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The Serpent and the Stag




Chapter One

Sarah

 


 


The click of the latch shattered the silence.
Sarah Williams glanced up from her mother’s still form. She had
been sitting there for hours now, tugging her back toward life.
Elizabeth was losing strength. Her last, desperate grip on life was
slipping away. Sarah glared at the man who now entered the
room.

“How is she, Doctor?” She phrased the
question politely, concealing her resentment. He could have saved
her, if they’d had enough money. If he hadn’t made Mama wait until
she could pay him.

Without answering, the tall, pale-faced
gentleman walked around the cool white room to the foot of the bed
and picked up the chart. Putting on his dark-rimmed glasses, he
studied it seriously for a few minutes before he spoke. “How long
has she been asleep?”

“About fifteen minutes.”

“Good.”

“Will she recover, Doctor?” She already knew
what his answer would be, and she braced for the impact.

The doctor looked sadly into her tear-filled
eyes. Glancing at the motionless brown curls of his sleeping
patient, he sat down in the empty chair. “I’m sorry, Sarah,” he
said with emotion, “but your mother’s not going to get better. The
cancer has spread too far. Your aunt has given us permission to
discontinue her treatment. We’re just going to keep her as
comfortable as we can.” He lowered his eyes, as though he could not
bear to see Sarah’s tears. He took a deep breath and stood up. He
took off the glasses. His clear blue eyes studied Sarah’s face
intently. “You’ve been here all afternoon, Sarah. Your mother needs
to rest, and you look like you haven’t slept in a week. Go home and
lie down. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

“Aunt Addie won’t tell me anything, you
know.”

“I know. I’ll tell you myself. I’ll call you
at school if I have to. Don’t worry about it. Now go home. She’s on
sedatives, so she’ll probably sleep until morning. Come in then,
and we’ll see how things are going. Take care of yourself. I don’t
need another patient.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Sarah stood up and knelt
to collect her schoolbooks from the floor. She hadn’t had the
chance to take them home yet.

The doctor eyed her stack of books
critically. “You’ve been spending a lot of time here. Have you been
doing your homework?”

“As much as I can.” That wasn’t much. As much
as she had always loved school, her mother’s illness had taken
precedence. If her mother was going to die, Sarah wanted to be with
her, not at home studying algebra.

She had been close to her mother her whole
life, even before the divorce, and she was not going to leave her
now. Images came into her mind, unbidden. The picnic when they had
raced each other across the park until they collapsed, giggling
uncontrollably, at the other end. And the time they had gone up to
Silverwood Lake, and sat on the shore until the stars came out and
a deer, a slender young buck with short spike antlers, came over to
look at them. The memory made Sarah smile through her tears. All
her life Elizabeth had been with her, laughing with her, crying
with her, sharing her wonder, holding her hand. Sarah couldn’t
imagine life without her mother by her side. She couldn’t leave her
here to die alone.

Her social life had already skidded to a
halt. She had missed the last four of the parties that Sunnyside
Christian School regularly scheduled for its teenage students. They
had been the mainstay of her limited social life, one of the few
places where she could meet her girlfriends outside of school, and
the only opportunity she ever had to meet boys her own age.

Under the watchful eyes of the
church-appointed chaperones, they listened to tapes of the latest
Christian pop groups, and were even permitted to dance with the
boys. And two or three times a year a live band would be brought in
for a real dance, with the lights turned low.

Sarah would not be attending the next one,
either. Her mother’s progressive deterioration had taken that away
long ago. Now it was taking away her homework time as well.

The doctor’s eyes told her he understood
perfectly. “Well, don’t stay up too late. You need your sleep.”

“Yes, Doctor.” Books cradled in her arms,
Sarah slipped out into the crowded hospital corridor. An
unintelligible jumble of English and Spanish assaulted her ears,
but she was used to it. She had barely gone ten feet when a voice
called out to her, cutting through the chaos.

“Sarah!”

She turned toward the voice. It was Kathy,
the friendly red-haired nurse whose warm smile had meant so much to
Sarah and her mother these last few weeks. Through all of
Elizabeth’s trials, her pain, her multiple surgeries, Kathy had
been by her side, cheering her on, perpetually hopeful in the face
of Elizabeth’s growing despair. Her bright smile had been a beacon,
drawing her back into consciousness after each setback. It was gone
now, though, and the big blue eyes were sad. Sarah crossed the hall
to the desk where she stood.

“Did he tell you?”

“I’m sorry, honey. You tried so hard.… We all
tried. Elizabeth was so sweet — Come here and sit down.” She pulled
a pair of chairs from behind the desk. “I have to stay here until
Esperanza gets back.” Sarah moved past the desk to sit with her.
Kathy’s eyes were filled with tears. “Is there anything I can do?
Where are you going to stay?”

Sarah appreciated her concern. In fact, Kathy
was the only person who seemed to care about her at all. But she
was still underage, and the future was out of her hands. “I don’t
know. I guess I’ll have to move to Texas with my Aunt Addie.”

The nurse’s eyes flashed in sudden anger.
“Your Aunt Addie — I shouldn’t say anything, but she shouldn’t
be entrusted with the care of a rat, let alone a sensitive teenage
girl. Don’t you have any other relatives? You’ll be lucky if she
sends you off to boarding school or something.”

Sarah considered the possibility. “I don’t
think there’ll be enough money for that. Mama gave all her savings
to the church, you know.”

“She would, wouldn’t she? It’s too bad the
church won’t take care of you. Well, if you need anything, Sarah,
you let me know.”

“Thanks, Kathy. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Sarah
stood up and turned toward the exit.

The air-conditioned, white-walled corridors
seemed an interminable maze, but Sarah had memorized the way, and
quickly found the door she wanted. The air outside was hot and
dusty, and the lump in her throat seemed to be choking her. Heavy
dark clouds blanketed the usually clear desert sky, blocking out
the sun. She blinked away an escaping tear and strode quickly
toward home.

She followed the busy commercial street the
hospital lay on for several blocks before she crossed, darting
through the nearly-stopped rush hour traffic. She turned down a
side street, lined with modest little houses, and when that street
ended at the railroad tracks, she climbed the embankment, crossed
the tracks, and scrambled down the other side. She followed an
alley down until it crossed her own street, where she turned.

In about fifteen minutes she had arrived at
the modest rental house she had shared with her mother these past
five years. Over the years they had moved several times, each time
to a smaller, shabbier house in a poorer neighborhood. This was the
last, a two-bedroom, one-bath house, painted an ugly brown, with no
front yard, on a street that was rife with crime. The house next
door was empty, boarded up, its white walls sprayed with gang
graffiti. On the other side lived a Southeast Asian family. There
were five adults and fifteen children, living in a rundown house no
larger than Sarah’s, with not a word of English between them. Sarah
pulled out her key and started up her own front steps.

The key was unnecessary, as the door was wide
open, letting what little daylight there was into the dim front
room. Aunt Addie was waiting for her inside, wearing Mama’s
favorite blue dress, the one she only wore on special occasions.
The last time she had worn it was when Rev. Twilley had come to
speak in town. Aunt Addie did not look good in Mama’s clothes. She
was much thinner than Mama used to be, to begin with, and taller.
Her face was pinched and sour, like it always was, making her look
twice her thirty-eight years.

She had pulled her graying hair back into a
tight knot, as though she believed that by pulling her hair tight
enough she could smooth the wrinkles in her face. Sarah could
hardly believe that her aunt was barely middle-aged, only three
years older than her mother. Her upper lip had the fine vertical
lines of a very old woman. Perhaps it was the cigarettes, or maybe
just plain meanness, that had aged Addie Jones far beyond her
years.

At one time, perhaps, she had had Mama’s
smooth skin and soft brown curls, but Sarah rather doubted it.
Unlike Mama, Aunt Addie’s face was set into a permanent frown,
which usually expressed her mood perfectly. Her nostrils were
permanently flared, as though she were always smelling something
disgusting. She looked at Sarah, pursed her lips tightly around her
cigarette and sucked in a long breath, releasing it in a cloud of
smoke before she spoke.

“It’s about time you got home.”

“I’m sorry. I stopped at the hospital —
”

“I know where you were. Now put down those
books and make yourself useful. Here’s a broom; sweep.”

Sarah swept. And vacuumed and scrubbed. Aunt
Addie stood over her, watching, criticizing her every move. She was
never satisfied, no matter how hard Sarah scrubbed. The ancient
gray linoleum nearly shone, as did the cracked and peeling white
plaster walls. She polished the ancient, wooden Salvation Army
furniture until her hands were splintered and her back ached, and
she was sick from breathing the polish fumes. But nothing short of
sandpaper and varnish could make those old chairs shine.

