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Chapter I

A Beast in the Dark

 


A sound behind her made the young girl freeze
in her tracks. Too afraid to turn around, she stood there,
listening hard, hoping to hear a cheerful voice, any normal sound.
Around her the forest was a darkness that swallowed the weak beam
from the failing batteries in her flashlight. And that darkness had
suddenly become silent - gone were the crickets and usual night
sounds. It was as if the forest itself was afraid.

Gulping down her fear, she forced one foot
after the other down the faint trail. But she had not gone more
than a dozen paces before she froze again. She was sure there was
something behind her. The feeling of a presence and of being
watched was overpowering. She turned quickly, in fear, but as she
did her foot slipped on loose pine needles and she fell
backwards.

As the faint flashlight beam swept by it she
saw the beast - a dark, massive body behind eyes that glowed with
an unearthly fire and gleaming white fangs. It was leaping through
the air towards her.

 



Chapter II

The Airport

 


Heather stood by her suitcase on the sidewalk
and wondered what her father would look like. All around her the
morning crowd at the Los Angeles International Airport was a blur
of colors and shapes and sounds. There was the noise of cars, a
hundred conversations, jets constantly taking off and landing,
ringing of telephones, beeping of metal detectors, and the constant
repetition of no parking messages over the loudspeakers. She felt
very small and alone and more than a little bit afraid.

Heather sighed and rested against the brick
wall just inside the door, a spot from which she could see the
people coming in the United Airlines lobby, and where they could
see her. A shaft of morning sunlight had slowly moved over and was
just touching the bottom of her worn, but best, pair of blue-jeans.
It seemed as if it was going to be a hot day, but she did not know
much about California weather.

Your father will meet you at the airport, she
had been told by Mr. Bernard, the lawyer. Just wait by your airline
counter and he’ll pick you up. But she found that the Los Angeles
airport was huge, much bigger than she imagined, her airline had
many counters, and the lobby was very large and crowded. She did
not see how her father could possibly find her in all this
confusion. So she left the counters and stood by what looked like
the main entrance, off to one side, out of the way of the
crowds.

Heather had been waiting only a few minutes
when a boy came up to her. He was a year or two younger than she,
had reddish, unruly hair and worn jeans even more faded than
hers.

“Hi,” he said in a friendly way.

“Hi,” Heather answered back.

“You travel much?” he said, looking at her
worn suitcase.

“No.”

“I do. My parents are always taking me
someplace. They say it’s to enlighten me. It’s really because they
don’t trust me at home with a baby-sitter. That’s them over there,
waiting for their luggage. Mom is sure the airline lost her
suitcase in Hawaii.”

When Heather failed to answer, he added,
“Your parents around?”

“My father is suppose to meet me here.” It
almost brought tears to her eyes to say that.

The boy looked at her funny and, when she
said no more, he added, “What does he look like? I’ll help you look
for him.”

“I don’t know,” Heather admitted weakly.

“You don’t know what your father looks
like?”

“He and Mother broke up when I was two. I
don’t remember what he looked like and Mom didn’t keep any
pictures.” All Heather knew was that he was thirty-eight years old
and unmarried. Mr. Bernard had told her that. But she did not say
it to this boy.

“Oh. Well, how will he know you?”

Heather was wondering that, too. She just
shrugged her shoulders.

The red-haired boy could not seem to find
anything more to say to this strange girl, so he said he had to get
back to his parents and left.

Heather sighed softly to herself and went
back to watching the incoming crowd. She was tired from the long
trip but more tired inside, emotionally. In the last four days she
had been to her mother’s funeral, cleaned out their apartment, had
to give or throw away many things that were a part of their lives,
then been put on a plane to travel three thousand miles to see a
father she could not remember and did not even know what he looked
like.

Heather felt like a very little girl again,
very much alone and afraid in a big, confusing world. Even in the
crowded airport, she felt alone.

For a while she watched the faces of men
coming into the building. With each man she wondered the same
thing: was this her father? But after hundreds of faces and no
answers, she grew tired of that question.

Anyway, what difference would it make? She
did not really want to live with a father who had run out on her
and mother. He could not be a very nice man. He never even sent
Christmas cards. He really did not care. She wished again that
there had been some other relative she could go to live with. Some
aunt or someone somewhere. But there was only her father. When the
lawyer contacted him, he said to send Heather out to California. At
first she hoped that was a good sign. He could have refused. But
Heather had no way of knowing how he really felt. She had not even
heard his voice on the phone.

She told herself she probably should have
felt some excitement at the prospect of meeting her real father. If
not excitement, at least interest. And she might have, under
different circumstances. But any interest was hidden under the
numbness of her mother’s death. She moved around and did what
people told her to, but it was as if it was all part of a bad
dream. She just could not feel any happiness or excitement. And she
was sure she never would again. How could anyone ever get over such
a great loss?

Just as she was wondering if she should go in
and sit in one of the chairs, her name came over the
loudspeaker.

“Miss Heather Lane, please go to the
Information Desk.” It was repeating as she picked up her suitcase
and headed back towards the counters. The Information Desk was a
circular counter in the area between two airline’s lobbies. There
were two men standing there as she approached. One had his back to
her. The other looked as if he might be the right age. He had black
hair and wore a dark blue business suit. As he talked to the girl
behind the counter, he had a nice smile. Could this man be her
father?

But, as she neared the counter, the man in
the business suit picked up his briefcase and left.

Heather stood four or five feet away from the
other man and hesitated. He wore dark blue slacks and a light blue
shirt. As she was trying to get up the courage to say something, he
turned around. Her first reaction was that this could not be her
father. He had gray hair. Then she saw that it was mostly gray at
the temples, the rest was dark brown with sprinkled gray. He had a
van Dyke beard, neatly trimmed but also streaked with gray. As he
turned around his face wore a frown. When he saw Heather standing
there the frown changed. It started to become a smile then changed
to something else for a second then back into a smile. But it was
not a smile of real happiness. More of a polite smile, she
felt.

“Heather?” he asked.

Heather could only nod. Her mouth was dry and
she was surprised. This man did not look as her father should. Not
that she was sure what that should be, but this man just did not
fit.

Finally she was able to force out, “Father?”
It sounded strange to say.

He nodded and for a few seconds they just
stood there looking at each other. She tried but could not read any
emotion on his face.

It was her father who moved first, stepping
forward and hugging her. It was a gentle hug, as if he were afraid
of breaking her or that she might be offended. She could smell his
aftershave. It reminded her of lime.

Then he backed away. For several long seconds
he looked at her. It was an awkward silence, broken when he finally
said, “You look so much like your mother.”

Any other time Heather would have taken that
as a compliment. But now, from this man, it set off a bad feeling
inside her. She stiffened and a surge of anger ran through her.
Perhaps it showed on her face or maybe he otherwise sensed it, but
he reacted by straightening a bit, adding half an inch to his
height over her. For a second they both held that stance, then he
changed the subject by politely but almost formally inquiring, “Is
that all your bags?”

“Yes. I didn’t have much to bring.”

He picked up her suitcase and started for the
door. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, and then added, mostly to
himself, “Never did like crowds.”

In the parking lot he led her to a nearly
new, dark blue sports car. He loaded the suitcase in the back,
under the long, sloping hatchback window. Inside she found the car
very hot. The windows had been rolled up and the sun was shining
right through the glass panels in the roof. Only after they began
moving and the windows rolled down did the inside of the car begin
to cool off. As they left the parking lot and headed away from the
airport on a wide, busy street, neither of them spoke. Her father
seemed deep in his own thoughts and ignoring her, which suited her.
She did not know what to say to this stranger who happened to be
her father. Yet, somehow, she wanted to talk. Maybe just about
anything. Still she held back. His silence frightened her a little.
It was a mistake coming, she told herself again. He obviously
doesn’t like me and never did.

After a few minutes they came to a freeway.
The sports car accelerated smoothly up the on-ramp and merged in
with dozens of other cars.

