expected to use such language. Shut up? You fucking old cripple? Who gives a shit? Dear God! This boy's father, the town's mayor and owner of Nebulon's lucrative Cadillac agency, was a handsome, soft-spoken man of great charm. His mother was the kind of woman you would expect to be the wife of such a man. The family lived in one of the half dozen private homes on the lake—the most exclusive homes in Nebulon.

And that word cripple. No one—no one—had ever hurled that cruel word at Lois Ellstrom before.

She looked at Raymond in horror. Completely relaxed, he sat there and grinned at her, seemingly delighted by her reaction to his incredible behavior. Were his staring eyes an unusual color, a kind of burnt red, or was she imagining that? She was imagining it, of course. She wasn't herself.

What in heaven's name was she to say to him?

"Raymond, I don't think you know what you are doing. I'm sure you don't. That kind of language, wherever you heard it—" The telephone on her desk saved her from blundering deeper into that quagmire. It rang, and with an almost physical feeling of escape she snatched up the instrument and turned her back on the boy. Just being able to say "Nebulon School, Mrs. Ellstrom speaking" was like stepping back through the looking glass or out of the rabbit hole into a sane world again.

It was a parent with a problem. She was glad to discuss the problem. Anything to postpone a resumption of her confrontation with Raymond. When the parent hung up, she braced herself before turning back to face the boy.

His chair was empty. He was nowhere in the room. The door to the corridor was open.

Stunned, she crossed the room at a limping run and glanced along the hall. The hall was empty. She ran to the yard. It was full of children, and she had to stand and look for several minutes before she could be certain he was not among them. Panicky now, she hurried the full length of the building to the front door but knew he would be out of sight had he fled that way.

Ten minutes later, convinced with the help of some of the teachers that Raymond was nowhere on the school premises, she was back in her office. Knowing she must call the boy's home, she hesitated before the phone on her desk as though, like a snake, it might fatally strike her if she touched it. It did not strike, but she felt as though it had as she waited for an answer after dialing.

It was Raymond's mother who answered. Lois haltingly told her what had happened, forcing herself to repeat the boy's exact words. It was not easy to use such words when speaking to the wife of Nebulon's mayor, but she felt she could do no less if her report were to have any impact.

Raymond's mother was obviously upset. "Mrs. Ellstrom, I don't understand," she kept saying. It finally seemed to penetrate her confusion that her son had run away from the school. "But where could he have gone?" she cried then. "He isn't here."

Perhaps he hadn't had time to get there yet, Lois suggested. That must be it. But she hoped—oh, she did hope—that he would go directly home. Would Mrs. Hostetter call her when he arrived? Please? At once?

Mrs. Hostetter would not commit herself. Obviously she was annoyed. "I'm going to phone my husband," she said. "Good-bye, Mrs. Ellstrom." She hung up.

She did not call back, but an hour or so later a police car stopped at the school and two members of Nebulon's small force asked Lois a number of questions. She sensed that they too were annoyed with her. If she had not allowed Raymond to disappear, they could be making better use of their time. They seemed especially annoyed that she could not tell them in which direction Raymond had fled. They departed shaking their heads.

When the school day ended and the children left, she again searched the building. Every room. Every niche in every room. She called the Hostetter residence. A maid answered the phone and said that no, Mrs. Hostetter was not there and no, Raymond had not shown up yet.

Not knowing what else to do then, Lois went home. That nice Mr. Wilding from the nursery had come with the hibiscus plants Willard wanted for beside the garage. He had seen she was upset and had gone away promising to return tomorrow. For a long time she just sat in the kitchen feeling numb. Then she telephoned Willard and begged him to come home because she was in trouble.

Why didn't he come after saying he would? Or hadn't there been time enough yet? That was it; there hadn't been time enough. Why had Raymond Hostetter, that lovely little boy, done such an ugly thing in the playground and behaved so awfully in the office? Had his eyes really turned that peculiar color? Where was he now if he hadn't gone home? He was only a little boy in the second grade, seven years old. He mustn't go wandering all around town in his present state.

Through the kitchen window she saw her husband's car turn into the driveway. He bent himself out of it—he was a very tall man—almost before it came to a stop. She stood up and went to the door with tears in her eyes. The door opened and Willard took her straight into his arms, gently saying, "What is it, sweetheart? What's the matter?"

It took her a long time to tell him the story, and he was fidgeting before she finished. He was like that. Thin and wiry with only a few wisps of silky hair left, he was several years older than she but seemed younger because of his pink complexion and unflagging energy. Though gentle by nature, he could never be called a patient man. "Tidy yourself," he said briskly. "We'll go find out what's happened."

"Go where, Willard?"

"The Hostetters', of course. Where else?"

"But should we? After all, he's the mayor."

"He sells cars, too," Willard said, shaking his head at her in mild reproach. "Come now. You've had a bad day and your face shows it."

On the way to the Hostetters' Willard asked a few questions, saying he wanted to be sure he had the story straight. He asked if she were certain of what Raymond had said in her office. "He actually called you a cripple? You're positive?"

"Yes, he did."

"And used those gutter words? You couldn't be mistaken about that?"

"He used the words, Willard. Do you think I'd invent such a thing?"

"Strange." He shook his head. "Calling you a cripple is bad enough, God knows, but kids do tend to be cruel at times. Where he got the rest of it is a mystery, though. I'd be willing to bet he's never heard such talk at home."

"Perhaps he got it from a playmate," Lois said.

"I suppose that's possible."

"Anyway, he said what I've told you he said. I'm not mistaken."

At the lake he turned in past some new apartment houses—Melanie Skipworth lived in one of them—and followed the shore drive to a row of private homes. The mayor's house was handsomely built of old colonial brick with white wooden columns flanking its entrance. There were a dozen or more cars in the crescent of driveway, including a number of police cars. There was a police motorcycle, too.

"He hasn't been found," Willard speculated aloud. "There wouldn't be this crowd here if he had been."

Lois said, "Dear, I'm frightened. I don't think we ought—"

"Wait here," he told her, stopping the car and bending himself out of it.

He walked with long strides to the house and found the white front door open and a cluster of men standing in a large entrance hall, talking. The mayor was one of them, a normally very handsome man who now looked only harassed and anxious. After a brief hesitation Willard went toward him but was stopped by a burly individual in the brown uniform and black boots of a motorcycle cop. He had a scowling face nearly as red as the bricks of the house, and his name, Willard knew, was Leonard Quigley.

"Something you want?" Quigley demanded.

"I'd like to speak to the mayor."

"Uh-uh. He's busy."

Willard thought of persisting but decided not to. By reputation this particular guardian of law and order was not a man you could successfully argue with. "Tell me then," he said, "has the boy been found yet?"

"No."

"But he left the school before noon. In a town this size—"

"Mister Ellstrom," Quigley said, "if we knowed where he was, he wouldn't be missin' and we wouldn't be lookin' all over hell and creation for him. Now you'll have to excuse me. I got things to do."

With a glance at the group around the mayor, Willard returned to his car. "I'm sorry," he said to Lois. "They seem to be pretty busy. I couldn't talk to anyone. But the boy is still missing."

Lois bit her lip and made a sobbing sound.

"Now, now," he said, touching her hand, "it isn't your fault, no matter what you may think. And they'll find him before long. I'm sure they will."

He drove out of the crescent driveway and headed for home.

Inside the mayor's house Leonard Quigley said to a younger policeman beside him, "It's stupid, searchin' the whole lousy town. You mark what I say, we'll end up with that guy Otto. We had a molester of kids in this town once before, and I know what I'm talking about. I know how we handled him, too."
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The man and woman Keith Wilding saw going into Melanie's Gift Shop that afternoon were tourists from Rhode Island. "What a nice shop!" the woman exclaimed to her husband. "I knew we'd find something in a town as pretty as this." What they sought was a souvenir of their trip to take home, something of Florida but worthwhile too.

They had no trouble finding it. Melanie had discovered an old man on the edge of the Everglades who carved the birds of the Glades—cranes, ibises, egrets, and a dozen others—out of Florida woods. Using only a jackknife and sandpaper, he turned out creations so real they seemed likely to cry out and take wing if disturbed. The delighted couple from New England bought three of them.

Soon after the departure of these happy customers, Olive Jansen came into the shop.

"Hi," Melanie greeted her. "Aren't you off early?"

"I asked off." Olive looked tired and wan as she sank onto a small chair Melanie kept for customers who might not want to stand. The remarkable yellow hair was not quite tidy. The Cupid's-bow mouth trembled. "I have to talk to you, Mel. I'm scared."

Melanie leaned on the glass showcase and nodded.

"Last night after the three of you left my place," Olive said, "Elizabeth Peckham called. You know how Jerri's been goin' over there to play with the Crosser girl. Well, Saturday when I stopped by there to pick her up . . . " In a voice that refused to be steady, she told about the frog, and then repeated what Elizabeth had said on the phone. Talking about it seemed to have a beneficial effect on her. Almost angrily she said in conclusion, "It doesn't have to be true, of course. How do I know if it is or not?"

"You don't."

"She just about admitted she'd had Teresa on the witness stand ever since it happened. From Saturday afternoon till Sunday night is a long time. You know? The child could have blamed Jerri just to get out of it, couldn't she?"

"She could indeed. What does Jerri say?"

Olive exhaled heavily and shook her head. "I'm a coward, Mel. I haven't told her about the phone call."

"Because of what happened in the park?"

"I suppose so. One thing on top of the other, you know? Jeeze. I'm scared out of my wits."

"You remember my theory about what happened in the park?" Melanie said. "That Jerri might have been dreaming? Well, Keith agreed with me, but we were wrong. He phoned at noon and said he'd spoken with Vin, and Jerri was never asleep. Where is she now?"

"My mother's."

"Why don't you take her over to Doc Broderick? Tell him what's been happening and let him talk to her. I know he's not a psychiatrist, but he's awfully good. Especially with children." She gestured toward the phone on her desk. "Go on. Call him."

"My God, Mel, what can I tell him? That Jerri accused Vin of feelin' her up and clawed his face? That she put Teresa Crosser up to pokin' a frog's eyes out?"

"He knows about Vin's face, of course. And you aren't sure she was the guilty one at Teresa's house; you can only tell him what Elizabeth said. Go on, Olive, call him. Doc will know what to do."

Olive slowly shook her head. "Not just like that. Jeeze. I got to think about it."

"Think about it then. Look, suppose Keith and I come over this evening. Will Vin be there?"

Olive nodded.

"The four of us can talk. Maybe we'll be able to figure something out."

"All right." Olive stood up and her mouth trembled. "Tonight then. Don't let me down now, will you?"

"Call Doc."

"If I can screw up enough courage."

It was closing time when Olive departed. Melanie emptied the cash register and put the day's receipts in a small safe Keith had found for her. She walked around the shop, rearranging a few items that had been moved from their proper places during the day. A gift shop ought to be neat, she felt. Otherwise it could easily become a kind of junk shop and turn people off. Locking the door behind her, she glanced at her watch. It was after five as she began the walk to her apartment on the lake. She always walked to and from work when she could, using her car only when forced to by time or the weather.

A police car sped past and she frowned. There had been an unusual amount of police activity throughout the afternoon. Had something happened, or was it just coincidence? She shrugged. There was no point in guessing. If anything had occurred, it would be on the news at six. Nebulon had a bright, busy radio station that always did a good job of reporting local happenings.

Leaving the business section, she entered the park.

This was always the part of the walk she enjoyed most. About six acres in extent, the park ran along one side of the lake. On the other side were three new apartment houses—she lived in one—and some elegant private homes. Flowers and flowering shrubs filled the air with exotic scents. The winding paths were cool in the shade of handsome red maples and live oaks. There was a rustic bandstand of weathered cypress where the band played on Sunday evenings.

Another who enjoyed walking in the park was Ruby Fortuna. Mrs. Ruby Fortuna. Before her marriage to Joe Fortuna, thirteen months ago, she had been Ruby Perez. She was nineteen, black-haired, pretty, and vivacious. She laughed a lot. Nebulon's park reminded her a little of a park in the small Cuban town she had left when she was eleven years old.

This afternoon Ruby wore a tight-fitting, pale-blue pantsuit and happily pushed a baby carriage. The infant in the carriage was her first-born, Joseph Fortuna, Junior, as good-looking and good-natured as his mother. He talked to himself without pause, using hands as well as mouth, while Ruby wheeled him along the park paths. People passing looked down at him and smiled, made happier by his antics. Some of them then looked at Ruby and smiled at her too.

Life was good. Her husband, Joe, had a fine job as a mechanic and they had just made the down payment on a little house their hearts were set on. The baby was a joy. Just look at him, would you. Everybody loved him.

Ruby halted. A little way off, through the trees, something that glittered caught her attention. It was a drinking fountain. No one was near it, but she could see bubbling. Something must be stuck.

She was thirsty, she realized. She had been walking the baby for an hour, at least. Besides, someone ought to shut the fountain off, or try to. It wasn't right to waste water that way.

She looked to see whether the path she was on would bring her to the fountain if she continued to follow it. It wouldn't; it went on down the lakeshore to the bandstand. She could wheel the carriage over the grass, of course, but you probably weren't supposed to do that.

She put the brake on and leaned over the carriage to look at her son. "Mommy's going for a drink, Mister Joseph Fortuna, Junior." She made a face at him that produced a gurgle of delight and an explosion of bubbles. "Don't you go flirting with the girls now. I'll be back in a jiff."

Giving one of his tiny feet a loving shake, she hurried off through the trees.

The fountain was stuck, she discovered. It was one of those with a button you pushed down when you wanted water to shoot up, and the button was stuck in the down position. She drank her fill and then had to work on the jammed mechanism for a minute or so before it let go and the water stopped spurting.

When it finally did stop, she felt proud of herself. Now she could tell Joe she had fixed a park fountain. He liked her to be able to fix things. He was always teaching her how to change faucet washers, make the toilet stop running when it wouldn't—things like that. A wife ought to know how to do those things, he said.

Smiling at herself, she hurried back through the trees to the path and bent over the carriage to tell Joe Junior how smart she was.

Her smile abruptly vanished. All the color disappeared from her face, leaving it pasty white. Her mouth fell open as though to voice a scream.

The carriage was empty.

She did not scream. She was just not a screaming woman. Swiftly straightening, she looked about her, her sandals remaining glued to the path while her slim, taut body twisted this way and that as she tried to look everywhere in a hurry. The baby could not have got out of the carriage by himself. Impossible. He had been lifted out, then. Whoever had taken him could not be far away; she hadn't been gone that long.

Nothing. Nobody. The path in both directions was empty. There was no sign of anyone by the lake or in the trees toward the fountain.

She began to tremble. Her mouth, especially, began to quiver. Still making no sound except the quickened sound of her breathing, she left the carriage and went racing to the top of a small rise. From there she could see the path for another hundred yards, at least.

Four persons were on it. Two men walked slowly toward her, one of them talking a blue streak and using his hands almost as much as little Joey did. Behind them an old couple puttered along, arm in arm. No one else.

Scared now, really scared, Ruby Fortuna whirled about and ran at top speed in the other direction. This way the path turned toward the lake and went winding through the trees along the shore. She couldn't see far ahead because of the trees.

She ran until she reached the bandstand, from where she could see she was wrong again. There were a few people sitting on benches near the stand, but no one with a baby. No cars in the parking area. Nothing.

She turned and raced back to the carriage, gasping for breath now and whispering over and over, "Please, God, please!" Shaking with fear, she peered again into the empty carriage. Then slowly, with ultimate dread rising in her like a tide that must drown her, she backed away and turned to look at the lake.

Forty feet away the water shone darkly behind its screen of trees, its almost calm surface littered with floating leaves. Near the shore something white, the size of a beach ball, floated among the leaves. It might have escaped her notice had she not been so desperately searching.

A beach ball? She suddenly knew it was not, and her tense body began to tremble as though struck by a blast of arctic wind. What floated there was the baby she was looking for. Some part of his clothing had trapped a pocket of air

Now at last she would have screamed, but her throat was numb and she had no voice. All she could do was race open-mouthed and silent through the screen of trees and go plunging with out-flung arms into the lake.

The muddy bottom sucked at her feet, pulling her sandals off. It caused her to lose her balance and fall forward. The dark water closed over her, but in a fury of motion she struggled back up and kept going.

Her hands at last fastened on the thing floating there. Gasping and choking from the murky water she had swallowed, she snatched it from the lake and staggered back onto the grass with the baby in her arms. There she fell to her knees and peered like a madwoman into its face, seeking a sign of life.

There was no life. The child's mouth was fixed open as though in one last agonizing gasp for air, his sucked-in cheeks resembling those of a soft rubber doll squeezed out of shape by a cruel owner. A cloudy white veil had fallen over the half-open eyes that only a few minutes earlier had been so bright with mirth. His arms and legs hung limp, as though the bones in them had melted.

At last she made a sound, lowering her baby to the grass and uttering a loud, shuddery wail above it. The wail caught the attention of the two men she had seen on the path earlier. They stopped in their tracks and lurched about to locate the source of that awful noise. Then they broke into a run toward her.

At first they saw only her, and the anguish on her face as she rocked there on her knees with the torrent of grief pouring to heaven from her bent-back head. Then they saw the small shape in front of her knees, wrapped in sodden baby clothes and partly hidden by the height of the grass. "Oh, Jesus!" one said, and the faces of both were made shapeless by the shock of it. But, recovering, they stumbled closer to try to help.

Melanie Skipworth became aware of the commotion when she reached the bandstand. Something was going on there where the path she followed curved close to the lake and ran along the water's edge for a short distance. Curious, she quickened her pace.

A loose ring of spectators had formed on the grass some twenty feet from the lake. Inside it a man on hands and knees leaned over an infant that could not be more than two or three months old. His mouth covered the baby's mouth as he attempted resuscitation. The infant's clothes and hair were wet.

A woman knelt there too, twisting her hands together and moaning as she watched the man's efforts. A terrible anguish distorted her pretty face. Her raven-black hair was wet and hung in limp strands to her shoulders. She wore a pale-blue pantsuit that clung soddenly to her kneeling figure. Her feet were bare.

Melanie reached the circle of hushed onlookers and found herself standing next to a Mrs. Gramiak from her own apartment building. "My God, Helen," she said in her usual low voice, "is the baby . . . ? What happened?"

"I don't know. I saw the girl splashing around in the lake and she came out with the child in her arms. That man took it from her and has been trying to revive it. Another man ran to telephone the rescue team."

Melanie stood staring, her face ashen and heart pounding so hard she felt it might burst.

The crowd grew a little larger, though there were never many people passing through the park at this hour. Melanie's gaze swept the circle of intent faces. The only other one she recognized was that of the mayor's little boy, Raymond. Living in one of the elegant homes on the other side of the lake, he often played in the park and sometimes spoke to her as she walked through on her way to or from work.

She heard the pulsing wail of an approaching siren. At the same time, a policeman came sprinting across the grass and burst through the circle of spectators. He looked down at the man giving mouth-to-mouth respiration. After watching for a moment he nudged the man aside and took his place. The policeman seemed more sure of himself, but the infant's face remained a death mask.

The fire department's rescue wagon wailed its way to the parking lot but could come no farther because of the trees. Firemen trotted the rest of the way burdened with equipment. They took over from the policeman. He in turn drew the woman away so she would not impede their efforts. Melanie was close enough to hear him say, "What happened, ma'am? Can you tell me?"

That must have been what the woman wanted: to tell someone, to let it out. Almost hysterically she said, "I only left him for a minute, to go to the fountain for a drink of water. Only a minute! When I got back, the carriage was empty and I thought he'd been stolen. I ran around looking for him. Whoever took him couldn't be far away; I wasn't gone that long. But I couldn't find him. Then—oh, my God—I saw him in the lake. Somebody must have taken him out of the carriage and thrown him in the water." The hysteria fled and her voice diminished to a whisper. And suddenly Raymond Hostetter was standing there saying, "She's lying."

The policeman said "What?" before he realized who had spoken. Then he said hoarsely, "Hey! We've been looking all over for you!"

"She's lying," Raymond repeated. He stood very straight and still, one thin arm rigidly pointing at the baby's mother. "She did it herself," he said calmly in a high, reedy voice. "I saw her do it. She took the baby out of the carriage herself and walked down to the lake and threw it in. The story she just told you is a lie."

The crowd gasped.

There was a flurry of activity on the grass then. A fireman stood up with the infant in his arms. Another said to the policeman, "We're taking him to the wagon. Better bring his mother along."

The woman had turned to stare at Raymond. She looked at him as though she could not believe she had heard him say what he had just said. If she had any thought of answering him, though, the policeman dispelled it by saying, "Go with them, ma'am. I'll be right along."

He turned to Melanie, and she saw he was having trouble deciding where his duty lay. "Miss Skipworth," he said, "you suppose -you could do me a favor and take Raymond home? He's been missing since before noon, in case you don't know. Ran away from school.

If he was to disappear again now, I'd be in big trouble. But that woman and her baby . . ."

"I'll walk him home."

"Thanks."

Taking the boy's hand, she said, "Come on, Raymond," and was glad to get him and herself away from the onlookers who, after hearing him accuse the woman, were staring at him as though they too were incapable of believing he had said it. Leaving the small crowd behind, she said, "So you ran away from school, did you'? Why?"

"I wanted to."

"Well, I suppose that's as good a reason as any. Especially if you're the mayor's son. Where did you go?"

"I'm not telling."

"You're not telling. All right, I don't really want to know. But I would like to know why you told that awful lie back there about that poor woman."

"It wasn't a lie. That's what she did—she took the baby out of the carriage and threw it in the lake."

They were alone now on a path made almost dark by the broad, spreading crown of one of the largest trees in the park. Raymond's home was in sight. Still holding his hand, Melanie halted, forcing him to halt too. "Raymond Hostetter," she said, "I don't believe you."

He smiled. It was a frightening kind of smile, not childish at all but old and wise. "You will, though," he said calmly, and Melanie wondered whether his eyes were really the color they seemed to be.

If the tree under which they stood had been a turkey oak in the fall, with a turkey oak's flaming red leaves, she could have blamed the strange glow on that. But it wasn't. It was a live oak and its leaves were green.

A few minutes after seven that evening Dr. Norman Broderick—"Doc" he was called by nearly everyone—said good-bye to Olive and Jerri Jansen and locked his office door. He had no evening hours on Mondays and would not have seen these two so late in the day had not Olive seemed so distraught over the phone when requesting an appointment.

Lighting a cigarette—he allowed himself five a day now—he climbed a flight of stairs and entered his living room. A widower, he lived alone on a tree-lined street near the library, using the downstairs floor of the house for his practice and the remodeled upstairs for his living quarters. He was fifty-six years old and a fine specimen of manhood, with a mop of unruly dark hair that would have looked more appropriate on a medical student.

Strange, he thought, relaxing in his favorite chair to enjoy his smoke. Damned strange, the way little Jerri Jansen had answered some of his questions. What was the meaning of that repeated reference to a door?

In the beginning he had talked to the two of them together, thinking they had come only about Jerri's behavior at the concert. He knew about that, of course. Vin Otto had come for treatment last night after it happened. And Olive did talk about it for a while, mainly to bring out the point that the child did not remember the incident. Then she had gone on to talk about the frog and Elizabeth Peckham's accusatory telephone call.

This he found more interesting. Elizabeth had been a patient of his until a couple of years ago. Then for some reason she had switched to old Victor Yambor in the nearby town of Glendevon. Yambor had been Gustave Nebulon's doctor and was practically retired now. She took Teresa to the old man too, though he, Broderick, had brought her into the world and looked after her parents while they lived.

He had asked both Olive and Jerri a number of questions, getting nowhere much and realizing at last he was just going in circles. Then he said, "Suppose you sit in the waiting room, Olive, while Jerri and I discuss a few deep secrets."

Olive left the room and he beckoned the little girl to him. He lifted her onto his knee. "Now tell me," he said, "is it true what Teresa told Miss Peckham, that you put her up to doing that to the frog?"

"Uh-uh." Emphatically she wagged her head in denial.

"I didn't think it could be. What do you do when you go over there, anyway?"

"We just play."

"At what?"

"Different things. Like hide-and-seek."

"Hide-and-seek, hey? I used to play that when I was your age. Where do you play it, outdoors or in the house?"

"Both, but mostly in the house. Sometimes we open the door."

"What door?"

"The door. But I'm not supposed to tell. It's a secret."

"Who says it's a secret? Teresa?"

"Uh-huh. She says if I tell, we won't get to open it any more. So don't you let on I said anything."

Doc had never been inside the Gustave Nebulon house—Elizabeth had not lived there when she was his patient—and had no idea what she was talking about. The word door intrigued him. He said, "Where is this door, Jerri?"

She shrugged. "I don't know."

"You open a door and you don't know where it is? What kind of talk is that?"

"Well, I don't. Honest."

He had been told that Elizabeth Peckham used only part of the huge house and kept a number of rooms locked. Old Gustave too was said to have used only part of it after his wife died and he sent the servants packing. "You mean you go into one of those closed-up rooms?" he asked the child on his knee.

She briskly wagged her head. "I'm not telling."

"It must be kind of spooky, going into a room that's been shut up so long. Does Miss Peckham know you go in there?"

"I'm not telling."

"I bet there's lots of interesting things in that room. Old things that used to belong to Mister Nebulon." The child tried to wriggle off his knee but he held her. "But if you go into a locked-up room, you must know where the door is. So you lied to me just now, didn't you?"

"I wasn't talking about that door," she said with a snort of impatience.

Hold on, boy, here we go 'round in circles again, Doc thought. But he persisted a while longer. "All right. You open a locked door, or at any rate one that's usually kept closed, and you go into one of those secret rooms, but that isn't the door you've been talking about. Where is the one you're talking about?"

"I told you I don't know."

"But you said a while back that you and Teresa sometimes open it. How can you open it if you don't know where it is?"

"I'm not telling.

"Well, what do you do when you go through it?"

"We don't go through."

"What's the good of opening it, then?"

"I'm not telling. If I tell, we can't ever do it again. I told you that. Please . . . can I go home now?"

He tried for a few minutes longer but it was no use. Either she was determined not to tell him more or there was no more to tell. Reluctantly he walked her out to the waiting room, where he managed to convey to Olive that he had better not talk to her with Jerri present and would phone her later.

Seated in his easy chair, Doc finished his cigarette and carefully stubbed it out. Strange. He had always had a desire to see the inside of that old house, and now his curiosity was keener than ever.

He thought of something. Rising, he crossed the living room and went into his study.

The telephone on his desk there began ringing before he reached it. Annoyed, he picked it up. "Yes?"

"Norman, this is Will. Are you very busy?" Willard Ellstrom never called him Doc.

"Well, I'll be damned. I was just about to call you and ask if . . . Never mind. Is something wrong?"

"It's Lois. Did you hear the local news this evening?"

"No.
"

"There was a baby drowned in the park lake. She feels she . . . Look, Norman, it's too long a story for the telephone. Can you come over?"

"I want to. It's what I was going to call you for, to ask if I might."

"Good, good."

"Be there in ten minutes," Doc said, and hung up.

He could have walked—it was perhaps a quarter mile from his place near the library to the Ellstrom home on Carissa Road. There had been an urgency in his friend's voice that dissuaded him, though, and he took his car. It was a Cadillac purchased only a month ago at the agency of Nebulon's Mayor Hostetter. When he got out of it at his destination, six-foot-five Willard Ellstrom was on the veranda waiting for him like a basketball player at the foul line drawing deep breaths to steady himself for a shot.

They did not shake hands. They were old friends and felt no need to. "What's wrong?" Doc asked as they went inside.

"I'm afraid Lois may be going to have a breakdown."

"Nonsense. Why?"

"She blames herself for what happened."

They entered the living room and Lois Ellstrom struggled up from her chair as Doc walked toward her. He took her hands and peered at her face. "Oh-oh," he said. "What in God's name have you been up to? You trying to put yourself in the hospital?"

Normally she would have answered with a gentle repartee. Now she remained silent, her mouth quivering.

"Easy now," Doc said. "Sit down, Lois."

As she lowered herself back into the chair, he watched her. She seemed to have trouble controlling her movements, those of her legs especially.

He motioned Willard to sit too, and found a chair for himself. "All right. What's been going on?"

Lois told him about the marble game in the school yard and Raymond Hostetter's behavior in her office. About the boy's flight from school and his subsequent disappearance. Willard took over and told of their visit to the Hostetter residence. "Then we turned on the local news at six and heard about the baby," he said. "And Lois insists it wouldn't have happened if—"

"I haven't heard about the baby," Doc reminded him. "What happened?"