She played the radio while she worked. The
music made her work a little easier somehow. At six, though, the
music ended and the evening news came on. The big story, was, as it
had been for weeks, the San Fernando Rapist. He had struck again
last night, and his youthful victim had been killed.

“Meanwhile,” added the reporter, “Northern
California has its own serial killer, or so it seems. A number of
young women have disappeared from several Northern California
counties, and law enforcement agencies now suspect a single
perpetrator is responsible for all six cases.…”

“Shut that thing off!” snapped Aunt Addie.
“They should just string ’em up and get it over with. Hmph!
California!” she snorted in disgust. “They wouldn’t get by with
that back in Texas.” She turned to Sarah. “Why aren’t you
working?”

Under other circumstances Sarah wouldn’t have
minded. She was used to housework; she had helped her mother since
she was a small child. That was back when Papa still lived with
them.

She remembered him clearly. He was tall, with
neat dark hair and a short mustache. He wore tobacco-scented gray
wool suits, even in summer, and spoke with a clipped British
accent. That was when they still had air conditioning. In the
evenings he would hold her on his lap and tell her stories while
Mama knitted them sweaters or watched television. He told her
stories of his travels, his boyhood in England, and, her favorites,
the traditional tales of giants and ogres and fairy princesses.
Mama would glare at him when he told these, but he would just
laugh, take a puff from his pipe, and continue the story.

Sarah had adored her Papa and had been
inconsolable when she learned of the divorce. He had looked at her
sadly and kissed her goodbye. When he was gone, Mama had announced
solemnly that he was dead, that he was going to Hell, and that
Sarah must pray for his soul. Sarah had not seen or heard from him
in the eleven years since.

When Aunt Addie finally left the house on an
errand, Sarah turned on the radio for company while she worked. The
evening news was just ending. She ignored it while she washed the
dishes, until she heard a familiar name.

“The Reverend Edward Earl Twilley is being
investigated for fraud by a New Orleans grand jury,” said the
reporter. Sarah stopped to listen. She knew Edward Earl Twilley
well. He was the host of Mama’s favorite television show, “Basket
of Love.” Sarah had seen it hundreds of times. It was on every
evening after dinner. Mama would sit on the couch, entranced, and
Sarah would keep one eye on the show while she did her
homework.

Basket of Love was also a church, one of the
largest in the country, with tens of thousands of members who sent
in monthly contributions. There were also a few thousand members of
the elite “Circle of Love,” who received gold circlet pins as
tokens of their loyalty. Rev. Twilley often toured the country,
inviting Circle members to the private prayer meetings he held in
each city he visited. Elizabeth Williams was a proud member of the
Circle of Love.

But above all was the television show, which
consisted mostly of the Rev. Twilley raising money to bring the
poor damned children of Africa to God. Elizabeth had given
generously to the fund. “Amid allegations of financial and sexual
misconduct,” the reporter continued, “Mr. Twilley has agreed to
suspend his television show, which is seen on three hundred
Christian stations around the country.”

It was just as well Elizabeth was sedated.
She was devoted to the ministry. She sent them a check at least
once a month, and had attended a Twilley-sponsored study group
nearly every day for the past eight years. She would be devastated
by the news. For her sake, Sarah hoped that the reverend was
innocent, and that the investigation would clear him of any
wrongdoing.

A commercial blasted into Sarah’s thoughts,
and she turned off the radio. It was past eight o’clock, anyway, so
she warmed herself a bowl of canned tomato soup in the microwave
for dinner. Aunt Addie would have to be satisfied with the work she
had already done. She ached from head to foot, anyway. She broke
open a package of crackers, thinking wistfully of her mother’s
wonderful cooking.

The microwave timer rang, and she opened it
to get her soup. She reached in and picked up her bowl. Too late
she realized that the bowl was hot. Between oven and table it
slipped from her burning fingers and tumbled to the floor. A large
red puddle spread across the kitchen floor. She picked up the bowl
and found some old newspapers to blot up the spill. The soup was
too thin, anyway, by the way it soaked into the paper. She watched
as it spread across the headlines in the months-old paper. Little
by little it stained the headline:
“TEXAS CAFETERIA MASSACRE — 9 KILLED.” The red
tomato soup almost looked like blood on the floor. Quickly she
finished wiping the floor and took the newspapers to the outside
garbage can.

Erasing the image from her mind, she washed
an apple, poured herself a glass of water and sat down to eat the
crackers. She could cook passably well, given the time and
ingredients, but she had neither, so she was getting used to always
being hungry. Her own time was spent at the hospital, and Aunt
Addie never bought groceries. Apparently she was content to live on
cigarettes. In fact, Sarah could not recall ever having seen the
woman eat, let alone cook. She finished her apple and her box of
crackers and went to bed, homework still undone. She heard Aunt
Addie’s car in the driveway as she turned out the light. It was
easier not to see her.

The alarm went off at six, as it had every
morning since Elizabeth had been ill. Sarah showered and dressed as
quickly as the bare trickle of the lukewarm shower would permit,
pulling on the gray wool skirt and white blouse that were her
school uniform. Not bothering to look for breakfast, she picked up
her books, still unopened, and went out the door before Aunt Addie
awoke.

The sky was still overcast and threatening,
but the cool morning air was refreshing, and she breathed it in
deeply as she ran through the alley toward the hospital. Her feet
pounded hard on the concrete as she dodged the morning commuters
arriving at the shops and factories along the way. By the time she
arrived at the huge, modern complex, the air was already warm, and
smoky from the heavy traffic.

Inside, the hospital was bustling as always,
and Sarah slipped smoothly between the carts and gurneys which
filled the halls. She hesitated at the door to her mother’s room.
She had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She opened the
door slowly, fearing the worst. Elizabeth was awake now, and smiled
weakly at her daughter’s arrival. But her blue eyes seemed blank
and tired, and her once-bronze face was a ghostly white. Her gold
pin, her membership badge from Basket of Love, shone gaudily on her
white hospital gown, the only brightness Elizabeth had left. A
sense of death filled the sterile white room. Sarah could almost
smell it, almost see the Grim Reaper standing in the corner, just
waiting for the right moment.

“Hello, Mama. How do you feel?”

“Better, honey. It doesn’t hurt so much now.
But the TV doesn’t work right. I can’t get ‘Basket of Love.’” So
her mind, too, was failing, thought Sarah. All her prayers, the
money she had sent, even the gold pin, had not protected her from
that fate, to Sarah’s mind far worse than death.

“Basket of Love won’t be on today. Not for a
few days.” She did not mention that it was now seven a.m., not
seven p.m., when the show normally came on.

“They must have run out of money. I should
send them some.”

“No, Mama. They don’t need your money.”

“Okay, honey, if you say so. I’m tired of
this bed. I want to go home.”

“You’ll go home soon, Mama.”

“I’m going home today.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Pray with me, so I can go home.”

“Okay, Mama.” Sarah took her mother’s hand
and bowed her head in silent prayer. It was too late to pray, as
she had done for weeks, for a miraculous recovery. Instead she
prayed only that her mother would go peacefully, without too much
pain, and that she would be happy in Heaven. She sat with her for a
time afterward, holding her hand and talking soothingly until the
clock on the nightstand said it was time to go.

“Where are you going, honey?”

“School, Mama. I have to catch the bus,
remember? I’ll come and see you after school.”

“Stay with me.”

“I can’t, Mama. I have to go. Bye-bye.”

“Bye, Sarah.”

Sarah slipped quickly out of the hospital and
ran the few blocks back to the bus stop. She got there just as the
little white bus pulled up.

“Sunnyside Christian Schools,” it said on the
side. It was the one extravagance Elizabeth had indulged in,
sending Sarah to a private Christian school. She had wanted to send
Sarah to “Love Academy” in Louisiana, the Basket of Love Ministries
private school, but the tuition had been far more than she could
pay. Sarah was glad, since she would not have wanted to leave her
mother’s side to go to school in Louisiana. And Sunnyside was a
good school, even by Mama’s standards. The academic standards were
high. The students wore uniforms and conformed to a strict behavior
code. Boys and girls were educated in separate classrooms. Prayers
and religious studies were mandatory. Elizabeth would have
sacrificed almost anything to keep Sarah in such a school.

She climbed into the bus and looked around
for her friend Rebecca. As usual, she had saved her a seat. Sarah
flashed her a quick smile of thanks and slipped in beside her as
the bus rounded the corner. Life with Aunt Addie would be like
living in hell, with no friends, no fun, just work, work,
work.…

“What’s wrong, Sarah? Is it your mother? Is
she worse?”