For a while Heather was nervous. This freeway
was different from the roads she was used to. The cars went so fast
and there were so many of them. The city around them was not the
same green hills and small town she knew. Miles and miles of
buildings stretching away into a brown haze. Even the car was
different. This was a far cry from the old car that mother drove.
It was strange to have the sun come right in through glass panels
in the roof. It was even strange to be in a car that was nearly
new. Her mother had always had to do with well used cars.

But it was warm. After a while she realized
that her father drove safely, and she relaxed. The hum of the tires
and the dull whistle of the wind made her sleepy. She had not
realized how tired she really was. Four hours of flying across the
country, two hours on a connecting flight and in another airport
lobby, plus the fact that she had hardly slept the night before,
proved too much. Heather fell asleep.

 



Chapter III

The Sun Sets Over the Ocean

 


A gentle hand on her shoulder woke Heather.
For a few seconds she blinked and tried to remember where she was.
Then it came back to her; the airport, the blue sports car and the
bearded man who was her father.

“I’m ... I’m sorry,” she said as she got out
of the car and stretched. “It’s not very polite to fall asleep on
someone.”

“But very understandable,” he replied. “Every
time I have to fly across country I get sleepy. Jet lag, they call
it.” He brought her suitcase around from the back of the car. “This
is it,” he said with a nod towards the house. “My home.” Then he
paused and that funny look, sort of a frown, came over his face
again. “Our home,” he said. Then he turned and went in the front
door.

Heather looked around. For some reason she
was surprised to find that the house was at the beach. It was a
small, two story home of dark, weathered wood with no paint. One
small window on the second story faced the street and the driveway
where she stood. There was also the front door and a wide garage
door. Other than that, this side of the house was very plain. To
either side, through the narrow space between it and the houses
around it, she could see sand and the ocean beyond with small waves
rolling in to gently break on that beach.

Inside the house, it took a few seconds for
her eyes to adjust to the darkness after the bright sunlight. When
they did, she was surprised again. There was a short hallway then
the whole end of the house was living room. And it was mostly
windows, giving a wide and beautiful view of the Pacific Ocean.
Walking to the windows, Heather admired the panoramic scene.
Stretching off to her left the beach continued for what must have
been miles. Faintly she could see tall buildings, tiny in the
distance. To the right, the beach ended not far away where a cliff
came right down to the water, ending there with a pile of large
rocks.

Straight ahead the blue water went on
forever.

Heather was fascinated. She had been to the
beach a few times in her life, but it had taken a four hour drive
and they rarely went. It had to be wonderful to live right on the
sand where you could hear the waves.

She heard her father coming down the stairs
behind her and forced herself to turn away from the beautiful view.
As she did, she noticed a large red brick fireplace. It was on the
right wall as she came in but she had not noticed it because the
ocean view immediately drew her attention. The fireplace was very
impressive and another thing that Heather envied. She had never
lived in a house with a fireplace and it was something she had
always wanted.

“Your suitcase is up in your bedroom,” he
said.

It sounded strange to Heather: “your
bedroom”. Her room was three thousand miles away and would soon
belong to someone else. She felt tears starting to build up and had
to force them not to come.

“Come on up, I’ll show you,” he added.

The second story had only two bedrooms and a
bathroom. Both bedrooms were on the ocean side. Her father stood by
the door on the left and waved his arm, bidding her to enter.

The room was small, a little narrower than
her old room, but it was longer. And it really was much nicer. Cozy
was the word that came to Heather’s mind. A single bed was covered
with a cream colored spread. The walls were natural wood, as was
most of the house. In her room, it was a light colored wood with a
soft grain. A dark brown carpet covered the floor. There was a
dresser and a closet. But what attracted Heather’s eye was the
windows and the view. There was a small window on the left but the
whole end of the room was a large window looking out over the
ocean.

“It must be wonderful to wake up every
morning to see the sun rising over the ocean,” she said, mostly to
herself, even though she was not feeling wonderful.

“I can tell you’re from the East Coast,” said
her father with a chuckle. “The sun sets over the ocean out
here.”

Somehow that made her sad again. There were a
lot of things different now.

“I used this room for storage of books and
stuff. But I cleaned it out when I heard you were coming.”

Heather went to the window. After a minute of
looking at the ocean she noticed that there was a desk and
captain’s chair right in front of the window. She would be able to
sit at the desk and have an ocean view by just lifting her eyes up.
A little feeling of something like happiness dared to give a stir
inside. She had never had her own desk before. She always had to do
her homework at the kitchen table.

It was a nice room and Heather would have
been very happy if she had not been so empty inside. She turned to
look at her father, but he was staring off into space, a frown on
his face, so she said nothing.

Suddenly he seemed to remember where he was.
“You must be hungry,” he said. “Your stomach is on Eastern Standard
Time. By my calculations that puts it almost two hours past its
lunch time.”

Heather glanced at her watch. It had been her
last Christmas present from her mother. It read 12:46, the time
back in Virginia. She told herself that she would have to set it to
California time, but it seemed too much of an effort to do just
then.

“I’m not hungry,” she replied. And it was
true. She never seemed to be hungry anymore, eating was something
she had to force herself to do.

Her father said nothing. Some long seconds
passed before either spoke. “Maybe I’ll just unpack now and eat
something later,” she finally said.

“I ... Well, there’s something I have to tell
you,” he said with a sigh.

Heather felt a tightness in her stomach. More
bad news?

“You can unpack your suitcase,” he went on,
“but you’ll have to pack another bag right away. We have to leave
pretty soon.” He sounded apologetic. “I have to drive up to
interview someone. It has to be today. Part of my job. We’ll only
be gone two, maybe three days. Then we’ll come back here and you
can see the sunset from your bedroom window.”

Heather could only nod. This made her feel
very much that she was an intruder into her father’s life. She did
not want to be, but the choice was not hers. Father was the only
relative she had and even though he was not married, he had agreed
to take her in. Maybe that meant that he cared for her. But, if he
did, why had she not heard from him in all those years? In the
numbness of the day of the funeral, she told Mr. Bernard that it
was fine and she would fly to California. She had never been to
California but it seemed better than letting the court assign her
to some foster home.

Her father turned and left the room. Heather
sat down on the bed and rested her hand on the battered leather
suitcase. It had been her mother’s for as long as she could
remember. Tears were very near bursting again and she had to make
an effort to keep them in. She had to wonder how it could work out;
living with a stranger she did not know. It was not going to be
easy.

What really did not help was that she felt
anger every time she remembered that this man had run out on Mother
and her when she was just a baby. Maybe it had been a mistake to
come to California.

“You can use this as an overnight bag.” He
was back with what looked like a sports equipment bag. Printed on
the side was the name of an athletic shoe company in gold letters
on the black bag. “Just transfer what you need from the big
suitcase.” He paused at the door. “I’m sorry about your having to
jump again, right away. But this interview was arranged days ago
and can’t be put off.”

He stood there for a few more seconds,
seeming to be searching for something more to say.

“I’ll be downstairs,” he finally said and
left.

With mechanical motions, Heather removed her
pair of cords and two shirts from the suitcase and put them in the
bag. She added some underwear and her toothbrush and some other
small things. She was about to close the suitcase when she noticed
Rainbow Bear peeking at her from under a shirt. She picked up her
favorite friend and hugged him to her. He was just a stuffed teddy
bear; old and worn, and with eyes that had been sown back on many
times. But she loved him. He had sat on her bed, waiting for her to
come, every night for as long as she could remember. The rainbow
across his tummy was faded but he still looked pretty to her. It
had always made her feel better just to look at her friend. But now
his smile seemed as faded as his rainbow, as if he were sharing her
sadness.

Gently she placed Rainbow Bear in the sports
bag, protected by her shirts on one side and a pair of jeans on the
other.

She zipped up the bag and put the suitcase in
the closet. She was too neat a girl to leave it sitting on the bed.
At the door she turned and looked at her room. It was a nice room
and maybe things would turn out all right, she told herself. But
that was not what she really felt inside. All that was there was an
emptiness, with pain and anger floating just under that.

Downstairs she found the front door open and
went outside. Her father was loading a leather bag and briefcase
into the back of the sports car. He took the bag from Heather and
added it to the others then closed the hatch.

After locking up the house, they were off,
Heather once again heading off for someplace she did not know
anything about.