"A two-month-old infant was taken from its carriage and thrown into the park lake. The mother says she went to get a drink of water and came back to find the carriage empty. Raymond Hostetter was there and accused her of throwing the child in herself."

"Good Lord! Did she?"

"She denies it, of course. But Raymond says he saw her."

Doc looked at Lois Ellstrom. "And you think what? That Raymond may have done it himself?"

She nodded. "Of course he did. No mother would drown her own baby—certainly not in a public place like that. And it's my fault for letting him run away from school. He's sick, Norman. Sick. And if I'd held him there in my office until his parents could have come for him, that baby wouldn't be dead!"

Doc made a pretense of giving the matter grave thought, and then shook his head. "You don't know. There's no way to be sure."

"I'm sure, Norman! If you'd heard him talking to me . . . If you'd seen his eyes when he defied me . . ."

Again Doc shook his head. "If the Hostetters thought anything was wrong with him, they'd call me. I'm their doctor."

"Perhaps they don't realize," Willard said.

Doc could see no point in prolonging the discussion. "Anyway," he said, "even if the boy is behaving strangely and did drown the baby—a premise I just don't buy, believe me—it can't in any way be your fault, Lois. Stop blaming yourself. I'm going to give you some medication and pack you off to bed." He went to the kitchen for a glass of water, brought it back, and gave her a tranquilizer. Then while her husband took her upstairs to bed, he sat and thought about what he had just been told.

Something strange was going on in Nebulon, it seemed. First that puzzling business of Jerri Jansen's turning on Vin Otto like a little tigress at the Sunday night band concert. Then the nasty affair of the sharpened nail and the captive frog. Then this curious business of the door that wasn't a door and was opened but not passed through. Now this about the mayor's boy, Raymond. Children, all. All the same age, too. All in the same second grade at Lois Ellstrom's school. The second-grade teacher was a Miss Aube, wasn't she? Yes. Quite an attractive young woman. She had come to see him a couple of weeks ago, complaining of recurring headaches.

Willard Ellstrom came back into the room and sat down. "What do you think, Norman?"

"About what's going on? I haven't a clue."

"No, I meant Lois."

"She's overwrought. Just too much happening in one day. I think she'll snap out of it after a good night's sleep."

Willard was obviously relieved. "What did you want to see me about? You said on the phone—"

"Yes. I'd been talking to the little Jansen girl about her frequent visits to old Gustave's house. It seems she plays there a lot. She told me some things about the place that made me downright curious, and I suddenly remembered you'd taken some pictures there." For months Willard Ellstrom had been photographing Nebulon's places of interest for a book his wife was doing on the history of the town. "You did get inside, didn't you?" Doc asked.

"I did, finally."

"Elizabeth wasn't cooperative?"

"Elizabeth was adamantly uncooperative until I happened to touch a weak spot. She had a photo of her sister Ellyn, the one who died in that hardware store fire. It hung on a wall in the living room. On one of my visits I just happened to remark that she ought to have it enlarged and properly framed, and when I said I'd be glad to do it for her, I was in."

"She let you take any pictures you wanted? Even in those locked rooms I've been hearing about?"

"No, not those. Are they locked? I thought they were just closed up. I did take some shots in that part of the house, however."

"You mean there's a whole section of the place she doesn't use?"

"The whole back of the house upstairs. Yes. I wanted a shot of the staircase from above. It was made by hand, each baluster separately carved. So she took me up there, and while I was there I managed a shot in the master bedroom at the front, the one she uses. But she said the rooms at the rear were empty."

"Do you have those pictures here, Will?"

"Yes, I do." Crossing the room to a low bookcase that ran along two thirds of the opposite wall, Willard returned with a thick folder of prints, which he placed in Doc's hands. They were large prints, nine by eleven at least. "Wonderful," Doc said as he took his time over them, studying every detail.

"I got a bit carried away," Willard said. "We won't use more than one or two in the book, of course. But that's a fascinating old house."

"I can see." What Doc was seeing was a huge living room—or was it called a parlor?—filled with old, dark furniture, a dining room with furnishings of the same vintage, a kitchen that appeared to be a blend of two eras, a staircase with a remarkable balustrade, a bedroom almost as vast as the living room, and finally one photo that appeared to have gone wrong somehow. "What happened to this one?" he asked.

"The negative appears to be light-struck. I don't know how it happened. The rest of the roll was all right, as you can see."

"This is that upstairs hall?"

"Yes. Looking back from the doorway of her bedroom. I wanted the doors of those shut-up rooms, if only for a conversation piece."

It had to be the upstairs hall, Doc realized. The top of the staircase was visible at one side. Beyond the stairs on the same side he could just make out two closed doors. On the other side he thought he could distinguish two or even three more, but could not be sure because of the defect. The latter was a misty blur in the middle of the print. It gave Doc an idea, and he chuckled.

"You should use this in the book. Say the old house is spooked and you have a photo to prove it."

"It does look like a person, doesn't it? I think what happened, I took these on a Saturday afternoon and by the time I got through it was really too late to go to the studio and develop the film. At the same time, I was really hyped on seeing what I'd got, so I did it at home that night in a small tank I have here, an old one that should have been discarded long ago. I probably jarred the cover."

Doc returned the photos to their folder and handed it back. "They're great." Which of those doors in the blurred picture was the one Jerri Jansen habitually opened, he wondered. Or didn't open. Or whatever. "Did you get any shots of the outside?"

"Not then. I got one a few days ago, but it won't do."

"Another one light-struck?"

"No, I was driving by about four thirty. We'd had a thunderstorm to wash everything clean, and the light was just remarkable, shining through that big live oak in the yard. I was really excited. But there were half a dozen kids playing on the veranda, and when I got out of my car with the camera they lined up at the rail to watch me and wouldn't budge. Here, I'll show you." With a wry grin Willard went to the bookcase again. "The light was great, as you can see," he said, handing Doc a single print. "But . . . what's that song about ten little Indians on a fence?"

Doc had to smile too, looking at the picture. His smile became a frown, though, as he studied the lineup of juvenile faces. "Hey," he said softly. "Isn't this Raymond Hostetter?"

Willard bent his lanky body to look, and seemed startled. "Why, so it is. I hadn't realized."

"Jerri Jansen, Teresa Crosser, Raymond Hostetter. All here," Doc said, scowling. "I know this one, too. Debbie Voight. I look after her. Who are the other two?"

"I have no idea, Norman."

"How the hell many kids play at that house, anyway? The whole second grade?"
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It was Stephanie Aube who discovered the diagram. On duty in the school yard again at recess, she mingled with the children for a time to make sure nothing like the disruption of the day before was likely to happen. Then, tired from all the tension at school following Raymond Hostetter's disappearance, she went to the bench at the end of the yard and sat down.

At once she noticed the scratches in the reddish earth at her feet, and leaned forward to study them.

Rising, she hurried across the yard to the open window of the principal's office and tapped on the screen. "Mrs. Ellstrom!"

"Yes?" Lois Ellstrom said, getting up from her desk. "Can you come out here for a minute, please? There's something I want to show you."

Lois came at once, and Stephanie led her to the bench. "Look at this. Raymond was sitting here, you remember, before he broke up the marble game. He had a stick."

"What in the world . . ."

"I saw something like this when I went to Haiti last summer. We were taken to a voodoo service. It was only for tourists, I'm sure, but the houngan drew designs something like this—vèvès he called them—in cornmeal on the ground."

Lois Ellstrom studied the scratches and was astonished that a second-grader could have drawn them. It appeared to be just one diagram with rectangles, circles, triangles or pyramids, straight and curved lines all intricately interwoven. "Wait here, please. Don't let anyone trouble it," she said, and hurried back to her office.

Returning with a pad of paper and a pencil, she stood there by the bench for the next few minutes carefully copying Raymond Hostetter's art work. "There," she said with satisfaction when the task was done. "Have I got it right, do you think?"

"Yes, I think so. Mrs. Ellstrom, how could a seven-year-old do anything as elaborate as this? And with only a stick!"

"I've been wondering the same thing."

"Will you ask him what it means?"

Lois frowned. The Hostetter boy had been found, of course, but was not in school today. She had not expected he would be. "I don't believe we ought to mention it to him or anyone. Now that I've copied it, let's rub it out."

Stephanie obediently obliterated the design by running her foot over it.

Several times that day Lois Ellstrom paused in her work as principal of the school to study her copy of the diagram. A number of definitions ran through her mind: sign, symbol, diagram, character. She jotted these down.

On her way home she stopped at the library. For a town the size of Nebulon it was an excellent one, competently supervised by Miss Elizabeth Peckham. This afternoon it was nearly empty. With a nod to Elizabeth, Lois went past the desk and began searching for a book or books that might contain some answers,

"May I help you, Mrs. Ellstrom?"

Startled, she rose from a squatting survey of some lower-shelf volumes to find Elizabeth standing ramrod-straight at her side. "Oh," she said. Then, "I don't know. I'm not sure what I want. Do you have anything on . . . symbols?"

"What kind of symbols are you interested in, Mrs. Ellstrom?"

"I'm not sure of that, either." None of the words on her mental list would really do, would they? Another one occurred to her, so alien to any previous thought process of hers that she was not even sure how to pronounce or spell it. "Are there such things as . . . cabalic or cabalistic symbols? Would you have a book on that?"

"I'm not sure I understand."

"Symbols like this, then." Reluctantly, because she did not want to be questioned about it, Lois produced the copy she had made of Raymond's scratches. "I ah . . . came across it recently under somewhat odd circumstances and feel it may mean something." Her wry smile indicated embarrassment. "Frankly, I don't believe I know what a cabalistic symbol is. I suppose I've just come across the word somewhere."

Elizabeth Peckham did not smile back. She said with a slight shrug, "I believe the word refers to secret or esoteric rituals, occultism, that sort of thing." She studied the paper for a moment. Her face revealed nothing. She shrugged again. "We haven't any book that would contain such symbols. But I hardly believe this is cabalistic. Why do you think it's anything more than elaborate doodling?"

"Just that. It's so intricate. So . . . sophisticated."

"May I ask where you discovered it?"

"I'd rather not say."

Elizabeth seemed annoyed by the rebuff. "I suppose it was done in school, and you're wondering about the child who drew it. I can't help you, I'm afraid. I have no knowledge of such things. But"—still another shrug—"I would call it just an exercise in doodling by someone quite artistically inclined." Excusing herself, she returned to her desk.

Lois went home. Soon after she arrived there, Keith Wilding came to plant the hibiscus he had not been able to plant the day before. She had discussed the project with Willard and was able this time to tell him where to put them. An hour or so later, when she opened her handbag to pay him, she found she still had the drawing of the school-yard diagram and dropped it into a wastebasket.

That evening Willard Ellstrom wanted a scrap of paper on which to do some figuring, and looked in the nearest basket. It was a habit of his. His wife was an inveterate paper waster—many school teachers were, weren't they?—and any basket in the house was likely at any time to yield only partly used pieces of perfectly good paper.

He found the drawing and looked at it with interest. "Did you do this, Lois?"

"Yes."

"What in the world is it?"

She told him.

"I see." He dropped the paper back into the basket. But later, when he happened to remember the photograph he had taken of Elizabeth Peckham's house—the one with the lineup of children on the veranda—he quietly fished the paper out again and tucked it away in his pocket.
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The remainder of that week in Nebulon was as strange as its beginning.

At the Hostetter residence the mayor and his wife questioned their son, seeking to learn where he had gone and what he had done after running away from school. They learned little. "I just walked around," the boy insisted.

"You walked around where?"

"I don't know."

"You must know where you went. This is a small town. You're familiar with every part of it."

No answer.

"Where did you go?"

"I don't know, Daddy. I just walked."

His mother said, "Why did you behave that way in the school yard?"

A shrug.

"It was a wrong thing to do. Don't you know it was a wrong thing to do?"

"Yes, Mommy."

"Why did you do it?"

"I don't know."

"Were you angry with those children for something they did? Or something they said to you?"

"No."

"Then why?"

"I don't know."

"Why did you talk to Mrs. Ellstrom the way you did?"

"What way, Mommy?"

"You know what you said to her!"

"I forget."

"You used words that you certainly never learned in this house. Where did you ever learn them?"

"What words?"

"I'm not going to repeat them. You know what I'm talking about. Why did you talk to Mrs. Ellstrom that way? Why did you call her a cripple?"

"I don't know."

They gave up.

The police, too, questioned Raymond. Nebulon's chief, Lorin Lighthill, came to the Hostetter home with the policeman who had been in the park when the boy made his accusation.

Chief Lighthill was a gray-haired man in his fifties. He weighed 290 pounds. He had been chief of police much longer than Duane Hostetter had been mayor, and had a mind of his own.

He told Mr. and Mrs. Hostetter that Ruby Fortuna, the mother of the drowned child, had collapsed and was in the hospital. She swore Raymond was lying. In the presence of the Hostetters he asked Raymond to describe again how the woman had put her baby in the lake.

"She just took it out of the carriage and went to the edge of the lake and threw it in," Raymond said. 

"You actually saw this? With your own eyes?" 

Raymond nodded.

"Where were you?"

"On the path, going home."

"Why didn't you yell or something, to stop her from doing it?"

"I didn't know what she was going to do until she threw the baby in."

"Why didn't you yell then?"

"I don't know."

"Didn't you know the baby would drown?"

No answer.

"I don't suppose he realized," Mrs. Hostetter said. "He's a good swimmer, himself. Living so close to the lake, we made sure he learned how when he was small."

The chief frowned and said, "That baby's mother says she did not put her child in the lake. She even asked us to give her a lie test. Raymond, are you dead sure you didn't see some other person take that baby out of the carriage?"

Raymond shook his heads "It was her."

"You want us to believe Mrs. Fortuna threw that baby in the lake and then went charging in after it?"

"That's what she did."

The chief exhaled heavily. He looked at Mayor Hostetter. He said, "Okay, but I find it hard to swallow."

"Why should my son be lying?" Hostetter demanded.

"You tell me."

"I don't understand your attitude."

"Mister Mayor," Lighthill said, "that girl has lost her baby, and if she isn't heartbroken I've never seen anyone who is. If this boy sticks to his story, she may be charged with homicide as well. You tell me why he did what he did at school. You tell me where he was from the time he left school until he turned up in the park. Then I'll know better what to think about all this."

The chief and his man departed, and Mayor Hostetter looked at his son. Angered by the chief's words, he spoke harshly. "Are you lying about that baby?"

"No, Daddy," Raymond said calmly.

"Because if it turns out that you are, I swear to heaven I—"

"Duane, please!" his wife said. "I'm sure that isn't the way. I'm going to call Doctor Broderick."

Doc Broderick talked to Raymond alone for more than an hour. He examined the boy. Then he talked with the parents. "I can't find anything wrong with him physically," he said. "But I suspect his lapse of memory isn't genuine."

"He's keeping something from us, you mean?" the mayor said.

"There's something queer going on. I can't guess what it is, but several kids in the second grade seem to be involved. They play together sometimes at the old Gustave Nebulon house."

"I don't understand," Reatha Hostetter said. "Raymond doesn't go there."

"He's been there."

"Are you sure, doctor?"

"He's one of six kids on the veranda in a photo I've seen."

"May I call him and ask him?"

"Why not?"

Mrs. Hostetter called her son from his room, where he had been told to wait while his parents talked with Doc. In front of Doc and her husband she held the boy by both hands, gazed steadily into his eyes, and said, "Do you ever go to the old Nebulon house where Miss Peckham lives now?"

He nodded.

"What for?"

"To play."

"Is that all you do? Play?"

"Of course."

Doc said, "What other kids play there, Raymond?"

"Jerri and Debbie and Teresa and . . ." The boy went on to name six.

"They're all in your grade at school?"

"Yes."

"Okay," Doc said to indicate he had no more questions.

"Can I go now?" Raymond asked.

His mother nodded and he departed.

Duane Hostetter said, frowning, "Well, Doc? What now?"

"There's something going on in that house," Doc said with conviction, "something that's affecting the kids who visit the place. You've heard what happened at the band concert Sunday night, I suppose!"

They nodded.

Doc told them about the frog. About to go further and tell them what Jerri Jansen had said about the mysterious door, he changed his mind and decided not to repeat what might be only a childish fantasy. In conclusion he said, "Is
there some way the police could get inside that house, Duane?"

"To do what?"

"I haven't the foggiest. Just to look around, I suppose."

The mayor shook his head. "I don't see how. I'll speak to the chief, but I don't believe we'd have a leg to stand on."

"Well then, I can only tell you what I've already told Olive Jansen: If I were you, I'd keep my child away from there. At least until we can investigate these apparent aberrations further. Keep him at home the rest of this week, anyway."

It was true. Doc had advised Olive Jansen not to allow Jerri to go to the old house again. Phoning as he had promised after her visit to his office, he had told her of his feeling that the house might be having some malignant influence on the child. "I have no idea what the hell is going on, Olive, but let's play it safe."

The trouble was that Olive could not be sure—at least, not absolutely sure—that her daughter was obeying. True, she could have ordered the child to go straight to the apartment after school and stay there, and then could have phoned from the restaurant to see whether Jerri would answer the phone. But it would be cruel, wouldn't it, to coop the youngster up like that?

More often Jerri went to play with one of the neighbors' children, and the only way to check on that would be to call the neighbors. She just could not act the policeman in such a way, and so had to trust Jerri to obey her.

At least once she was sure the child had not done so.

It was on Thursday. Vin Otto, making a delivery in the nursery pickup, stopped at the restaurant for a moment to speak to her about a house he had found for rent. Would she go with him that evening to look at it? She would. "I will be going past your place," he said then. "Do you wish me to stop and find out if Jerri is there?" He knew she was anxious.

"Please, Vin."

Jerri was not there. She was not there when he checked again, half an hour later, on his way back to the nursery. He took the time to drive past Elizabeth Peckham's house and saw children in the yard. One resembled Jerri but he could not be sure because they were at the far end of the yard, in the deep shade of trees, sitting on the ground in a circle.

He could have backed the truck up for a second look, but did not want Jerri to think he was spying.

Driving on for half a block, he stopped and walked back. By then the children had disappeared, apparently into the house. From the nursery he phoned Olive to tell her.

When Olive reached home at her usual hour, Jerri was seated on the hall floor, quietly looking at one of her school books. "Well, hi," Olive said with feigned cheerfulness. "How long have you been here? Did you come straight from school?"

"Yes, Mommy."

"You didn't, you know."

"Huh?"

"Vin stopped by. You weren't here. Where were you?"

"I was out back, playing."

"Who with?"

"Myself."

"Jerri?"

"Yes, Mommy?"

"You're not lying to me? You didn't go to Teresa's?"

"Of course not."

But you did, Olive thought. You did.

She called Melanie Skipworth. Monday evening, as planned, Melanie and Keith had come over and the four of them had talked until well after midnight. She of course had told about her visit with Jerri to Doc Broderick, and how Doc had advised her afterward, over the phone, to keep Jerri away from the old house until it could be determined what was going on there. If, of course, anything was.

They had discussed Jerri's attack on Vin, too. In depth. They were trying to understand why, even if the child had subconsciously wanted to hurt him in some way—in retaliation for some imagined offense, say—she had chosen that particular way to do it. Why the charge of "touching," screamed out at a public gathering? Why not something more in keeping with the workings of a seven-year-old mind?

Nothing had come of the talk, of course, except, in Olive's case, a feeling that at least she had done her best to find some answers. Calling Melanie now, she said in a troubled voice, "Jerri disobeyed me. She was at that damned house today."

"Are you sure, Olive?"

"She was there. Vin is almost certain he saw her."

"What does she say?"

"She denies it. Mel, what can I do? Tell me!"

After a brief hesitation Melanie said in a voice touched with anxiety and pitched even lower than usual, "Nothing, Olive. Leave it alone. If you force her into lying about it, you may make things worse. Look. Why don't you keep her out of school tomorrow and let Vin look after her at the nursery? Keith won't mind. For Saturday we'll think of something else, and you can be with her yourself on Sunday. Maybe before she has to go to school again Monday we'll know something."

Olive's answer was a sigh of relief.

Another who was relieved that week was Lois Ellstrom. Her freedom from anxiety came when Raymond's mother telephoned her at school. She and her husband thought it best, Mrs. Hostetter said, to keep Raymond at home in case the police wished to talk to him further about the incident at the park lake. "And of course we are still trying to find out why he behaved as he did at school, Mrs. Ellstrom, and why he ran away."

"Yes, Mrs. Hostetter."

"So we'll just forget about school this week. After that, we'll see."

"I quite understand."

Lois told Willard and he too was relieved. "I want to go to Miami," he said. "There's to be a demonstration of new products by one of the photo companies. I'd just about written the trip off, but if things are going to be quiet for you at school . . ."

"Of course you can go, Will."

"It's an evening thing. I'll have to stay over."

"I'll be quite all right. You go ahead."

Arriving in Miami about five, Willard phoned an old friend, a bachelor professor at Miami University, to see if they might have dinner together. John Holden taught in the department of anthropology. Over dinner in a cozy Coconut Grove restaurant, Willard told him some of what had been happening in Nebulon and showed him the copy Lois had made of the Hostetter boy's school-yard scratchings.

"A seven-year-old did this?" Holden said. He was a man almost as tall as Willard and had a bony face that quickly and clearly revealed his feelings. The face now showed he was startled and deeply interested.

"In the second grade," Willard said.

"Fascinating. May I copy it?"

"Keep it. I fished it out of a wastebasket after Lois threw it away."

"She threw it away? Good Lord, why?"

"Well, it seems our town librarian, a formidable Miss Peckham, told her it was just doodling. You think it may be more, eh?"

"I do. If I'm right, I'll give you a ring. It will take some looking into, of course. These esoteric things can lead one a merry chase over all sorts of murky roads." And like a treasure hunter who had just stumbled on a cryptic map, Professor Holden carefully put the sketch in his wallet for safe keeping.

At the Pink Swan on Friday Olive Jansen found herself serving her former husband. He came in alone and went to one of her tables without waiting to be seated. She was annoyed. She nearly refused to serve him. But when she saw the manager critically watching, she drew a veil over her annoyance and with exaggerated politeness took Hayden's order.

When she came with his lunch, he said, "1 want to talk to you."

"I'm busy."

"I said I want to talk to you." His hand shot out and gripped her wrist. Physical strength, of course, was a thing he had possessed from the start, just as tact had always been a stranger to him.

Knowing his hand would only become a vise if she resisted, she forced herself to relax and said, "What do you want? Make it short."

His handsome face darkened. "Is it true what Jerri was yelling at the concert Sunday night? Did Otto make a pass at her?"

"No, of course not."

"Why did she say so, then?"

"She dreamed it."

"What are you talking about? She never dreamed anything like that in her life."

"She dreamed it, I tell you. Let me go. Mister Dion is watching us."

His grip tightened. He said in a low, threatening voice, "Let me tell you something. If I find out he did make a pass at my little girl, or if he ever does, I'll kill the bastard. You understand?"

She was free. She turned away. She served him the rest of his meal seething but in silence, and he did not touch her or speak to her again.

On her way home Olive stopped at the nursery to pick up her daughter and asked Vin Otto how Jerri had behaved. When she put the question, Vin was on his knees, wrapping the roots of a five-foot Hong Kong orchid tree he had just dug up. Jerri knelt on the other side of the excavation, adoringly watching him.

He looked up, grinned, and said, "She has been an angel." Olive could not help comparing the gentleness of his unhandsome face with the cruelty on the face of the Adonis she had married.

"You sure? No trouble?"

"Not the slightest."

"Come on then, Jerri. Say good-bye to the nice man and we'll go home. Where's Keith, Vin? I ought to thank him."

"He is out on a job. I will tell him for you."

Olive kissed him and took Jerri's hand. "We'll see you tonight." When she got to her car, she turned and waved to him. She was especially happy with Vin just now because the house they had looked at together had turned out to be suitable, and they had rented it. Now with a place to move into, they could be married.

Soon after Olive's departure Keith drove in, with Melanie Skipworth on the pickup seat beside him. "Sorry I'm late, pal," he said to Vin. "It occurred to me that my cooking has been lacking something lately, so I drove around to pick up an expert. It kind of helps that she's good-looking too, of course." He nodded approvingly at what Vin was doing. "Nice work, man. But run along now, hey? I told you to take things easy till that face healed."

Vin left.

Tucking Melanie's arm through his own with a flourish, Keith said, "Come walk with me, lady. I want you to see what's happening to those exotics I got last month. You, ma'am, didn't think they'd thrive up here, remember? You even hinted I might be stupid. Nice to have around, maybe, but stupid."

The plants he referred to were seedlings of, among other things, golden-dewdrop Duranta, lipstick trees, African tulip, and akee trees, all obtained from the man he had worked for while at college. They were in a section of the nursery quite far from the house. As he led Melanie along the paths, a low sun stabbed shafts of golden light through the crowded gardens On an impulse he suddenly stopped, took her in his arms, and kissed her, taking his time about it and doing a thorough job.

"Thank you, sir," she said. "I was wondering when you'd get around to that."

"I should have got around to it an hour ago. No, that isn't right either. Now that I think of it, I've been wanting to do it since I woke up this morning. Forget the exotics. Let's go to the house."

"From exotic to erotic, huh?" Her laugh was a bright bird flashing through his beloved trees. "But I want to see what's going on. Honest. At least a quick look, huh?"

"A two-minute tour," he conceded grudgingly. "Not a second longer."

Each with an arm about the other, they traversed a plot of walking-iris and passed through a row of monkey-puzzle trees whose branches seemed a hopeless tangle. Keith was in a gay, warm, sensuous mood. Then abruptly, as though struck by an Arctic blast, the mood changed.

He froze in his tracks. His hand fell like lead from Melanie's slim waist. His face filled with shock and fury.

"Oh, Keith," Melanie said in sympathy. "Oh, my dear!"

Before them an entire section of garden was a scene of devastation. All but a scattered few of the more than two hundred seedling trees planted there had been pulled up and flung aside, helter-skelter. The tulip trees. The Durantas. The akees and lipsticks. Drying roots glittered like blazing twigs in the golden light. Leaves were already curling as the sun sucked their moisture.

With his hands fiercely clenched and a muscle working visibly in his jaw, Keith strode along the rows, sizing up the damage. "Who, Mel?" he demanded. There were tears in his voice as real as those forming in his eyes. "Who would do such a thing? Who? Who?"

He stopped abruptly and looked down. The dark ground was firm in most places. There had been no rain lately, and trees as well established as these were not watered very frequently. But the earth that had been jarred loose from the roots of the flung-aside plants was soft, and where it had fallen in large enough patches it held imprints.

Keith knelt now to peer at one—an almost complete imprint of a child's shoe. He looked up at Melanie standing beside him, and his anguished face was all but empty of color. "Jerri?" He spoke the name almost in a whisper. "Jerri Jansen? I can't believe it. Why in God's name would she want to do this to me?"

"Maybe—maybe some other child was here, Keith. One who came with a customer. Or a neighbor's child. There are kids in the house next door, aren't there?"

Mechanically he shook his head. "Older. They're eleven and thirteen. The shoe that made this was Jerri's size, Mel. Look at it. And she was here with Vin all day today. All day long."

"Can they be replanted?" Melanie turned slowly to survey the total damage again. "You and I, darling? Now? Right now? Can we?"

He shook his head again. "We can't tackle a job that big at this hour. We'd be at it all night." For a moment he was silent; then at long last his hands unclenched and some of the tension left his body. "I'll get a hose and wet them down," he said. "Vin and I can replant tomorrow. We'll save some of them I guess."

"Can I help you water them, Keith?"

"Why don't you go to the house and start supper. That way we'll be sure of something good to eat, at least."

"I . . . All right, I'll do that."

"I'll be along in half an hour. Go that way," he pointed. "It's shorter."

She left, and he went for a length of hose. While he was returning with it coiled over his shoulder he heard her calling him. In her voice was something close to hysteria that caused him suddenly to fear for her safety. Dropping the hose, he went plunging through the nursery toward where she ought to be.

He found her standing rigid in the middle of the yard-wide path she had been following. The branches of a medium tall sweet bay overhung the path, mottling it and her with shadow. The backs of her hands were pressed against her mouth as though to stifle a scream. Wide-eyed she stared at something on the path in front of her.