Her friend’s voice brought her back to the
present. She saw the concern on Becca’s face and responded slowly.
“Yeah. The doctor says she’s not gonna make it. I might have to
move East with my aunt.”

“Your Aunt Addie? The one I met?” Sarah
nodded. “I’ll pray for you, Sarah. You can even come stay with me,
if my folks will let you.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think they’ll go for
that, Becca. But I’ll try to write.”

The bus pulled in at the quiet brick school
at the edge of town, and Sarah and Becca waved as they walked in
opposite directions. They would meet at lunch, as usual.

Before her first class, Sarah stopped by the
cafeteria to beg a roll from the staff for her breakfast. The fat
lady who managed the lunch counter shook her head. “Don’t you eat
any more, Sarah? You’re losing weight. I know your mother’s sick
and all, but you still have to take care of yourself. You need more
than a roll. Here.” She handed Sarah a hard-boiled egg from those
she was chopping for salad. Although she had always disliked
hard-boiled eggs, Sarah accepted it gratefully and gulped down her
breakfast on the way to her first class.

That was Bible study, taught by Mr. McDaniel,
a small, sharp-faced man, quick to anger and impossible to
please.

“Now, as you know from your reading
assignment, we are studying the Exodus today. Miss Williams, have
you done your homework?”

“No,” whispered Sarah.

“That’s the second time in three days, Miss
Williams. I must ask you to report to the Dean’s office
immediately.” The other girls in the class began to murmur. “Does
anyone wish to accompany Miss Williams?” The murmur stopped. “You
understand, Miss Williams, that the term is nearly over, and you
must complete all your assignments in order to get a passing grade
in this class.” He signed the note he was writing and handed it to
her.

“But my mother — ”

“Make your excuses to the Dean. Goodbye, Miss
Williams.” Tears spilling down her face, Sarah took the note and
turned toward the door. “If this is so traumatic for you,” he added
after her, “perhaps in the future you will remember your
responsibilities.”

“Yes, Mr. McDaniel,” she whispered, choking,
as she left the classroom. The finality of the closing door was
somehow comforting, and she made her way down the long,
wood-paneled hall to the Dean’s office.

It was a beautiful school, being attached to
a wealthy church, and the decor reflected the church itself, with
stained-glass windows, oiled-wood paneling, and murals portraying
the life of Christ. Through large picture windows she could see the
wide lawns and immaculate landscaping outside. The view was
calming, and she looked outside for several minutes to gather her
courage before going in. She hesitated at the office door.

The Dean was the Rev. Theodore Weatherill,
the pastor of the adjacent church. He was a large, fat man who wore
expensive suits and had a reputation for harsh discipline. She
wiped the tears from her cheeks and silently handed him the note.
He glanced at it quickly, and looked up at her. His expression
softened. “Sarah, I understand that your mother is very ill.”

“Yes.” Still expecting punishment, she
avoided eye contact, staring instead at the brass nameplate on his
walnut desk.

“And you have been spending your days with
her?”

“Yes.”

“Are you delinquent in your other classes as
well?”

“Yes.”

“Since this is Friday, you can come in
tomorrow and make it up. You’re a good student, and it won’t take
you long. I’m sure your mother can live without you for a couple of
hours.” He scribbled a note. “Go back to class.”

“Thank you, Reverend.” Sarah obeyed,
delivering the note to Mr. McDaniel and returning to her place as
inconspicuously as possible.

The class was interrupted again when an aide
came in from the office with a note. Sarah held her breath. The
girls watched silently while Mr. McDaniel studied the note for a
long moment. He looked stricken. “Miss Williams, will you come up
here?”

Sarah scooped up her books and went to the
front. She didn’t need to be told that her mother had taken a turn
for the worse.

“Sarah, we just got a call from the
hospital,” said the aide, an older woman who volunteered her time
to the church, “and your mother is … dead.” Although she had
known it was coming, Sarah felt as though she had been punched in
the chest. She felt the blood drain from her face. The note in her
hand began to waver and swim. She felt herself falling. An arm
wrapped itself around her, caught her, held her up, led her
away.

She awakened in the dark, a sickening
antiseptic smell filling her nostrils.…

When her head cleared, she found herself in
the nurse’s office, a cold washcloth over her face. She pulled it
off and sat up. The kindly old nurse was watching her intently.
“Your aunt is coming to pick you up,” she said.

“Oh.”

“You don’t want to see her?”

“No. Not yet. Maybe not ever.”

“Can I help?”

“No, I have to go. Pray for me, please?”

“I will, Sarah, I will.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

Escape

 


 


“So what’s wrong with you that you couldn’t
come home on the bus?” Aunt Addie asked as soon as Sarah had
settled into the passenger seat of the big sedan. She snuffed her
cigarette butt in the ashtray and pulled a fresh cigarette from her
purse. The school nurse, seeing Sarah safely inside, closed the
door after her.

“I don’t know. I guess I passed out.”

“Hmph! Well, don’t do it again. You need to
stay awake and pack your things. We’ll be leaving this
afternoon.”

“So soon? What about the funeral?” Sarah
could not suppress the sense of panic that rose up in her
throat.

“There won’t be a funeral. She didn’t leave
any money for a funeral.” Her aunt seemed calm, almost pleased.

“Oh. Are we going back to Texas?”

“Yes. I’ve done my duty here, so I’m going
home. You’ll have to hurry up and get your things ready.”

When they arrived at the house, Aunt Addie
went in first. Sarah, following her, froze in the doorway,
horrified. The house was a shambles. The floors she had so
carefully scrubbed were now heaped with debris. Every drawer and
box had been overturned and its contents dumped onto the floor. The
closets, too, had been emptied, and their contents strewn on the
floor. Even the kitchen cupboards had been stripped, and pots and
pans were piled on the kitchen floor.

“What happened?”

“I can’t find your mother’s bank books. I
need to know what she did with her money, Sarah. Where did she put
it?”

Shaken by the determined look on her aunt’s
ratlike face, Sarah began to stutter. “I — I don’t — know
about any money, Aunt Addie. Mama always said she spent it all on
my schooling.”

“Oh, yes, your precious Christian education.”
Aunt Addie turned away, still looking through the debris. “Well,
that’s about to end. You’ll start public school as soon as we get
there. I swear that your mother was one of the stupidest people
I’ve ever known. To waste money on private school while you live in
this — this dump!” She kicked a box across the floor for
emphasis.

Although Sarah was well aware of her mother’s
faults, which did not include an excess of intelligence, this last
insult was one too many. “My mother,” she whispered, tears
streaming hot down her cheeks, “My mother was the kindest, gentlest
person I’ve ever known.”

“Your mother was stupid!”

The expression on her aunt’s face was one of
pure evil. It was the first time that Sarah had looked evil in the
face, and she had no intention of letting it defeat her. She stood
up straight and squared her shoulders. “I’m going to go see the
body.”

“Go, then. But you have to be packed and
ready by four. I have a few errands to run, but I’ll be back by
then.”

“I’ll be ready.” Sarah went out the door and
fairly ran to the hospital. By the time she arrived at her mother’s
room, her tears were dry, and she was reasonably calm. The bed was
already empty, and an aide was changing the sheets. She walked back
to the nurse’s station to ask directions. Kathy, the red-haired
nurse, was waiting for her there.

“I saw you come in, Sarah, but I couldn’t get
away just then. Did you come to see the body?”

“Yes. Can I?”

“Sure. I’ll take you there. Cover for me,
will you?” she called to the nurse still at the desk. She led Sarah
down some unfamiliar hallways and down a ramp into the basement.
They were in a sterile white room. One whole wall was a bank of
drawers, and there were several sheet-covered gurneys against
another wall. Sarah had seen rooms like this before, on television,
and she knew at a glance that she was in the morgue. It was
deserted.

Kathy walked over to a sheet-covered gurney,
but stopped short of pulling back the sheet. She coughed
uncomfortably, and stared deliberately at the blank wall. “I have
something for you, Sarah,” she said slowly. She reached into her
uniform pocket and began to fumble. “It’s against the law for me to
do this, but I felt like I had to. I had to give your mother’s
things to your aunt, but I kept a couple of things I thought you
should have. I know your aunt wouldn’t give them to you.” She
pulled out a gold pin in the shape of a ring. Sarah felt her eyes
fill with tears. It had been given to Elizabeth by the Twilley
ministry six years ago, when she joined their “Circle of Love.” She
had always worn it proudly, and had even had Sarah help her pin it
to her hospital gown.

The other thing Kathy held was a folded
envelope. Sarah opened it slowly, and pulled out a sheet of yellow
writing paper, the top still rough where it had been torn from a
yellow legal pad. It was a letter dated April 14, over a month
ago.