 



Chapter IV

Sandwiches with Hot Mustard

 


The wind whistled by her and the sun was hot
as the sports car moved smoothly down the four lane road, curving
around low hills, sometimes going over them, but never wandering
far away from the ocean. The hills were not nearly as green as the
hills she was used to, and the trees were very sparse. Occasionally
she could see homes built up on the sides of the hills; sometimes
very large, fancy looking houses.

For a long time she contented herself with
looking at the scenery but gradually a feeling grew that maybe she
should try talking to her father. Try to make some kind of friendly
contact. They did not seem to be making it as father and daughter
so far.

“What kind of work do you do?” she finally
asked, having to say it a little loudly to be heard over the car
sounds and the wind.

“I’m a writer,” was his reply. For a while he
said no more and Heather wondered if she should just forget about
trying to get a conversation going.

“Mostly I write fiction,” he finally added.
“But I’m afraid my writing isn’t all that great. Publishers aren’t
beating a path to my door and throwing handfuls of money at me.”
Then he laughed. It was a good laugh, the first she had heard from
him. “So I write whatever else I can. Just to pay the bills, you
know.”

Heather realized that he had been laughing at
himself. She remembered mother saying that anyone who could laugh
at himself couldn’t be all bad.

“I’ve written a few books and a bunch of
articles,” he continued. “Sometimes editors will call and ask if I
can whip out an article on some subject or another. That’s why
we’re driving up to Weaver’s Lake today. Mark called and asked if I
would interview Mr. Wyndham. He was a famous musician and is
visiting relatives at Weaver’s Lake. He’ll be there for only a few
days and the interview was arranged by Mark. He’ll buy the
interview from me and use it in his magazine.”

Heather looked at her father again. A writer!
Well, he certainly looked the part: van Dyke beard, gray temples,
dark blue eyes. If he were to put on a tweed jacket, the kind with
leather elbow patches, and smoked a pipe, he would fit the image
she had always had for a writer.

“Do you have a tweed sports coat?” she asked
without thinking. “With leather elbow patches?”

He laughed again. “Yes, gray tweed. And a tan
tweed, too.” After pausing to change lanes he added, “And I do
sometimes smoke a pipe,” to answer her next, unasked question.

Heather gave him a puzzled look.

“No, I can’t read minds,” he said. “That’s
always been my idea of what a writer should look like, too.”

Heather gently touched the dashboard of the
nearly new car and said, “You must sell quite a few books. This is
a nice car and that house on the beach is nice, too.”

He snorted. “I’ve sold exactly two books. I
don’t care to tell you how many I’ve started or have sitting on the
shelf in one stage of completion or another. And you should see the
pile of rejection slips!

“This car and that house are my only
expensive pleasures in life. And I owe plenty on both.”

A few seconds later he added, sagely, “You
have to love writing. If you want to become rich, pick a different
profession.”

That seemed to be all he wanted to say on
that subject, so Heather changed to another area. “How far away is
Weaver’s Lake?”

“Have you ever been to the Sierras? The
California Sierras? No, well, that’s we’re you’re going. Weaver’s
Lake is about five hour’s drive from here. I’ve been in that area a
few times and there are plenty of pine trees and tall mountains and
small gold mining towns tucked away here and there. It’s not the
high Sierras, but it’s up a fair ways into the hills. Pretty
country.”

Heather leaned her head back against the
headrest and tried to picture the country he was talking about. The
only images that came to her were of granite peaks covered in snow.
She hoped that was not the kind of place they were going.

Being able to talk to her father helped. She
was starting to feel a little less tense. It was not important what
they were talking about, it was just good to be talking. The glass
panels were still out of the roof and the wind came in at odd
angles and teased her hair.

She was brushing the hair away from her eyes
as she spoke, “Were you a writer when you married Mom?” she asked.
It sort of came out without thinking and she immediately wished she
had not said it.

Heather saw his fingers tighten on the
steering wheel. She looked up and could see a muscle along his jaw
tense. It was a few seconds before he answered.

“No.” The word was spoken in a tone that
invited no further conversation on the subject.

Why is he angry? she asked herself. Just
because I mentioned Mother? Because he dumped Mother and me years
ago, and now his daughter gets dumped back in his lap? She wanted
to tell him that she did not like it any better than he did but she
bit back the words. A long time passed before either of them spoke
again. Heather could feel the anger and tension lingering in the
air.

They drove through Santa Barbara, a lovely
city that started at the ocean and seemed to be trying to climb the
mountains behind it. A while beyond Santa Barbara he took an off
ramp and pulled into a little town called Solvang. There were cute
little shops and restaurants, all in a Dutch style. They stopped at
one of the restaurants, one with a colorful blue and white awning
and outside tables.

“Hungry now?” he asked. Heather had to admit
that she was. The salt air, wind and warm sun made breakfast seem
very far away.

The restaurant specialized in sandwiches.
Page after page of sandwiches were listed on the menu, with every
type of meat and cheese imaginable. Each table had a tray of at
least twenty different kinds of mustard, theirs had twenty-two -
Heather counted them. Most were brands she had never heard of, and
many had foreign writing on the labels. But when her ham and swiss
cheese sandwich came, she put plain old American yellow mustard on
it.

“I enjoy stopping here for lunch whenever I’m
driving north,” he said. “Every time I try a different kind of
mustard. Sometimes they’re pretty good and sometimes, watch out!
You have to be careful of those German mustards. Hot!” He smiled
and Heather liked that.

For a while both were busy eating and didn’t
speak. She noticed that he tried two different kinds of
mustard.

“I’ve sorry about Linda,” he said at the end
of the meal. “Your mother,” he added, as if she didn’t know her
mother’s own first name.

Heather said nothing. She put down the last
bite of her sandwich. Suddenly she was not hungry anymore.

“I... I...” he seemed unable to find words.
‘I want to say... well, I’m sorry. About Linda.”

Not much to say, though Heather. She did not
want to talk about her mother. Not with this man or anyone
else.

“Won’t it be dark when we get there?” she
asked to change the subject.

For a moment he looked at her and frowned.
Then he sighed. “Should be. We’ll stop and let them know we made
it. Then we’ll find a motel for the night.” He had not missed the
iciness in her voice.

Back on the highway, Heather found herself
growing sleepy again. But she did not want to fall asleep. Her
father had put the glass panels back into the roof so the wind and
noise was less. With the windows rolled up, the car stayed warm.
For a while he played some classical music on the CD player. After
that Heather started up a conversation just to be talking. The
subjects were little, unimportant things, just something to talk
about to help keep her awake. Like what grade she was in, what
subjects she liked, and what was thought of California so far. The
subject of her mother never came up again.

 



Chapter V

Weaver’s Lake

 


It was dark when they reached Weaver’s Lake.
The sun had been sinking lower behind them since they turned inland
and crossed the low coastal mountains. Once across California’s
central valley, they entered the foothills of the Sierras and spent
a long time following a curving road as it led them higher and
higher. The light faded until Heather could see little beyond the
tall pine trees along the road’s edge.

Dinner had been a hamburger at a McDonald’s
in some small town in the foothills. Her father apologized that
they had to stop at a fast food place, but they had a distance
still to travel and no time for a leisurely meal. Heather said that
McDonald’s was fine with her. She did not add that it was the only
place mother and she could afford on those occasions when they
dined out. Besides, she liked the hamburgers there.

Weaver’s Lake turned out to be a tiny town,
hardly more than a market, half a dozen small shops, a couple of
motels, and a gas station. They knew they had reached it because of
a faded red and white sign by the roadside giving the town’s name
and the population as 520. Under that sign was another, newer and
rather crudely lettered, proclaiming Weaver’s Lake as the “Home of
the Phantom Wolf.” Around the town, half hidden in the forest, she
could see the lights of scattered cabins.

Their first stop was the gas station where
the car was filled and her father asked directions to the Wyndham
house. Very glad to be out of a seat, Heather walked around the
station to stretch her legs. The air was certainly different in
these mountains. It was the pine trees, she decided. There were
very few pines around her Virginia town. And the elevation was
greater. She had to swallow hard to clear her ears several times on
the drive up.