On halting his frantic rush at her side, Keith saw what she was looking at, and a chill seized him. "No," he whispered. His hands reached out, trembling, but hung suspended in mid air, touching nothing. He could feel his mouth shaping a cry of horror, then turning to stone before it could be uttered.

The thing lying before him on the path was a lightweight agricultural fork with a wooden handle, used for simple digging chores around the nursery. It had four flat tines with sharpened ends. But what looked like an oddly shaped lump of brown sod impaled on two of the sharp steel fingers was not sod. It was a small dead kitten, with a tine through one of its eyes.

He could not wrench his horrified gaze from the creature's tiny face. The stabbed eye was a pool of hardened blood now. The mouth was stretched in a silent shriek that bared a twisted purple tongue and teeth like those of a baby shark. And even in its agony it had fought fiercely against dying. Its unsheathed claws still clutched the sharp metal shaft that pierced its eye.

"Oh, dear Lord!" Forced out of him by shock, Keith's cry was nevertheless only a whimper. Groping for the instrument, he picked it up and gazed numbly at the kitten impaled on it. The tiny creature had been dead for some time, apparently. Shaking his head in disbelief, he gently laid the fork down again beside the path and then, remembering the shoeprints among the uprooted exotics, looked for more of them here but saw none.

Their absence proved nothing, however. The path here was smooth and firm except where the tines of the fork had come down—two of them through its victim—and made four evenly spaced holes before the instrument toppled over. Or had the weapon remained upright until the perpetrator of this ghastly deed pulled it from the ground to gloat over the victim more closely? He had a mental picture of a child with a monstrous face grinning in unholy triumph at the impaled cat while blood dripped to form what was now a hard dark stain in the path.

Then he heard Melanie weeping.

Taking her by the hand, he gently pulled her into his arms and held her in silence, knowing how she felt because he was familiar with so many of her emotions. "It's a pet of the neighbors' kids we were talking about," he said then. "It wandered over here often. Come." The watering of the uprooted exotics could wait. Everything could wait. They had to find some answers.

As they went along the path, Melanie would not look again at the spot where the kitten had died. "Why, Keith?" Her voice was just barely under control. "What's going on here?"

"Not just here. Everywhere in Nebulon."

"But what? What's happening?"

"I wish I knew, hon. I wish to God someone—" Before he could finish, they came to a crossing of paths and he stopped again, jerking her to a halt too. "Now what the hell is this?" he demanded, darkly scowling.

They were looking down at a kind of symbol or diagram in the square of dirt where the two paths crossed. A. complex thing of rectangles, circles, triangles or pyramids, straight and wavy lines, obviously drawn with a stick.

Melanie broke the silence. "Keith ... she couldn't have done this. Not Jerri. She's too young."

The grotesque work of art had a strange effect on him, and he strove unsuccessfully to suppress his anger. "She's too young to have pulled up those seedlings and jabbed that fork through the kitten, too! Come on! We're going over there and have a talk with that child!"
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The following day the town of Nebulon produced yet another mystery. A woman on Grove Road telephoned the police to say she felt something must be wrong at the home of her nearest neighbor, one Tom Ranney.

"You mean the Tom Ranney?" asked officer Worth Blair, who took the call.

"Well, I don't care," the woman retorted. "He's human, isn't he? Anyway, I haven't seen him in several days and there must be a million flies over there. I can hear them from here."

Wanting a breath of air anyway that hot Saturday afternoon, Blair turned the desk over to a fellow policeman and went to check out the report himself. Tom Ranney human? It was open to question. The old guy lived alone in a one-room shack on a weed-grown lot that for years had been the bane of the neighborhood. Walking to town he staggered. Sleeping in the park he snored. He was never sober. The fact that his neighbor had heard flies buzzing really meant nothing. There were nearly always flies around Tom Ranney.

Arriving at the scene, Blair parked his police car and trudged through the weeds and wild grass to the shack. It was a desolate place—should have been torn down long ago, he thought. The door was ajar. With those bent and
rusted hinges it probably couldn't be closed, and certainly there was no lock left to secure it with. The interior was dark, though, except in the narrow lane of light from the doorway. The two windows were so layered with grime they might as well not have existed.

And the woman on the phone had been right: There were flies. The buzzing had been loud enough even when Blair first became aware of it while plodding through the grass. Now as he stepped over the termite-eaten threshold, the sound increased to an almost deafening whine as the disturbed creatures registered their resentment at the intrusion. It was both deafening and threatening. He threw up his hands to protect his face as he reluctantly advanced.

Somewhere in the shack a rat had died and was rotting. The sickly sweet smell of it, combined with the all-over reek of filth, all but stopped him. A sudden sense of personal danger, probably induced by the gloom and the flies, did as well. This was foolish, he told himself. He had been in ill-kept hovels before. Yet the sense of peril not only persisted, it increased with every step he took through the clutter and debris.

God in heaven, hadn't old Tom ever swept the place out or picked anything up? The floor was a town dump littered with old newspapers, heaps of rotten clothing, and piles of broken, rusting, useless items old Tom must have collected on his daily walks. Tin cans and empty bottles went spinning and slithering every which way when Blair unintentionally kicked them.

Then when his eyes finished adjusting to the lack of light, he saw that the shack also contained a shabby table with a partly eaten meal on it—a meal of hush puppies and green beans, it looked like—along with a soiled catsup bottle and a half-empty jar of pickles. And a lamp. The lamp hadn't been cleaned since it was bought, from the looks of it, but it had GOD BLESS OUR HOME etched with a flourish on its soot-blackened shade.

Blair almost laughed, partly at the lamp and partly to relieve the tension that was building up in him. He didn't, though. Just then he saw the cot and what was on it.

He stopped in his tracks and stood there, staring. Just staring. That lasted a minute or so. Then, what with the flies buzzing, the smell of decay in his nostrils, and the sight of the thing on the cot burning itself into his brain, he simply could not help contributing to the shack's unsavory condition for another minute or two.

On recovering at last, he wiped his mouth with his handkerchief, threw the handkerchief away, and staggered to the door. From there he groped his way back through the weeds and grass to his car and opened the car trunk. There was a folded blanket in the trunk, kept there for various kinds of emergencies. He took it out and shook it open. After waiting long enough for his stomach to settle and his lungs to fill with fresh air, he started back to the shack for a closer look, strenuously flapping the blanket in front of him to discourage the flies.

Someone, it seemed, must have had a terrible grudge against poor old Tom Ranney. As he lay there on the cot, on his back, his sliced throat gave him two gaping mouths instead of one—two slack-lipped openings, both caked with gouts of dry blood—and his eye sockets were empty except for more blood. If that hadn't been sufficient to kill him, Blair thought, there was almost enough blood around to have drowned him. The cot was like a butcher's table.

He must have been dead for days, Blair decided. And he must have been asleep or drunk when attacked, for there was no sign of any struggle. Of course, the shack was in such a shambles that signs of a struggle would have been hard to pinpoint.

He saw something else then. On the floor near the head of the cot lay a ten-inch kitchen knife with a cracked wooden handle. Strings of dry, brown blood still clung to its rusty blade. He reached for his handkerchief and remembered he had soiled it and thrown it away. Walking over to one of the piles of junk Ranney had collected, he found an old sport shirt and tore a sleeve from it. With that he picked the knife up and took it with him when he left.
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On Monday Raymond Hostetter went to school and was a model of good behavior. At the end of the school day his mother waited in her white Cadillac to drive him home. Miss Aube, his teacher, noticed that several other pupils of hers walked to the car with him and stood in a group, watching, as his parent whisked him away.

On Tuesday Mrs. Hostetter picked him up again. But on Wednesday, having an appointment at her hairdresser's, she told him he could walk. "But I want your solemn promise you will come straight borne. Do you hear?"

"Yes, mother."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

Reatha Hostetter could see no reason for anxiety. After days of weighing what the school principal had told her about Raymond's disrupting the marble game and his behavior in her office, she had come to the conclusion it was rather a lot of fuss about nothing very important. Some of the children playing marbles must have given him cause to be angry. He was not a forceful child. At times he was even timid. Other children quite often took advantage of him.

As for the way he had talked to Mrs. Ellstrom, well, really, what did it amount to? He had called her a cripple, which in fact she was, and children were often cruel about such things. He had used those other words too, the crude ones, but Reatha Hostetter was certain her son had meant nothing by it. In his annoyance at being dragged into the principal's office, he had simply dropped a little naughtiness into the conversation to see what effect it might have.

There was, of course, the question of his running away from school and being missing until he turned up in the park hours later to witness that dreadful woman's drowning of her unwanted baby. He insisted he had just walked, and she believed him. It was the sort of thing a disturbed child would do.

She accepted his account of the drowning, too, in spite of Chief Lighthill's statement that the mother had taken a lie-detector test that proved she was telling the truth. Such tests were fallible, everyone knew that. Why on earth would Raymond lie about such a thing?

Reatha Hostetter returned from the hairdresser's at four thirty that Wednesday afternoon and was surprised and a trifle upset to find Raymond not at home. He should have reached home by half past three at the latest. Had he been kept after school for some reason? No, she decided. Miss Aube would never be so insensitive as to detain him this week.

She contemplated getting into her car and driving along her son's usual route to and from school, but she was to give a talk on civic duty that evening and wanted to go over her notes. She would wait fifteen minutes. If Raymond did not arrive by then, she would first phone the school and then, if necessary, go and look for him.

He did not come. She phoned. The school did not answer. Everyone there must have left.

She went looking for him and could not find him. When she returned to the house it was after five thirty and her husband was at home. "What's the matter?" he asked, noting her pallor and agitation.

"It's Raymond. He's—late."

His face showed his annoyance. "You mean you didn't pick him up? Or have him picked up?"

"Not today. I thought . . ."

"Oh God," Hostetter said. It was not a plea to the Almighty but a condemnation of his wife. "Where have you looked for him?"

"I drove to the school, Duane. The way he always walks. And back by the old Nebulon house in case he . . . Oh dear, he promised me. He promised!"

Mayor Hostetter got into his car and went looking for his son. When a forty-minute drive around town failed to produce the boy or anyone who had seen him, he drove to the police station. Chief Lighthill was there and the mayor told him what had happened, barely concealing his anger at his wife's negligence.

"Did you ask at Miss Peckham's place?" the chief said.

"No. I only drove past."

Lighthill glanced at the clock on his wall and decided Elizabeth Peckham would be at home, not at the library. He looked up her number in the book and dialed
it. After talking with her a moment he said, "How long have you been there, Miss Peckham?"

"About half an hour."

"Do you know if he was there before that?"

"The children never play here unless I am at home, Chief Lighthill."

"Oh yes they do. I've driven by and seen kids in that yard more than once when you've been at work."

"I'm sure you are mistaken."

"They've been there, Miss Peckham. Whether you know it or not."

"Well, they are not supposed to be, and you can be sure I shall look into it. As for Raymond, I haven't seen him. Not in days."

"Okay," the chief said. "Thanks." He hung up and looked at the mayor. "I'll get busy on it, Duane. You give me a ring if he turns up at home, hey?"

And what, Lighthill wondered, would the boy do this time? What was wrong with some people, anyway? Couldn't they have seen the kid was sick and needed help? That business in the school yard. Some kids could do a thing like that and use cruel, abusive language to a lady principal, and you could overlook it. Not a kid like Raymond Hostetter. When a boy like that suddenly began to act up, it was a sign something was wrong.

And the story he had told about the drowning. The Fortuna woman had taken a truth test, for God's sake, and the result wasn't even questionable. She simply had not done it.

Chief Lighthill walked about the station house giving orders. He organized a town-wide search and watched it get under way. Then he sat at his desk, in his office, made a fist of his big right hand, and slowly beat the fist on the varnished desk top. It was his opinion, and had been for days now, that Raymond Hostetter himself had taken the baby from the carriage and dropped it in the park lake. He was half convinced, too, that Raymond Hostetter had murdered old Tom Ranney.

Because, look. The boy had run away from school that day before noon and been missing until he turned up in the park. He said he had walked around town. The hell he had walked around town; the whole department had been out looking' for him, and somebody would have seen him. He was inside somewhere, not on the street. He was in a house.

So what house had he been going to? Gustave Nebulon's old place, no other. And look again. The most direct route from that house to the park ran along Grove Road where old Tom Ranney lived.

Could a boy seven years old have murdered Tom Ranney that way, cutting his throat and gouging his eyes out? Yes. Certainly. When drunk, old Tom was as helpless as that baby in the carriage. He had probably been fast asleep on his cot that day, snoring his head off the way he did in the park. The kid probably heard the snoring as he passed the shack. All he had to do was walk in and pick up the knife, which was more than likely right there on the table.

In Chief Lighthill's opinion what made Raymond Hostetter a prime suspect was the business of the gouged-out eyes. He had been talking a lot with Doc Broderick about the weird happenings in Nebulon. He respected Doc and had sought Doc's advice. Doc had told him about the two little girls and the frog in Elizabeth Peckham's yard.

Sure, a frog wasn't a man. But kids who could put a frog's eyes out could be expected to go further, maybe, and Raymond was one of the kids who hung out at that house. You had to be suspicious.

The knife had been checked for fingerprints and there were some on it. Not good ones, but they were something. The trouble there was, the department had no prints of Raymond, and if he went to the mayor about it he would be sticking his neck out. Way, way out. Jesus. Most likely Hostetter would probably let the kid be fingerprinted, all right. He couldn't very well refuse, could he? But he would be furious, and if it turned out the prints on the knife were someone else's, Nebulon would be hiring a new police chief, sure as hell.

All right, it could wait. It had to wait anyway now because the boy was missing and you couldn't get fingerprints out of thin air. Where was he this time? The same place he had probably gone when he disappeared before? Peckham's house again? Even if Peckham denied it?

Lighthill reached for his phone again and dialed Doc Broderick's number. "Doc? Lorin Lighthill. Have you got time to talk a little?"

"Go ahead, Chief."

"We're in trouble again. Mrs. Hostetter's been picking her boy up at school this week but today she didn't and he hasn't come home. I have a hunch I know where he is."

"The Peckham house."

"That's right. Seems we think alike. Now I suppose I can get in there if I insist on it. I mean I can obtain a search warrant if I have to. But I've got an idea I might hit some pay dirt by talking first to some of the kids who hang out there."

"I agree."

"You know most of them, don't you?"

"I think so."

"How about giving me their names?"

"Funny thing," Doc said. "Just this morning I made up a list. Felt it might come in handy."

"Read it off to me, will you?"

"All right. There are nine I'm reasonably sure of, not counting Teresa Crosser who lives there." Doc read off the names.

"Where'd you get all those?"

"Some from the Hostetter boy when I questioned him, but I checked with their parents later to be sure he wasn't lying. Some I got from talking to other parents. Mind you, there may be still others who aren't patients of mine. What are you planning to do? Go around to their homes and question them?"

"That could be a long job. I'll try the phone. Maybe I won't have to talk to them all."

"Let me know the outcome, will you? With so many of my kids involved, I have a stake in this."

"Sure."

Chief Lighthill drew the phone book to him and began by calling Olive Jansen. He was a frequent diner at the Pink Swan and knew her well. When she seemed reluctant to let him speak to Jerri, he was surprised. "What's going on?" he said. "I only want to ask her if she was at the Peckham house today and saw the Hostetter boy there."

"She isn't allowed to go there, Chief. Not anymore."

"Well, all right. But she may know if he went there or was planning to. Just ask her, will you? The boy is missing again."

He heard Olive speaking to someone but could not make out what was said. Back on the phone, she said, "Jerri doesn't know, Chief. She didn't talk to Raymond in school today."

The chief made other calls and talked to both parents and children. All but one of the kids were at home, he noted. The mother of Carl Boland said he had gone with his father to a shopping center.

Raymond Hostetter? No one had seen him since the close of school, it seemed. Nor had any of the children gone to the Peckham house. All right, Lighthill thought, putting the phone down for the last time. So much for that. It's time for a search warrant.

Within an hour he had one and was on his way, with young Worth Blair at his side.

It was dark in Nebulon now. There were lights on in the town library and the chief hoped this was not one of the evenings Peckham worked there. She did not work every evening or even every afternoon. There were two assistants. What did she do with young Teresa Crosser when she had to work evenings, he wondered. Take the child with her? Leave her alone in the house?

He said to Blair, "You as curious as I am?"

"You bet," the younger man said. He was the kind of fellow you would expect to be curious. At twentysix he was the youngest man on the force and the only one with a college education. In his spare time he wrote poetry, some of which had been printed in small magazines devoted to that kind of thing. Lorin Lighthill liked him and was glad he had been available this evening. Visiting the old Gustave Nebulon house with someone like loud-mouthed Leonard Quigley, say, would not have been the same.

He stopped in front of the house and noticed there were lights on in the downstairs part. He and Blair went up the walk and climbed the steps to the long veranda. It needed repairs, the chief noticed. Some of the old boards sagged under his weight. Of course, he weighed a lot. He put his thumb on the bell. After a moment the veranda light winked on, the door was opened, and Elizabeth Peckham in a long dark dress stood frowning at him.

"Yes? Oh, it's you, Chief Lighthill. Good evening."

"May we come in, Miss Peckham?"

"What for, please?"

"I have a search warrant."

"You what?" Elizabeth's lips came together and she grew an inch. "A warrant? To search my house?"

"I'm afraid so."

"Well! By all means come in, then. Search away to your heart's content. Why you should have thought it necessary to obtain a warrant is more than I can imagine. All you had to do was ask."

And all you would have had to do was refuse, the chief thought. But he said, "Well, you know, Miss Peckham, we have to follow regulations. Thanks, though." He went past her, followed by Blair, as she stepped back from the doorway. Then he stopped and waited for her to close the door.

"Where would you like to begin?" Elizabeth asked coldly. "And would you mind telling me what you hope to find?"

"We hope to find some clue to the whereabouts of the mayor's son, Miss Peckham. He's missing. And perhaps some explanation for his unusual behavior. Let's start right here, shall we?"

"You certainly won't find the boy in this house. Or anything to explain his actions, either. Do you wish me to guide you?"

"That won't be necessary. We'll just follow our noses. Don't worry. We won't disturb anything or give you any cause to complain."

"Then I'll just come along with you to answer any questions."

The chief glanced meaningfully at Worth Blair but made no comment. He looked along the hall, which was not well lighted, and opted to begin with the living room. Its vast expanse of old dark furniture was fascinating but yielded nothing.

He did the dining room, inspected the kitchen, and finished the tour of the downstairs by peering into assorted smaller rooms and closets. Then, followed by Blair and Elizabeth, he walked to the foot of the stairs and looked up into darkness.

"Can we have a light up there, please, Miss Peckham?"

Tight-lipped and in silence, Elizabeth fingered the appropriate switch. The staircase became a thing of mellow beauty with its hand-carved rail and balusters. The upper hall filled with a warm yellow glow.

"I am not partial to bright illumination," Elizabeth said. "I assure you, however, that I am not trying to conceal anything."

"No problem, Miss Peckham," Lighthill said.

At the top of the stairs he looked to his right, toward the front of the house. A door was open there; a night-light shone dimly in the room beyond. It was a bedroom. He could see a dressing table with a mirror, and part of a bed. On reaching the threshold he saw the bed was occupied by a sleeping child.

"My niece, Teresa Crosser," Elizabeth said. "She was tired tonight and retired earlier than usual. Must you disturb her?"

"No need at the moment," Lighthill answered with a shrug. "I'd better talk to her when we've finished, though."

"Indeed! I don't see what on earth you hope—"

"Miss Peckham, the mayor's son is one of the kids who've been playing here at this house, and he's missing." Chief Lighthill bore down hard on the word while directing a challenging stare at the woman's face. When at last she stopped staring back at him, he turned to the second of the two doors at this end of the hall.

This door was dosed, but Elizabeth stepped past him and opened it. She now wore the patiently enduring face of a martyr. "My bedroom," she said frigidly. "If you feel you must."

He did. It was twice the size of the room her niece used. Indeed, it was as large as the living room or parlor under it. He touched nothing but walked far enough into the room to see what it contained. Mostly it held more of the same dark furniture that Gustave Nebulon must have bought many years ago. Had this been the old man's room? More than likely.

He walked back along the hall, past the gleaming curve of rail at the head of the stairs, and before him were five closed doors, two on his left, three on his right. These were the rooms she kept closed? They had to be. They were the rooms he had come here to investigate, then. Halting at the first door, he put a hand on the knob and turned his head to meet Elizabeth's gaze again. It was now hostile.

"May I, Miss Peckham?"

"I never use these rooms," she said. "Never. All but one are empty. But if you insist . . ."

As revealed by an old-fashioned light fixture in a cracked ceiling, the first room was certainly empty. Its floor was bare. Its walls were naked except for faded pink roses on peeling paper. Dusty curtains covered the one window.

The other room on that side was identical. But the chief, on walking into it, bent his knees to examine some streaks of white in the floor cracks. Then he looked up at Elizabeth, questioning her with his frown.

"It is roach powder. I said I don't use these rooms, Chief Lighthill. I do keep them clean."

He nodded.

"I'm sure everyone in Nebulon has roaches at times," she said.

"I'm sure they do, Miss Peckham."

The chief's left knee creaked as he straightened. It gave him trouble occasionally, perhaps because of his weight. While rubbing it he looked around. Why, he wondered, had she used the powder only in an area about six feet square in the center of the room? He glanced at Blair, but the younger man seemed not to have noticed anything.

Lighthill finished massaging his knee and smiled wryly at Elizabeth. "Must be getting old." He walked across the hall and put his hand on the first of the three doorknobs on that side.

Elizabeth said, "This is the one room that is not empty."

"Oh?"

"'When Mr. Nebulon lived here, this was his retreat. His study, if you like. I have not disturbed it in any way."

The chief nodded.

"You may think that rather odd," Elizabeth went on. "He was an odd man in some ways. All I ask is that you try not to trouble anything. I promised him I would not." Producing a key from a pocket of her dark dress, she stepped forward. "It is the only room that I keep locked." She turned the key in the lock, opened the door, and switched on a light.

Chief Lighthill walked into a room about twenty feet square and looked around him. The floor here was covered by a carpet that reached almost to the walls, the kind called an Axminster, with imitation oriental-rug design and colors. In places it was threadbare.

In one corner stood a large flat-topped mahogany desk with an ornate, high-backed chair behind it. The desk top was bare. The chair resembled a throne, Lighthill thought. Against the wall, within reach of anyone seated there, was a bookcase filled with books. Worth Blair went to it and proceeded to examine the titles without touching the volumes themselves.

There was not much else. On the other side of the room an easy chair covered in dark brown leather faced the desk. A small round table beside it bore a heavy crystal ashtray and a rack of well-smoked pipes. Two ladderback chairs against the wall looked as though they might collapse if Chief Lighthill trusted them with his weight.

He did not find it hard to accept Peckham's statement that the room was never used. It had a musty odor that was already making him want to sneeze. It looked unused. Yet there was no noticeable film of dust on anything.

"I suppose you come in here every now and then to clean, Miss Peckham."

"Of course."

The chief glanced at Blair. "You ready, Worth?"

"In a minute, Chief. Miss Peckham, whose books are these?"

"They were Gustave's, of course. Everything in this room was his. I have neither removed anything nor added anything. I thought I made that clear."

Blair said to Lorin Lighthill, "You should look at some of these titles, Chief. Old Nebulon was into spiritualism, it seems."

Elizabeth said punctiliously, "If by being 'into' you mean he pursued the subject, you are correct. In the last few months of his life he was profoundly interested in many forms of metaphysics."

"Including life after death, it seems. There must be twenty books here on that subject alone."

"I think he wanted to believe but was not convinced."

"He spent a lot of time in this room?" Blair asked.

"I'm sure he did. At least toward the end. Of course I was not living here then, but I believe his research became a kind of obsession."

Blair looked again at the bookcase and said to Chief Lighthill, who had stepped to his side, "This is some collection. I'll bet it's as good as you'll find in many a college library." He briefly grinned. "There's even a couple of books here published by the Mason Nicolini Company. You ever hear of them? I bet you haven't."

Lighthill wagged his head.

"Not many others have, either. Too small, and they specialize in poetry. I didn't know they published occult things. I sent 'em some of my poems once and got turned down."

Unless they dealt with police procedure, books were somewhat outside the bounds of the chief's ken. He peered at some of the titles and discovered that most contained words whose meanings he but vaguely understood. He did notice that all but a few volumes had the musty, faded appearance old books usually acquired in a warm, damp climate.

"Interesting," he said. "Anything else, Worth?"

"No, Chief."

"Let's go, then."

Followed by the younger man, Lighthill walked into the hall and turned to watch Elizabeth lock the door. He gave the remaining two rooms only sufficient time to be sure they were empty as Elizabeth had stated, then aimed a meaningful look at the door of Teresa's room, down the hall. "Now, Miss Peckham, if we might just have a little chat with your niece . . ."

"Must you?" she demanded haughtily.

"Afraid so, if I'm to do my job. Blair and I will wait for you downstairs." Turning his back on her, the chief went down the stairs with Blair at his heels and walked into the living room. There, seating himself, he watched the younger man sit down, then concentrated, scowling, on how he was to handle the interrogation of seven-year-old Teresa.

He had never talked with Peckham's niece before. For background information on her all he had was his knowledge of her personal tragedy and scraps of opinion supplied by others he had questioned.

Those others did seem to be agreed on one point, however: Teresa Crosser was about as cool and smart as a seven-year-old could be.

The chief stood up when Elizabeth and her niece came into the room. So did young Blair. Tight-lipped, the woman went straight to a chair without even glancing at them. The child halted, leisurely looked them over, then nodded and said, "Good evening."

She wore a severely plain brown robe and felt slippers of the same drab color—nothing at all little-girlish about her, the chief thought. Both she and her aunt seemed to belong here in this room with its heavy drapes and antique furniture.

Strolling to a chair on the opposite side of the room from where Elizabeth sat, the child squirmed herself into a posture of prim attentiveness. The chief and Blair sat down again. To test the water before committing himself, the chief said warily, "Teresa, do you know who I am?"

"Of course." The words were polite but the twist of her mouth plainly asked him how stupid he could be. "You're Mr. Lighthill, our chief of police."

"Right." He already felt stupid, for some reason, but tried not to show it. "And I'm here this evening because one of your playmates is missing."

She waited, calmly returning his gaze, not helping him a bit.

"I mean Raymond Hostetter, the mayor's son," Lighthill said. "Tell me now—just when did you see him last?"

She looked thoughtful, and then shrugged. "I don't really remember."

"You don't remember? A friend of yours?"

Again she shrugged. A little taller than most kids her age, a lot thinner, with dark, silky hair that hung to her shoulders, she seemed more self-possessed than a child her age ought to be. Maybe she'd had to grow up in a hurry when she lost her parents, Lighthill thought.

"Well?" he prompted.

"Raymond isn't a friend of mine, as you put it," she said. "I don't even like him. So why should I remember when I saw him last?"

"He comes here to play, doesn't he?"

"I can't help that. Lots of kids come here to play."

"And they're not all your friends?"

"Well"—again that eloquent shrug—"I'm sure you know how it is. Some are my friends, and others just come because they do."

It was going to be very hard, the chief realized, to back this little girl into a corner. "All right, tell me something." He leaned toward her until the chair he was on creaked warningly under his weight. "You recall the time Raymond was missing before? The day he ran away from school after breaking up that marble game in the school yard?"

"Yes."

"Did he come here that day?" If the boy had been here, and had walked straight home, he would have passed old Tom Ranney's shack on his way to the park, where he had accused Mrs. Fortuna of drowning her baby. This was not the first time the thought had crossed Lighthill's mind, but it might be the best time to establish, once and for all, if Raymond had been here that day.

Almost too quickly, it seemed to him—so very quickly that she might have been trying to clue her niece—Elizabeth Peckham said, "You asked me that before, and I told you no."

"Did I?" He had called a good many people that day in his frantic effort to find the boy and get the mayor off his back, but did not recall having called her. "Anyway, I've never asked Teresa, have I?" Returning his gaze to the child, he said with a frown, "So you didn't see Raymond that day? Is that right?"

"If that is what I said then. I mean if Aunt Elizabeth asked me. I really don't remember now."

"You say you don't like Raymond. Why don't you like him? Any special reason?"

Teresa gazed into space for a moment, seemingly in deep thought. Then a look of innocence replaced her frown. "I don't think I know, actually. Do you have to have a reason for not liking somebody? Can't you just not like them?"