“Darling Sarah Marie,” it began. Sarah caught
her breath. Papa had always called her Sarah Marie, which he
pronounced, in his charming English way, as “Sadamadee.” No one
else had ever called her that. “Although you’ve never answered my
letters, and have probably forgotten me altogether, I want you to
know that I still love you and think about you all the time. I
don’t know whether you received my present, but I hope your
sixteenth birthday was very happy. I’m writing now to invite you to
come and stay with me while your mother recovers from her illness.”
Sarah wiped away the tears which blurred her vision and spotted the
page. “I’ve enclosed a check which should cover your bus fare and
expenses.”

Sarah looked back in the envelope. “Was there
a check?”

“No. I looked.”

Sarah read on. “You’ll have to take the bus
up to Fort Bragg. Transfer at L.A. and San Francisco. Write ahead
and tell me when you’re coming so I can have someone meet you at
the bus stop. Give my love to your mother, and I hope to see you
soon. Love, Papa.”

For the first time since her mother’s
illness, Sarah felt a surge of hope well up in her chest. Hope, and
fear, too. Hope that perhaps she would not have to go to Texas,
after all. And fear that she would find herself stranded in a
strange place, unable to reach her destination or to contact Papa
to come and get her.

A week or so ago, before Mama had lost so
much strength, Sarah had asked her about Papa. Elizabeth had
hesitated for a long moment, a dreamy look coming over her
eyes.

“He was wonderful, Sarah. Before he turned
away from God, I mean. I was just seventeen when I first saw him. I
was working as a waitress in a coffee shop back in Austin. He was
studying at the University. He was so handsome, and he had such
charming manners. He was English, you know, and he treated me like
I was a lady or something, not just a waitress in a coffee shop.
And he was so smart, but he didn’t put on no airs. I guess he was
lonely. Needed someone to talk to.

“When he graduated, he left, and I thought
I’d never see him again. But then he came back, and he said he was
working in a legal aid clinic in California, and would I like to
come. I didn’t waste no time deciding. We got married by a Justice
of the Peace that same day, without anybody knowing until we’d done
it, ’cause he wasn’t too popular with my family. They didn’t cotton
to him very much, him being foreign and all.

“Your father was a very smart man, Sarah. Not
like me. He could figure things out. He liked to figure things out.
But he was a little too smart for his own good. We were pulling in
two different directions. He doubted everything, and when he
started to doubt God, well, I knew the Devil’d got him then.”

Sarah felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked
up at Kathy, who was watching expectantly. “Would you like to see
your mother now?” Sarah nodded numbly, and Kathy pulled back the
sheet, revealing the cold white face that had once belonged to
Elizabeth Williams. Sarah reached out to touch her mother’s cold
hand. “I have to go back to work now,” Kathy added apologetically,
and disappeared.

Sarah sat silently beside the body for a long
time. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks. Perhaps people entered
and left the cool white room; she didn’t notice. Her mind was in
turmoil. She knew she didn’t have enough money for the bus fare,
not unless she found that check he had mentioned. All she had in
her wallet was five dollars. But the letter represented her last
chance, her one hope for a happier life, meaning one without Aunt
Addie. She had to find a way. Surely Mama would want her to be
happy. She would have to trust God to watch over her.

Sometimes she prayed. She prayed that her
mother would be happy in Heaven, and that her father would not turn
out to be so evil as her mother had believed. She prayed too, that
her trip would be safe, however she managed to travel, and that she
would not be tempted into whatever evil she might find. She prayed
for Reverend Twilley, too, since her mother had so admired him. She
fingered the gold ring as she did so. Between prayers, she read her
father’s letter over and over again, and planned her escape.

The first part, escaping from Aunt Addie,
should be easy. Traveling that far with no money presented more of
a problem. She had to find that check. She hoped that Mama had not
already spent it.

When finally she was calm and ready to face
her aunt again, she got up and left the morgue. The clock in the
hall read 3:30. Seeing it, she broke into a run, and made her way
home in record time.

The house was empty. She picked her way past
the debris to the kitchen. A note on the refrigerator said simply,
“I’ll pick you up at 4:00. Be ready.” She checked the refrigerator
for something to eat. It was empty. She glanced at the clock. She
had eighteen minutes left. She grabbed a large duffel bag from the
pile in the living room and went to her bedroom. She packed two
changes of clothes, her purse and Bible, and the little pink teddy
bear that her Papa had given her when she was five. Remembering
that she was still wearing her school uniform, she quickly
exchanged it for a pair of jeans and a comfortable top. Although it
was May, and searingly hot in the desert, she packed her warm
winter jacket as well, just in case.

She still had five minutes left. She went to
her mother’s room. A gray cloud of cigarette smoke hung thick in
the air. Aunt Addie had been sleeping in here since Mama had been
in the hospital. Here too, everything had been dumped and heaped
upon the dust-colored threadbare carpet. Quickly she began looking
through the pile on the floor.

One area, perhaps the contents of Mama’s
middle dresser drawer, was full of Sarah’s pictures, drawings and
report cards. She flipped through them quickly. She picked up an
envelope and opened it. It was a birthday card. She was sure she
had never seen it before. She opened it, and a slip of paper fell
out. She picked it up. It was a check for $100, written out to
“Sarah Marie Williams.” She looked at the card. The inscription
read, “Darling Sarah Marie.” Without reading further, she put it
back into the envelope with the check and put it in her pocket.

She went back to scanning the floor. Now she
was just looking for a keepsake, some small thing that had belonged
to her mother. She was running out of time. The corner of a tiny
white box caught her eye. A jewel box. She hadn’t known her mother
owned any jewelry other than the Circle of Love pin. She pulled it
free and opened it. Inside, on a platform of blue velvet, was a
heart-shaped pendant made of some pink stone and set into a gold
setting, with a gold chain. She fingered it gently, turning it in
her hand. The back was engraved. She held it up to read it. “To
Sarah Marie,” it said, “on her 16th birthday. Love, Papa.” She
closed the box, slipped it into her pocket with the card, and left
the room, just in time to see Aunt Addie come in the front door.
She was wearing Mama’s black slacks and sweater, and glared
suspiciously at Sarah.

“What were you doing in my room?”

“It was Mama’s room. I was … saying
goodbye to her.”

“You’re sure you weren’t trying to steal
something?”

“I’m sure.” She took a deep breath and prayed
for forgiveness for her small fib. The necklace and check were,
after all, hers, and not Mama’s or Aunt Addie’s. She went to the
kitchen and filled a bag with fruit. She’d had a light breakfast
and no lunch, and she was getting hungry.

“Are you ready?”

“Just about.” She went to her room and,
slipping the bag of fruit and the contents of her bulging pockets
into her duffel, closed the zipper and picked it up. “I’m ready
now.”

“I’ll need your key.” Her heart beating fast,
Sarah pulled the chain from around her neck and gave it to her
aunt. Then she slung the duffel over her shoulder and followed her
aunt to the door. She paused in the doorway while she pushed aside
her second thoughts. It was now or never. Either she escaped now,
or she got into that car and went to Texas. She decided
quickly.

“I need my purse,” she lied. It was already
inside her duffel. “Warm up the car, and I’ll be right out.” She
went back inside, and went straight through the house and out the
back door, locking it carefully behind her. She could hear her aunt
calling her name as she slipped out the back gate into the alley
behind the house. Not pausing, she ran out through the alleys,
headed straight for the hospital. A train blocked her shortcut,
forcing her to wait on the embankment, but after that, nothing, not
even the heavy late-afternoon traffic, could slow her down. She
stopped, panting, only when she reached the nurses’ station where
Kathy sometimes worked. The brown-eyed nurse at the desk looked up
at her in surprise.

“Weren’t you just here?” she asked in a
gentle Spanish-accented voice.

“Yeah. Is Kathy still here?”

“She just left,” said the nurse. “She might
not be gone yet. Try the parking garage.”

Sarah raced to the stairs and down to the
garage, nearly colliding with several people along the way. She
found Kathy on the second level, just getting into her little white
sedan.

“Sarah! What’s wrong?”

“I need your help!” Sarah panted. “I’m
running away.”

“Get in.” Sarah obeyed, and Kathy started the
car. “Now, what inspired this? This morning you were willing to
move to Texas with your aunt. What happened?”

“The letter,” explained Sarah breathlessly.
“I found the check. So I have my bus fare. And I found a necklace
with my name on it, that was a present from my father. I want to go
find him. If I go to Texas with my aunt, I’m never going to see him
again.”