As she returned to the car, her father was
paying the attendant. “Could you recommend a motel?” he asked.
“We’re going to be staying here a few days and I wasn’t able to
make arrangements ahead.”

The attendant, a teenager not much older than
Heather herself, laughed as he counted out the change. “You
tourists are all alike. Had hundreds of you coming in since we
became famous on account of the Phantom Wolf. Well, you’re a little
late,” he concluded. “Every motel in town is filled up. Both of
them.”

Her father only raised one eyebrow at the
rudeness, and then asked, “Could you tell us how to get to the
Wyndham place?”

At the mention of the Wyndham name, the
attendant gave a funny little grin as if Heather’s father had told
a joke. But he told them what they needed to know: “Head out of
town that way. ‘Bout half a mile you’ll find a side road. There’s a
sign. Only house on that road. But I’m sure they don’t want no
visitors.”

“Thanks,” her father said stiffly.

Back in the car, they headed through the town
and followed the road as it bent sharply to the left. There was a
dark area to their right and Heather could see stars above it.
After a few seconds she realized that the dark area was a lake. “Is
that Weaver’s Lake?” she asked.

“According to the map. The town has the same
name. What there is of a town.”

They passed houses built on the lake shore
for a few minutes, but those thinned out quickly and soon there
were no lights between them and the lake. “Look for a side road
with a sign. It should say ‘Wyndham’ or something to that effect.”
He added, “We’ll be there pretty soon.”

Heather gave silent thanks for that. She was
very tired, sleepy, and sore. It seemed to her as if she had spent
her entire life sitting in airplane or car seats.

The cutoff was a small road, immediately
disappearing into the pines, and marked with a small wooden sign,
badly faded. The road was paved but looked like it had not been
repaired in a long time. It curved back and forth round the large
pine trees, as if whoever had made it had gone out of his way to go
around the trees rather than cut them down. One long curve to the
right and there suddenly was the house.

The Wyndham house was very different from
most of the other houses in that area. They were A-frames and cute
little cabins. Obviously built many years before, it was two
stories high with round rooms stuck on at the corners. Heather
thought that those rooms would command a good view of the now-dark
lake. Lights shone behind several of the downstairs windows.

Her father parked the car next to a pickup
and another car. After the engine was cut off, the silence closed
in on them. For a while they just sat there, listening to the
engine ping and crackle as it cooled off.

“Well, let’s go in and say hello,” her father
said. He sounded pretty tired also.

As he knocked on the front door, Heather
looked up. At least a million stars looked back at her. So many
that they glowed in places like patches of misty light. They were
beautiful, brighter and more numerous than she had known even on
dark nights back home. All around she could see the ragged outline
where the stars and forest met.

 


The door was opened by a woman wearing blue
jeans, a green cowboy shirt, and cowboy boots. The woman was about
the same age as her mother. She smiled politely but wearily.

“May I help you?”

“I’m Brian Lane. Mark Elderwiess said you
would be expecting me.”

“Yes, he did. Won’t you please come in.” She
stood aside as they entered. This time her smile was more
sincere.

Once inside, it was the house itself that
grabbed Heather’s attention. It was as if they had stepped into a
time machine. The furnishings matched the antique outside of the
house. There were little tables set against the walls here and
there. The lights were fancy glass globes with crystals hanging
down. Patterned wallpaper covered every wall, clashing with the
pattern and color of the rug. Each room had its own wallpaper and
rug patterns. Heather did not think any of them matched, but she
remembered that was the way houses were at the turn of the
century.

The whole impression was of a house frozen in
time, perfectly preserved. Only Mrs. Wyndham seemed out of place
with her colorful cowboy dress.

“Rather old fashion, isn’t it?” she asked
with a smile. “But the house has been furnished like this for so
long we wouldn’t recognize it any other way. Won’t you please come
this way, everyone is in the study.”

They followed her down the hallway to a room
at the far end of the house. The study was wallpapered and
furnished in the same crowded, over-patterned style as the rest of
the house, the only modern touch being a television set sitting in
one corner.

The four people in the room looked up as they
came in. There was an old man with a full head of gray hair and
holding a cane before him as he sat on the sofa. Next to him was a
woman about the same age, with silver hair and bright, smiling
eyes. She smiled a greeting as Heather came in. The third man was
about Mrs. Wyndham’s age. He had a touch of gray at the temples.
Not as much as her father had, even though he seemed a little
older.

The fourth person attracted Heather’s
attention. She was a girl about Heather’s own age, dressed much
like Mrs. Wyndham in colorful cowboy clothes, with a bright red
shirt this time. Her long, straight hair was what Heather called
dirty blonde. That meant that it was half way between brown and
blonde. She had a small mouth and dark green eyes. One eyebrow
lifted when she saw Heather, reminding her of the way Mr. Spock
would raise one eyebrow in those Star Trek movies.

Introductions were made. The old man turned
out to be Mr. Jeremy Wyndham, the man her father had come to
interview. The older woman was his wife, Sally. Mrs. Wyndham asked
that she be called Mary and her husband David. The young girl was
Marsha.

Heather tried to remember all the names but
she was sleepy and it was getting to be a battle just to stay
awake. It sounded strange to hear herself introduced as “my
daughter, Heather.” She was the only one who noticed the slight
hesitation before her father said it. This was the first time he
had ever said that to anyone, she realized.

“Of course, we won’t start the interview
until tomorrow,” her father was saying. “If that’s all right with
you.

“Also, if you would be so kind, could you
direct us to motel or hotel that might have a room. I wasn’t able
to make reservations from LA, and it seems motel rooms are in short
supply around here.”

“Oh, dear,” said Mrs. Wyndham. “I’m afraid
you will find the local motels are all filled up.”

Both Mr. and Mrs. Wyndham look embarrassed as
if it were somehow their fault that the motels were filled up.
Heather had the feeling that there was something unsaid between
them.

“Trout season started a couple of weeks ago,”
said Mr. Wyndham with a smile. Heather noticed they said nothing
about the Phantom Wolf mentioned by the gas station attendant and
the sign.

“And you plan to be up early?” asked her
father.

“Ya. Been good fishing so far.”

Mrs. Wyndham interrupted before they could
start talking about flies and such. “You two are welcome to stay
here,” she said. “We have plenty of guest bedrooms. That’s one
advantage of living in a huge, old house.”

“Are you sure it wouldn’t be an imposition?”
asked Mr. West.

“Of course, not. We don’t get many guests and
two sets at the same time,” she said with a wave of her hand to
include the older Wyndhams, “will definitely improve this old
place. And it would be nice for Marsha to have someone her own
age.”

“Well... We thank you very much.” He looked
to Heather, who nodded and muttered thanks again. It was getting
harder to fight off the yawns.

Her father smiled. “Heather’s a little tired.
She flew into LAX this morning from Virginia then we drove up here.
I’m surprised she isn’t asleep on her feet.”

“By all means, let’s get her to bed. Marsha,
please show Heather to...” She seemed to be trying to think of
which bedroom to put Heather in.

“How about the Blue Room,” suggested
Marsha.

“Yes, that would be fine. Why don’t you two
run along. Oh, you would have luggage, wouldn’t you? Marsha, please
help her with her luggage.”

“Yes, Mom. Come on, Heather.”

Heather’s father came to open the hatch and
brought in his own bags.

The Blue Room was upstairs, near one of the
large round rooms at the corners of the house, if Heather’s sense
of direction was accurate. She could immediately see why it was
called the Blue Room. Everything was in one shade of blue or
another. There was light blue wallpaper with dark blue flowers. The
rug was knitted from a dozen shades of blue in a random pattern.
Even the bedspread on the large bed was a robin’s egg blue. Heather
like the room - blue was a soothing color to her, although though
she could never decide whether green or blue was her favorite
color. It mostly depended on her mood when you asked her.

“Bathroom is two doors down,” said Marsha.
“I’ll get an extra blanket. The nights are still pretty cold.” Then
she was gone.

Heather opened her bag and took out her
pajamas. She found it difficult to stop yawning as she dressed.
That bed looked very soft and comfortable and warm.