Lighthill saw he was getting nowhere and was not likely to get anywhere so long as the atmosphere remained as it was. Questioning this child was like firing at armor plate. Or at a mile-thick feather pillow she held in front of her. He grinned to admit she was beating him, and then changed his tactics.

"I know one thing, Teresa," he said, solemnly nodding. "The smartest of all the kids who play here is you. I've talked to most of the others, and not one them answered me like a grown-up, the way you do. How would you like me to make you a kind of deputy, so you could be my helper?"

Elizabeth said, "If you please, Chief Lighthill, I hardly think this is a time for frivolity."

The chief managed to look hurt as he turned to her. "I'm not joking, Miss Peckham. I really need help."

"Nonsense."

"No, no. Look, Miss Peckham. The mayor's only son is missing. Do you realize what will happen to me if I don't find him? I'm in big trouble, and I think Teresa can help me." Big-eyed with his own feigned innocence, he turned back to the child. "What do you say, Teresa? Isn't there something you can tell me that will help me find that boy?"

"I don't know what," she said with perfect composure.

"Think. Please."

She thought, or seemed to. A moment or two of silence ensued, at any rate. Then she shrugged again, for the last time. "I'm sorry," she said. "I'm probably not as smart as you think I am."

No, Lighthill thought, giving up, you're a thousand times smarter. With a sigh, he pushed himself up from his chair. "Well, Miss Peckham, thanks. I'm sorry we had to trouble you."

"It's quite all right," Elizabeth said with obvious relish. "I only hope you are now convinced."

The chief said, "Yes, of course," and "Good night," and then, with Blair trailing him, paced out of the room, out of the house, and down the front walk to his car. He was silent as Blair slid in beside him. Not until the house was well behind them did be speak.

"What do you think, Worth? Was that kid telling the truth?"

"It's hard to say, Chief. She's a very cute little girl, I'd say. Cute meaning shrewd and resourceful. She could have been lying her head off."

"Probably was. I had the damnedest feeling she was laughing at me every minute, knowing she was way out of my reach. Could you have handled her any better, you think?"

Blair had to smile at the left-handed concession to his more formal education, which he knew the chief respected. "No," he said without hesitation. "With my lack of experience she'd have had me in the first round. With the first punch, more than likely."

"I'm not sure she didn't get me just as quick. What about the rest of it? The house, I mean. Was everything what it seemed to be?"

"No, Chief."

"What caught your eye?"

"That powder in the empty room upstairs, for one thing. If it was roach powder, why was it only in that room?"

"And why in the middle of the room?" Lighthill said. "The place to look for roaches is around the baseboards. Tell me something else. How come, if she never uses the old man's study, she had the key on her? From the time we walked into the house, she was never out of our sight. She couldn't have gone somewhere and got it. It was right there in the pocket of her dress."

"Maybe she'd been cleaning the room, Chief."

"At this hour?"

"M'm. I guess not."

They were almost at the station when Blair spoke again. "Chief?"

"Yes?"

"There was something else. I can't put my finger on it, but there was something in that study."

"The books, maybe?"

"Maybe. I just don't know. But it's itching me like a dose of poison oak, and if I scratch hard enough I'll come up with it."
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Olive Jansen put down the telephone and frowned at her daughter. The call from Chief Lighthill had upset her. Her mind's version of the conversation revolved in her head like a Fourth-of-July pinwheel, throwing off sparks.

"Olive, the Hostetter boy is missing again and I want to ask Jerri if she was at the Peckham house today and saw him there."

"She isn't allowed to go there, Chief."

"But she may know if he went there or was planning to." A pause, while she had put the question to Jerri and got a mumbled answer. "She doesn't know, Chief. She didn't talk to him in school today."

On the floor of the apartment living room Jerri now seemed suspiciously engrossed in a picture book for children. Olive watched her for some time, and then said, "Did you see the Hostetter boy today?"

"No, Mommy."

"You were late gettin' home from school. Mrs. Trevett told me it was after four when you showed up. Where were you?"

"I played around school a little while."

"Who with?"

"I don't remember. Teresa was there. And Debbie."

"Why don't you look at me when I'm talkin' to you? Is that book so great you can't lay it down? You're lyin', aren't you?"

Closing the book, Jerri lifted her head and silently returned her mother's gaze.

"What's wrong with your eyes?" Olive said. 

"Wrong?"

Olive got up and went to her. Bending over, she put a hand under the child's chin and peered into her eyes. "They're red. You been readin' too much."

"Yes, Mommy."

"I want to talk to you, anyway. Put your book away and sit in a chair." Returning to her own chair, Olive waited for her daughter to obey. Then she said, "I want to go over what you told Keith and Melanie when they came here Friday after you spent the day at the nursery. I know we talked about it after, but I'm not satisfied."

Jerri gazed at her in silence, not squirming, not even blinking. There really was something wrong with the child's eyes, Olive thought. Maybe she should call Doc.

"Suppose we just begin again at the beginnin'," she said. "You told us the only time you left Vin at the nursery was to go to the john. Vin says no. He says he discovered you missin' three or four times when you was—when you were workin'. You wandered off to play in other parts of the nursery, he says. He called to you and you answered. Now who of you is lyin'?"

"I never went to where the trees were pulled up, Mommy."

"But you did leave him."

"Not for long. Honest."

"Why'd you tell us you only left him to go to the john?"

"You were mad at me."

"I'm gonna be a whole heap madder if I don't get the truth out of you. You better believe me. Now if you never went to where the plants were tore up, how'd your footprints get there? Answer me that."

"I told you. There was another girl. She came in car with her mother."

"Baby, both Vin and Keith say that just isn't so. No customer came with any child."

"They didn't see her. Her mother left her in the car. But she didn't stay in the car." Jerri voiced an exaggerated sigh. "I've already told you this, Mommy. It's true."

And that's the one hope I have to cling to, Olive thought: Even if you lied about other things, there may really have been a little girl in a car.

It just might be true. Keith, of course, had taken the shoes Jerri wore that day and compared them with the prints, and there was no doubt the shoes and the prints matched. But she had bought those at Moody's in Nebulon. Plenty of other Nebulon children must be wearing the same kind and size.

But if the girl in the car was just a figment of Jerri's imagination—if she herself had pulled up those plants—the big question had to be why. Was it to make trouble for Vin, just as she had tried to get him in trouble at the concert?

Olive had been reading a book on the problems of divorced women. It contained a discussion of the hostility some children felt toward their stepfathers. Sometimes the feeling was not even recognized by the child, the book said. It could be subconscious.

Could this be the answer to Jerri's behavior? Was she, even without knowing it, revolting against having Vin for a father? That would explain the scene at the concert. It would explain her tearing up the young trees to get Vin in trouble with Keith Wilding. But what about the kitten?

"Jerri."

"Yes, Mommy?"

"I been thinkin'. We'll be movin' out of this apartment soon and goin' to the new house. Almost everybody who lives in a house has a pet of some kind. You know? A dog or a cat. Should we get a cat, you think? A kitten?"

"Oh yes, Mommy!"

"You like kittens?"

"Yes!"

"Then why'd you kill the one in the nursery?"

"Mommy, I didn't. I told you it wasn't me."

The four of them—Mel and Keith, she and Vin—had taken Jerri back to the nursery Friday evening to confront her with the uprooted trees and demand an explanation. To make her look again at what she had done to the kitten. To find out what the symbol or diagram meant. She had denied everything, of course. She still did. But there was something wrong all the same . . . and not just with her eyes.

If pressed to be specific about what was wrong, Olive could only have said the child seemed afraid of something. Yes. She had not been afraid when questioned Friday. Over the weekend she had seemed quite normal. But on Monday when Olive returned from work and picked her up at Mrs. Trevett's, downstairs, there had been something wrong.

Mrs. Trevett had noticed it too. "Something must have happened at school," she said. "The minute Jerri walked in here, I could tell she was upset."

"Did anything happen at school today, baby?" Olive had asked her daughter.

"No, Mommy."

"What are you so jumpy about, then?"

"I'm not."

She was, though. Usually in the evening she watched TV or read a book or looked at magazines. She liked to draw—for a seven-year-old she was certainly artistic —and would often spend hours doing that. But Monday evening she had seemed unable to settle down. It was one thing after another, nothing lasting for more than a few minutes, until Olive, trying to do some ironing, became jittery herself and said, "For God's sake, Jerri, light someplace and do somethin'!"

"Mommy?"

"Now what?"

"Will Keith tell people what happened at the nursery?"

"I don't know."

"Will it be in the paper?"

"I suppose so, if he tells the police. If you didn't have anythin' to do with it, why should you care?"

"Will it rain tonight, Mommy?"

"Rain?" Apparently something had happened at school. "You mean hard enough so you won't have to go to school tomorrow?"

"Not for that. Just will it rain?"

"For God's sake, how do I know?"

It hadn't.

Yesterday, Tuesday, Jerri's nervousness had been even more obvious. She had gone to school scared and come back more so. In the evening she had asked whether there was anything in the paper about what "that girl in the car" had done at the nursery.

"No," Olive said. "And I don't suppose there will be. But I wish I knew why you're so interested."

"Will it rain tonight, Mommy?"

"That too. Why do you want it to rain?"

"Well, Keith put the plants back in the ground, didn't he? Rain will make them grow."

Olive had thought of something and tossed it into the conversation on the mere chance it might hit home. "And a good rain would wash away that picture you scratched in the path, wouldn't it?" She had said this in the apartment's tiny kitchenette while preparing supper. Jerri was in the doorway.

The child's response had been so totally unexpected, it caused her to juggle a plate and drop it. The plate broke on the floor while Jerri's voice still screamed, "I didn't make any picture in the path! I didn't! Don't say I did!"

The loss of the plate had angered Olive and she marched to the doorway. Sitting on her heels, she reached out and gripped Jerri's shoulders. "Now that'll be just quite enough!" she said sharply. "That's just all I want to hear out of you!"

Tears welled in her daughter's eyes. "I didn't do it,
Mommy. Please don't say I did."

"So the girl in the car did
it. All right. And you want rain so the plants'll grow again. I hear you. I don't believe a word you're tellin' me, but I hear you. Now go and wash for supper."

In the night it had rained, and this morning Jerri had seemed herself again, an innocent little girl with no problems. But now in the evening the fear seemed to be back. Olive gazed at her daughter, seated woodenly in a chair facing her, and wondered again if she ought to call Doc Broderick.

If she did, what would she say? "Jerri doesn't look right, Doc. She's pale. She acts as though something happened to frighten her again, but I can't think what it might be. She was late getting home from school today. Says she played around school with some of the kids. I'm not sure I believe her. Oh God, Doc, I don't know what to believe lately. I just don't."

Uh-uh. She couldn't be as vague as that.

"I think you ought to go to bed, baby," she said. "You look tired."

"Mommy, when will we move to the new house?"

"I'm not sure. Soon, though."

"Will I be going to a different school?"

"No, you'll still be in this district. Why? Don't you like the school you go to?"

Jerri did not have to answer that. Before she could do so there was a drumming of fingers on the hall door, a key turned in the lock, and Vin Otto walked in. "Hi." He kissed Olive, walked over to Jerri and touched his lips to the end of her nose. "I brought some ice cream from Ziegler's." He reached for Jerri's hand. "Come, sweetheart. Help me in the kitchen."

They ate butterscotch ice cream, Jerri's favorite flavor, and Vin talked about a woman who had come to the nursery asking for peanut trees. She had been reading a columnist in a Fort Lauderdale paper who kept up a running joke about his peanut-tree farm. It was good to laugh again, Olive thought. It was wonderful to hear Jerri laugh. "Peanuts don't grow on trees," Jerri said primly. "They grow in the ground."

Vin carried the dishes to the kitchen and washed them. Returning, he took from his shirt pocket a folded yellow envelope that had the words ELLSTROM'S PHOTO STUDIO printed on it. "Keith snapped some pictures of what happened at the nursery," he said. "It is a good thing he did, because the rain last night washed away the footprints and the diagram." He drew the prints out of the envelope and handed them to Olive.

She looked at them closely, placing each on the small table beside her chair as she finished with it. There were several photos of the uprooted exotics, showing the footprints among them. Two of the kitten. One of the diagrams scratched in the dirt where the paths crossed. "I suppose he had to do it," she said, shaking her head. "It's a thing I'd rather forget, though, I can tell you."

"All of us. But he feels we cannot be sure until we have seen the end of it."

"Oh God. Don't say that."

"We should have a record in the event something more happens, Keith says. It is strange. When I went for these today, Willard Ellstrom seemed quite interested in that one of the diagram. He inquired where it was taken. His wife discovered a drawing just like it in the school yard, he told me. The Hostetter boy did it. By the way, I bought something for the new house today at Caxton's. It was on sale."

"Oh? What?"

"Have you today's paper? There is a picture in the Caxton ad."

"It's in the bedroom; I'll get it," she said. But he followed her in and opened the newspaper on the bed, and after showing her the picture of the lamp he had bought, took her in his arms for a moment of loving. He knew she liked the lamp. She had stopped to admire it one day when they were shopping for something else.

They returned to the living room hand in hand and Olive abruptly halted. "What's that smell?" she said. She turned toward the kitchen and saw her daughter standing at the gas stove, holding something over a blazing burner.

"Jerri!" She raced in and grabbed the child's arm, pulling her away. "What do you think you're doing?"

The child held a flaming photograph but dropped it as the line of yellow fire reached her thumb and forefinger. Stepping back from it, she began to tremble. Her hands shook wildly. Her Cupid's-bow mouth would not be still. All the color had vanished from her face.

Suddenly a scream burst from her lips and she ran from the kitchen. She fled screaming into the bedroom and slammed the door behind her.

Olive and Vin looked at each other. Vin bent his knees and tried to pick up the burned photograph, but his fingers only reduced the remains to black powder. As he and Olive hurried to the bedroom, he snatched up the photos left on the table in the living room and quickly scanned them.

"She only burned one," he said. "Not the footprints. Not the kitten. Only the one of the diagram. Now why do you suppose she wanted to destroy that?"
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It was out of the question for Jerri to go to school the next day. At Olive's urging she got up and ate a breakfast, sitting at the table with her mother and Vin. Vin had stayed all night for the first time and slept on the sofa in the living room.

The child lost her breakfast before she could reach the bathroom. When carried back to bed, she broke out in a cold sweat. Olive telephoned Doc Broderick. Vin called Keith Wilding to say he would be late to work.

After burning the photograph last night, the child had been hysterical. She lay face down on the bed, sobbing and screaming. She stopped only when exhausted. Olive and Vin had put her into bed and tried to talk to her. Vin especially.

He sat on the bed and soothed her with his voice. What was his little girl afraid of? Why had she burned a picture of a drawing that did not mean anything? "Why did you do that, baby? Tell Vin, please."

She had finally sobbed herself to sleep without telling them a thing.

Doc Broderick examined the child with care and said to Olive, "Put another blanket on her bed, then come out and shut the door." In the living room he sat scowling at her and Vin for a moment. "It's emotional. She's scared of something. If you ask me, it's probably tied in with the rest of what's been happening lately."

"It began last night when she saw a photo I had," Vin said.

"What kind of photo?"

Vin told about the uprooted exotics, the dead kitten, the diagram. "That is what did it, the diagram. She waited until our backs were turned for a moment, then dashed into the kitchen and burned it."

"Burned it?"

"Turned on the gas stove and burned it," Olive said.

"What kind of diagram are you talking about? You remember it well enough to sketch it for me?"

"There is no need for that. I have the negative." Vin took the photo-shop envelope from his pocket. "I suppose when she ran to the stove with the print, she did not know that we could make more of them from the same negative." Finding what he wanted, he handed it over.

Holding the oblong of film by a corner, Doc carried it to a window and spent a long time examining it, "Have you any idea what it is?" Vin asked.

"Never saw such a thing before. How do you know it means anything?" Doc answered his own question with a shrug. "May I borrow this? Like to show it to Chief Lighthill."

Vin hesitated. "I would rather not, Doctor. It is not mine to lend. Shall we say that if the chief wants it, he can get it from Keith? Anyway, there is another just like it. A sketch, not a photograph."

"Oh?"

"Willard Ellstrom's wife found one scratched in the school yard the day after the Hostetter boy behaved so strangely. He did it; she saw him. She copied it."

"The day after, eh?" That would explain why the Ellstroms had not mentioned the diagram when he called on them, Doc thought. "Does she still have the copy?" According to the morning news, Raymond Hostetter was missing again. Doc had been about to call the family and ask for details when Olive phoned him about Jerri. This time the boy had been missing all night.

"Well," Vin said, "it was Willard who told me about it when he handed me these pictures. So I suppose she still has it."

"You've tried to find out from Jerri what this means, of course."

"Both of us," Olive said. "She won't discuss it. Ask her why she burned the photo, she just looks at you."

Doc remembered the day Jerri had almost told him something about a door, only to pull back at the last moment. He wondered whether the strange symbol in the negative, all those squares and circles and triangles, had anything to do with that.

Still on his feet after studying the negative, he turned and looked toward the bedroom. Would a psychiatrist question the child at this point? He didn't know. He was not a psychiatrist. That reference to a door had been puzzling him, though. A question or two now, backed up by this business of burning the photo, just might produce results.

He reached the bedroom door in two strides and opened it. Tried to open it. It thumped against something inside and there was a cry of pain. Doc put his head in and looked down. Jerri Jansen was on hands and knees, peering up at him.

He bent over and took her under the arms, setting her on her feet. Her eyes were not quite right, he noticed. They didn't just look at him; they stared and were tinged with red. Maybe the door banging into her...

"You're supposed to be in bed, young lady, not snooping. Come on. Back you go." She crawled into bed by herself, and he smoothed the covers over her as Olive and Vin came in to see what was happening. "You feel all right?" he asked the child. "Or did the door give you a knock?"

She turned her face away.

"Want to ask you something," Doc said. "That photograph you burned last night . . . did it have something to do with the magic door you were telling me about?"

He had a hand on the bed when he put the question. He felt her small body stiffen and remain rigid under the covers. He waited for an answer but was given none. Ah, well . . . probably a psychiatrist would not have asked such a question.

He gave it one more try. "Don't want to talk?" Getting no answer to that either, he turned to Olive and Vin, shrugged, and went back into the living room. There he said, "It looks as though it was the photo that upset her, all right."

"And me telling her she didn't come straight home from school," Olive said. "But, you know, that isn't the whole of it, either. She was upset over something when she got in from school, Mrs. Trevett told me."

"Did you call the school to find out if anything happened there?"

"No. I guess I should have."

Doc nodded. "All right. Keep her in bed a couple of days. I'd say keep her out of school the rest of this week too, in case the trouble is something there. Can you get a few days off from work, Olive?"

"Yes."

"Better do that. And I'll be looking in. So long for now."

Doc drove to the police station and found Lorin Lighthill at his desk.  He sat.  “No word yet about the mayor’s boy, Chief?”

“No word,” Lighthill said, looking and sounding as though he had not been to bed last night.

“I may have a lead for you.” Doc told him about the burning of the photograph and why Keith Wilding had taken the pictures in the first place. He went on to tell Chief Lighthill about the diagram scratched in the school yard by the missing son of Mayor Hostetter. “I haven’t any idea what the design might mean,” he admitted. “But don’t you agree it’s mighty queer that two kids of that age are able to draw the same complicated diagram? I wonder who taught them, and why.”

“How do you know the same kid didn’t do both? Nobody actually saw the Jansen girl do the one at the nursery you say.”

“Well, Mrs. Ellstrom saw Raymond do the first one and when number two was drawn, he was at home. He didn’t leave the house all week.”

“You sure he didn’t?”

“That’s what Mrs. Hostetter told me.”

“Let’s go have a talk with Ellstrom,” Chief Lighthill said. “It can’t do any harm.”

They found Willard Ellstrom sweeping the sidewalk in front of his studio. “Oh-oh,” he said when the chief finished telling him what was wanted. “I gave Lois’s sketch to a friend in Miami.” He told them about Professor John Holden and Holden’s interest in the drawing.

“You suppose you could phone him, Willard?” the chief asked. “If he’s had time to look into it, he may be able to help us. Apparently this drawing or diagram, whatever it is, means something.”

Saying, “Come along and talk to him yourself,” Willard led the way into his studio.  He looked up the number in an address book and dialed it, calling Professor's Holden's Coconut Grove apartment. Getting no answer, he called Holden's department at the university.

A woman answered.

"Professor Holden, please," Willard said. "This is Willard Ellstrom in Nebulon. It's quite important."

"I'm sorry. Professor Holden is not here."

"'Where can I reach him?"

"I'm afraid I don't know. He is to attend a conference at the University of Oregon next week but he is driving out there. I'm afraid there's no way you can contact him."

"Oh Lord," Willard said. "Is there a chance he might call you, do you think?"

"Well, he might. But I really don't know why he should."

"Will you take my number in case he does? It's very important."

"Of course, Mister—"

"Ellstrom. Willard Ellstrom in Nebulon. He'll know what I want if you'll just tell him it's urgent." He gave her his number, thanked her, and hung up. To Chief Lighthill he said, "You heard?"

"Enough. Just what did this man say, Willard, when you showed him the diagram in Miami?"

Willard had to think. "Well, he was astonished that a seven-year-old had done it."

"What else?"

"I told him our Miss Peckham at the library had said it was just childish doodling, and he certainly disagreed with that. I remember he said these esoteric things—I believe that was the word—can lead one along some pretty dark byways, or something to that effect."

"Did he use the word cabalistic?" Doc Broderick asked, frowning.

"I don't believe so."

"I'm thinking of that room you told me about, Chief," Doc said. 'The books."

"You really do have dark byways in mind, don't you?" the chief said, struggling to get his 290 pounds erect. "Well, thanks for trying, Willard. Call me if you hear anything? I've got to get back to old Tom Ranney and a missing boy."
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It was the beginning of a bad time for Lorin Light-hill. First, Nebulon's police could not find out who had cut the throat and gouged out the eyes of old Tom Ranney. They searched his shack. They examined the weed-grown lot for footprints. They learned nothing.

Robbery could not have been the motive; the man had owned nothing worth stealing. So far as was known, he had had no enemies. People had pitied him, not hated him. At one time or another almost every citizen of Nebulon must have seen him snoring away on a park bench. When he took off the ragged cap he always wore and laid it upside down beside him, some dropped coins into it.

Chief Lighthill clung to the belief that Raymond Hostetter was the murderer. But having no evidence and valuing his job, he kept his opinion to himself.

There remained the matter of the fingerprints on the handle of the knife. If they could be matched with Raymond's, they might prove something. But Raymond remained missing.

He had disappeared Wednesday, presumably on his way home from school. By Friday the police were desperate, the Hostetters were all but out of their minds with dread, state agencies and the county sheriff's department had been appealed to for help, and the whole town was putting forth theories.

Ruby Fortuna had kidnapped or killed the boy for accusing her of drowning her baby, some said. She had been let out of the hospital Tuesday night and must have been lying in wait for him when he left school Wednesday.

The same person who killed Tom Ranney had killed the youngster and hidden the body, said others. Probably a stranger just passing through town. Somebody not right in the head.

Leonard Quigley, the motorcycle cop, had his own theory. "You know what I think?" he snarled at Chief Lighthill. "I think we ought to investigate that Otto guy, the one who tried to feel up the little girl at the concert. I'll bet he has a thing about little kids. You just turn me loose on him and I'll get you some answers."

"Maybe later," Lighthill said, knowing Quigley was a bad man to antagonize.

The chief himself concentrated on trying to find someone who had seen Raymond walking home from school. "We know he left school by himself," he told Mr. and Mrs. Hostetter when giving them a progress report at their home Friday evening. "Miss Aube, the second-grade teacher, says she saw him leaving the school yard. No one was with him. Most of the other kids had already gone."

Mrs. Hostetter, whose eyes were red because she had been crying a lot, said, "Why was he one of the last to leave? I told him not to dawdle."

Lighthill shrugged. "So we have to assume he followed this route." He had unfolded a city map on the large marble-topped coffee table in the Hostetter's living room, and now with a felt-tipped pen he drew a red line on it. "What I've done is call at every house along that route. Every single one. But nobody saw him pass."

"He didn't come that way, then," the mayor said.

"Right. So I asked myself where else he might have gone, and of course the first place that came to mind was the Gustave Nebulon house. We'd already questioned Elizabeth Peckham and been through the house itself. You know that. But we hadn't checked the route, so we talked to every resident of those streets. Again no one saw him."

"Somebody was waiting for him right outside the school," Hostetter said. "Somebody dragged him into a car."

"It's a possibility."

"But why in God's name would anyone kidnap my son?"

"Ransom, maybe?"

"But no one has tried to contact me!"

Chief Lighthill said, "There's one other possibility." He exhaled an amount of air that only a chest as big as his could have held. "I hate to say this, but you have to admit Raymond did some peculiar things before he disappeared. That business with the marbles. The way he talked to the principal. The way he accused the Fortuna woman of drowning her baby . . ."

"Do you still maintain she did not drown the baby, Chief Lighthill?" Reatha Hostetter angily demanded. Nerves were raw now.

"Even if he saw her do it," the chief said, "doesn't it strike you folks as odd that a boy his age, always kind of shy, would step right up in a crowd and denounce a woman that way?" He shook his head as though still puzzled. "What I was saying, Raymond did these things before he disappeared. I don't insist they prove anything, but there's at least a possibility he was disturbed about something. And that means he could have just wandered off by himself. Or even run away."

The Hostetters stared at him in hostile silence.

"On the other hand," Lighthill admitted, "everyone knows he's your son, and everyone in town knows we're looking for him. Somebody would have seen him and come forward."

Another thing the chief did was talk to the children whose names he had obtained from Doc Broderick. He had nine names, not counting that of Teresa Crosser whom he had already interviewed. The number increased to twelve as he heard of others who were not Doc's patients. Worth Blair accompanied him on the calls he made. In discussing the results afterward, Lighthill said, "You think those kids were leveling with us, Worth?"

Blair shook his head.

"What's going on?"

"I got the impression they were expecting us to question them and were ready for us, Chief. As if they'd been coached."

"Or got together and decided among themselves what to tell us. Those are smart kids. Maybe not as resourceful as Teresa, but smart enough."

"I don't know much about children," Blair said, "but that lot gives me the creeps. The way they stare holes in you when you're talking to them. You notice the eyes on some of them?"

"Bloodshot? Yes."

"Worse than that. There were times I felt the way a bird is supposed to feel when a snake stares at it." In the report he wrote of the interviews with the children, however, Chief Lighthill did not mention their eyes. He said nothing of the feeling he shared with Blair that these particular youngsters were wise beyond their years. He simply wrote that none of the children admitted having seen Raymond Hostetter after Raymond left school. Most, in fact, claimed they had left before him.

Stephanie Aube, the second-grade teacher, supplied the information that Raymond had not in any way behaved strangely while in school that day. "I would say he was unusually quiet even for him," she said. "But mightn't that be significant in itself? He acted almost scared. Once when he seemed to be daydreaming and I spoke to him, I noticed he trembled."

Chief Lighthill talked to Lois Ellstrom, the principal, but she could tell him nothing. He went to see Ruby Fortuna. Ruby insisted she was not responsible for Raymond's disappearance, although she bitterly hated him for falsely accusing her about her baby.

He talked to Vincent Otto, who told him of having driven past the old Nebulon house one day when a group of children, the same children, were seated in a circle at the rear of the yard. On the strength of that statement the chief sent Leonard Quigley and two other men to search the yard, but they found nothing.

"Have you figured out yet what was wrong in old Gustave's study?" the chief asked Worth Blair.

"I'm working on it, Chief. Something about those books keeps bugging me. Just give me time."

With a shake of his head Lighthill said, "I wonder how much time we have."

Friday night the sand in the hourglass ran out a little faster.

All Nebulon knew Nino and Anna Ianucci. From Italy they had come to Florida when their homeland was ruled by Benito Mussolini, whom they despised and feared. With the little money they had they bought fifty acres of marginal land and planted oranges. It was said of Mama Ianucci that she had a name for each orange tree and loved each one as she would have loved a child.

She and Nino had no children. A tragedy. "I will go to the hospital and find out if it is my fault," Nino said. "No," said Anna. "I don't want to know whose fault it is, ever." So no children. Only orange trees. And now both were in their seventies, and they walked through Nebulon hand in hand, smiling at their neighbors, showing them what it meant to be loving though old.