“So that’s what this is all about. Okay, I’ll
play along. You already know my opinion of your aunt. Your father
couldn’t be much worse. First let’s go to my house, and we’ll study
some maps and get you a bus schedule.” She turned into a charming
neighborhood near the hospital. The street was lined with small,
neat houses with picket fences and flower gardens in front. “Is
your aunt going to be looking for you?”

“I doubt it. I think she’ll be glad I’m
gone.”

“Good.” She pulled up to a neat little house
with a picket fence and a daisy-covered lawn. “Let’s go inside and
decide what we’re doing here.”

She led Sarah into her cream-and-brown living
room, where a Siamese cat lay drowsing on the coffee table. “This
is Tony,” said Kathy, reaching down to pet him. He purred loudly at
the contact. “Now let’s see that letter again.”

Together they spread it out on the table and
studied the envelope for the return address. The address on the
letter was a post office box in Fort Bragg, California. Kathy
pulled out a map to find it. She had Sarah call the bus company to
find out how to get there, and the cost of the ticket. The return
address on the birthday card was more interesting. It read, “Happy
Valley Ranch, Happy Valley Road, Fort Bragg, Calif.” So he lived on
a ranch. But there was no Happy Valley Road on the map. Sarah
learned from her phone calls that she would have to take a bus to
L.A., then transfer and take another bus to San Francisco, just
like the letter had said. But that was as far as Greyhound would
take her. She would have to walk a few blocks in San Francisco and
take another bus line up to Fort Bragg. The total fare would be
about ninety-five dollars. Her hundred would be just barely enough.
The trip would take all night and all day, and she would arrive in
Fort Bragg at about eight Saturday night.

She would have to catch the first bus at six
tonight. Kathy took her to the bank, just before it closed at five,
so she could cash the check before going to the bus depot. When
Kathy drove away, leaving Sarah alone at the station, Sarah was
suddenly overcome with dread. She was leaving the only town she had
ever lived in, to go to the father she had not seen in nearly
twelve years. She had never even been to Los Angeles, her first
stop. Although the distance was not that great, only an hour or so
on the freeway, Elizabeth Williams had been careful to keep her
daughter at home, far from the “sins of Babylon,” as she called
them. Now, for the first time, Sarah was going to visit Babylon,
and without even her mother’s guidance to keep her from sin. And
after that, Sodom itself, San Francisco.

She looked around the station. A couple dozen
tired-looking people milled around the big empty gray room. Several
people sprawled, asleep, in the plastic chairs provided for waiting
passengers. A drunk, staggering around in tattered, urine-scented
clothes, his longish hair matted and dirty, panhandled among the
passengers until a burly security guard removed him from the
station.

She got in line and bought her ticket. It
cost sixty-five dollars. She had to reserve thirty for the bus that
would take her to Fort Bragg. That left her with only five dollars
to spend. Her bus was scheduled to leave in forty minutes. She sat
down in the nearest chair and wrote a short letter to her father,
telling him of her mother’s death and giving him her upcoming
arrival time. She found a stamp in her purse and mailed it in the
box on the sidewalk outside. She hoped it would arrive before she
did.

Her stomach growled. She sat down and pulled
an apple from her bag. She hadn’t had anything to eat since that
boiled egg in the school cafeteria. She should have said something
to Kathy. Kathy would have given her something, if she had known.
Now she was about to miss dinner, as well.

She checked her pockets. They were empty, as
usual. Aunt Addie had forgotten to leave her lunch money again last
night. She dug into her bag for her wallet, scraping her hand on
the zipper. She found another five dollars there, just as she had
expected. Her allowance for this month. Mama had given it to her on
the first of the month, and gone into the hospital on the second,
so Sarah had had few opportunities to shop. Not that five dollars a
month would buy much, anyway.

So altogether she had ten dollars. Not much
for a two-day trip. She put the apple back into the bag and looked
around for some more solid food. She was going to need it. There
were vending machines with cigarettes, soda and candy bars in the
station, but nothing more substantial than that. The security guard
was standing by the door, smoothing his thin mustache with his
fingers. Sarah took a deep breath and went to speak to him. He
informed her that there was a deli next door, and she went to find
it. She bought the cheapest sandwich they had, for two dollars, and
went back to the bus station to eat it.

In time, the bus arrived, and Sarah found a
seat. The restroom in the back lent a strong chemical odor to the
whole interior of the bus. She felt sick, whether from nervousness
or the smell, or the sandwich, she didn’t know. She leaned back
against the blue twill padding and kicked down the steel footrest.
Suddenly she was very, very tired. As the bus pulled out of the
station, the first big raindrops splashed against the windows.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

Traveling Light

 


 


“Next stop, Los Angeles.”

The driver’s voice penetrated Sarah’s uneasy
dreams, filled with earthquakes and death, in which Aunt Addie, as
always, played the role of Death.

She opened her eyes and shook herself awake.
The L.A. bus station was a big, chaotic place filled with people
from all walks of life. Hesitantly she took her bag and got off the
bus. She stood by the door, watching the other passengers
disembark, one by one, and disappear into the crowd. When the
driver got off, she got up the nerve to ask him for help. He was
young, with neat blonde hair and warm blue eyes, and spent far more
time than was necessary explaining the intricacies of the bus
system. He obligingly showed her how to read the board, with its
posted arrivals and departures, and where to wait for her next bus.
She still had nearly an hour to wait.

Her legs were stiff from their confinement.
She looked outside. Although it was dim and overcast, and the sun
had already set, it was still light enough for a short walk. She
went out the door and started down the street. It felt good to
stretch her legs and restore their circulation.

The street was lined with blank office
buildings, already deserted for the weekend. The sidewalks, though,
were full of people. They came in all races, but they were all
male, unshaven, and generally decrepit-looking. Several were drunk,
and one lay unconscious on the sidewalk. Still others were drinking
away their troubles from pocket-sized flasks. Sarah had walked
about half a block when the increasing demands for handouts began
to frighten her, and she turned back, toward the terminal.

One drunk, who looked about fifty but might
have been half that age, staggered up in front of her and put his
hand on her shoulder. Startled, she jumped back. Another man,
equally drunk, grabbed the first and began yelling in his face.
Terrified, Sarah backed away slowly. Within seconds, the conflict
had escalated into a full-scale brawl, with a dozen or more drunks
bawling unintelligible insults and using their half-empty whiskey
flasks as clubs and missiles.

Sarah ducked into a doorway and hid there,
crouched against the locked doors, until the sound of breaking
glass finally subsided. Gingerly she stepped out and looked around.
It looked more or less as it had before the fight, except that now
the sidewalk and much of the street sparkled with freshly broken
glass. The reek of whiskey and urine was unchanged. She tiptoed
carefully through the mess to get back to the station.

Resigning herself to waiting the remainder of
the hour inside the station, she went to the gift shop to inspect
the wares. Amid the candy bars and picture postcards, she found a
rack of magazines, and stopped to look. They were all too expensive
for her limited budget. She browsed the magazines and postcards
until the manager started to glare at her, then settled on a local
newspaper and a map of California. She could afford fifty cents,
she hoped, and the map could be considered a necessity. She sat
down in one of the slick, uncomfortable, but ubiquitous, plastic
chairs and began to unfold her map.

She was distracted by a commotion nearby. She
watched quietly, terrified, as two men wrestled over a suitcase.
Their shouts, although deafening, were completely unintelligible to
Sarah, as one man screamed in Spanish while the other bellowed over
him in English. Four security guards finally came and settled it,
evicting the apparent thief from the station.

She opened the map and again located her
destination. She had never been particularly aware that there were
towns in that part of the state. She had always just assumed that,
north of San Francisco, there was wilderness, just trees and
rivers. Giant redwoods. Maybe a few Indians. Mountain lions. Lots
of mountain lions. Not that they were all that rare in Southern
California; not long ago she had heard of one wandering into town.
The thought terrified her. But with so much open space, there must
surely be many more of the big, dangerous beasts in the huge blank
green zones that, on her map, covered most of Northern California.
It was bad enough that they kept wandering into town, without her
having to go out into the woods to find them.

But that blank greenness, she now saw, was
not really all that blank. It was scattered with towns. Nothing
very big, but at least they were on the map. She wondered what kind
of people lived there. Farmers? She had never lived in the country,
nor wanted to. The TV version of country life seemed not at all
pleasant. But if Papa lived there, he must like it, so perhaps it
wouldn’t be as bad as she feared.…

She glanced at the clock. It was 8:45, and
time to get in line.

It was already dark when the bus pulled out,
and as the lights of the city faded and the bus wound through the
desolate Tehachapis, she began to feel sick.