Before Marsha came back, Heather took Rainbow
Bear from the bag and hid him behind the pillow. She did not want
to be seen going to bed with a teddy bear. After all, she was not a
child anymore.

Marsha returned with a couple of blankets and
proceeded to pull back the bedspread. As she put on the extra
blanket she talked.

“You’ll need this one for sure. And another
one maybe. Depends on how cold you get. If you’re used to sleeping
with the windows open, like I am, you may not need it. If you’re
one of those city types who always has a heated, closed up house,
you’ll get cold.”

“I live in a little town in Virginia,”
answered Heather thought another yawn. ‘I’m sure I’ll be warm
enough. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Marsha seemed to want to be
friendly. But she was nervous, as if there was something bothering
her. Heather sensed that the problem, whatever it was, did not have
anything to do with her; that it had been there already before she
and her father came. But she did not feel like starting any long
conversations right now, so she said nothing.

The bed was just as soft as it looked and
Heather was glad to sink into its comfort. Marsha headed for the
door after seeing how tired Heather was. “My room is right next
door, if you need anything,” she said then paused by the door with
her hand on the light switch. “I can hear Dad and your father
talking about trout fishing. I guarantee you they’ll both be up
with the first light so they can go fishing. Does your father go
fishing often? Do you go with him?”

Half asleep, Heather answered, “Don’t know.
Only met him today.”

Marsha frowned but said nothing when she saw
that Heather had already closed her eyes. Turning off the light,
she closed the door and left.

As she sank into sleep, Heather reached under
the pillow and hugged Rainbow Bear to her chest.

 



Chapter VI

Watching Eyes

 


As the last light turned off in the Wyndham
house, it was seen from the woods nearby.

Two large, dark eyes watched the human
habitation with caution and cunning. A massive head lifted to sniff
the still night air. For a long time the animal remained silent and
unmoving in the darkness between the pine trees, where only the
tiniest light shone from the thousands of stars overhead. Only its
eyes and white fangs faintly reflected the dim starlight.

Then the creature rose, moved silently from
the trees and began circling the house.

 



Chapter VII

Trout for Breakfast

 


There was sunlight in the room when Heather
awoke, just a tiny beam coming in the window, and a gray half-light
covering everything else. For a brief moment she thought she was in
her own bedroom in Virginia, watching the first rays of the rising
sun announce a new day.

But the sun was coming in at the wrong angle
and the wall it lit was blue, not yellow.

Memories came back.

She stretched and yawned. For a minute the
idea of rolling over and returning to sleep under those warm covers
passed through her mind. She considered it as she watched a tiny
patch of sunlight form on the wall to the right of her bed. This
old-fashion bed with its four large posts ending in round knobs was
certainly different, but somehow friendly. Maybe she could stay in
bed and not have to face any strangers. For a little while maybe
she and Rainbow Bear could just hold each other.

The bed may have been warm and Rainbow Bear
was there, but all else was different, strange, and that forced her
back to the real world. The sleepy feeling drifted away so she
stretched her arms and pushed off the blankets. The wooden floor
chilled her feet, and the air was still night cold, not yet really
warmed by the sun.

Heather went to the window and rested her
face against the frame as she looked out. Even though only a tiny
bit of the sun had cleared the rim of mountains around Weaver’s
Lake, in the gradually increasing light she could make out the
water from where it started only a few yards from the house all the
way to the far side, at least a mile away. A few clouds in the
direction of the sunrise were glowing orange and red. Trees, tall
pines, came right down to the water’s edge all around the lake. To
the left, where the sun did not yet shed light, the trees were
black with the last traces of night. To her right they glowed green
and red-gold in the sunlight. She opened the window all the way and
took a deep breath.

Heather had always enjoyed the sunrise. It
was a quiet time of day, when a person could think. Not that she
really wanted to think right now, but on other days past she had
gotten up before she had to for school just so she could watch the
new day being born. Now she just wanted the golden sunrise and
still morning air to continue. It felt good.

It was strange, she thought, even when not
thinking about her mother the knowledge of her death was always
there, like a piece of music on the radio. You might not be
listening to it but it was there and a part of your brain knew it.
It was that way with her mother. She tried not to think about the
person who had been her whole life and she had loved so very much.
Every time she did, the pain returned and her stomach twisted into
a knot and tears burned her eyes. So she tried not to remember that
wonderful face, the gentle ways, and the cruel, senseless disease
that had weakened and taken her away. But thinking about it or not,
the pain was always there. Perhaps a little more quiet but still
there, lurking in the background, always present. At best it was a
numbness, at worst a deep pain that made her want to hide beneath
the blankets and not move. And try not to think.

A voice from below pulled her attention back
to California and the present.

In the brighter light, she could see two men
standing on a small dock directly below the house. One had just
taken a strike and was playing his fish carefully. The other was
fly-casting. It still was not light enough to see faces, but it was
not hard to guess it was Mr. Wyndham and her father.

Heather shivered and hugged herself, and
realized the air was too cold to be standing there in pajamas. But
she remained there a minute more, thinking. What could she do if
this stranger decided he did not want her? There was tension
between them. She felt it yesterday. He was no more used to having
a daughter than she was to having a father.

And a daughter would change his lifestyle.
Maybe too much. If he traveled around getting interviews or
whatever, he was not possible for him to drag a daughter with him
everywhere. She had to go to school, for one thing.

There had been two weeks to go in the current
term when Heather stopped going to classes. But it did not matter
much. Her school had given her credit for the full school year
because of her good grades. She enjoyed school and always got good
grades, so much so that they had put her in what they called
“accelerated classes”. They did that with all the smarter students.
Heather thought it was so they would not become bored.

Would life become that beach house and a new
school somewhere nearby? That and a father who was always running
off on some assignment?

And what choice did she have?

Heather shivered again and moved to the
suitcase to get dressed. She put on her blue jeans and a fresh,
green blouse, and then went looking for the bathroom.

After a face wash and a combing of her hair,
she studied that girl in the mirror. It was a different face to the
one she was used to. Not as pretty, she thought. Can tragedy make a
person uglier? It was a minute before she realized the only real
difference was her smile. Or rather, the lack of smile.

Heather had never considered herself
beautiful, but she always smiled and Mother said that made anyone
pretty. This girl in the mirror had no smile. The eyes that looked
back did not turn up at the corners. They were the same blue-green.
It was the same straight black hair. But it was a different girl.
It had been easy to smile before, when life seemed good and mother
was such a happy person that it overflowed until Heather could not
help but be happy and smile a lot. Sure, they were not wealthy.
Their rented house was small and mother drove an older car. But
that did not really matter. They had each other and they were
happy.

She threw water on her face again to wash
away the tears.

Being careful to be quiet in case others were
still sleeping, she made her way downstairs. On the ground floor
music led her to the kitchen and Mrs. Wyndham, who was busy frying
bacon. A portable tape player on the sink filled the kitchen with
classical musical. The aroma was wonderful.

Mrs. Wyndham smiled a welcome at her.
“Breakfast will be a few minutes more,” she said. “David and your
father are down by the dock. Fishing, of course. So is Marsha. By
the lake, I mean. She doesn’t really care much for fishing. Would
you please go tell them breakfast will be in ten minutes?”

Heather nodded and went out the back door.
She had an urge to pick up one of the cooked pieces of bacon, but
refrained. She was afraid it would seem too forward for a
guest.

The sun had just cleared the treetops and the
day was definitely warming up. Felt like it might be a hot one.

“Good morning, Heather,” said her father as
she neared the dock. “Sleep well?”

“Yeah.” She looked at the fish lying on the
dock by his feet. There were only four but Heather guessed that
they were big for trout. She did not really know - she had never
been fishing.

“Mrs. Wyndham says breakfast will be in ten
minutes.”

Mr. Wyndham broke into a big smile. “You ever
have fresh-caught trout for breakfast, Heather? Trout and bacon and
fresh-baked biscuits with honey?” he asked.

She admitted not.

“Well, then you’ve got a treat coming.
Nothing better than to get up before the sun and catch trout for
your breakfast. Big ones this year. Should be a good season.”