"I bet they still do it in bed sometimes," the younger people of Nebulon speculated, smiling back at them. If they but knew, Nino and Anna Ianucci did it every night, and slept serenely the rest of the night in each other's arms.

They lived three miles out of town in a house on the fifty acres of orange trees. And on Saturday morning they were found there in bed with their throats cut, staring eyeless at the ceiling.
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Keith Wilding awoke and heard rain falling and was glad. In more than a week there had been only one good shower—the one that had obliterated the diagram in the nursery path and the shoeprints among the uprooted exotics. The rain fell on the roof now with a quiet drumming noise. It would be dropping on all the growing things in the nursery. For days he had been using the sprinklers. Today, Sunday, he would not have to.

Was it Sunday yet? He turned over in bed, quietly so as not to disturb the girl sleeping beside him. He looked at the glowing face of the clock on the dresser.

Yes, it was Sunday. It was twenty minutes to three, Sunday morning. He turned onto his back and looked at the ceiling and listened to the rain.

Because of the dry weather, he had lost many of the exotics pulled up by Jerri Jansen. Fewer than half of the Durantas and tulip trees had caught again after being replanted. A handful of lipstick trees. None of the akees. He was especially sad about the akees. With their bright scarlet fruit they would have been popular with his customers, he was sure.

Why had Jerri done it? He and Melanie had talked about it at some length last evening, and about the many other puzzling things that had been happening. Had Raymond Hostetter killed old Ranney and the Italian couple? If so, why? And where was he now?

Yesterday afternoon Chief Lighthill had come around to ask for the photo. The negative, rather, because Jerri had burned the photo and Keith had not yet had another print made. The chief was a worried man, relentlessly driving himself and getting too little sleep. The photo was a last resort. "It won't do any good. I know it won't. But I have to try."

The rain continued, sweet, cooling rain, heavy enough to give all the plants a needed drink, not so hard it would abrade the soil. At Keith's side Melanie Skipworth breathed softly in deep sleep. They had gone to bed early and made love. She always slept profoundly after making love. But there was another sound now. He raised his head above the muffling effect of the pillow. Straining to hear made him squint his eyes and scowl.

Footsteps. In the front room.

He hesitated. Should he arouse Mel and risk having her wake with a sound that would warn the intruder? If he tried to slide unnoticed out of bed, she might make an even louder sound. He turned and draped an arm across her body. They often did that during the night. She stirred, snuggling back against him. With his mouth touching her ear he whispered all but inaudibly, "Wake up. Don't speak. There is someone in the front room."

She took in a breath and silently sat up, her pale body just visible in the darkness. In the front room someone was moving about very slowly and cautiously, making barely enough noise to be heard above the sound of the rain. Melanie reached for Keith's hand.

He gave her fingers a squeeze and her leg a soft warning pat, and eased himself off the bed. Like her he was naked. It was not a comfortable feeling to be naked at such a moment; had there been something handy to put on, he would have donned it. There was nothing within reach. He walked slowly on the balls of his feet to the bedroom door and halted with a hand on the knob.

On the other side of the door was a brief hall, but the footsteps were not in the hall; they were in the living room beyond. He opened the door a few inches and listened again. It was hard to distinguish the rain sound from the other. Alert for trouble, he went silently along the hall to the living room doorway.

That room was lighter than the bedroom he had come from. It had more windows and, besides, the front door was open. He must have left the door unlocked. It was a habit of his, a bad one, based on the probably false assumption that because the house was deep inside the nursery, it was safe from intruders.

For a moment he was puzzled. He stood there in the doorway trying to see who or what had made the noise. He could see nothing.

Then he became aware of a movement at the other end of the room. Something small and pale was there, partly hidden by the desk at which he took care of his personal correspondence. It was an old desk, an antique, with drawers and pigeonholes; he had a modern flat-topped one in his office for the business of the nursery. Frowning, he watched the prowler step fully into view and begin searching for something.

A stride brought him within reach of a wall switch, and suddenly the room was ablaze with light. The intruder voiced a sharp gasp and whirled toward the click of the switch. She whirled again, this time toward the door. She took two small, stumbling steps and halted, apparently convinced she had no chance of escaping.

Keith strode forward, regretting his nakedness but unable to do anything about it. He caught her by the wrist and held her, peering at her in astonishment. She wore pink pajamas that were soaked through by the rain. Her fluffy slippers were supposed to look like white rabbits but were black with mud.

"Jerri Jansen," he said, "what are you doing here at this hour?"

He needn't have asked. The object of her nocturnal visit was clutched in her free hand: the envelope from Willard Ellstrom's photo studio. He took it from her, remembering he had left it on the desk after giving Chief Lighthill the negative. At that point Melanie Skipworth, in a house coat, came from the bedroom and draped a bathrobe around him.

"You may think I'm crazy, but I had a feeling something like this might happen," she said. "I'd better phone Olive."

Keith nodded.

Melanie went to the telephone while Keith lifted the child and sat her on a chair. He made sure to place himself between the chair and the door. Backing up, he put a hand behind him and shut the door and locked it without taking his gaze off her.

He heard Melanie say, "Olive? Mel, at Keith's house. Did I wake you? . . . I see. You don't know your daughter isn't there, then. . . No, she isn't; she's right here. Must have slipped out without waking you and walked over here . . . What? No, no, she's all right, just wet up a little is all . . . We'll bring her back as soon as we've cleaned her up and got her into something dry. . . What? Well, my guess is she came for the negative of that picture she burned. You know what you told us, how she was eavesdropping when Doc wanted to borrow it, and Vin said he had to turn it over to Keith. What I'm thinking . . ."

"Mel," Keith interrupted gently, "maybe that can wait till we get over there? I'm not exactly up on bathing and dressing small females."

"Sorry. I'm dumb." She said good-bye to Olive and hung up. Taking Jerri by the hand, she said in her low, musical voice, "Come on, it's into a warm bath with you, young lady." Keith followed into the bathroom. The child seemed completely subdued.

Wondering if she might be contrite enough to answer questions, Keith asked a few while Melanie bathed her. "What do you want the negative for, Jerri?"

She pretended not to have heard. Seated in the tub, she concentrated on watching Melanie's hands as they scooped the warm soapy water and let it run over her body.

"Did you want to burn it, Jerri?"

The child was deaf.

Keith noticed something else, then. Moving away from the bathroom wall against which he was leaning, he bent over Melanie, on her knees, and put his lips close to her ear. "Her eyes," he said for only her to hear. "Look at them."

"Yes," she said aloud. "I wonder if that touch of color has anything to do with special powers."

"Powers?"

"Such as a cat is supposed to have. Doesn't it seem strange to you that"—she frowned, obviously reaching for words Jerri would not understand—"that the objective was so easily and quickly reached despite the lack of illumination?"

"We don't know how long she was on the scene before I heard her."

"Well, yes, there's that." Melanie finished bathing the child and lifted her from the tub. "Now let's get you dry, baby."

"I've something to tell you, Jerri," Keith said. "The negative you came for is not in that envelope anymore."

The child refused to look at him.

"It isn't even in this house, so don't plan on coming here again for it. I gave it to Chief Lighthill today."

The head jerked up and the small naked body all at once became rigid. The oddly reddish eyes focused on Keith's face. "W—why?"

"The picture is going to be in the paper tomorrow. Today, that is. Sunday. The chief thinks it has something to do with the things that have been happening, and since you won't tell us what the diagram means, he's going to ask the people if they know."

The child's rigid body went limp. Slipping out of Melanie's hands, she slumped into a sitting position on the floor. Then she turned and, gripping the edge of the tub with both hands, laid her face on the backs of her wrists and began to sob.

She sobbed until every inch of her small frame shook with the violence of it. Even when Melanie pried her hands loose and put both arms around her and murmured words of comfort, the sobbing continued.

Keith said with a frown, "If only she would tell us what she's afraid of."

But Jerri would not. Though she eventually stopped crying, she only lapsed into an unnatural silence again. All the way through Nebulon's sleeping streets to her mother's apartment, she was silent.

The Sunday edition of the Nebulon News carried Keith's photograph of the diagram on its front page. Below it appeared the following statement:

Do you know what the above diagram represents, or what purpose it may serve? If so, please contact your police department at once. One of these diagrams was drawn in the school yard by Raymond Hostetter, who has disappeared. A second was drawn at the Keith Wilding Nursery by, the police think, another child to whom strange things have been happening. The police are of the opinion that this diagram or symbol is somehow connected with the unexplained recent events in Nebulon. If you know anything or have any suggestions, your cooperation is urgently requested.
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Olive had planned to send her daughter to school again on Monday but now could not. Again she called Doc Broderick.

Doc examined the girl and asked questions. The questions were either versions of "What are you afraid of?" or roundabout attempts to obtain information without seeming to. He said, "Do you want to go to school, Jerri?"

"What would you like to do? Go out and play?"

"A walk in the park, maybe?"

"No. Please!"

"You can't stay indoors the whole day."

"I can, I can!"

Doc talked privately to Olive. The key to the child's fear seemed to be the diagram Keith Wilding had photographed in the nursery, he suggested. There was no safe way she could be forced to tell why it frightened her. However, the picture had been published in yesterday's paper and there was at least a chance that someone who could explain it would come forward. "Let's wait a couple of days anyway," Doc said. "Keep her home. Keep her quiet. I can't find anything physically wrong, but she needs to calm down."

For Olive it was a long day. Rain began to fall in the morning and continued through most of the afternoon. When it ceased, there was no alleviating sunlight. The sky remained almost black.

At times during the day Jerri slept. She appeared to dream a lot and uttered small sounds of apparent discomfort. She twitched and jerked spasmodically without waking herself. At other times she sat in the living room, looking at books or magazines.

Soon after the rain stopped she invented another diversion. She would get up and go to a window, would stand there with her hands on the sill and her face close to the glass while peering down at the yard. She went from one window to another, even to the one in the kitchen where she had to climb on a chair and lean across the sink.

"What do you think you're lookin' for?" Olive asked.

"Nothing."

Olive looked out, too. The apartment occupied an end of the building, running from front to back. Much of the yard was visible from its various windows.

Only a small portion of the yard was lawn. In years past, Nebulon's builders had left the landscape alone more than their counterparts did today. They left large trees standing for shade and used grass only to beautify bare space. The yard Olive looked down on, brooding under a black sky, consisted mostly of trees and large shrubs. It was a forest picture in a child's book of fairy tales, she thought. Watch out for the wolves.

Wolves? Don't be silly. But something.

She found herself going again and again to the windows in an effort to get rid of what was building up in her mind. But was it only in her mind? She had lived in this apartment since her divorce. She must have looked out these windows hundreds of times when the yard below was dark. And never before had she felt as she did now—that something was prowling about down there. Never.

"Jerri." She and the child stood side by side at a window. "Jerri, what's down there?"

"Nothing."

"What are you lookin' at, then?"

"Nothing."

"Well, what are you lookin' for?"

"I'm just watching it get dark. I wish it wouldn't."

Olive directed a frown at her daughter. "That's a funny thing to say. You've never been afraid of the dark." She hadn't. She had never even asked to have a night-light in her room.

But she was afraid now, Olive thought. Since starting to go from window to window, peering down at the yard, she had become tense. Her movements were too abrupt. That peculiar tint was in her eyes again.

"It's gettin' dark early on account of the weather," Olive said. Taking her daughter by the hand, she drew her away from the glass. "I'm gonna pull the shades, and then we better start fixin' some supper. Keith and Mel are comin' for supper, in case you've forgot. And Vin."

The child remained in the living room while she went about the apartment drawing the shades. From a bedroom window Olive peered down at the yard again.

Something moved among the trees. Yes, it did. It darted from a thick clump of half-wild Chinese Hat bushes to a banyan tree draped with the gnarled stems of an old Thunbergia vine. She focused her gaze on the tree and dared the thing to move again and reveal itself.

She stood there a minute, two minutes, and nothing happened. Almost nothing, anyway. In the heart of the vine two small dots of red appeared, seeming to return her stare. They could only be fire beetles. The shadowy human shape she had seen darting from cover to cover would not have bright red eyes.

She drew the shade and returned to the living room, where she took Jerri's hand again. "We don't need to cook a whole supper. Mel is bringin' some chicken from the fried-chicken place. What we'll do is fix a big, scrumptious salad to go with it. Okay?"

Now that's funny, she thought as the child looked at her and silently nodded. The tint in Jerri's eyes seemed to be getting brighter as evening came on.



Keith Wilding and Vin Otto left the nursery at closing time, picked up Melanie Skipworth at her shop, and arrived at Olive's soon afterward with the promised chicken. Olive and Jerri had made a salad and coffee and set up a table in the living room.

For a time any mention of Jerri's nocturnal visit to the nursery was carefully avoided. The talk was of the killings of Tom Ranney and the Ianuccis and the search for Raymond Hostetter. The same subjects were probably being discussed that evening in half the homes in Nebulon.

The Hostetter boy, Keith said, appeared to have vanished from the face of the earth. Not a soul had seen him since his departure from school on Wednesday. "Wednesday to Monday. It's uncanny."

As for the murders, the feeling throughout town was that some demented or drug-crazed vagrant must be responsible. "The truth is, we have many of that kind here in Florida," Vin said. "With our easy climate we attract drifters as flowers attract bees. Even when they are sick and destitute, survival is easy. They can sleep in the open. They can live on tropical fruit stolen from people's yards."

Olive said, "Has anyone come forward about the photo in the paper?"

No one knew. "But if anyone had, it seems to me Chief Lighthill would have been in touch," Melanie said. Smiling at Jerri, she added, "And what have you been doing all day, young lady? Counting raindrops?"

Olive said, "For the past couple of hours she's been watchin' the yard. Me too, I guess."

They looked at her, awaiting an explanation.

"I suppose it's my nerves, but I swear there's been someone prowlin' around down there."

Keith got up and went to a window, where he held the drawn shade away from the glass and peered out. "Can't see much; it's too dark. Are you sure?"

"Well, I thought I saw somethin'. And for an hour or more I've certainly had a feelin' there's somethin' down there. Jerri noticed it first."

"This could be serious," Keith said. "You realize if we do have a weirdo in town who's responsible for Raymond's disappearance, he could be stalking other kids too?"

Melanie's usually low voice was warningly sharp as she said, "Keith, not now!" and glanced at Jerri.

"No, listen." Vigorously he shook his head. "This is no time to be squeamish. Vin, why don't we just have a look around down there?"

"No!" Jerri cried.

"I know, I know." Keith went to her and rumpled her hair. "You're scared. But Vin and I are a mite bigger than you, baby. We'll be all right."

The child stared at them, apparently terrified.

"Look now," Vin said, rising from the table. "Don't you girls stand at the windows. We don't want him to know what's going on."

"Won't you need a flashlight?" Olive asked.

"Uh-uh. At the first blink of a light, he'd fade away."

The two women and the child sat at the table and waited. They pretended to eat their fried chicken and salad. The women kept glancing at the windows. The child was just as obviously tense and apprehensive but stared down at her food.

Olive said at last, with a loud exhalation of breath, "Jerri, damn it, you could put an end to all this by just tellin' us what you know. I swear I'm tempted to shake it out of you!"

"Olive, no," Mel said.

"Well, it's true, and I'm no saint. I have feelin's. She knows what she's scared of and won't tell us. You know and I know she's lyin' her head off about that other kid in the car at the nursery. We both know she herself tore up those plants and killed that kitten and drew that thing in the dirt. I don't see why we have to go through all this torment just because she won't tell us what's goin' on!"

Mel got up and put her hands on Olive's shoulders. She began to massage the shoulders as though to relieve them of pain. "Now, now, it's rough. We know it's rough. But you're oversimplifying it, Olive. There's more to it than just Jerri's refusing to talk."

Outside in the yard, Keith and Vin separated according to a plan agreed on while they were going down the stairs. Keith turned toward a clump of Chinese Hat bushes almost under one of Olive's bedroom windows. Vin made for a more distant part of the yard. In a moment Keith lost sight of his companion.

The yard was totally dark now. The warm air felt like a damp blanket, so smothering it seemed to muffle the engine noise of a car passing along the road. Keith went forward with caution, trying to make no sound. The wet ground sucked at his shoes. There were more than the usual number of light-producing insects floating about, he noticed. Fire beetles, apparently. At least, the glow they gave off seemed brighter and redder than the luminescence of ordinary fireflies. The rain must have brought them.

With his hands uplifted, he pushed into the clump of bushes and found himself in a miniature forest. Water from the disturbed leaves soaked him and he stopped for a moment, apprehensive. It was strange. He always enjoyed walking through his own place at night, breathing in the scents of unseen blossoms, but this yard gave him the creeps. He had no feeling of belonging here at all. He was an intruder. The fire beetles were alien eyes watching and mocking him. He was blind, but they could see.

From the part of the yard where Vin Otto had gone came a sudden cry with pain in it, followed by his name. "Keith! Keith!" He froze in his tracks and listened for more. There was no repetition. He broke into a run through the dark wet bushes, using his arms like a swimmer doing a furious breaststroke.

"Keith . . . " It was a moan this time.

He burst from spiky darkness into a place of open grass and Vin Otto was there on his knees, rocking back and forth. Vin's hands were pressed to his forehead. He made sounds of pain. Struggling to rise, he would have dropped back onto his knees or even collapsed had Keith not caught him.

Keith Wilding was always calm in a crisis. Holding Vin up, he said, "Where are you hurt?"

Vin moved his hands from his head to reveal where something had struck him above the right eye. The flesh was torn and bloody. "A stone," he said with difficulty. "Something moved in the bushes. I saw eyes watching me. I went for it, and bang."          

Keith looked around but saw nothing. Fire beetles in a nearby clump of shrubs, perhaps, nothing more. "Let's get you back inside." As he said it a stone whistled past his face, missing him by inches, and a second one thudded into the ground and ricocheted against his ankle. The pain made him suck in a breath. "Come on!"

More stones barely missed them as they stumbled toward the house. It was uncanny, Keith thought, how the throwers could be so accurate in the dark. On reaching the building, he took Vin's key and hurriedly opened the downstairs door, half expecting the stone hurlers to be at their heels. He had to help Vin up the stairs. When Olive opened her apartment door to his thumping and saw Vin's injury, she cried out in dismay.

"Someone's out there," Keith said, helping Vin to the sofa. "More than one. You mind if I call the police?"

"Of course not! Call them!"

He walked to the phone and dialed. While he waited, just beginning to unwind, the room exploded in a crash of broken glass. The stone that flew across it miraculously hit no one before thudding into the wall opposite the shattered window.

Olive screamed. Vin Otto struggled up from the sofa and said hoarsely, "Get back from the windows!" In Keith's ear a voice said, "Nebulon Police. . . Say, what's going on there?"

Keith supplied the necessary information, and when the police voice crisply said, "We'll be there," he slapped the phone down. The others in the room were flat against the wall, staring at the broken window. They seemed fascinated by it. Melanie said, "Keith. Please. Don't stand there."

He reached them just as a second smashed window sprayed shards of glass about the room. Jerri began to whimper.

"I'm going to put out the lights," Keith said.

"Oh God, no!" Olive wailed.

"Have to. The windows are too easy with the place lit up like this." He snapped the living room switch, and then hurried into the bedroom and kitchen. When he groped back to the others, the apartment was in darkness.

In the dark they stood by the wall and waited. They asked one another who was out there, and why. There were no answers, only questions. After a while they became silent, and the only sounds in the room were their breathing, abnormally loud, and Jerri's steady whimpering. Then Melanie said, "Our police cars have radios, don't they?"

"Yes," Vin said in a voice that held pain. "They will not be long."

A car came fast along the road in front of the building and stopped with whistling brakes. Suddenly a missile from the yard noisily shattered one of the windows in the bedroom.

"That should be their parting shot," Keith said.

He went to the first window that had been hit, and looked down. Dark shapes of men moved through the yard behind probing flashlight beams. At the curb stood a car with its headlamps on and a blue light flashing on its roof. For a moment Keith entertained the bizarre notion that the fire beetles in the yard were retreating from the advancing policemen. Take it easy, he thought. You'll be seeing spooks next.

He turned the lights back on and said to Olive, "Hadn't you better look after Vin?" Nothing had been done for Vin yet; his forehead was dark with clotting blood and beginning to swell. Olive led him into the bathroom.

"Keith," Melanie said, "Olive and Jerri can't stay here after this. Can we take them to your house?"

"If they'll come."

It was a time of waiting again while the police completed their search of the yard. At last the bell rang and Keith pressed the button to release the downstairs door. He opened the apartment door when he heard plodding footsteps on the stairs. Worth Blair walked in, followed by two other men in uniform.

Blair was shaking his head. "We heard that window go. Sorry. I'm afraid we muffed it." He nodded to Melanie; everyone knew the girl who ran the gift shop. Just then Vin and Olive came from the bathroom, and he saw Vin's injury. "Good Lord," he said.

Keith said, "They broke more than one window. They broke three and stoned us in the yard."

"They?"

"It wasn't one person out there. It was some kind of gang."

"What did they want?"

"God knows."

Olive said, "They were out there watchin' this apartment for a long time before Vin and Keith went out to investigate. My God, I can't take any more of this."

Melanie said, "We want you and Jerri to come with us, Olive. You can't stay here. Vin, too, if he likes."

"Where?"

"Keith's house. There's room."

"Oh God," Olive said, staring wide-eyed at the fragments of glass everywhere and the unfinished meal on the table. "Vin, what must I do?"

"What Mel says, at least for now. In the morning we can figure things out." Vin put his arm around her. "Do not be afraid, darling. Everything is going to be all right."

"You're all going to Mister Wilding's place?" Worth Blair asked.

"Yes."

"We'll just follow you over there, then, and get a proper statement of what happened. First thing in the morning I'll check back here to see if they left anything we can identify them by. Footprints, for instance, in that wet ground."
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At the cottage in the nursery Jerri Jansen was put to bed and the police were given the report they had to have. Worth Blair and his men then departed. It was now nearing nine o'clock. "I don't know about the rest of you," Melanie said, "but I'm hungry. Suppose I scramble us some eggs or something."

Olive went with her into the kitchen and the two men sat in the living room. Vin Otto wore a homemade bandage around his head. He had refused flatly to call Doc Broderick. Below the bandage the scars were still visible where Jerri had scratched him in the park.

For a time the men were silent. Working together day in and day out at the nursery, they had found they did not always have to talk. Then Vin said, "Do you know something? I believe those things in the yard back there could see in the dark somehow."

"You said it, not me. But I've been waiting for one of us to stick his neck out."

"Two of those stones hit us and many others just missed. And it was dark, Keith. It was really dark."

"Yes."

"Then you put the apartment lights out and still they were able to smash another window. Did you see that window? It was hit dead center."

Keith allowed his gaze to travel across the tiled floor, now gleaming in lamplight, to the antique desk at the other end of the room. Almost reluctantly he said, "I'm convinced Olive's Jerri can see in the dark, too. At least sometimes." 

"What?"

"When I surprised her here Saturday night, she was standing by that desk. The envelope she'd come for was on the desk but not out in the open; it was back where I'd thrown it among some other papers after I gave Chief Lighthill the negative. Let me show you something."

Keith reached out and switched off the one lamp that was burning. A glow still came from the kitchen, but the end of the room where the desk stood was instantly and completely dark. No light came through the windows from outside.

"It was as black as this, Vin. But her hand went straight to the envelope. What does Doc say about that peculiar color we see in her eyes sometimes?"

"I do not know if he has seen it."

Keith put the lamp back on. "Vin, I thought those red things in Olive's yard were fire beetles. Were they?"

Before Vin could reply, Melanie appeared from the kitchen. "Come on, you two," she said. "Come get some eggs and hot coffee inside you."

The rest of that evening and night passed without incident.

In the morning Melanie went to her gift shop, Keith and Vin worked in the nursery, Olive stayed in the house with Jerri. Keith tried to pick up the interrupted conversation of last night but realized there was no more to say on the subject. The notion that Jerri or anyone else could see in the dark was simply fantastic. He wished he could talk to Doc about that redness of the eyes, though. Could it be a symptom of some illness?

The day began much like any other. There was some pruning to do, some potting and transplanting. There were the usual customers. Vin spent time with a spray tank in the unending war against bugs and blight. Along with routine chores, Keith moved some potted jaboticabas to a walkway near the office, where customers would just about have to step off the path to get by them and thus might notice their beauty.

The first person to squeeze by was fulsome Mrs. Vetel, who wanted some flowers for her church. The lady could not help noticing Vin; he was spraying nearby. "I see you still have Mister Otto working for you," she said.

"Yes, Mrs. Vetel."

"With all that's been happening, you're not in the least suspicious, Mister Wilding?"

"Not in the least."

"Well, 1 must say I admire your courage."

"You sound as though you may have been talking to Leonard Quigley, Mrs. Vetel."

"Who is he?"

"A policeman with a red—er—face and a motorcycle."

"I'm sure I don't know him. Why should I have been talking to him?"

Keith sighed. "It's of no consequence, Mrs. Vetel. Some people just think alike, apparently."

"Well," she said, "just don't forget what happened to Louis Neibert, Mister Wilding."

Later in the morning Worth Blair drove in. Keith had finished moving the jaboticabas and was talking to Vin in front of the greenhouse. Blair walked over to them from his police car and said, "Good morning. I just stopped by to tell you we've been through the yard back there with the proverbial fine-tooth comb. I wish I had some information for you."

"Nothing?" Keith asked.

"I'm sorry. The only footprints we found were small and indistinct. The ground was too soft. It seems there are several children living in that apartment house, so what have we got?" He answered his own question with a shrug.

A little later, Olive came out of the house with Jerri. Finding Keith and Vin working together inside the greenhouse, she asked if he might walk the child about the nursery. "I suppose I shouldn't, after the diagram and all, but I promise nothin' will happen. It's hard to stay cooped up." She looked at Vin. "Did you ask him?"

"Not yet. I will."

"Ask me what?" Keith said when mother and daughter had gone down one of the nursery paths.

Vin hesitated. "I have no right, but we had an idea last night. That house I have rented . . . if perhaps I could borrow the pickup this evening and carry her belongings over from the apartment, we could move in there tomorrow. It has a stove and a refrigerator. Days may pass before those windows at the apartment are replaced." He frowned. "What are you smiling at?"

"So you're going to live in sin after all." And maybe already had last night, Keith thought, although there were twin beds in the room they had used. More likely Olive and Jerri had used one bed, Vin the other.

"Only for as long as it will take us to be married," Vin said. He was dead serious. "You and Mel should be married too, Keith. You will in the end. Why wait any longer?"

"Some things don't seem all that important to some people, I guess. About the truck, of course you can have it. We'll knock off early and I'll give you a hand."

Vin wagged his head. "I do not think we should leave the women and Jerri alone here, Keith."

"Well . . .”

"I will ask Don and Leo to help me." These were high-school boys who sometimes worked at the nursery. "And thank you. Believe me, I am grateful." His homely face took on a thoughtful expression. "There is something else I am grateful for, too. I know that certain customers have asked you to fire me since that unpleasantness at the concert."

"Only two," Keith said quietly. "Mrs. Vetel and Quigley. Maybe a couple of others hinted. But that's over and done with. With a drowned baby and three murders to think about and the mayor's son missing, what happened at the concert isn't even remembered now." Which was not quite true, he realized. Mrs. Vetel had remembered it this morning.

During the afternoon Olive and Jerri again walked about. They did not leave the nursery. About four thirty Doc Broderick drove in and found them back in the house. "I stopped by the apartment to see how Jerri was getting along, and the neighbors told me you were here," he said. "You were run out by prowlers, they said. What the devil happened?"

Olive told him what she knew. The recital made her realize how much she did not know.

"Was it kids, you suppose?" Doc asked, scowling. When she hesitated, he said, "The reason I ask . . . a couple of parents called me today to say they were having trouble. Mothers of Jerri's classmates, I mean. They said their kids were behaving strangely . . . disappeared for a time yesterday evening and came back defiant, refusing to say where they'd been."

"I don't know," Olive said. "Worth Blair said there were small footprints in the yard. No large ones. But there are children living there."

Doc walked over to the chair in which Jerri was sitting. "Hey, you," he said quietly. "Look at me."

She did and he leaned closer, peering at her eyes. "Okay. Evidently you haven't got it. Not now, anyway."

"Got what?" Olive said.

"Both mothers who called said their kids' eyes were inflamed when they finally did come home last evening. I realized then I'd noticed it before in some of these youngsters, including this one. Should have paid more attention to it, I suppose."