Suppressing the feeling, she tried to see
outside until, eventually, the mountains flattened out into level
farmland. Only the reflectors on the highway stood out from the
dense, overcast blackness. The highway now seemed to be going to
nowhere in a perfectly straight line.

As there was now nothing to see, and no light
to see it with, she leaned her seat back and closed her eyes. The
sick feeling was already going away, now that the road had
straightened. Other passengers were reading or talking, or
sleeping. The monotony of the Valley soon put her to sleep, as it
would have done before long even if it were broad daylight and she
were not already tired. Wherever she was going, she thought, she
was never, ever coming back. It was too late to change her mind
now.

The sun was coming up behind the bus as it
crossed the Bay Bridge into San Francisco. She listened to her
seatmate, a jolly little old man with an enormous mustache, as he
chattered on and on about his beloved home town.

“It’s a beautiful city, little lady. No place
like it in the world. Is this your first visit? I thought so. While
you’re here, make sure you have a look around. You can get a pretty
good view if you go up to the top of the Transamerica Pyramid. See
the whole city from there. ’Course it hasn’t always been there;
it’s one of the newer skyscrapers.

“Didn’t have any like that when I was growing
up, no. Already had the cable cars, though. And the trolleys. I
thought they were going to ruin everything when they built the BART
line. Market Street was torn up for years. It’s not bad, though.
They put it all underground in the City. It only runs on the
surface after you cross the Bay. Y’know, sweetheart, I’ve lived in
the City a long time, and I’ve seen just about everything. It all
comes here.

“You know what they say about California?
That somehow the whole country got tipped over and all the loose
nuts rolled west? Well, San Francisco is where they all stopped.
Always been that way. Way back in the nineteenth century we even
had our own emperor. Emperor Norton, he called himself. He was
crazy, of course, but the City just let him be. They say he even
issued his own currency and used it around town, that restaurants
fed him for free, and the newspapers printed everything he said.
Now maybe some of this stuff is exaggerated, but that’s the City
for you.

“And in the Sixties, the City got taken over
by the hippies when they all came here. I was living on Haight
Street when it all started. I didn’t mind; I would have stayed, but
my wife, God bless her soul, she’s gone now, she got scared, with
all the people and the drugs and everything, so we had to move out.
They mostly left after a few years. Moved north, I’m told.

“We moved back to our old neighborhood in
’78, after it was all over. It’s still a nice place, where you can
walk to Golden Gate Park when the weather’s nice. It’s a bit more
colorful than when we first moved there. Lot of gays now, of
course. At least half the City must be gay now. Don’t look so
scared, honey. They don’t bother with pretty girls. You’re safe
around them. Not like some other people around. Some neighborhoods
you just shouldn’t go into. Not safe. Oh, look at that. We’re
almost home. Don’t the City look pretty in the fog?”

The City, as he called it, loomed
majestically over the bay in the early morning fog. It seemed a
model, bright and clean in the mist, bearing no relation to the
dirty, gritty city she had just left behind.

The bus pulled up to the station, a sheltered
outdoor structure, where hundreds of handicapped pigeons pecked for
crumbs left by careless passengers.

She watched them for a time, wondering what
war they had been through, that left most of them missing their
feet or toes. What horrible, evil person would have mutilated them
so?

It was cold, and she pulled on her jacket and
followed the other passengers into the building. At the ticket
counter she obtained directions to the stop for the Falcon Transit
bus. She would have to walk out to Market Street and either walk
the mile and a half down Market, or take the BART subway to the
Civic Center station. The Falcon terminal was nearby, on Fell. She
studied the map that the ticket agent had scribbled on an envelope.
It should be easy to find. And she had all day to find it. She
already knew that it left at five o’clock each evening. She checked
the clock. It was nearly six a.m. now. She had six dollars left in
her pocket, not counting her fare, and an entire day to spend in
San Francisco. She shouldered her bag and peeked cautiously out the
door.

No sign of violence. In fact, a stately gray
building with a little patch of green shrubbery stood across the
street, shrouded in mist, and everything seemed peaceful and neat,
like government buildings on a holiday.

She stepped outside. This side of the street
was dirty and looked more like L.A. So much for first
impressions.

Just outside the terminal she could see an
outdoor newsstand, and she walked up to look. What she saw shocked
and disgusted her. Right beside the major newspapers and magazines
were displayed other magazines, the kind with naked women on the
covers. Her face red with shame, she turned and hurried away.

She could see traffic on the street at the
end of the block, so she walked that way. The street sign read
“MARKET.” Early on a Saturday morning, the traffic was light. To
either side, for as far as she could see in the fog, Market Street
was a tawdry commercial strip filled with pawnshops, newsstands,
and T-shirt shops with big “Liquidation” signs.

Her initial intention of walking to the
Falcon stop dissolved as she stared down the street. It looked far
too dangerous. She found the sign and the stairway leading down to
the underground BART station. She studied the fares and again
reconsidered. Her financial situation was bad enough without having
to pay over a dollar to travel a distance she could easily walk in
half an hour. She picked up a paper copy of the route map and
climbed the stairs to the street.

It was just as bad as she remembered. She
said a silent prayer and began to walk. She walked quickly and
tried not to look too closely at the businesses which fronted the
street. Now and then she noticed another sign for a BART station,
and she checked those against her map. When she figured she must
have reached the Civic Center station she went down the stairs for
confirmation.

Her scribbled map indicated that she should
walk three more blocks and turn right to the bus stop. She looked
around. Market Street had not improved in the mile she had walked,
and her opinion of San Francisco had been dropping rapidly. Nothing
the old man had told her had led her to expect this. Out of the
corner of her eye she noticed something green and she turned to
look up the side street. There seemed to be a park up there.
Perhaps she could wait there for her bus.

She walked the last few blocks and rounded
the corner. There it was, an unobtrusive little sign over the
sidewalk, nothing more. She guessed that it was not yet seven, and
she had more than ten hours to occupy before the bus came. She
decided to go back and investigate the park she had seen along the
way.

She found a brick-and-concrete plaza bordered
by strips of grass and trees, and populated mostly by the awakening
homeless. A wide concrete walkway led off to one side, flanked by
colonnades of trees and flags, and leading the way to a big stone
building that must have been City Hall. It was a big gray edifice
that loomed over the adjacent park. It reminded Sarah of the
pictures she had seen of the State Capitol in Sacramento. She
wondered if this were even bigger. Benches and strips of lawn
bordered the wide concrete terraces. It was all very formal, very
impressive, except for the crumpled napkins and paper cups that
decorated the earth beneath the trees.

She found an empty bench and began to read
her paper, beginning with the comics and entertainment pages. The
cold wind threatened to tear it from her hands, but she persevered.
She read the interesting parts first, shaking her head, as she
always did, at the casual sex and sin that were endorsed there. It
took her less than an hour. She sat and watched the people for a
while, until she got bored with that. Then, probably for the first
time in her life, she read the remainder of the paper.

Buried in the back pages she saw a small
article on the ongoing search for a serial killer in Northern
California. A chill ran up her spine, and she tore out the article.
Pulling out an orange for her breakfast, she then began to work the
crossword puzzle.

When she was finished, it was nearly noon.
Her thighs were numb from the concrete bench, so she stood up to
stretch her legs. The sun was shining now, and she took off her
jacket, stuffing it into the bag. The pangs in her stomach were
demanding action. The wind having let up, the smell of food frying
at a nearby restaurant made her mouth water. She rolled up the
paper, tossed it into a trash can, and went into the
Jack-in-the-Box. Counting her money, she considered the menu
carefully and settled on an order of french fries. She sat down at
an empty table and watched the crowd while she ate. Tourists,
mainly, and travelers like her. They carried bags and looked tired.
After a few minutes, a tall man slid into the seat opposite
her.

He was about thirty, she guessed, neatly
dressed, his blondish hair freshly trimmed, wearing conservative
glasses. He smiled at her with pale green-gold eyes.

“Where you going?”

“Huh?”

“You’re waiting for a bus, aren’t you?” He
gestured toward her bag. “You’re carrying a full duffel and
besides, you’ve been sitting outside for two hours.”

Sarah glanced at the clock. “Six,” she
corrected him. “Six hours and twenty minutes. Are you waiting for a
bus?”

“No. I’m here on business. Had to see some
people in that building over there.” He made a vague gesture that
did not seem to indicate any particular building. “Going home this
afternoon. Where you from?”

“Down South.”

“You don’t sound like a Southerner. What
state are you from?”

“Oh, I meant Southern California. Riverside
County.”

“So you must be on your way north, then.”

“How’d you guess?”