“Yes, Sir,” she replied. “Can you tell me
where Marsha is? I’m suppose to tell her about breakfast, too.”

“She’ll be down by those rocks,” answered Mr.
Wyndham. “That’s her favorite place to watch the lake light up in
the morning.”

Heather’s gaze followed his pointing fishing
pole until she found the rocks a little ways down the shore. She
could see Marsha sitting on the largest.

Marsha seemed to be somewhere far off when
Heather came up to the rocks. She was sitting there with her arms
wrapped around her knees, head back, letting the morning sun warm
her face. Her eyes were closed. If she heard Heather walk up, she
said nothing.

“Your mother says breakfast will be in ten
minutes.”

With a sigh, Marsha returned to Weaver’s Lake
from wherever her mind had been. She looked at Heather but said
nothing. It made Heather feel uncomfortable, as if she were
intruding.

Heather was about to turn and leave when she
noticed a little moisture under Marsha’s eyes. They were slightly
red, too. The girl had been crying! Suddenly Heather felt sorry
rather than snubbed. She did not know why Marsha should be crying
but it gave them something in common.

Without being asked, she sat down on a rock
next to Marsha. A minute passed while she tried to pick the right
words to say. Marsha wiped her nose on the back of her hand and
said nothing.

Finally Heather said simply, “Can I
help?”

For a few seconds she thought Marsha was
going to ignore her, but finally she whispered, “I don’t think
so.”

“I can always listen,” Heather replied. She
had learned from her mother that giving a person a chance to talk
their problems out was sometimes the best thing you could do for
them.

Marsha turned her green eyes towards Heather.
She seemed to debate with herself then smiled weakly.

“I don’t know why you would want to listen to
my problems. I think maybe you’ve got problems of your own.”

It was Heather’s turn to show a small smile.
“Does it show?” she asked.

“Well, you look worried. And I think maybe
you were crying, too.”

Not wanting to talk about her problem,
Heather changed the subject back to Marsha. “Maybe telling me your
problem will help,” she said.

“I don’t think so,” Marsha said with a sigh.
“It’s just...” but she trailed off like she did not know how to put
it into words.

Heather was about to speak again when there
was a shout from the house calling them in to breakfast.

“Maybe we can talk some more later,” Heather
said.

Marsha just nodded. On the way back to the
house, Heather was wondering about Marsha’s problem and why she
felt a kinship with her because of it.

 



Chapter VIII

The Discovery of the Phantom Wolf

 


Breakfast was pan-fried trout, bacon, eggs,
and pancakes. Heather could not remember every seeing so much food
set out for a breakfast. But the mountain air seemed to help her
appetite and she put away her share. No one made any comments about
the amount of food, so she figured large breakfasts were normal in
this household.

Marsha seemed friendly enough at the table
and she discovered that Jeremy Wyndham, who everyone called
Grandpa, had lived most of his life in Europe and had been a viola
player of some renown with a symphony orchestra.

After breakfast Heather’s father and the
older Mr. Wyndham went to the library to begin the interview.
Heather considered tagging along but she was not sure if she would
be welcome or not. And, besides, she wanted to talk with Marsha.
But first, to be polite, she offered to help with the dishes. Mrs.
Wyndham, however, would have nothing of that. She explained that
the house may be over a hundred years old but she had a perfectly
good automatic dishwasher and so long as it was continuing to work
perfectly no one in that house would have to do dishes. She
suggested that Marsha take Heather for a walk in the woods or along
the lake.

Outside it was promising to be a hot day. The
air was very still and already rather warm. Heather could smell the
earth warming. It was a good smell, one she was used to from her
walks in the hills not far from their apartment back in
Virginia.

Without saying a word, Marsha headed away
from the house along a well-worn path. Very quickly they were
surrounded by tall pine trees growing so densely they cut off most
of the sunlight. The forest floor was covered with ferns and
wildflowers so that very little bare earth could be seen. In less
than a minute they were out of sight of the house. Off to the right
there were occasional patches of dark blue, so Heather guessed that
the path followed the curve of the lake.

For a few minutes she was content to just
follow Marsha. The forest was quiet - very quiet - and smelled of
pine, fresh air and the hint of wildflowers.

Before long Marsha stopped at a fallen tree
trunk. It must have fallen years before because there were no
leaves or small branches left on it, only peeling bark. Marsha sat
down with her back resting against the fallen tree. Heather joined
her.

“Do you have forests in Virginia?” asked
Marsha.

“Of course,” replied Heather giving Marsha a
look that said, “Don’t they teach you anything in California
schools?”

“Oh, I know that Virginia has forests. I
meant are there any forests in the part where you live?”

Heather paused for a second before replying.
“I live in California now. But when I lived in Virginia,” she
forced herself to say evenly, “we were only a couple blocks from
the edge of town. I used to walk in the forest whenever I
could.

“Of course,” she added, “our forests weren’t
like this. These trees are so tall.”

“Yeah,” answered Marsha. For a few seconds
both girls tilted their heads back and looked up towards the
treetops. Heather could not even guess how tall these trees
were.

“And the mountains aren’t nearly as tall as
these,” Heather finally added. “I think yours are just as pretty.
In a different way.”

Marsha nodded. “I was up in the Yakama Valley
in Washington one time. They have lots of apple trees there.
Sometimes the rows and rows of them looked like a forest. Different
from pine trees but nice anyway.”

“It’s so peaceful here,” Heather sighed. “I
feel as if we were a million miles from anyone.”

“I know that feeling. That’s one of the
things I like about our pine forest. Almost everyone feels that
when they walk among these trees.”

For a while Marsha was silent but Heather
could tell something was on her mind. She had been relaxed when
talking about the trees she loved, but now she was tense.

“Are you in trouble?” Heather guessed.

Marsha looked up sharply. “How did you
know?”

“Nobody told me. But it wasn’t hard to guess.
You seem nervous and I’m sure you were crying this morning.”

“Well, you guessed right. I got in trouble
for telling the truth.” She laughed but there was little humor in
it.

“For telling the truth?”

“Yeah.”

Marsha seemed about to explain when she saw
something out of the corner of her eye and motioned with a finger
to her lips for Heather to be silent. Then she put her hand in her
pocket and sat very still.

A small, brown head peeked around the corner
of the fallen log. Heather recognized the shape of the head and
smiled. She was careful not to move, and the squirrel scurried
around the end of the log, stood up on his hind legs, and sniffed
the air. Another squirrel joined him. They seemed to know Marsha,
but kept glancing at Heather as if not sure of her.

Marsha brought her hand out and slowly
lowered it to ground level where the squirrels could see the
breadcrumbs. One, then the other, would dart forward, grab a crumb,
and then jump back. Holding the bread in their tiny paws, they
would nibble rapidly until it was gone, and then dart forward to
grab another piece.

“This is Chip and Dale,” said Marsha. “They
have a nest somewhere near here. I know one of them is probably a
female, but Chip and Dale seemed good names. Besides, Dale can be a
girl’s name. Sometimes I can get them to eat out of my hand.”

Heather nodded and told Marsha about the
squirrels she used to make friends with not far from her home. But
she had found a whole bunch of them and named them after the seven
dwarfs. After the first seven became tame enough to eat out of her
hand, she stopped naming the new ones, and just called them the
Gang.

“You can make friends with most any creature
in the forest,” said Marsha. “Of course, some should be friends at
a distance. I leave snakes alone. And there are some cougars back
up in the higher mountains, but they never come down to the lake
any more. And... there’s something else.”

For a second she paused to look around.
Heather got the impression that she was looking for something that
might be hidden in the depths of the forest, something that scared
her. Then she went on.

“The only really dangerous animal is the
rattlesnake. Be careful about lifting up logs or poking around in
the bushes. If you hear a buzzing sound, real loud, freeze. If you
see a rattlesnake, head the other way. They normally won’t bother
you. But they will bite if they are cornered or scared.”

“We have some poisonous snakes back home.
Rattlesnakes, even. I stay far away from any snake.”

“You have rattlesnakes back there?”

“Sure. There are twenty-one different species
of rattlesnake in the United States. That includes some on the east
coast. In fact, there is one species that is found only on Catalina
Island off the California coast.”