"Jerri's eyes were a funny color last evening, Doc."

"Oh? And then it faded, you mean?"

Olive nodded.

"Maybe I should pay old Yambor a visit. He's forgotten more about eyes than I'll ever know."

"Who is he?"

"You don't know Doctor Victor Yambor over in Glendevon? He was Gustave Nebulon's doctor. Elizabeth Peckham goes to him."

Olive shook her head.

"Crabby old coot, but smart," Doc said. "How many times have you noticed this redness in Jerri's eyes?"

Olive tried to remember but had to shake her head again. "I don't . . . I can't really say. Not too often, I guess."

"It seem to follow any kind of pattern? When she's upset, say? Or enjoying a show of temper?"

"When she's . . . strange. I mean behaving strangely. But last evening she was only frightened, I'm sure, and I noticed it then."

Doc examined the child's eyes again, holding them open and taking longer this time. Straightening, he shrugged and wagged his head. "I'll have to do that," he said almost inaudibly, speaking to himself now. "I'll have to go pick the old boy's brains."

Soon after Doc departed, Melanie Skipworth arrived with bags of food from a supermarket. "I bought scads of goodies," she told Keith as he carried them into the house. "Tonight we'll have a real dinner with no prowlers breaking windows. Then—"

He interrupted to tell her Vin had gone to the apartment to move Olive's belongings. "He may be back quite late."

"We'll feed him when he gets here, then. You couldn't go along to help him?"

"He didn't want you girls and Jerri left here alone."

In the kitchen Mel frowned in silence as he placed the bags of food on the counter. She began to unpack them, and stopped. Turning to face him, she said, "Are you serious? You really think it may happen again? Here?"

"That diagram was drawn here, Mel. Not at the apartment."

An hour later it began.
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Darkness did not fall on the nursery; it infiltrated.

Melanie Skipworth and Olive Jansen prepared a meal in the kitchen. Seven-year-old Jerri Jansen lay tummy-down on a rug in the living room, with crayons and a coloring book. On the living room sofa Keith Wilding browsed through a seed catalogue.

As the darkness slipped in, they turned lights on without thinking. Outside, the nursery paths and then the smaller growing things vanished. There would be a moon later. There was nothing now except a washed-out afterglow in the western sky. That faded, and the taller nursery trees disappeared with it. Except for the rectangles of yellow light marking the cottage windows, there was nothing.

Suddenly the evening quiet exploded with a sound of glass breaking.

To the four occupants of the cottage it was a familiar sound after what had happened last night. But this was not a window; it was something outside. Keith looked up from his reading. The sound was repeated. His face a thundercloud, he pushed himself off the sofa and flung the door wide.

Another crash. Still another. He was able to determine the direction of the sounds now; they came from nearby, off to his right. It could be only one thing. Someone was stoning the greenhouse.

His anger was such that he forgot he was responsible for the safety of the others. Storming out of the house, he went striding along the path in the darkness. When he heard even more panes of glass being smashed, he broke into a run.

Then all at once he guessed why the intruders were doing what they were doing.

He halted. Breathing heavily, he turned and looked about him and saw or thought he saw shadows moving past him on both sides. It was hard to be sure, but the darkness appeared to be in motion here and there.

Then he saw the fire beetles again. Some floated a few feet above the ground and seemed to be watching him to see what he would do next. Others moved slyly through the darkness toward the house.

There at the house, light spilled from the front door he had left open. Melanie and Olive stood in the opening. A lane of illumination reached along the walk, their elongated shadows within it.

He raced back to the house, reaching it just in time. Stumbling over the threshold, he all but knocked down the two women as they sought to get out of his way. Jerri was with them, he noticed. He lurched about to slam the door shut.

As he did that, the first two speeding shadows reached the edge of light on the walk and he saw them. At least, he saw what seemed to be two small, pale faces with glowing eyes. Realizing their moment of opportunity had passed, the pair abruptly halted, and the look of triumph on their faces swiftly changed to one of fury. They darted back into the darkness.

But he had seen them. He had seen their faces and the change of expression. He was sure of it. Leaning against the closed door, he looked at the two frightened women facing him. "Did you see what I saw?" he asked dazedly.

Olive said woodenly, "Two children. One was the little Voight girl. Oh, my God, what's going on?"

"There's a gang out there. They tried to lure me out so they could get in here. At least, that's what I think." He straightened himself away from the door and turned to make sure it was locked. "Check the windows, will you?" He ran through the house to make sure the back door was locked too. Returning to the living room, he waited for the women and Jerri to join him, and then said, "I'm going to call the police."

He went to the telephone and began to dial, but realized there was no hum in the instrument. He tried again and put the phone down. "They must have cut the wire. They're smart. Keep away from the windows. They may start throwing stones again." He walked about the room, his face twisted with concern. "What the hell do they want, anyway?" He looked at Jerri. "Do you know what they want?"

The child stood motionless for a few seconds, returning his stare, then wagged her head. Her eyes were red too, he saw. At least, they were becoming so. They were not yet the glowing fire beetles he had seen outside.

He frowned at Melanie and Olive. "All right. They want something. What is it?"

"Maybe they've just gone kind of wild," Olive suggested. "You know? Kids do, don't they? Older ones, anyway. If they get mad about somethin' that's happenin' at school or around town, they form a gang and begin smashin' things." Her voice ran down and the room filled with an accusing silence. Neither Keith nor Melanie bothered to answer her.

Jerri began to whimper.

"Oh, shut up!" Olive said. "If you'd tell us what you know about this, we might have an idea what to do!"

"Olive, no," Mel said. Leading Jerri to a chair, she sat down and lifted the child onto her lap, and when Jerri's whimpering seemed to subside a little she said, "Do you know who's out there, baby?"

Jerri shook her head.

"Well, if one of them is Debbie Voight, isn't it likely the others, too, are kids in your class at school?"

"I don't know."

"Was it these children who broke the windows at the apartment last night?"

"I don't know."

"Mel, you're just wastin' your time," Olive said.

Mel moved the child off her lap and stood up. "I guess I am. And I don't mind telling you I'm no saint either. I'd like to smack her. Keith, there's food in the kitchen. Are you hungry?"

He shook his head.

"Olive?"

"No. Not now."

"Are you hungry, young lady? Or has the cat got your appetite along with your tongue?"

Climbing onto the chair Mel had vacated, Jerri began sobbing.

Suddenly the lights went out. All the lights in the house. One moment the three grown-ups were watching the child as she made herself small on the chair and uttered plaintive murmuring sounds. Then the room was totally black except for a dim reddish glow emanating from the same child's eyes.

"Damn them," Keith said. "Mel, do we have any candles?"

"In the kitchen. I'll get them." She felt her way into the kitchen and found them, then called back, "I can't find any matches."

"I knew I never should have quit smoking," Keith grumbled.

"I have a lighter in my purse," Olive said. Fumbling her way into the bedroom she and Jerri and Vin had used last night, she eventually found the purse and the lighter, and Keith put candles about the house. In the living room he sat again. "Those kids are smart little monsters," he said. "They must have found where the wires run to the meter on the side of the house and yanked them out."

Olive said, "But how? It's dark out there."

"I think they can see in the dark. I've said so before. I think Jerri can, too." He glared at the child on the chair. "Can you?"

The child only whimpered, and Melanie's low voice interjected, "Keith, I know it's hard, but don't. She could become hysterical, and then things would be even worse."

He nodded, and for a few minutes no one spoke. Then he said, "What to do? We can't phone. We can't get out of here. Or can we get out of here? We have two cars out there."

"Isn't that what they want?" Melanie said. "For us to leave, so they can get us in the open?"

"And do what? They're children. Three of us are adults."

"What if it was these children who killed Tom Ranney and the Ianuccis? They may have some power we don't understand. Something awful is going on in this town, Keith."

Silence again except for Jerri's low sobbing. The two candles in the living room sputtered and flickered. Shadows moved on the walls and across the tense faces of the three grown-ups.

Melanie said, "I think you were right in what you said before. They were trying to lure you out there so they could get at us in here. Maybe they feel they can handle two women and a child, but not a grown man." Her voice ran on tonelessly. "Tom Ranney and the Ianuccis were old. You're not. Have you noticed they stopped stoning the greenhouse when their plan didn't work?"

"We have to do something, Mel. We can't just sit here."

Olive said, "Vin will be here soon, won’t he?"

Keith frowned, remembering the stone that had struck Vin above the eyes last night. "There's that, too. He'll be alone. They may try to stop him." He started across the room.

"Where are you going?" Melanie asked in alarm. 

"Just to see what's happening."

"Don't go out there!"

"I'm not going out there." He stopped at a window where the room was darkest, where there would be the least chance of his being seen. Even so, he was careful not to stand directly at it but knelt and looked through a lower corner. The two women watched him in silence.

After a while Olive said, "Do you see anything?"

"They're out there. It's black as pitch, but those damned glowing eyes give them away." Those red eyes were giving him the creeps, too, he admitted to himself. Of course, they probably were not all that red, really. They only seemed to be because the night was so black. But there was no longer the slightest doubt that the points of red were eyes, not insects. You could see they were paired.

He watched the paired red dots moving about in the dark of the nursery. How large was the gang out there? Eight, nine, ten? About that many. It was not possible to be sure.

Rising from his knees, he returned to the center of the room and said, "How can we warn Vin not to come barging in here? How, damn it? How?"

Melanie said, "If those are children, their parents are bound to wonder why they don't come home, Keith. Won't they call the police?"

"That won't bring the police here."

"Well, it might eventually. They know we were attacked last night."

"I feel like a kid myself," Keith said bitterly. "Helpless. And with two cars sitting out there."

Melanie said, "Even if we could get to the cars and get away, what about the house? They might wreck it."

He nodded.

"Are you sure you don't want something to eat, hon?"

"No. I want to keep an eye on them. God knows what they'll think of next."

"A cup of coffee, then?"

"Well, all right. Coffee."

Melanie went into the kitchen. Olive gazed angrily at Jerri whimpering on the chair, and after a while went to her and tried to soothe her. Just as Melanie came from the kitchen with coffee mugs on a tray, the room suddenly burst into brightness. From one end to the other it lit up in a blaze of crimson.

Melanie froze in her tracks. Her hands began shaking and she stared at the front windows and said in a plaintive voice, "Oh no, oh no . . ." A mug of coffee slid from the tray and crashed on the tiled floor.

Keith swore as he ran to one of the now crimson windows. Heedless of the risk of being cut by flying glass if a stone came through, he stood with his hands clenched, looking out. The two cars in the road were bonfires hurling furious columns of flame and smoke high into the night. Everything near them was bright as day.

He could see the greenhouse reflecting the fires' redness, its broken panes staring darkly back at him like empty eye sockets. He could see motionless children at the edge of the light, peering expectantly toward the house. Nearer, he saw shadows gliding closer among the trees, seemingly waiting for him to come charging out so they could cut him off and rush their objective.

But what was their objective? What did they want?
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On leaving the nursery cottage after his examination of Jerri Jansen, Doc Broderick glanced at the watch on his wrist. What the hell, he thought, it's early yet. If I'm going to beard old Yambor in his den, I might as well do it now.

Doc never drove slowly. Some twenty minutes later he turned his car into the driveway of a large, handsome old white house and parked it beside a large, ugly old black-and-gilt sign. The sign read: VICTOR YAMBOR M.D.

Dr. Yambor, frail and white-haired, stood on the front veranda and leaned forward as Doc approached him. He looked, Doc decided, like an ancient long-necked chicken about to peck at a worm.

"Norman Broderick, isn't it?"

"That's right, Victor."

"Damned disgrace, driving a car as expensive as that. Don't you know it makes all of us look bad in the eyes of the public?"

"Bought it secondhand," Doc lied with mock gravity. "Always wanted to look as successful as you, even if I'm not."

"You look like a walking protest against barbershops. Why don't you get a haircut?"

"I had it in mind to do just that this afternoon but decided to come here and sit at the feet of wisdom instead."

They shook hands and the older man led Doc inside to a cool, spacious sitting room. He said, "Sit," and disappeared for a few moments, leaving Doc to look around. It was at least four years since Doc had called on Victor Yambor. The house was unchanged. Apparently nothing had changed the man either, or ever would.

Dr. Yambor returned with a tray on which were two long-stemmed glasses and a bottle of Madeira. He set the tray on a table between Doc's chair and the one he obviously intended to occupy. Before seating himself, he filled the two glasses and handed one to his guest.

"Now then," he said, making himself comfortable with the other glass, "what's stumping you?"

"I couldn't be here just to say hello?"

"Of course you couldn't. You young squirts never come to see me unless you want something."

"I've got some youngsters with pink eyes."

Yambor sipped his wine and leaned forward, frowning. "Have you? Now that's interesting. You mean pink eyes that can't be squeezed into any ordinary diagnosis, of course. Otherwise a man like you wouldn't be here."

"Thanks. You know what's been happening in Nebulon, I suppose."

"The mayor's son disappearing? The murders? Yes."

"The kids I'm talking about are involved somehow. At least, I think they are. The mayor's boy was one of them. Fact is, they've all been hanging around together at the home of a patient of yours."

"Elizabeth Peckham."

Victor Yambor emptied his glass and refilled it. He put the full glass on the tray. He was already scowling but tugged his mouth into a deeper scowl by pulling at his jowls. "Elizabeth Peckham. There's a strange woman, Norman."

"I know. She used to be my patient. Remember?"

"I wish she still were."

"Thanks for nothing. But about these kids and their eyes . . . the redness comes and goes without any apparent reason. Now you see it, now you don't. There's no inflammatory aftereffect. No nothing. I've a strong hunch, though, there's a pronounced heightening of nighttime vision while the condition is there."

"Nice big words," Yambor said, crookedly grinning. "You mean they can see in the dark? You can't be serious."

"I'm serious, Victor. I'm not the only one who's noticed it."

Dr. Yambor folded his bony hands across his stomach and leaned back in his chair. His eyes closed. He spoke with them closed. He said, "Odd, your coming to me with a thing about eyes involving Elizabeth Peckham. Did you know old Gustave Nebulon?"

"Just to nod to."

"She was his girl friend. You know that?"

"I've guessed at it. That's all you're doing too, I suspect."

"No, I know. He told me." Yambor opened his eyes, gazed at the old high ceiling for a moment, and then lowered his gaze to Doc's face. "Old Gustave was almost blind when he died. You didn't know that, I'll bet."

"Uh-uh." Doc was truly surprised and let his face show it.

"Blind and bitter. Bitter as gall. Toward the end he was too nearly blind to leave the house, and I called on him maybe twice a week. He'd have the front door open for me. The old
codger wouldn't have a housekeeper, you know. But I'd always find him upstairs in what he called his study. There he'd be at his desk, blinking at me like a half-blind toad, with a magnifying glass in his hand and a book in front of him. Maybe half a dozen books. He had a thing about life after death. Wouldn't accept the fact of dying. No, sir, that wasn't for the last of the Nebulons. 'You finally got here, did you?' he'd growl at me in that guttural accent of his. 'Sit down!' Then for half an hour I'd have to sit there while bitterness poured out of him like sewage. My God he was bitter. The town didn't appreciate what his family'd done for it, he'd snarl at me. It was a 'slough of ingradidude'—one of his favorite expressions. Why, there wasn't even a statue with the name Nebulon on it. Even the park hadn't been given his name. On and on he'd go, hating the town and everyone in it. Then he'd get after me for not curing his blindness."

Old Yambor stopped long enough to permit an interruption, and Doc Broderick said, "How in the world could Peckham have been the girl friend of such a man?"

"She must have guessed he wouldn't last long."

"And would leave her well off, hey?"

"That's my hunch."

"Victor, the Madeira warms my heart, and listening to you has always been a weakness of mine. But what about the red eyes on those kids?"

Yambor leaned back in his chair again. After a while he said, fiercely scowling, "They can't see in the dark, of course. Not unless Hans Christian Andersen sired the lot of them. Maybe they can see a little better in the dark than you or I."

"But the redness. The glowing."

"Can you bring one of these kids to me, Norman?" Doc thought of Jerri Jansen and nodded.

"Why don't we wait until you do that, then? Have some Madeira."

"No," Doc said. "I'd better run along." He stood up and they shook hands. "I'll come tomorrow with a youngster, maybe."

On the way back to Nebulon he thought about what Dr. Yambor had told him, especially about Gustave Nebulon's near blindness. Then he began pondering the string of mysterious happenings in the town that had been named for the blind man's family.

That queerly ugly business of Jerri Jansen, Teresa Crosser, the frog, and the sharpened nail.

The finding of old Tom Ranney with his eyes gouged out.

The discovery of the bodies of Nino and Anna Ianucci with their eyes removed.

Eyes, eyes, eyes. What was it with the eyes?



It was dark when Doc reached home. He parked his car in the garage and went into the house through a connecting door. Striding through the professional lower floor, he climbed the stairs to his living quarters. He was prodigal with lights and turned them on as he went, so that when he reached upstairs the whole house was ablaze.

What am I going to have for supper, Doc asked himself. He decided on eggs; they were easy. "You know," he said aloud, "You're as bad as old Gustave. You need a housekeeper." Just last week, when the girl who did his laundry had failed to show up, he had gone to a do-it-yourself laundry and done it himself. For some reason nothing had come out quite clean.

The phone was ringing and he answered it. While listening to Mrs. Boland tell him her son had not come home from school, he ran his fingers through his hair and agreed with old Yambor that he ought to have it cut. "Mrs. Boland," he said, "it's after seven o'clock. Why are you calling me? I'm a doctor. If Carl is missing, why don't you call the police?"

He was even talking like Yambor, he thought. That must be a sign of respect.

Ten minutes later, while he was in the kitchen waiting for the eggs to hard-boil, his phone rang again. It was Trudy Ensinger's mother this time. Trudy had not come home from school either.

"Call the police, Mrs. Ensinger."

What was going on?

Three more times in the next half hour his phone rang. He began to understand that a whole lot of kids had failed to show up at their homes after leaving school. Something definitely was happening. Some of the parents had already called the police but were calling him too because he was their family doctor. A family doctor was some sort of spiritual advisor, it seemed. He was flattered but also puzzled.

While eating his hard-boiled eggs and two slices of toast, and drinking a cup of coffee and sipping a small brandy, he thought about it. It occurred to him that the kids who were being reported missing were the ones whose names he had given to Police Chief Lorin Lighthill. The ones who played around Elizabeth Peckham's house. The red-eyed ones.

Jerri Jansen was one of that group.

He lit one of his allotted five cigarettes and picked up the telephone and dialed the cottage at the Wilding Nursery. There was no answer. In fact, there was not even the sound of the phone ringing. Something was wrong, he decided.

He telephoned the police station and asked for Lorin Lighthill. But before he could even begin to explain what he was calling about, Chief Lighthill said, "Doc? For God's sake, what's going on? Half the parents in town have been calling me about missing kids!"

"I don't know what's going on," Doc said. "But I have a hunch something is wrong at the Wilding Nursery. I was there earlier. Olive Jansen and her daughter are staying there after what happened at their apartment last night. Now I can't get an answer when I ring them. Their phone's dead, or something. I think you ought to investigate, Chief."

"I am investigating," Lighthill said. "I've got the whole damned force out, looking for those kids."

"I mean I think you ought to check on the nursery."

"All right," Lighthill said wearily. "I'll do it, just in case."
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With its fleet of six cars and two motorcycles scattered all over town in search of the missing children, Nebulon's small police force was spread thin. And as yet, no one knew how many children were missing. The chief knew only how many parents had called him.

Seven had called. As he turned to the police radio to carry out Doc Broderick's suggestion, the phone on his desk rang again and it was yet another parent. He wrote down the name of the child, noting it was not one of the names Doc had given him but a new one. This thing is growing, he thought apprehensively.

He talked to his men and determined that Worth Blair in Car Three and Leonard Quigley on his motorcycle were the two nearest the nursery. "Get over there and check it out," he told them.

Alone in Car Three, Blair was closer but was heading away from the target. He made a forbidden U-turn, driving up over the grassy center strip to do so. Then he turned on his siren but almost immediately decided the noise was uncalled for and turned it off again.

He was not a very good policeman, he suspected. Maybe college did not prepare a man to be a good policeman. He had been feeling inadequate ever since the start of Nebulon's troubles.

That business of the books in Gustave's study, for instance. There was something about them. He knew it but could not put his finger on it. With the chief's permission he had gone back there, and Miss Peckham had let him into the study again. He had taken those books off the shelves, each and every one of them, and examined them with the greatest of care.

They were, as he had known before from their titles, books about spiritualism, life after death, reincarnation, that sort of thing. Even the two published by the almost-unknown company to which, in vain, he had sent his poetry. But not a clue in the lot of them.

One thing he had carefully searched for was the diagram. Raymond Hostetter had drawn that mysterious symbol in the school yard. Jerri Jansen—probably Jerri Jansen—had repeated it at the nursery. Both children were members of the group that played at the Peckham house. But there were no diagrams in Gustave's books. Not one.

Yet there was something. Deep down inside him he was certain of it. The books had a secret to tell him if he could just stop being so stupid. It was like trying to catch a fly that wouldn't light.

Heading toward the Wilding Nursery on the same road but from the opposite direction was Leonard Quigley on his motorcycle. "Check it out, both of you," the chief had said, and Quigley was determined to reach the nursery before Worth Blair did. His cycle bored through the dark with a deafening roar as he ripped the speed limit to shreds. He had no wish to work with a college man. College men were not meant to be cops. The wind whipped against Quigley's face and made it even redder.

Ahead of him was a small truck poking along at thirty miles an hour too swiftly to see the face of the driver in the dimly lighted cab, but assumed it was Keith Wilding.

He ought to stop, he supposed. From Wilding he could probably get the information the chief wanted without going any farther. He did slow down for a moment. But then he thought of something.

Olive Jansen and her daughter had gone to the nursery cottage after their apartment was stoned last night. For the time being they were living there. He had read Blair's report of the incident; Blair was great at writing reports. And that bastard who had molested the little girl at the concert in the park, that Vincent Otto, was there with them.

I want some words with that one, Quigley thought, and gunned his cycle again.

At the wheel of the pickup, on his way back to the nursery after moving the last load of furniture from Olive's apartment to the newly rented house, Vin Otto wondered where the motorcycle cop was headed for at such speed.
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"Someone's coming," Keith Wilding said.

He knelt at a front window, peering out. For the past quarter hour he had stationed himself there, visible to the others in the glare from the burning cars outside. Melanie Skipworth and Olive Jansen were on their feet farther back in the cottage living room, mere shadows in the room's darkness now that the fires were dying down. Jerri Jansen huddled in a chair, her eyes glowing faintly in the gloom.

Olive said fearfully, "Is it Vin?"

"I don't think so. There's only one headlight. Listen."

There had been a fury of sound as the two cars burned outside. Explosions. Metal and glass bursting. The fierce roar of gasoline-fed flames reaching as high as the highest treetops. It was a mere crackling now, and through it came the growl of a speeding motorcycle.

"Must be a cop," Keith said. "Leonard Quigley, maybe." He put his face against the glass to see out better.

The cycle's single headlight came rapidly in from the highway, weaving like a moon gone mad along the twisting main drive of the nursery. It was unreal, and so was the noise accompanying it. No one else in Nebulon rode a motorcycle the way Leonard Quigley did, Keith thought. The man had been shattering the town's eardrums and endangering the lives of its people since his high-school days. Watching his headlight approach now, as it kept appearing and disappearing through the trees was like watching a fireworks display.

"Oh-oh," Keith said then.

Something was happening closer to the house, just beyond the smoldering ruins of the two cars. It was where he had placed the potted jaboticabas in a row along the walkway near the office.

The trees were about five feet tall, in wooden tubs, occupying a strip of grass between the path and the road down which the cycle was speeding. There were nine of them. Part of his idea in placing them there had been that motorists coming in would see them.

The dying glow from the burned-out cars just reached them, just enough to reveal sly movements of shadows among them. All at once Keith realized what was going to happen.

He lurched up from the window and in half a dozen strides reached the front door. He jerked the door open. "Quigley, stop!" he yelled. "Stop!" But of course it was breath wasted. No man on a motorcycle making that much noise could have heard a mere voice over such a distance.

It happened even while Keith stood yelling in the doorway. The overturned jaboticabas rolled into the roadway like tenpins knocked helter-skelter by a bowling ball. The onrushing cycle crashed into them and went soaring. At the apex of its wild flight it flipped upside down. Rider and cycle parted company. The last Keith saw of the rider, he was a scarecrow figure hurtling through the cycle's headlight beam into darkness.

Out at the highway a pair of headlights turned onto the same nursery road, boring through the dark toward the same disaster. The pickup, Keith thought. Aware that red eyes were now staring in his direction —that their owners must be aware he was standing there with the door half open—he shut the door. "Where's that flashlight?" he said. They had located a lone flashlight since lighting the candles, a powerful one with good batteries.

Melanie snatched it from a table and ran to him with it. Glancing out the window, she said in a low voice, "Who is it? Vin?"

"Yes."

"What can you—?”

He stepped to the window. There was a risk, of course. A stone flung at the glass could break it in his face, and these red-eyed kids were good with stones. He made himself as small a target as possible and aimed the light through the window at the oncoming pickup. At the same time, he passed his free hand back and forth in front of the lens, trying to flash an SOS. Maybe it was silly or childish, but he and Vin had both been Boy Scouts, even if in different parts of the country. Maybe Vin, too, had learned code when working for merit badges.

When the approaching headlights slowed, he abandoned the SOS and let the flashlight's beam shine steadily on the clutter in the road. The pickup stopped. Running to the door again, jerking it open, Keith yelled in his loudest voice, "Go back, Vin! The kids are here! Go for the police!"

He saw the pickup go into reverse, but the nursery road behind it was tortuous and long. He saw a horde of small dark shapes darting toward the vehicles and heard glass shattering as a barrage of stones pelted windshield and headlamps. The headlamps went out. Suddenly in a desperate, last-second move, Vin Otto slammed the truck into low gear and sent it lurching forward again.

At least one of the stone throwers went down under its wheels, and there was a scream. Through the no-man's-land of overturned jaboticabas the vehicle bumped and swayed. As it passed the still glowing, burned-out automobiles, the driver was just visible as a shape hunched over the wheel.

The truck lurched over the walk in front of the house. Vin Otto flung himself out of it and staggered to the door. Keith pulled him inside and slammed the door shut.

A swarm of red eyes like fire beetles flowed menacingly toward the cottage then, but out at the highway another pair of car headlights made the turn onto the nursery road. Above this pair a blue light flashed on the car's roof. The eyes in front of the house turned to watch it as it approached. Indecision seemed to hold them for a moment. Then they and the shadows they belonged to faded away into the darkness.

All but one. That one did not move, nor did its eyes glow now. It lay where the pickup had knocked it down and passed over it. The oncoming car stopped on reaching it, and Worth Blair got out. He went down on one knee beside the child to investigate. He rose and glanced at the two charred automobiles. He frowned at the wrecked motorcycle. He had his revolver in his hand as he carefully peered into the darkness surrounding him.

Keith Wilding opened the cottage door and said, "Be careful, Worth. Those kids are all around. They were right here until they saw you coming."

"What happened to this one?"

"Vin ran it down getting past them. They tried to kill him."

Blair frowned again at the smashed motorcycle and said, "Where's Quigley?"

"Over there in the dark somewhere. They ambushed him."

Worth Blair stepped to his car and used his radio to talk to Chief Lighthill at the station. While talking, he held his revolver ready and kept turning his head, watching the darkness. He told the chief he needed help. He said, "The kids have torn this place apart and may still be here, Chief. One child is hurt, maybe dead. Quigley may be hurt or dead too; I haven't had a chance to look for him yet, but his bike is wrecked. I'll need an ambulance."

Returning to the child in the road, he looked down at her again. The first-aid manual recommended not moving an accident victim, unless it was necessary. She was so little, though, and so crushed. She ought to be in the house, not lying here like a broken doll in the dark. Anyway, with her little legs twisted like that, and her head at such a ghastly angle, she couldn't still be alive.

Keith Wilding played his flashlight on the walk as Blair came along it with the child in his arms. He stepped inside, and the policeman entered the cottage and placed the child on the sofa. Vin Otto, his face twitching, at once stepped forward and knelt to look at her.