“And since the Greyhound station is over a
mile away, let me guess. You must be waiting for the Falcon bus to
Fort Bragg.”

“Yes.”

“I’m going up to Fort Bragg myself. Would you
like a ride?”

“No, thanks. I already have my ticket.” Sarah
had been taught to mistrust strangers, no matter how benign their
intentions.

“You sure? We’d be there by four. On the bus,
you won’t get there until almost nine.”

“That’s okay, thanks.”

“Do you have family up there?”

“My father.”

“Does he know you’re coming?”

“No. I’m going to surprise him.”

“That’s not very smart, you know, for a young
girl traveling alone. Going into a strange town, at night, trying
to find someone who isn’t expecting you. Bad things can happen to
girls traveling alone. Are you sure you don’t want a ride?”

“I’m sure.”

“That’s a wise policy. As I was saying,
horrible things can happen. Not every man is a gentleman. Not every
adult you’d meet is safe. I am, of course, but what about the next
fellow who might be unstable mentally? I try to maintain a certain
standard of decency, and I think you know what I mean, being that
you’re a young lady of high moral character, a Christian young
woman — you are a Christian, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Sarah replied with quiet
conviction.

“Good. I knew you were. What’s your father’s
name? I might know him.”

“John. John Williams. He lives on Happy
Valley Road.”

“I know who he is. I live just off Happy
Valley Road myself, about a half mile up the hill from him. I could
take you right to his door. But since you don’t want a ride, shall
I tell him you’re coming?”

“Please. Thanks.”

He got up from the table. “Well, I’ll see you
later, Miss Williams. Oh, my name’s Sam. Sam Hallinen.”

“Thanks, Mr. Hallinen.”

“Call me Sam.” He left the restaurant and
strode purposefully across the plaza. Her french fries gone, Sarah
went outside. Ignoring her still-hungry stomach, she paused to
notice the markers set in the concrete. They identified the exact
longitude and latitude of the spot where she stood. A nearby plaque
commemorated the founding of the United Nations. Although it was a
warm day, there was just enough of a cool breeze to be
pleasant.

Tired and afraid to wander far, she walked
back to Market Street and stopped at a nearby newsstand for a local
paper. She tried to ignore the lurid covers of the pornographic
filth on display there. The proprietor saw her and laughed. “You
could pose for one of them magazines, honey.”

She fairly threw her money at him as she
grabbed the nearest paper and got away from there. Humiliated,
embarrassed and horrified, she crossed the street as quickly as she
could to return to the comparative safety of the park and sat on
the grass to read it.

But San Francisco is a tolerant city, and its
newspapers reflect that attitude. There, plain as day, under the
movie ads, were the lurid little ads for the live sex shows.
Complete with wildly exaggerated bra sizes, they epitomized all
that Sarah had learned to hate and fear. You just couldn’t get away
from it. She stood up, tore out the offending ads and shredded them
into the nearest trash can. Only then could she relax and resume
reading.

By the time she had worked her way through
the Chronicle’s comics, entertainment section, editorial pages,
crossword puzzle, and the disappointingly slim classifieds, it was
past four o’clock. Discarding the sections she had already read,
she rolled up the rest of the paper and packed it into her blue
nylon duffel. She went out to the street and found the bus stop,
getting behind the few people already in line for the northbound
bus.

Ahead of her in line were a mother and her
adolescent daughter, who looked at Sarah with some concern.

“Are you traveling alone?” asked the mother,
a tall slim woman in tight jeans and an oversized white sweater
with masses of brown curls. Sarah nodded. “You shouldn’t, you know.
Girls have disappeared lately who were traveling alone.”

“So I’ve heard. Where?”

“Just last week, a girl taking the bus from
here to Santa Rosa never showed up. They think she’s dead. That’s
why I’m taking Natalie up to visit her grandmother. Last year she
went up by herself, but this time I’m not taking any chances.”

“I’m glad she’s coming,” added Natalie, a
small, thin girl with big eyes and her mother’s hair. “It’s kind of
scary traveling alone at night.”

“Where are you going?” asked Sarah, wondering
if she was being too forward.

“Little River. Near Mendocino. How about
you?”

“Fort Bragg.” Sarah remembered those names
from the map, and was pleased they were going so far, since this
would give her some company on the long ride ahead.

She sat across the aisle from Natalie,
leaning back in her seat and resting her legs atop the full duffel.
She slid down the window.

The bus left San Francisco in daylight,
allowing her to see some of the sights from the bus windows as it
zigzagged through the streets. Natalie and her mother, whose name
was Debbie, acted as tour guides. The Presidio was nice, peeking
out from behind the trees. The Golden Gate Bridge was beautiful.
Even the tunnel at the end had a rainbow painted over the arch. And
after that, the intermixed forest, farms, and towns along the
highway were remarkably green and springlike. Yes, it was still
spring, but being from the desert, Sarah was unused to things being
such a bright green, even in the springtime. Even when all the
flowers were blooming in the desert, turning the meadows the bright
orange of California poppies, it never looked quite so green and
fresh as this.

The bus stopped at various towns along the
way: Cotati, San Rafael, Santa Rosa. There was a short layover at
Santa Rosa, while the driver had a cup of coffee. She gave an apple
to Natalie, who in turn shared her box of cookies.

After Cloverdale the bus left the main
highway and took the slender, meandering highway toward the coast.
Dense forest appeared on both sides of the road, blocking the sun
and making it dark and mysterious, yet still beautiful, in an
awe-inspiring way. The tip of each branch glowed brightly when it
caught the late-afternoon sun. Huge ferns grew in the shadows.
Sarah wondered if there were bears or mountain lions lurking in the
darkness. The road wound back and forth through the forest until
every curve looked just like every other curve. Sarah began to feel
a little sick. Natalie looked pale. Debbie pulled out a bag and
handed them each a small piece of candy. “Chew it slowly.”

Sarah put the candy into her mouth and bit
into it. It was hot and gingery, and burned her tongue. But she
continued to chew and look out the window, and somehow she made it
as far as the little settlement of Boonville. There the bus stopped
in front of a brightly-lit cafe, called the “Horn of Zeese,”
according to the glowing sign in front. Across the highway was a
drive-in, whose sign bore the obscure legend “Bahl Gorms.”

The sun was just setting behind the trees,
and the air was still warm. Sarah counted her money carefully and
decided she could afford a small soda. While she waited at the
counter with the driver and eight other passengers, Debbie came up
behind her.

“Do you have money for dinner?”

“Five and change. I was just going to buy a
Coke.”

“I’ll buy you a burger. Okay?”

“Thanks.” In spite of her nausea, Sarah was
starving. She followed them to a table and sat down. She watched
with interest as Debbie corralled the cheerful waitress.

“Where does the name of this place come
from?”

“We speak a language called ‘Boontling’
around here. ‘Horn of Zeese’ means ‘horn of plenty.’”

“Where does it come from?”

“It was invented way back in the twenties. We
have a little book about it, if you’re interested.”

“Oh.” Debbie wasn’t that interested. “Could
we have three burgers?”

The food was good, and Sarah wolfed hers down
quickly. While Natalie and her mother finished their burgers, she
surveyed the other passengers. There were fifteen in all, a full
complement for the small bus. There was a young red-headed mother
with her baby. An old woman who walked with a cane while her
obviously adoring husband carried two stuffed plastic bags, both
imprinted with hospital logos, as well as a suitcase. A young
Mexican family, heavily laden with boxes and bags, the four
children chattering excitedly in Spanish. Sarah figured they must
be moving. She felt sorry for them, although they seemed happy
enough without her sympathy. Two middle-aged women completed the
busload, their armloads of department-store shopping bags betraying
the purpose of their visit South. The driver was an Arab, whose
nearly-perfect English held just the slightest trace of a foreign
accent.

After Boonville and Philo, the bus wound on
through the darkening woods for what seemed like forever. Fog
drifted ominously among the trees, obscuring what little view the
bus headlights would have given them. The road twisted back and
forth, snakelike, in a close sequence of right-left turns. Sarah
felt each curve deep in the pit of her stomach. Not even Debbie’s
candied ginger could make the feeling go away.

The forest was absolutely quiet and still,
and only once did Sarah see any sign of animal life. That was when
a gray shadow darted across the road in front of the bus, its bushy
tail disappearing almost instantly into the darkness. She had
plenty of time to wonder what it was. Too large for a squirrel. A
coyote wouldn’t have a bushy tail, would it?

The emptiness was frightening. What if there
was an accident? Were there doctors in this black wilderness?
Stores? From the looks of the other passengers, perhaps not.
Churches? Movies? Anything?