Marsha raised one eyebrow.

“I did a report on them one time. It was an
assigned topic. I wouldn’t have picked rattlesnakes.” Marsha
smiled.

“Now, tell me,” asked Heather, “what kind of
trouble can you get in for telling the truth?”

With a sigh Marsha reached in her pocket. The
squirrels, thinking she had more bread, came nearer and sat up
expectantly. Without comment, she handed Heather a folded piece of
paper. Chip and Dale scampered off when they saw no more food in
her hands, to stand on their hind legs a few feet away and make
chirping noises as if scolding her.

The paper was an article cut from a
newspaper. It read:

LOCAL GIRL SEES PHANTOM WOLF

Miss Marsha Wyndham, 13, reported to the
Sheriff’s Office yesterday that she had seen and was attacked by a
large wolf-like creature with glowing red eyes.

The alleged attack occurred at 10:15 pm as
Miss Wyndham was walking home after watching a movie with friends
at their house. While taking a short cut through a wooded area near
the lake, she says that she became aware she was being followed.
When she turned around, she saw a large wolf creature which
immediately leaped at her. Miss Wyndham said she fell to the ground
as the creature leaped over her, then ran off into the woods.

Miss Wyndham was unhurt and driven to the
Sheriff’s Office by friends after she returned to their house.

She described the creature as very large,
“almost the size of a man,” and having very big fangs and eyes that
glowed red.

Sheriff Cahill would only comment that Miss
Wynham seemed genuinely frightened by something. However, an
examination of the area revealed no wolf-like creature. “She
probably saw a dog,” he said. But he did add that he knows of no
dog around here that would come close to fitting her
description.

Some of the older residents of Weaver’s Lake
say they remember the legend of a Phantom Wolf in this area many
years ago.

Heather refolded the paper and handed it
back.

“Well,” she said then paused. “There really
was a wolf?”

“Yes,’ Marsha replied, almost snapping the
answer out. ‘Sorry. Yes, there really was a creature. The best way
I can describe it was like a wolf with a very large head.”

“And its eyes glowed?”

“Yes!” Marsha replied, heatedly. She took a
deep breath to clam herself. “Yes. Its eyes glowed red in the
dark.”

“Well, if it’s all true, then why did you get
in trouble?”

“Because no one believes me! Dad thinks I
made up the story as a joke. And he’s mad at me for bringing
ridicule down on the Wyndham name. Especially with Grandpa visiting
right now.

“Mom doesn’t say so, but I think she doubts
me, too.

“Some of the gang have made fun of me, but
it’s what Dad and Mom think that I care about. To make matters
worse,” she went on, “the whole thing has gotten out of hand. Our
newspaper carried the story. Then somehow a newspaper in San
Francisco got a hold of it, and then others. And then the people
started coming. All kinds. And all looking for the Phantom Wolf.
They park and tramp all over private property. They throw their
trash all over the place. The Sheriff is mad. Many of the
townspeople are mad. And my parents are mad.”

Marsha replaced the article in her pocket. “I
just don’t like my parents not believing me. I wish I had never
seen that thing.”

For a few seconds they were both silent. Very
far away there was the sound of a motorboat, and closer there were
birds.

“You do believe me, don’t you?” asked Marsha
in a quiet voice.

“Sure. I mean, like, I guess you saw
something.”

“I saw something, all right.”

“Then I believe you,” said Heather. Marsha
smiled her thanks, a smile Heather returned. A few seconds of
silence passed. “Marsha?”

“Yes.”

“What are we going to do about it?”

“We?”

“Well, sure,” answered Heather. “I want to
help you. And it looks as if I don’t have much to do for the next
couple days,” she added, with a glance in the direction of the
house. “If we can prove there really is a Phantom Wolf, as the
newspaper calls it, well then you’ll be okay. Your parents and
everybody will believe you.”

“But how can we do that?” asked Marsha.

“Well, we’ll have to find that Phantom Wolf
and show it to everyone. Then they can see that you’re not
lying.”

Neither spoke while they thought about
that.

Finally Heather asked, “What’s a phantom?
That’s a ghost, isn’t it?”

“Something apparent to sense but with no
substantial existence,” said Marsha.

“Huh?”

“I looked it up. It means that you see
something but it’s not really there.”

“Sounds like a ghost to me.”

“Yeah. One of the definitions was
‘apparition’. I think that means ghost.

“Funny thing,” added Marsha with a giggle,
“one of the definitions of phantom was ‘bugbear’.”

“Bugbear?”

“Yeah. Sounds funny. I looked that up, too.
The dictionary said it was ‘an imaginary goblin or specter used to
excite fear’.”

“Well, I never heard of a bugbear. Sounds
like it should be a furry little insect.”

“Or a very funny bear with six legs,” added
Marsha.

Both girls laughed at those images. After a
bit Heather sighed. “Well,” she said, “I think a specter is also a
ghost. So we’re looking for a ghost wolf.”

“We’re looking for a ghost wolf? Guess it has
to be a ghost ‘cause there haven’t been any real wolves in this
area for a hundred years.”

Marsha looked sad again. “If it is a ghost,
we’ll never be able to find it. Ghosts are pretty rare. Mom says
she believes in them but Dad says that’s nonsense.”

“Mother used to say that ghosts don’t exist,”
Heather said, “but I remember Mrs. Krause who used to go to séances
and said she talked to ghosts all the time.” Heather paused, biting
her lower lip. “Nevertheless, we have to do something,” she
added.

“Where do we start?”

“How about back where you saw it?”

Marsha swallowed hard but said, “Sure.”

 



Chapter IX

Paw Print

 


“Are you sure this is the right place?”

“Yes,” answered Marsha, looking carefully at
the trees and turns in the dirt path. “I was coming from Bill and
Cindy’s up that way.” She pointed farther up the trail. “I got the
feeling that something was following me. It started back there a
little ways, but got really strong here.”

Heather looked around. Even at mid-morning
the forest trail was filled with shadows. In this area the pine
trees grew close together and the dense branches blocked most of
the sunlight. The path was narrow and wound between the trees,
trying to keep more or less to a straight line. At this point, only
a few minutes’ walk from the Wyndham house, the two girls stood in
deep, cool shadow.

Looking up the path, Heather could see
nothing, but she had heard cars passing a couple times so she knew
there was a road just beyond those trees, probably the same road
she and her father had driven last night. There were no houses in
sight, just trees and mountain.

“How far is their house?” she asked.

“Just a little ways. Their house is around
that way and just across the road.”

Heather saw how this could be a scary place
on a dark night. There were lots of hiding places for who knew what
kind of creatures. Just thinking some kind of wolf might be hiding
there, maybe watching them, sent a tingle down Heather’s spine.

“Dad says that the forest primeval strikes a
primitive fear inside people,” said Marsha.

Heather could understand that.

“I... I walked a few more steps, to about
here,” she continued, looking carefully at the blanket of brown
pine needles covering most of the ground. Only on the path was
there bare earth, and not a lot of it. “And I stopped here. I
turned around and... it was there.” She stood facing back up the
hill.

“The wolf was on the path?’ asked
Heather.

“Yes. Right there. I saw him in the light
from my flashlight.” Marsha paused for a deep breath, and then
continued. ‘Its eyes were glowing red. Its lips were pulled back,
you know, like a snarl.”

“Did you hear it growl?”

“I don’t remember. Maybe.”

“What happened then?”

“It jumped at me. I fell down. The next thing
I was laying on my back and the wolf was gone. It was all over in a
second.”

Heather tried to picture the action in her
mind. “The wolf didn’t hurt you, did it?”

“No. It didn’t touch me. I kind of fell down
as I turned and it jumped over me. If I had been standing
up...”

Heather studied the ground. “So it went from
around there to about here?”

“Yeah.”

Heather carefully looked at the ground but
the pine needles would not hold a footprint and the small patches
of open ground showed her no markings distinct enough to be called
a footprint.

“Too bad it didn’t rain last night, just
before your seeing the wolf. That always happens in Sherlock Holmes
stories and he can easily see all kinds of tracks.”