"I did not try to hit her," Vin said in a voice filled with anguish. "They were throwing stones at me. The windshield broke in my face. I could not see." The windshield glass had gashed his cheek and it was red with blood. The earlier wound above his eye and the scratches on his face made by Jerri Jansen at the park were prominent too.

Melanie Skipworth and Olive Jansen came forward to watch with him while Blair examined the child again. Prints of a tire tread on her light-colored dress indicated a wheel had passed over her from between her legs to a point just left of her neck, crushing and twisting her slender body but miraculously missing her head. The expression on her face was one of shock and agony. Though her eyes were open and unblinking, they were glassy and obviously saw nothing.

"Who is she?" Blair asked. "Anyone know?"

"The Voight girl. Debbie Voight," Olive said tonelessly.

"One of those reported missing. There's an ambulance coming. I think she's dead, though." He got up off his knees, obviously struggling to retain control of himself and behave as a policeman ought to. "I'd better find Quigley."

Keith said, "Let me. I think I know where he fell." It was an eerie situation, he felt. There was a dead girl here on the couch, and there was a policeman dead or badly hurt out there in the dark, and yet everyone was talking as if nothing very special had happened. Maybe it was defensive. A way to survive in spite of tortured emotions and an increasing build-up of dread. A gang of red-eyed children had smashed the greenhouse and burned two cars and wrecked a motorcycle and stoned the pickup, and yet no one was reacting as might be expected, with hysteria or even obvious terror. Even though the kids were probably still out there, waiting to strike again, no one seemed likely to crack. The only feeling he himself recognized was a determination to keep going, to beat the odds, to help others survive along with him. Maybe that explained it.

Melanie Skipworth suddenly came alive and said, "Wait! This child isn't dead. She's moaning!"

It was true. The girl on the couch was moaning and breathing. Her breath bubbled the blood on her mouth. Unsure of what to do, Worth Blair looked at his watch, as though that would tell him something. He said to Keith, "The ambulance can't be long getting here. Find Quigley, will you?"

Keith took the flashlight and went striding out to where he had last seen Leonard Quigley's body falling from its flight like a shot bird. But he was careful to watch for those glowing red eyes as he braved the darkness.

He came upon Quigley just about where he had expected to, in a plot of night-blooming jasmine bushes where the scent of flowers was almost overwhelming. Crouching to examine the peculiar twist of the man's thick neck, he became aware that one of the women back at the cottage was filling the night with a sound of fear or anguish.

He rose from his crouch and raced back to the house. In the candlelit living room Olive Jansen stood with her eyes closed, screaming. Vin Otto and Melanie Skipworth had left the room. Worth Blair stood by little Debbie Voight on the sofa, looking helpless.

"Now what's the matter?" Keith demanded.

Olive stopped screaming. She lifted her hands and pressed them to the sides of her head and swayed as though about to fall. Vin Otto came running from the kitchen and gripped her shoulders to steady her. "Now do not worry," he said, "We will find her." Melanie came walking out of the bedroom that Olive, Vin, and Jerri had used last night. Tonelessly she said, "A window is open in there."

Again Keith said, "What's the matter?"

"Jerri is gone," Melanie said.

"What?"

"Jerri is gone!" Olive wailed. Her voice betrayed the fact that she could not stand much more. "You went to look for Quigley. I turned to tell her we'd be leavin' soon, and she wasn't here. Only a minute before, she was starin' at me with those eyes. Oh God, those eyes! Now she's gone!"

"There's a window open in the bedroom," Melanie repeated. "Did you lock the windows in there? You looked after that room."

"Did I lock them? Oh, my God, I don't know if I locked them. I thought I did, but I may be goin' crazy. Maybe she went out to those kids because she wanted to. How do we know what's happenin' anymore?"

Vin Otto said to Blair, "Do you have a flashlight I can borrow, please?"

"In my car. Where you going? Out there to look for her?"

"Yes."

"Both of us," Keith said. "She must be in the nursery somewhere. We'll find her."

"With those kids out there?"

"Maybe they've left."

Blair looked undecided again, and then took in a breath. "All right. Help should be here any minute. I'll stay here with the women till it comes."

Armed with flashlights, Keith and Vin searched the premises. Before they had gone far into the darkness they heard two cars on the nursery road and saw a blue light flashing. Only one blue light; the other vehicle must be the ambulance, Vin said. Presently a second police car turned in from the highway, and a third.

With the help of the police, Keith and Vin continued searching for an hour. The ambulance departed with the Voight girl and Leonard Quigley. At the cottage, Olive Jansen became hysterical for a time, then simply sat on the sofa and stared into space.

In the end the searchers returned to the house without having found any trace of Jerri or the red-eyed children.

Keith locked the house then. He and Vin, Melanie and Olive rode to the station in the police cars. From there Melanie took Olive to her lakeside apartment and put her to bed, leaving Keith and Vin at the station to work with Lorin Lighthill's men.

It was to be a long night.
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Earlier, Chief Lighthill had been hopeful. There had been the call from Doc that caused him to send Blair and Quigley to the nursery. The missing children were at the nursery, apparently all of them together in one place. That was something.

Now Quigley was in the hospital morgue and Blair was just another policeman chasing phantoms. The kids had vanished and young Jerri Jansen had disappeared with them, either willingly or a captive. It seemed there were at least twelve kids involved. That many had now been reported missing by parents made frantic by earlier events in Nebulon. Where could that many youngsters be holed up in a town the size of Nebulon without being noticed by somebody?

But as time went on it became apparent the kids were not holed up. They were on the prowl.

A Mrs. Nelson Upton telephoned at 10:17 to report that her aged German Shepherd had been doused with gasoline and set afire. Police arriving there less than five minutes later found her kneeling on the front lawn, weeping over the dog's charred and contorted remains. She had been napping, she moaned through her tears. The dog's voice, making a kind of sound she hoped never to hear again, had awakened her. The monsters responsible for the deed had lingered until the last minute, she'd told them, watching the animal die in agony, and had fled only when she rushed into the yard. Even then they had found time to dig the dying animal's eyes out with a stake snatched from her rose garden.

At 1:34 a neighbor of prominent churchwoman Mrs. Maude Vetel telephoned the fire department to report a fire at the Vetel home. Fire and police personnel responded and found the place an inferno, with half the neighborhood residents standing around watching it burn. Mrs. Vetel must be inside, people said. They had heard screaming. But the police found the woman in her nightgown under a hedge at the back of the yard, surrounded by an assortment of stones of various shapes and sizes. Apparently she had tried to flee from the burning building and the stones had brought her down with uncanny accuracy, all but reducing her head to a pulp in the process. Her eyes had been removed and placed on her bared breasts, where they looked like swollen extra nipples smeared with blood.

The chief said to Worth Blair, "They set fire to the house to force her out. Are we really dealing with a bunch of second-graders?"

"I doubt it."

"They're smart, Worth. Maybe too smart for us."

After the murder of the churchwoman, things seemed to quiet down. Two or three more calls did come in. People reported unusual sounds in their yards or on the streets. And, of course, the parents of the missing children kept phoning, becoming more and more alarmed as time passed. Still, it might have been worse.

The hospital called to report that little Debbie Voight was expected to live and maybe in a few hours the police might be able to question her. "Good," Chief Lighthill said. He hoped Debbie could tell him why the children were terrorizing the town. But she probably wouldn't even if she could, he told himself glumly.

By two in the morning all was reasonably quiet. Police cars checked in on schedule from the sectors assigned to them. To Lighthill's surprise there were even occasional reports from the highway patrol and county sheriff's people. Of course, the-welcome spell of inactivity wasn't solving any problems. It wasn't finding the mayor's still-missing son. It wasn't providing a solution to the mystery of why five of the town's residents had been slain in such a grisly way.

It was simply a reprieve. Nevertheless, Lighthill welcomed it. He was tired. His men, to judge by their voices when they called in, were even more tired. No one anticipated any sleep.

The chief looked across his desk at Keith Wilding. Keith had tipped his chair back against the wall and was simply waiting for something to happen that might concern him—or something he could put a hand to, at least. The chief said, "Where did Otto go, you know?"

"Over to Melanie Skipworth's, to check on Olive."

"It must be hell on Olive, having her daughter disappear like that. The uncertainty. Not knowing whether the kids broke in and took her or she opened the window herself."

"Yes."

"What do you think happened? She was just waiting for a chance to break away and join them?"

"I don't want to think," Keith said. "But she drew that diagram in the nursery. No one else."

"And we haven't a clue to what it means," Lighthill said glumly.

About that time in the home of Willard Ellstrom the telephone rang. Willard and his wife Lois were in bed. They slept in the same room but in separate beds, and it was Lois who awoke first. She reached out and gave Willard's bed a push. When she heard his snoring cease, she said, "The phone's ringing, dear."

Willard listened for a few seconds and wondered who in his right mind could be calling in the middle of the night. The glowing dial of the bedroom clock radio said two-something. He got out of bed and searched for his slippers, but decided it would take too long to put them on. He padded barefoot into the hall and picked up the phone and said, "Yes?"

"Willard, this is John Holden."

"John Holden. In Oregon. I've just been talking to my secretary. She said it was most urgent I call you."

Willard Ellstrom collected his wits and realized it was not two-something A.M. in Oregon; it was still a reasonable evening hour for someone like Professor John Holden. Into his mind came also a recollection of the day he had lunched with Holden in Coconut Grove. "Of course," he said. "Of course, John. The diagram."

"I take it you're still having trouble there in your town or you wouldn't have told my secretary to have me call you."

"A lot of trouble, John. I can't begin to bring you up to date."

"Well, I'm not sure I'm going to be any help," Holden said, "but I've shown your diagram to a number of people here at the conference. Quite a few of them are up on esoteric art and practices, cabala and so forth."

Willard Ellstrom voiced an exaggerated moan of protest and said, "Such words at two in the morning."

"Two? Oh, good Lord, do you know I'd completely forgotten the difference in time? No wonder my secretary sounded woozy when I called her. I'm sorry, old man. You must have been sound asleep."

"I'm not now," Willard said. "I'm battling those words. But go ahead, John. Maybe I'll get the sense of it, at least."

"The, thing is enormously interesting," the man in Oregon said. "One thing everybody's agreed, on: It's a diagram with a purpose, not just an idle drawing. It's meant to accomplish something, Willard—such as to establish some kind of contact with the spirit world, like a voodoo vèvè. Some of the interwoven signs or symbols are almost certainly runes."

"Are what?"

"Runes. Old-time things. Their origin is obscure, maybe old Latin or Greek, and they were employed years ago as magic signs and secret writing. As I say, this diagram of yours almost certainly contains runes, and they're in it for a purpose. It's cabalistic too, some of us think. Has to do definitely with occultism, mystery, mystic art. The fact is, one man here says point-blank this is an attempt to open the age-old mystic door and get through to the dead. Do I make any sense?"

"Did you say 'door'?"

"Yes. That's always been a goal of people who play around in esoterica, of course—to find some means of opening the door and establishing contact."

"Doc Broderick talked about a door," Willard said. 

"Who's he?"

"You don't know him. Never mind. I believe I'll call him about this. Is there anything more you can tell me, John?"

"I think not. But I'll give you the number here in case you want to call me back. I'll be here another day or two."

Willard Ellstrom took down the number, thanked his caller, and hung up. He went into the bedroom to tell Lois what had happened, partly to satisfy the curiosity he knew must be consuming her and partly to put straight in his mind the somewhat obscure things Holden had told him. Then he telephoned Doc, who responded as sleepily as he himself had done when answering Holden's call. More so, in fact, for Doc had been at the hospital until after one, helping to patch up the Voight girl.

"I've heard from Professor Holden, Norman. The man we tried to call at the university, remember?"

"About the diagram," Doc said. "What's he say?"

"Quite a lot, I'm afraid, and I'm not sure I can repeat it without garbling it. But you recall what you told me when you
came over here and looked at my photos of old Gustave's house? About the little Jansen girl and the door she talked about? You were wondering which of the doors in that upper hall it might be, as I recall."

"Yes?'

"John Holden spoke of a different kind of door, Norman, one that would provide a contact with the spirit world. He said he and his colleagues had a feeling the diagram is an effort to open that kind of door."

"I'd say it sounds crazy," Doc said, "except so many way-out things have actually been happening. To open a door, hey? You know what I'm thinking of? That light-struck photo you have."

"Yes. Remember what you suggested? I ought to say in the book that the old house is haunted and I have a picture of Gustave's ghost to prove it."

"I thought I was kidding, Willard, but maybe you have such a picture. Have you called the chief about this?"

"Not yet."

"You'd better, don't you think? You hear the eleven o'clock news last night? All that about the kids at the Wilding Nursery?"

"Yes."

"Call the chief," Doc urged. "If he isn't a desperate man right now, I can't imagine anyone who might be. He'll be glad of anything you can tell him, even about doors and ghosts."

Willard Ellstrom said good night and dialed the police station, while at the other end of the just-finished conversation Doc Broderick put down his telephone and returned to bed. After getting himself properly adjusted again, he reached out to extinguish the lamp he had turned on when his phone rang.

His hand stopped in mid reach.

That door. So it wasn't a real door Jerri Jansen had told him about; it was something a lot less easy to come to grips with. Something that would exert a much more powerful force on a child's imagination.

But there'd been still another puzzling thing. There had been the youngster's sudden alarm when she realized she might have said too much. She had been told not to mention that particular door. Not to anyone. Or "we won't get to open it anymore."

We’ll be punished.

Raymond Hostetter had drawn the diagram in the school yard and disappeared. Not right away, true. For several days he had been sheltered at home and then his mother had picked him up when school was over. But the first day she had failed to pick him up and he was vulnerable, he had vanished.

Jerri Jansen had drawn the diagram at the nursery and had been the fox in a game of fox-and-hounds ever since. And now she too was in the clutches of the red-eyed children. To be punished as she obviously feared? As Raymond may have been?

Doc got himself out of bed and reached for his clothes. Three minutes later he was at the wheel of his car, tearing through a sleeping Nebulon on his way to the police station.
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On leaving the police station, Vincent Otto did not turn toward the apartment by the lake. Instead he went down through the park.

It was a little after one thirty in the morning. He could have looked at the watch on his wrist and known the exact time, but he did not care. He had not cared while sitting in the station, waiting with ever-increasing desperation for something that would tell him his beloved Jerri Jansen was still alive and would be returned to him.

One thirty was long after bedtime in Nebulon. The park pathways were deserted. Vin came to the place where Ruby Fortuna's baby had been taken from its carriage and thrown into the lake. Without slowing his stride, he glanced at the water. In the sky floated a moon that had risen late. The water was alive with its light as though shimmering under the impact of a luminous rain. The leaves of the park trees made a whispering sound.

He finished crossing the park and went along the town's main artery, past Willard Ellstrom's photo studio and Melanie Skipworth's gift shop. A car passed him and slowed, its driver peering at him suspiciously before speeding up again. Cars at this hour in Nebulon were not common, but of course tonight was the exception. Tonight, parents were out searching for their missing children. All the police cars were prowling.

Vin cut through a darkened gas station and turned down a side street. He came in sight of the library. Careful now, he thought, the chief said he had a man watching the house.

What the chief had said was in fact slightly more complex; He had wanted to station a man in an unmarked car—the department had one that was nevertheless fully equipped—to keep an eye on Elizabeth Peckham's house in case the children turned up there. On arriving in the vicinity, however, the officer had called in to say there was no suitable place for a stakeout. If he parked where he could watch the house, the house could watch him.

The chief had then looked at a town directory, selected a citizen known to him on the next street over, and phoned him. He explained the problem and obtained permission for his man to use the citizen's driveway. Then, calling his officer back, he had said, "Terry, listen. Park in Russell Carr's driveway around the corner at 28 Pine. I've talked to him and it's okay. Use the car for home base, but check the Peckham place every fifteen minutes or so. Got it?"

"Yes, Chief," Terry Hinson said.

On reaching the library, Vin Otto turned off the sidewalk and stationed himself in a clump of hibiscus bushes on the library lawn. The Peckham house was forty yards beyond on the same side of the road. He could see part of it through the trees, and it appeared to be dark. He looked at his watch now, holding his arm up to catch the moonlight on its crystal. He waited.

Eleven minutes later he saw Terry Hinson walking toward him along the opposite sidewalk. Terry had changed to dark pants and a dark sport shirt for the stakeout. In the moonlight he was all too plainly visible, though.

He slowed his stride as he came abreast of the Peckham house. His head turned and he peered across the road at it, apparently searching the yard for any sign of activity. Seeing nothing that required investigation, he quickened his pace. A moment later he turned the corner and vanished.

Vin Otto stepped out of the hibiscus clump and went on down the sidewalk to Elizabeth Peckham's gate. A barrel bolt held it shut, but it was not locked. He slid the bolt and slipped inside, closing the gate after him. Then he paused to remove his shoes, which he left in a patch of darkness at the base of a tree.

The house was partly dark and partly washed by a haze of moonlight that made some of its windows look wet. Moonlight lay in the yard as well, though cut up into patches by the many trees and shrubs. Vin went slowly around the right-hand side of the house, keeping close to the wall. At each of the windows he reached up and pushed against the frame, hoping to find one Elizabeth had neglected to lock. He tried the back door, and there was a door on the other side of the house that he tried. Nothing was open.

He looked at his watch. It was time for Officer Hinson to be walking past again. From a place of safety he watched, and after the policeman had gone by he selected a window to work on. One of those not touched by moonlight, it had two panes of glass in each sash, separated horizontally. The putty was old and partly cracked out.

He had a jackknife that he used almost daily at the nursery. Keith Wilding had once jokingly remarked it was as much a part of him as either thumb. It was never dull. Now it removed with ease the ancient putty from the window of the old Gustave Nebulon house. Almost with too much ease. The pane of glass tipped out before he expected it to. Had he not been quick with his hands, it would have fallen to the ground and shattered.

He set it down carefully and returned the knife to his pocket. Hoisting himself up and supporting himself with one hand, he reached in and turned the latch and pushed the sash up. Then he squirmed through the opening and eased himself to the floor inside.

He had never been in the Nebulon house before or even heard it described except indifferently by Jerri and Olive. This room was a dining room. It had a huge table and other dark, massive furniture. He crossed it and stepped into a hall. Turning toward the rear of the house, he found himself in a kitchen. There were no night-lights burning, but moonlight entered through some of the windows. In the next room he walked into, a huge living room filled with old, dark furniture, the moonlight had trouble passing through heavy brown drapes. Still, he could see enough.

He took time to search the whole downstairs, even opening doors to what turned out to be only broom closets, storerooms, and pantries. If the child he sought was a prisoner anywhere on the first floor, she was well concealed. He turned to the stairs and slowly ascended, using the hand-carved railing to take some of his weight, and stepping warily lest the treads creak. It was not likely the house was deserted. Elizabeth Peckham would surely be asleep in one of the upstairs rooms, and her niece Teresa as well. Unless, of course, Teresa was with the other children.

At the top of the stairs he turned along the upper hall toward the front of the house. Two doors were open there. He paused in the first doorway. The room was a bedroom, a large one. The bed was empty but had been used. He walked in and placed a hand on it but could not decide whether it was still warm because the night itself was unusually warm.

He went through the other doorway into a second bedroom, a smaller one. It, too, was empty. Was the house deserted after all? Could he have switched lights on and really searched it? No, that would have brought Terry Hinson running, and Chief Lighthill would not be pleased at having his stakeout interfered with.

He went along the hall to the rear of the house and discovered some closed doors. There were five of them. Starting with the three on the right, he found the first and second rooms empty of everything, even furniture. The third door was locked.

He turned to the doors on the left and reached for a knob. Hearing something beyond the barrier, he withdrew his hand. It was a woman singing, but not really singing. Chanting was more the word. Something like that, anyway. It had no words. At least, they were not English words. Olive had a phonograph record something like it, a recording of ancient religious chants or psalms. He had never liked it. It gave him the creeps.

This did, too. Before reaching for the knob a second time, he had to build up his courage by deeply breathing. Then, holding his breath, he slowly turned the knob and inched the door open.

Before him in the center of an empty room knelt Elizabeth Peckham in a dress as long and dark as the window drapes downstairs. Her feet were bare. Her back was toward him and she held a large glass bowl in her left hand. It seemed to be half full of some kind of white powder.

There were curtains at the room's one window, blocking out most of the moonlight. Nothing was clearly Visible except the diagram Elizabeth was drawing on the floor with powder from the bowl.
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Chief Lighthill finished talking on the telephone and put the instrument down. Rising, he went to the door of his office and looked out into the main room of the station. A sergeant sat at the desk there. "Did I hear Worth Blair a few minutes ago?" the chief asked.

"He's in the back room with Wilding, Chief, getting some coffee."

"Ask them to bring their coffee into my office, will you?"

The two men came in without waiting for their refreshment, and Lighthill motioned them to sit.

"Willard Ellstrom just phoned me." As best he could, he recounted what the photographer had told him about the call from Oregon. They discussed it for ten minutes, trying to find a fresh lead in it. They were still vainly batting it back and forth when Doc Broderick walked in.

Doc nodded to them and sat down and listened. When the next stillness occurred, he filled it in by saying, "Willard called me, too. I got an idea afterward and thought I'd better bring it over here."

He told them about Jerri Jansen's door and her apparent fear of punishment.

Worth Blair said, "It goes right back to those books in Gustave's study. I know it does."

"You've examined the books twice," the chief said. "You
haven't found a thing."

"I'm an incompetent cop, that's all."

"Forget it. We're all tired."

Blair beat his fist on his knee and shook his head from side to side while staring angrily at the floor. He said, "Damn, damn, damn." For days he had been like a man tormented by a familiar song, the name of which he could not recall though it was on the tip of his tongue. He felt that a college man with police training ought to do better.

The chief sensed his self-disapprobation and felt sorry for him, knowing that being a good policeman was also a matter of time and experience.

"I should have stuck to writing poetry," Blair said bitterly. "At least I'm getting a book of poems published."

"Sure," the chief said.

Blair stopped pounding his knee and jerked his head up. "That's it!" he shouted. He leaped to his feet and brandished his fists in the air. "That's it! That's it! The publisher!"

The chief and Doc and Keith Wilding looked at him and waited, all of them aware that the office fairly crackled with a charge of something like electricity.

"I was looking for something in the books," Blair said loudly, in gleeful triumph. "My mind was stuck on explaining that blasted diagram. And all the time the answer was right there in plain view! Those two books published by the Mason Nicolini Company!"

A patient man, the chief realized his young colleague was entitled to a bit of time. "So?" he prompted gently.

"She told us she hadn't touched a thing in that room since Gustave died. Isn't that what she said? Nothing added, nothing removed?"

"That's what she said."

"She's a liar. Mason Nicolini wasn't in existence when Gustave was alive. I sent them my poems when they first advertised in a writers' magazine, saying they were a new company and wanted material. Those two books never belonged to Gustave. They have to be hers. She's been using those books on life after death. She's been trying to open that door Ellstrom called you about."

"That's why she had the key in her pocket," Lighthill said. He put his hands flat on the desk and pushed himself erect with a forceful heave. "Okay. That ties her in with the diagram, with the missing Hostetter boy and Jerri Jansen. Maybe with the whole ball of wax. Let's go hold those books up in front of her and see if she'll talk this time."
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The diagram was nearly finished, Vin Otto observed. He should know. He had studied the one in the nursery long enough. The kneeling woman with her back to him continued to intone her dreary non-English chant as she dipped her hand into the bowl and let the white powder dribble from her fingers. It must have taken her a long time to learn to draw with powder. She had learned well, though. Her hand never once faltered as she completed the intricate pattern.

The room was dark but not so dark that Vin could not see what she was doing. It would have been bright with moonlight had there been no curtains at the single window. Even with the curtains, enough light entered to make the powder seem luminous. The diagram appeared to glow with an inner life.

Vin was not afraid. Why should he be? The kneeling figure before him was a woman and alone. She was older than he. She was merely the town librarian, Elizabeth Peckham. He stood in the doorway watching her, curious to know what would happen next.

What happened was that the floor began to smoke.

No, it was not smoke. It was more the kind of mist that rose from a bottomland slough in early morning. Nor was it coming from the floor. The floor had nothing to do with it. It rose from the intricate lines of the diagram. The white powder must be some kind of chemical that reacted with the air.

Vin watched it and wondered.

The mist or whatever it was rose slowly from the interwoven lines of powder to a height of two feet or so, retaining the form of the diagram. It was as though the diagram had sent up a vaporous duplicate of itself that would just float there. But now the floating symbol began to assume an identity of its own. Its lines broadened and blended with one another to form a transparent layer of fog, and the fog slowly flowed toward the kneeling woman as though she were somehow drawing it. It assumed the shape of a horizontal funnel-cloud and began to revolve like a small tornado with the point of the funnel aimed at Elizabeth Peckham's body. As Vin watched in amazement and now in fear, it bored its way into the woman and became part of her.

A violent shudder seized Elizabeth as this happened. Her whole body seemed racked by it for a moment. The bowl of powder dropped from her hand and rolled unbroken away from her, spilling most of its remaining contents in a line curving part way around her. She had already stopped chanting. Vin had been too curious about the purpose of the mist to notice just when the sound of silence had taken over. Now, still shuddering, she began to rise from her knees.

As she did so, the violent trembling gradually ceased. At full height she no longer shook at all but simply stood there tall and straight with her back still toward him. Then she turned to face him and he fell back a step while his eyes widened in horror.

Vin Otto knew Elizabeth Peckham. Though he had never been inside her house before, he had met her a number of times when stopping by to pick up Jerri. He had talked to her in the library as well. He knew her to be a tall, stiff, unfriendly woman in her early thirties, not good-looking but certainly not conspicuously ugly.

The woman confronting him now was indeed tall and stiff, but her face was a sunken mass of wrinkles. The hands dangling at her sides were claws. She was incredibly old. Her eyes . . .

He could not really see her eyes, he realized. All he could make out was the challenging red glare they directed at him.

She came toward him, moving slowly and stiffly in her long dark dress, and he tried to retreat and found he could not. His mind screamed at him to turn and run but his body would not obey the command. The eyes came closer. The red glare actually lit up the space between her face and his, and he could see every wrinkle and crease in her skin. Her teeth were old and rotten, disgusting him as she opened her almost lip-less mouth to speak. But he could not turn his face away from the expected foulness of her breath.

"What you want?" she said.

She said? It was another shock. The creature before him was or had been Elizabeth Peckham. It wore a dress he certainly had seen on Elizabeth Peckham before. The face at least faintly resembled hers even though aged beyond belief. But the voice was not her voice. It was deep. It spoke with an accent. Elizabeth would have said precisely "What do you want here?" or "What do you wish here?" Not "What you want?

It didn't matter. He was unable to answer. Nothing his mind instructed his body to do could be done while those eyes stared at him.

One of the dangling claws reached out to him and a straightened forefinger, scarcely more than bone with a covering of wrinkled skin, touched his chest. "You fool to come here tonight. Some other time I would be amused maybe. Tonight no, we got things to do. Stand there." The finger left his chest and pointed to a wall. The eyes staring at his face were twin fires.

He tried to obey but could not.

The mouth twisted down at one side and a sound of laughter cackled from it. "You can't, eh? Ha. Watching the little ones do their kindergarten tricks sometimes, I forget I have more power." The twin fires began to fade. Now they were only fire beetles glowing in the dark of the room. Now the eyes Vin Otto looked into were empty sockets.

He felt himself retreating. His stockinged feet whispered back over the floor until one of his heels hit the wall. He stood there gazing at the ancient, wrinkled face with no eyes, and slowly the glow came back into the eyes and slowly it intensified.

"Stay there," the voice instructed. "I let you watch for now. Be thankful you got eyes to watch with." There was a sound of giggling in the hall.

Vin looked at the doorway. Through it came the small shapes and glowing eyes he had seen at Keith Wilding's nursery. The children. Except for the eyes, there appeared to be nothing unusual about them. They were any normal gang of kids on a lark. He counted them as they filed into the room. There were eleven. Teresa Crosser led them. One of those in line was Jerri.

He could see them plainly—all of them, no matter where they stood in the room as they lined up to face the creature who should have been Elizabeth. There was only a pale glow of moonlight at the window, true. But the diagram on the floor gave off a glow. The eyes of the children themselves contributed to the illumination. Brightest of all were the eyes of Elizabeth.

Jerri's eyes were not glowing, he noticed. They were those of a normal child. She had not come into the room the way the others had, whispering and giggling like kids entering a schoolroom. She seemed subdued. She stood there gazing at her feet. Some of the others turned their heads to look at her.