Between fear, boredom, exhaustion, and
carsickness, Sarah was almost asleep when she became aware of
Debbie talking to her. She pointed out the place where, if it were
daylight, they could get their first glimpse of the ocean since the
Golden Gate. Soon after that, they began passing lights again.
First Albion, then Little River, where Debbie and Natalie got off
and were welcomed by their waiting relatives. The glowing fog was
all Sarah saw of either town.

She moved to the vacant front seat of the
bus, where she could talk to the driver.

“How much farther is it?”

“Not far. About twenty minutes.”

“What’s Fort Bragg like?”

“At night? Foggy. You’ll see it. It’s just
like a lot of other little towns you might see. This is Mendocino.”
He pulled the bus off the highway and into the town. The bus passed
by an old-fashioned white church and several quaint shops, all
closed. A whiff of clean salt air struck her nostrils when the
doors opened.

“What’s after this?”

“This is the last stop before Fort
Bragg.”

“How much is a taxi?”

“Where are you going?”

“Happy Valley Road.”

“I don’t know. Five, ten dollars.”

“I’ve only got five.”

“And nobody’s coming for you?”

“No.”

“Well, you could walk there, I suppose. Or
take a taxi as far as five dollars will take you and walk the rest
of the way. Be careful, though. It’s not a good time to be a young
girl traveling alone.”

“Is it ever?”

“Last year it seemed pretty safe. There’s not
usually a lot of crime up here. But these last three months —
I don’t know. I don’t like it.”

“So what should I do?”

“Call someone to come and get you.”

Sarah was still considering this possibility
when the lights of Fort Bragg appeared in the mist. It looked
bigger than Mendocino or any of the other towns she had seen since
Santa Rosa. Its streetlights illuminated the fog with a pinkish
glow. The bus went down the main street, first past the big new
stores, which were still open, then through the older section, its
businesses already closed for the night. Finally it turned and
parked in a dark alley. The little ticket office was closed.
“There’s a phone on the street,” the driver told her as she got
out.”

The salt air tasted cool and clean, and it
felt good to stretch her legs. She followed the other passengers to
the sidewalk, where most of them promptly disappeared. But it was
dark, the fog was thick, and she could just see her way to the
phone. The gloomy, cold dampness made all directions seem
treacherous. There was a line to use the phone. When she finally
reached it, she checked the book. There was no listing for a John
Williams, or a Happy Valley Ranch. A desperate chill ran down her
spine. She called information, and got the same result.
Discouraged, she turned back to ask the bus driver for advice. But
before she reached him, a pickup turned into the alley and parked,
and its driver got out. She recognized Sam immediately. He caught
up to her alongside the bus.

“I see you made it okay. Do you need a ride
home?”

“I don’t know. Did you see my father?”

“Sure. He sent me to pick you up.”

Just then the driver got out of the bus. “Oh,
it’s you,” he sneered. “Leave the young lady alone. I’ll take her
home myself.” Sam murmured something apologetic and left.

“Why did you do that?” asked Sarah. “I could
have used the ride.”

“I don’t trust that guy,” replied the driver.
“I think he’s up to no good. Do you know him?”

“I met him in San Francisco. He said his name
was Sam Hallinen and that he knew my father. He wanted to take me
all the way home.”

“So you didn’t trust him then, either.”

“I couldn’t decide.”

“Look, get back in the bus, and I’ll take you
to a motel and buy you a room. You can find your father tomorrow,
in daylight.” Sarah agreed, and he drove to the end of town and
over a bridge to a motel sitting up on a hill. He parked the bus
and strode into the office. Sarah collected her things and followed
him. When she got in the door, the driver met her with a room key.
“I eat breakfast here every morning. I’ll see you tomorrow. Get a
good night’s sleep. Lock your door. And don’t let nobody in.”

“I won’t. Thanks.” She smiled gratefully at
him and at the night desk clerk, then went back out through the fog
to find her room.

She could see him walking back out into the
fog, toward the bus.

After a much-needed hot shower, she relaxed
on the bed to read the rest of the Chronicle before going to sleep.
Buried in its back pages, she found an article about the ongoing
search for a young woman who had been missing from Mendocino
County, not far from Ukiah, for three days. Foul play was
suspected. And police were trying to connect it with seven other
young women who had been reported missing in Northern California in
the last three months. She clipped the article, tossed the
remainder of the paper into the wastebasket, and went to bed,
double-checking the lock at least twice and saying her prayers over
and over before she went to sleep.

 


 


 





Chapter Four

Mutual Interest

 


 


Sam strode quickly away from the San
Francisco restaurant. He didn’t like the way a certain young man
inside was watching him. His long hair and short beard reminded Sam
of that hippie kid back home. Could even be him; Sam hadn’t seen
him in a long time.

He reached his truck and glanced back. The
young guy wasn’t far behind. He decided it would be best to face
him and find out what he wanted.

“What do you want?” he snapped as the other
approached him.

“Excuse me sir. I’m a reporter for the Bay
Guardian.”

“Really? How long have you had that job?”

“Not long. I’m new at this. I heard you offer
that girl a ride up to Fort Bragg and I was wondering if I could
get a ride up there with you? I’d pay for half the gas, of
course.”

“What do you want to go up there for?”

“I’m doing a story on the serial killer and I
want to go up and ask a few questions.”

“Got any leads?”

“A few. Why?”

Ignoring the question, Sam considered the
request carefully, “Okay. Get in.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

The Usual Suspects

 


 


Sheriff’s Deputy Rick Johnson stirred his
coffee patiently as he considered the young man sitting across the
table. He did not like having his lunch break interrupted by
amateur detectives who thought they knew everything. Why couldn’t
he have given the information by phone, like everyone else, so the
people back at Headquarters in Ukiah could throw it away, like they
did all the others?

That was the trouble when a big, showy case
like this happened in a small town. Everybody got all excited and
wouldn’t let the Department do its work. And then some rich guy had
to put a big reward out, and, well, after that everybody thought
their next-door neighbor was a serial murderer. The folks back at
Headquarters had to deal with about ten calls a day from people who
thought they knew who it was. And no two of them ever identified
the same person as the killer.

This case was a pain. So far six young women
had disappeared in the last three months, two of them local, and
the rest from elsewhere in Northern California. None of them had
left any evidence. No one had witnessed the kidnappings. The girls
had simply gone out and never come home.

He took a sip of his coffee and looked up at
the man across the table. He was younger even than he had first
thought. Not much more than a kid. The beard made him look older.
He was dressed casually, in a t-shirt and jeans, but something
about him seemed unusual. It wasn’t the longish hair; Rick had worn
his own longer before he’d joined the force. Maybe it was those
blue eyes. So sincere. Reminded him of himself, a long time ago,
when he was still young and idealistic. When he’d thought a career
in law enforcement would be a good way to help people.
Before the real world had crushed all his youthful ideals.

He forced himself to meet his informant’s
eyes. “So what makes you think you’ve found the killer?”

“I’m hearing women scream. Isn’t that
enough?”

“You said you live out in the country. How do
you know they aren’t mountain lions?”

“I’ve lived there all my life. I’d have to be
deaf not to know the difference.”

“Well, you know we’ve gotten lots of tips,
and they all lead in different directions. We’ll need more than a
few screams in the night. Probably some concrete evidence before we
raid the place.”

“I understand. I’ll get you some.”

“Don’t try breaking into his house or
anything. I’d hate to have to prosecute you if you’re wrong.”

“I won’t. I’ll just watch, and if he leaves
something solid around, I’ll get it to you.”

“You do that. Now I’d like to finish my
lunch, if you don’t mind?”

“I’ll see you later.” The stranger stood up
and left the coffee shop. Deputy Johnson wondered if they were all
like that, the crank tipsters. So earnest. If only he had given his
real name, instead of that ridiculous alias, then perhaps he would
have believed him.…

And then he thought of a different
possibility. Weird, but possible. Serial killers sometimes baited
the police if they could get away with it. The smart ones did,
anyway. Gave them a little extra thrill, or something. It seemed
unlikely, incredible even, but … what if the killer practiced
misdirection like a stage magician? What if the killer had just
been talking to him?

That kid needed watching.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

Staci

 


 


Staci stepped off the bus and unfolded the
stroller. The baby was asleep, and it was easy to bundle her up
warmly and deposit her in the seat. She collected her bags from the
gravel: purse, diaper bag, shopping bags from Kmart and
Coddingtown.

She didn’t have a lot of money to spend, but
she generally found it worthwhile to go out of town once or twice a
year to shop. Clothes in Santa Rosa were usually more fashionable
and less expensive than those in Fort Bragg. She had gotten herself
some nice things. A dress to go out in. Work clothes.
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