"Where you come from?" the guttural voice asked.

Vin looked at Elizabeth. He had to think of her as Elizabeth though he knew the voice and the body were not hers. She stood at the edge of the diagram he had watched her create only a few moments ago. She motioned the children to line up in a semicircle in front of her, with Jerri in the center. Again she said "Where you come from?" in a voice, an accent, a use of English that were foreign to the woman who lived here.

"We hid at the Ianuccis' place," Teresa Crosser said. "No one's been there since we killed them."

"No one saw you come here?"

"Oh, no. There's a policeman watching the house, but he's stupid. We know lots of ways, like the time we brought Raymond from school. This time we came in through the backyard, past the well."

"How'd you finally catch this one?"

"We were at Mister Wilding's nursery," Teresa said, "and we did what you told us. When the grown-ups weren't expecting it, we stood together at a window and thought it into her head to come out to us."

"You learning," Elizabeth said.

"Then we thought it into her head she had to come here with us and be punished, like you said."

"Goot." The ancient head moved up and down. Then the flaming eyes focused on Jerri Jansen and the voice said, "You know why you got to be punished?"

"Yes," the child answered, staring at the floor. 

"Tell us why!"

"I broke the first of all the rules, the same as Raymond did. I gave away the secret of the door."

"You gave away the secret of the door. Yah. Come here."

Lifting her head to look at the creature, Jerri stepped forward. Elizabeth's bony hand came to rest on her shoulder and they stood facing each other, the yellow-haired, cherub-faced daughter of Olive Jansen gazing fixedly at the monstrous face of the woman who had been Elizabeth Peckham. The child's mouth began to quiver. Against the wall Vin Otto made a superhuman effort and took one wooden step forward.

The fiery eyes flashed a glance at him and he staggered back, his shoulders thudding against the plaster.

"Jerri Jansen, stand there in the door," Elizabeth Peckham said, turning. The bony forefinger that had touched Vin earlier now pointed to the center of the intricate network of lines and geometric figures glowing whitely on the wooden floor. Then it curled to motion the child forward.

"No," Jerri whimpered. "Please don't!"

"Children."

The semicircle of watching children closed in. Glowing eyes brightened and their target was the whimpering victim. Vin Otto struggled again to leave the wall but succeeded only in nearly drowning himself in his own sweat and could make no sound.

The child stepped forward in a trance. She reached the spot she apparently knew she must occupy. Woodenly she turned to face her playmates.

The eyes of the children reddened and brightened still more. No fire beetles now, they were laser beams focused on the one to be punished. But somewhere in the house a doorbell had begun ringing.

"Wait," the crone Elizabeth instructed.

The eyes paled. The room filled with listening as all in it, including Vin Otto, awaited a repetition of the sound.

It came again, longer and more insistent.

"Someone is at the front door," Teresa Crosser said calmly.

The crone nodded. "Just wait."

The bell rang a third time and the sound went jangling through the house. It climbed the stairs. It died away in echoes. It was followed by a splintering crash as the front door was broken open. Then by footsteps and voices.

Vin Otto recognized the voices. Doc Broderick's said, "Upstairs. Don't waste time down here."

The voice of Worth Blair said, "Let's have a look at that study."

Chief Lighthill's growl said, "To hell with that. Find her."

The intruders reached the stairs and began climbing. The sound of their ascent filled the upper hall. Vin Otto suddenly realized the grip on him had relaxed a little, perhaps because Elizabeth Peckham was so intently watching the door. With a prodigious effort he took a step away from the wall.

No one noticed.

He took another. He filled his chest with air and like a chained man bursting his bonds hurled himself with his arms outthrust toward Jerri. Elizabeth whirled toward him with her long dark skirt flying. Her eyes brought him down.

But not all the way. His momentum carried him to the diagram as he pitched to his knees. In agony he still scrabbled toward the child, working his arms as though swimming through pitch. His hands, arms, and body wriggled over the diagram and blurred it before the glare of the crone's eyes succeeded in stopping him.

They did that just as Chief Lighthill appeared in the doorway. Behind the chief were Worth Blair, Keith Wilding, and Doc Broderick. The chief's hand held a revolver. He looked at Vin Otto groveling on the floor and at Elizabeth Peckham. He caught the full force of the woman's blazing eyes and staggered back as though struck by a lightning bolt.

The tightening of the chief's trigger finger was purely reflex action. The revolver filled the room with thunder and Elizabeth Peckham clutched at her stomach, uttering an old man's croak of pain. Then slowly she sank to her knees.

Vin Otto, the chief, and those who had come with him all saw what happened then. They saw it clearly because Blair, after the weapon went off, wiped his hand down the wall by the door in search of a light switch, and the room turned bright.

The eyes of the crone on her knees lost their fire. The redness faded and went out. As Doc Broderick stepped forward and took her under the arms to keep her from collapsing, another change came over her. A thing of smoke or mist disengaged itself from her slumping form and swirled toward the blurred diagram. It hovered over the diagram, over Vin Otto who lay there still struggling to reach the seemingly hypnotized child in its center. The writhing mist seemed to try several times to find an opening and at last, after twisting itself into a barely visible thread, disappeared as though into the floor.

Doc lifted Elizabeth to her feet and looked at her face and said, "My God," because her face was changing. It had been a mass of wrinkles but these were fading and her skin was becoming smooth again. She had been a creature of old age that looked more male than female. Now she was again a woman in her thirties. He had noticed her yellow teeth. They were white now and without a blemish. He had no idea what was happening.

He knew she was hurt, though. No matter how confused he might be about the rest of it, he could see she needed help. The chief's revolver had put a bullet below her rib cage and blood was oozing from the hole in her dress. He took time to look at Vin Otto and saw that Vin appeared to be recovering. Then he moved Elizabeth away from the diagram and eased her to the floor.

Her eyes were filled with pain instead of red fire now, he noticed. The old-crone look of hate and ferocity was gone and her reborn face was convulsed with suffering. Using the bloody gaps made by the bullet, he tore open her dress and slip and was examining the ugly wound in the right side of her abdomen when Chief Lighthill said, "Did I kill her, Doc?"

"I don't think so. You didn't do her insides any good, though." Doc looked up and beckoned to Keith Wilding. "Can you help me get her to a bed somewhere? We're crowded here." When Keith stepped forward, he added, "Be careful now or we could make things worse," then showed him how they were to lift the woman. Together they carried her from the room, Doc peering down into pain-filled eyes that returned his scrutiny and seemed to beg for mercy. Worth Blair said, "Her bedroom is down there at the end," and, in passing, found a light switch that lit up the hall for them.

In the now brightly lit ritual room Chief Lighthill turned to face the crescent of children. Since the bullet from his gun had felled Elizabeth, they had not moved except to let Doc and Keith carry the woman out. The chief found himself coupling names and faces: Carl Boland, Paul Massey, Trudy Ensinger, and others. And, of course, Teresa Crosser, who was obviously the one they looked to for leadership. Remembering his unsuccessful attempt to get information out of her on his last visit to this house, he was not surprised to learn she was their leader.

But they stood before him now like manikins in a children's clothing shop. The red in their eyes had faded. They made him think of wilted flowers.

He turned from them. He saw Jerri Jansen still standing in the middle of the partly rubbed-out diagram or symbol. Vin Otto was on his knees beside her, with his arms around her, pressing her to him. There was a look of such relief on Vin's face that his features seemed ready to flow like melted wax.

The child's face had changed too. She was coming out of her trance, it seemed. She put her arms around Vin's head and hugged him, and the chief had a feeling they were both going to recover.

He turned back to the children. "All right, sit down," he said. "All of you, right where you are, sit!" When they obeyed him and he felt reasonably sure he had nothing more to fear from them, he looked at Worth Blair. "You think it's safe for me to be here alone with this crowd while you go downstairs?" he asked.

Blair gazed speculatively at the children and said, "I think so, now."

"And with this?" the chief asked, turning to scowl at what was left of the diagram.

"Maybe we should finish what Vin started."

"Do it, will you?"

Blair went to the diagram. Before touching it, he helped Vin Otto to his feet and motioned him and Jerri to stand clear. Then after a quick glance at the chief and an eloquent shrug of his shoulders, he tentatively touched one of the white lines with his foot. Nothing happened, and with a noisy exhalation of breath he rubbed out the rest of the diagram. "You'll notice," he said to Lighthill, "if we were to sweep this floor now, there would be some of this stuff left in the cracks."

"It isn't glowing now," the chief said. "It was glowing when we came in."

"Yes."

"Like the eyes of these kids. And her eyes."

"Yes, Chief."

"Go down and tell Terry to call the station, will you?" Terry Hinson, the man on stakeout, had been left in the chief's car to insure against any possible surprise. "Tell him to get everyone over here they can spare."

Blair hurried from the room and. the chief glanced at Vin Otto, standing with Jerri by the wall. The child was hugging Vin's leg and staring at the other children, but no longer with fear. The chief felt he could give the others his full attention at last. Scowling, he squatted on his heels and faced them. "All right," he said in a voice filled with bitterness for those who had turned his peaceful town into a nightmare. "Now let's find out what you little hyenas can tell me about all this."
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Elizabeth Peckham occupied a private room on the top floor of Nebulon's hospital. The building was four stories high, and her window overlooked the park. Outside the door a guard was stationed twenty-four hours a day.

"I don't know what we'll be charging her with," Chief Lighthill said with a shrug. "We're waiting for legal advice. But there's bound to be a charge of some sort, if only because of the well."

"Teresa mentioned a well," Vin Otto had said while telling them what had taken place before their arrival at the attempted killing of Olive Jansen's Jerri. "That woman asked the kids how they got there to the house, and Teresa said they came in the back way, past the well."

The chief himself led the search of the yard, and there was a well. A very old one, all but hidden by weeds, in a far corner of the property. It was covered with old, half-rotten boards.

The chief and his men removed the boards. They aimed powerful lights into the well's depths and saw a small white hand amid the debris at the bottom. The fire department was called on for help, and firemen went down a ladder and brought up the body of Raymond Hostetter.

It was not a pretty thing, Raymond's body. The well contained a certain amount of water from the recent rains, and also, obviously, a number of crawling or slithering things that looked upon human flesh as food. Moreover, the corpse had been there long enough for decomposition to have begun. The up-thrust hand first discerned by the firemen was reasonably unchanged, but the rest of Raymond Hostetter, especially his half-eaten face, was not a thing his discoverers cared to look at longer than they had to. "Not even the mother of the baby he drowned could be happy about this," Worth Blair remarked.

Chief Lighthill angrily demanded, "Why wasn't this well discovered before? Quigley and two others searched this yard long ago, damn it!"

One of the two who had searched the yard with Quigley said, "We divided the yard up, Chief. It was his idea. He took this section himself."

The firemen brought up something else then. It too had been a body, but it had been in the well much longer than Raymond Hostetter and was now only a collection of bones. An autopsy on the mayor's son revealed no evidence of violence, but this other occupant of the well, a man in his thirties, had been killed by a bullet fired into the back of his head. Nebulon being a small town, his dental work easily established his identity. He was a cobbler named Louis Neibert, who had disappeared from home some years before, after being accused of molesting children.

"I'd like to ask Quigley why he didn't find that well," Chief Lighthill said darkly. "Too bad he isn't here to give us an answer."

He said this to Worth Blair. Because of the younger man's part in clearing up the mystery of what people now referred to as the Gustave Nebulon affair, the chief felt completely comfortable with Blair despite the difference in their backgrounds. The feeling was reciprocated, too. Theirs was now almost a father-son relationship.

Worth Blair said, "I wasn't on the force when Neibert disappeared, Chief, but some of us in town had an idea Quigley was involved. If you remember, he joined one of those groups of 'concerned citizens,' or whatever they called themselves. I seem to recall old Gustave, too, was a concerned citizen." Blair shrugged. "Men like that too often feel they have a right to appoint themselves judge, jury, and executioner."

"If we'd known the Hostetter boy was in that well, we probably could have closed this case before anyone else was killed," the chief said, then corrected himself. "Well, no. We wouldn't have saved Tom Ranney or Ruby Fortuna's baby. Raymond himself killed those. But we'd have saved the Ianuccis and Mrs. Vetel."

"Yes," Blair said. "But of course if I'd remembered about the books sooner, or we'd found that other book when we first searched the house . . ."

The "other" book referred to was one he himself had discovered after Elizabeth was taken to the hospital. Determined to find some explanation of the diagram, he had gone back to the house and all but turned it inside out. In doing so he had discovered the key that finally opened Elizabeth's lips after a week of obdurate silence.

In her bedroom, under her mattress, Blair had come upon a small, thin volume of diagrams or symbols printed years ago in Germany. Inside it was a single sheet of heavy white paper on which was drawn, in India ink, the diagram found in the school yard, in the nursery, in the ritual room of that same house the night Elizabeth had sustained her injury. With the diagram were directions for reproducing it—exactly where to begin and how to proceed—written in a hand that turned out, when compared with documents in the study, to be that of Gustave.

Confronted with this, Elizabeth had seemed to realize that continued silence would be pointless. "Yes," she said, "I was looking at it that night, to be sure I would not make any mistakes: I usually did. That is why it was under the mattress. At other times I kept it hidden in a specially designed picture frame on the wall. Gustave drew the diagram and designed the hiding place."

She was talking to both Chief Lighthill and Doc Broderick when she said this, and Doc said, "So it was Gustave who showed you how to 'open the door' as you call it."

"Yes. And once I had opened it, he would not let it close." An expression of sadness came over Elizabeth's face. "And the tragedy is, I was not trying to open it for him. I wanted to talk to my sister."

During the last months of his life, she explained, when Gustave had become obsessed with his dread of dying and immersed himself in his study of life after death, he had talked to her by the hour about his plans. There was this door. All his research indicated the reality of its existence. He would discover how to open it and leave the secret with her, leave her his house, too, so she would have a quiet place to live and he would have a safe haven to return to. Only she would be able to manipulate the door, he felt, not he from that side. So she would open it and he would return . . . not a feeble old man nearly blind, but a man reborn and full of strength. "He said he had things to do," Elizabeth told Doc and the chief. "He was so bitter about his blindness. So full of hate for Nebulon for not giving him the homage he felt was due him. So very, very angry."

Doc nodded. "I heard about that from old Yambor."

"Doctor Yambor talked to you about Gustave and me?" Elizabeth bristled with indignation.

"In a way. Mostly about Gustave."

"Then I am glad he is no longer my doctor!"

She had wanted Victor Yambor to look after her when she was brought to the hospital. He came when sent for, too. But bullets in the belly were not his line, he had told her. He was too old for Wild West medicine. "Let Norman here look after you," he said, meaning Doc. "He can use the experience. Besides, he lives nearer than I do." Exit Victor Yambor.

Continuing her confession, if it could be called that, Elizabeth said, "Yes, he was bitter. I felt sorry for him. But I loathed him, too, for his ill manners, his uncouth speech. Especially for his disgusting attempts to win my affection."

"Then you weren't his girlfriend?" Doc said.

"I, the mistress of a man such as that? Don't be offensive!"

"What did you want from him, then?"

"Money. A decent house to dwell in. Security."

She was an amazing woman, Doc decided as he came to know her better. Talking to her became practically a hobby with him. Almost every day he found time to stop by the hospital and ride up to the fourth floor to sit beside her bed. Often Chief Lighthill would be there too, trying to make a neatly-tied bundle of the Nebulon affair.

"As I say," Elizabeth declared one evening, "when I at last worked up courage enough to try the ritual Gustave had taught me, I was not trying to contact him at all. I never once considered attempting to reach him. I wanted my Ellyn, who died in the fire at the hardware store. You remember her, don't you? Ellyn Crosser? Her husband Edward was drowned one day while driving back from West Palm Beach. He had been drinking, and his car went into a canal." Doc nodded.

"Teresa is their child, of course. My poor Teresa. So smart. So much more resourceful than most children her age. But she was crying herself to sleep every night out of loneliness, and after weeks of hearing her sobbing I was willing to try anything. I refreshed my memory of what Gustave had told me by studying the books he had left and the final diagram he had drawn for me. I even bought the two new books that Mister Blair noticed, because Gustave had told me they were coming out and I should have them. Then one night when I felt I was letter perfect in everything, I shut myself up in that empty room and well, I tried to open the door so that I might talk to Ellyn."

"And it was the wrong door?" Doc suggested.

"It was his door, God help me. Instead of my beloved sister in heaven, I found I had opened the gates of hell for a man bent on depravity and vengeance. Believe me, I wanted to kill myself. I was terrified. What made it so awful was that he knew I had not been trying to contact him. He knew that for months I had neglected my promises to him. He knew it was an accident. Oh, how he reviled me."

"But couldn't destroy you because you were his only means of getting back here, eh?" Doc ventured. "Why didn't you just stop going through the necessary motions?"

She shook her head. "I tried. It was no good. Once he was summoned, he never completely left. I would see him walking about the house at times. Just a shadow, a wraith, a figure made of mist. Or in the yard. He could make me do as he wished. Every so often he commanded me to go through the ritual again—the chanting he had taught me, the drawing of the vèvè. .

"The what?"

"The vèvè. That is what he called it, from the designs drawn around the central post, the poteaumitan, at a voodoo service. His diagram was much the same thing, he insisted. Vèvès are drawn to summon the voodoo gods to the service, his to admit the spirits of the dead."

"What was that powder you used?" asked Chief Lighthill, who was present on this occasion. "We had it tested and the report came back it was only flour."

"It was flour. It could have been cornmeal or ashes, almost anything. How you use it is the important thing."

"How did the kids get involved in this business?" Doc asked her one evening.

"He said there were things he had to do that they must help him with."

"The getting even, for instance?"

"Yes, the getting even. They would be his angels, he said. Teresa first—she would lead them for him—and then others chosen from the ones I had invited to play with her because she was so lonely. And then still others whom they would select."

"Did he have anything against those people who were murdered? Personally? What could he have had against poor old Tom Ranney?"

"Tom discovered he was going blind, and used to mock him for it in retaliation for things Gustave said when Tom was drunk."

"The Ianuccis. I'm surprised he even knew them."

"He knew them. He called on them, feeling that because they came here from a foreign country they ought to feel a bond of kinship with him. His family were foreigners who came here and founded the town, he told them with great pride. Oh yes, he knew them. He called on them time and again. But they were gentle old people and he . . . they told him at last that they could not be his friends because they did not like him. He must have been the only person in Nebulon they did not like."

"So he had the children kill them."

"Yes."

"But it was Raymond alone who killed old Tom. That's what you said."

"Yes, Raymond. Almost from the beginning he was completely in Gustave's power, perhaps because he was such a timid boy with so little personality of his own. On his way home from school the day he defied Mrs. Ellstrom, he found old Tom drunk and helpless. Knowing Gustave hated him, he killed him. Then in the park he took that baby from the carriage and put it in the lake."

"For the same reason he stamped the marbles into the ground and abused Lois Ellstrom, eh?"

"I think so, yes. To please Gustave. All the children tried to please him, really. I'm sure Jerri Jansen, when she turned on Mister Otto at the band concert, was only doing the same."

"But for drawing the design in the school yard Raymond had to be punished?"

"He had to be punished. Though I'm sure he did it only to give himself courage. I mean he was just sitting there, wasn't he, watching the children play a game. He hadn't been asked to play with them. He was an outcast, don't you see . . . just as Gustave really was."

"How was Raymond killed? The chief says there were no significant marks on his body."

"The way Jerri Jansen was to be killed," Elizabeth said. "The children simply forced him to wish himself dead for what he had done, and so he died." She frowned. "Now let me ask you a question. As I have said, I believe I know why Raymond drew the diagram in the school yard. But why did the Jansen girl draw hers?"

Doc had discussed that with Keith Wilding and Vin Otto. He said, "We think she was bored. She'd been left at the nursery for the day. She'd followed Vin Otto around like a puppy since morning. We think she just wanted some excitement. Then, after drawing the thing, she became just one of Gustave's little monsters and went on to tear up the plants and kill that kitten."

"Yes. You are probably right."

"Why did those kids kill Maude Vetel on their last rampage?"

"We had a meeting at the library one evening. Gustave asked Mrs. Vetel to speak because she was one of the town's most respected residents. But she didn't praise him as he had expected. She stood up and said he didn't truly care about Nebulon or he would have done something for the town's poor. He and his family should have used their wealth, she said, to build some decent houses for those who had to live in shacks. They should have given the town a hospital, a playground, a swimming pool so poor children would have a place to cool themselves in the summer heat. He was concerned only with his own image, she said."

"And the dog?" Doc pressed.

"It bit him one day when he was passing, that's all. But Gustave remembered such things."

Each day when Doc dropped by the woman in the bed was noticeably better. Her body was mending; her mind was sharper. She told him one night that Gustave, having gained control over the children, gave them certain powers to compensate for those he himself had lost as he aged. "He died almost blind, as you know, so when they became his puppets he gave them special powers of sight. They could see in the dark. Their eyes became weapons. My eyes became weapons, as you saw for yourself."

Vin Otto had testified to that. "When she—or was it Gustave?—looked at me in that way, I felt I had to die," he told Chief Lighthill. "I mean I had to make myself die. It is certainly not difficult for me to believe that those children killed Raymond Hostetter without leaving a mark on him."

The children were at home now. In the beginning they had been held under guard, for observation, at a county children's home some distance from Nebulon. Doc had visited them there and talked with them, but had little to do with deciding their fate.

Expert psychiatrists summoned from as far away as Boston and Los Angeles had done that. In the end it was agreed the children could be allowed to try returning to a normal life, though subject to continuing tests and observations. Jerri Jansen was now living with her mother and Vin Otto in the house Vin had rented. The other children were back with their parents. Teresa Crosser alone had been denied permission to go home. Under no circumstances, the psychiatrists said, must she set foot again in the house where the presence of Gustave, real or imagined, had exerted such an influence upon her. In any case, the child could not have returned to the old Nebulon house with Elizabeth still in the hospital. Old Dr. Yambor found a temporary home for her with a woman in Glendevon who had known her parents.

But as Elizabeth improved, Doc Broderick noticed a new kind of change in her and asked her about it. "Gustave left me when he thought I was dying," she said. "I have lain here for three weeks thinking of almost nothing else, and I am convinced of it. When Chief Lighthill shot me, I thought I would die. Gustave must have believed so too. Now it is clear that I will not die. So tell me . . . what is to keep him from returning?"

"You think he can do that? Without your going through the ritual and drawing the vèvè again?"

"I don't know. But I am apprehensive."

A few evenings later Doc was invited to dinner at the Ottos'. Vin and Olive had been married but were skipping a honeymoon, they said, because of Jerri. They couldn't take the child with them on a wedding trip and were not sure it would be wise to leave her with anyone just yet. Keith Wilding and Melanie Skipworth were also invited.

"This is our fling," Vin said, "a dinner party for our three best friends in our new home, with a drop of champagne."

That was fine with Doc, but at about eleven, just when he was beginning to acquire a pleasant glow after a truly handsome repast, the telephone rang; it was the hospital calling him.

"It has to be me?" he said. "No one else will do?"

What they told him sent him hurrying out to his car with only the briefest of explanations. He drove at a speed that should have earned him a ticket. Even so, when he brought his vehicle to a lurching halt in the hospital driveway, Chief Lighthill's car was already there, and the chief was one of a gesticulating group in the lobby.

"Where is she?" Doc demanded.

"In surgery," someone said. "Doctor Wallingford and Doctor Kern are trying to save her."

Doc went striding down the corridor to surgery and peered through the door-glass. There was nothing he could do at that point. Both Wallingford and Kern were better surgeons than he, and he could only consider himself lucky they had been available. He returned to the lobby. "How did it happen?" he asked the chief.

"All I know is, she jumped out the window. I don't know why. Terry here was on guard duty outside her door. He says he heard her yelling."

"Yelling?" Doc scowled at Terry Hinson, who was not a man given to flights of imagination. "Yelling what?"

"Well, I can't swear to it, but I think she was yelling 'No, no!' And then I think she said 'I won't! I'll kill myself first!' " Hinson rubbed his jaw. "I'm pretty sure of that last part about killing herself. I was at the door by then."

"And when you opened the door?"

"She was out of bed and had the window open, struggling to climb out."

"Struggling to climb out?" Doc said.

"Well, it was queer. Even though she was out of her mind, she must have known it was wrong and imagined somebody was holding her back. She actually seemed to be struggling to break loose and kept sobbing 'Let me go! Let me go!' Before I could reach her she did break loose—from whatever she thought was trying to hold her, I mean—and threw herself out. "

The chief said to Doc, "Nurse Thomas here says she saw the struggle at the window too."

Doc turned to scowl at Nurse Thomas, who would have been in charge of the fourth floor at that time. She was a rock-steady, no-nonsense woman of forty. "That's how it happened, Mary?"

"That's how it happened, Doctor. There can be no question about the struggle and what she cried out. Officer Hinson and I were both in the room then."

"Let's have a look at that room, Chief," Doc said.

"I already have, But if you think it'll do any good . . .

They went up to the fourth floor and entered Elizabeth Peckham's room together. Doc walked to the still-open window and looked down, then stepped back shaking his head. He began to walk about, peering at the floor.

"There's nothing," the chief said. "I've been over it inch by inch."

"You think she could have imagined a visitation?"

"Hell, don't ask me. You're the doctor. I'm just a cop."

"Let's hope she just imagined it," Doc said. "Let's hang onto that much, anyway."

At two o'clock that morning Elizabeth Peckham died of her injuries.
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Eight hours after Elizabeth Peckham's departure from life, Doc Broderick answered his telephone and found himself talking to old Victor Yambor in Glendevon. "Can you come over here, Norman?" Yambor said. "It's important."

Doc hurried to his car.

As before, Yambor was on his porch when Doc drove into the yard. Descending the steps, he opened the door of the car and bent himself into it without waiting to explain his behavior. "Back out and turn right, Norman. Then take your second left. And I'm not going to talk to you. I don't want to influence your thinking."

They came eventually to one of the town's older houses half a mile distant. A police car was parked at the curb, and two Glendevon policemen guarded the front door. Yambor nodded to the men. "This is Doctor Broderick from Nebulon. Knows the whole story. I want him to see what's in there."

The men stepped aside.

"Her name was Emily Morgan," Yambor said to Doc as he led the way into the house. "She was related to Teresa's father, actually. His aunt. That's how I got her to take the child in." He walked Doc along a short hall into a small, plain bedroom. "A Mrs. Jackvony, who lives next door, found her here in bed when she came over this morning. Seems they took turns visiting each other for breakfast. The Jackvony woman called me."

Finding himself gazing at a dead woman about sixty years old on a bed, Doc leaned over for a closer look at her face. There was something strange about it. Her mouth was open in such a contorted, unnatural way that he could almost hear a scream shrilling out of it. Her eyes were enormously wide, as though gazing in sheer terror at something no human eyes ought to be confronted with. Even the sight of her hands, lying outside the white summer blanket, caused Doc to feel suddenly cold inside and induced in him a prolonged shiver of apprehension. The fingers of both hands were spread as wide as they could go, as though to ward off an attacker.

"What happened to her?" Doc said at last in a voice no louder than a whisper.

"God knows. She was alive when I got here, but almost gone, and could barely speak to me. I didn't get much of what she said. Something about Teresa coming into the room at about three in the morning, in the dark, and staring at her in some strange way with glowing eyes. Something about the child's eyes having some awful power. That's why I called you. It was the red eyes of the Nebulon kids that brought you to me; remember? She died before I could do anything. I looked her over but couldn't find a mark on her. There'll be an autopsy, of course. Maybe that will turn up something."

"I wonder," Doc said tonelessly.

"What?"

"Elizabeth Peckham died this morning, Victor."

"What? But I thought she—"

"At two o'clock. And you say Teresa came into this room about three." He glanced at a clock on the bedside table. "I don't know what it means, but it sure as hell scares me."

There was a moment of silence. Then old Doctor Yambor said quietly, "Come with me, Norman," and walked out of the room.

Doc followed him across the hall and into another bedroom.

"This was Teresa's," Yambor said. "She's gone now. Disappeared completely. No one in the neighborhood has seen her. But look here."

Taking hold of Doc's arm, he pulled him around the bed and pointed to the floor. And there it was on the carpet, drawn with a white substance that appeared to be flour. The symbol. The vévé. The diagram.

Gustave's door.
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