‘Hasn’t rained in weeks,” answered Marsha,
“although Mom says we should get a thunder storm or two as summer
sets in.”

“Well, I don’t see anything that looks like a
wolf paw print.” Then she quickly added when she saw Marsha look
sad, “But that doesn’t mean anything. I can hardly see the tracks
we made when we walked up here.” She pointed to the downhill path.
‘I’ll bet that someone would have a hard time proving we were
here.’

Marsha said nothing and it was not too hard
to tell she was sad that they did not find any proof.

“Still,” muttered Heather to herself, ‘it
would be nice to find at least one paw print.” She checked the path
again then began searching under the ferns that grew on either side
of the path.

“OH...”

“What?” asked Marsha.

Heather just pointed until Marsha came over.
There, in some soft dirt under a fern branch, was the impression of
a paw. A very large impression. The kind of impression a very large
wolf might make. They could even see claw marks.

“Is that...?’ inquired Marsha, as if she were
surprised to actually find it.

“If that isn’t a wolf print, I’ll eat it,”
answered Heather. ‘I figure he jumped from over there, like you
said, and landed here. See how the print is smeared a bit, as if
the paw slid when it landed.”

For a couple seconds both girls looked back
to where Marsha said the wolf had leapt from. It was a considerable
leap.

“Well, maybe he didn’t take off quite that
far back,” muttered Heather, “or maybe he landed somewhere here and
this print marks his second leap.” She shivered a little in the
cool shadows, “Anyway, we know your phantom wolf was real. A
phantom wouldn’t make a print in the dirt, would it?”

Marsha shook her head. “Has to be a real wolf
then, unless someone around here has a very large dog. Does
anyone?”

Marsha again shook her head. “I don’t know of
any dog that big. Sacketts on the other side of town have a great
dane, but I know that dog.”

Suddenly Heather pulled her hand away and let
the fern recover the print. Then she straightened up and looked
around.

“What’s the matter?” asked Marsha.

For a few seconds Heather was silent,
listening carefully. Marsha listened too, but no sound came to
them.

“Just thought I heard something. A noise or
something.’ She stood very still for a few more seconds. “Well, I
guess it was nothing.”

Both girls looked around uneasily. It was a
dense, scary forest and they seemed very far away from the house.
And now they knew for sure the phantom wolf was real. And it was
out there, somewhere.

“It’s getting on towards lunch,” said Marsha,
weakly, “Maybe she should get back to the house”. Heather did not
argue with her as they hurried back down the path.

 



Chapter X

Disappearing Paw Print

 


Marsha dashed into her house, followed by
Heather only a few steps behind her. Both girls skipped to an
abrupt halt in the living room to stand, breathless, before the
Wyndham family, who stared back in disbelief.

“Really, Marsha,” said Mrs. Wyndham
disapprovingly.

“We saw it!” blurted our Marsha. “I mean a
print - on the path.” She had to pause to catch her breath.

“You aren’t talking about that Phantom Wolf
again, are you?” asked Marsha’s father. “We’ve been over that
already.”

Marsha shook her head. ‘But it was real! We
can prove it. We found a paw print!”

Mr. Lane looked at Heather with disapproval
on his face. Suddenly the situation she was in came crashing back
on Heather. For a few minutes, while getting engrossed in Marsha’s
problem, she had forgotten about her mother’s death and the strange
man who had become her whole family. But right now he was giving
her a look that clearly asked what type of trouble was she getting
into. Heather swallowed and felt her stomach tighten. But she told
herself that she was not getting into trouble - she was just trying
to help prove something was true.

Mr. Wyndham stood. “Well,” he began, “so long
as you’ve interrupted… Perhaps we can look into this.” He looked at
Mr. Lane and grandfather Wyndham as if saying he was sorry but
perhaps he had best indulge his daughter.

Heather’s father also rose, put down the tape
recorder mike, and suggested, “Perhaps a break at this point would
be a good idea. You mentioned a Phantom Wolf...?” he prompted.

Marsha’s father sighed but explained. “A few
days ago Marsha thinks she saw large wolf. The local newspaper
heard of it because it was reported to the sheriff by Marsha and
some of her friends. Some news service or another caught it then
and the story went out that there is a Phantom Wolf wandering
around our woods.”

Mr. Wyndham sighed, and then continued,
“After the news services got the story, the darn blame phone keep
ringing! Had to disconnect the thing yesterday. Every TV and radio
station in the country wanted to talk to Marsha. And if that
weren’t enough, the kooks began calling, too. Actually had a woman
in LA wanted to know what type flying saucer the wolf came out of.
She said that Big Foot comes from flying saucers, so why not big
wolves? The terrible part is that she was serious!” He had to
pause.

“That’s why you couldn’t get a room at any of
the motels,” added Mrs. Wyndham. “Since that story came out there’s
been all sorts of tourists and sightseers tramping all around the
woods, trying to get pictures of that Phantom Wolf. Mostly they
just get lost.”

“I’ve seen a few of them carrying rifles,”
said Mr. Wyndham, barely able to hold back his anger. “Damn fools.
Somebody’s gonna get shot. And there ain’t any wolves.”

“There is, Daddy,” Marsha said, standing her
ground. Heather could feel how tense the girl next to her was and
was glad they had some proof to show the adults.

“Well, if there really is a paw print...”
said Mr. Lane.

“Does the writer smell a story?” asked Mrs.
Wyndham, smiling.

“Well... Could be,” Heather’s father replied
with a smile.

“You men folk run along and see about that
paw print,” said Mrs. Wyndham with a smile. “I’ll go and begin
fixings for lunch.”

“Might as well,” sighed Mr. Wyndham.

With the fathers following, Marsha and
Heather outside and up the trail towards the highway. Grandfather
Wyndham said he preferred to stay.

“Are there any wolves around here?’ Mr. Lane
asked of Mr. Wyndham.

“Thirty or forty years ago, maybe. Maybe
fifty years. Haven’t been any for as long as I can remember.
Haven’t seen any bear or mountain lions for many years, either. Not
since the new road went in and the city folk started building
cabins around the lake.” He walked a little farther then added,
almost under his breath. “Ain’t no wolves around here.”

Ten minutes later they reached the spot and
Marsha ran ahead to push aside the fern where the paw print had
been found. She gasped in surprise just as the adults reached the
spot. The paw print had gone!

“But... It was right there!” Marsha
exclaimed. “Heather, you saw it. It was right here, wasn’t it?”

All eyes turned to Heather. She felt
surprised herself but looked around to confirm in her mind that
this was the right spot. “Yes,” she finally said, “This is where
the print was, right there.”

“Well, there’s nothing there now,” said Mr.
Wyndham, reproachfully. He gave Marsha a sad look and turned back
down the path. Mr. Lane gave Heather a puzzled look as if wondering
what the two girls were up to, but said nothing.

“Lunch will be pretty soon,” Mr. Wyndham
called back, “don’t be late.”

Heather got the feeling her father’s look was
really telling her not to get into any more trouble. After the
adults left, Marsha turned to Heather and asked, “It really was
there, wasn’t it?”

“Of course it was! We saw it.”

“But where did it go?” Marsha began looking
around under other ferns.

Heather carefully studied the ground. “It was
here,” she said determinedly. “See, this ground has been wiped.”
Marsha ran over to look where Heather was pointing. She had to
agree that it looked as if that patch of earth had been smoothed
over, erasing the paw print.

“But who would do that?” Marsha asked,
sounding a little scared. “Ghosts don’t come back and wipe out
their footprints, do they?”

“I don’t think any ghost did this,” said
Heather. She stood and looked around at the silent trees. In the
distance a car could be heard and there were occasional bird
sounds, but nothing else. “But I don’t know who or what did,” she
added.

Marsha looked very sad. “Dad will never
believe anything I say now. He thinks I made up the whole
thing.”

They started walking back towards the house,
slowly, thoughtfully. Finally Marsha said, “Your dad is mad at you,
too, and it’s all my fault.”

“I don’t think he’s really mad,” Heather said
even though she was not sure.

“What did you mean when you said that you
just met him?” asked Marsha.

They sat on a fallen log and Heather
explained the whole story to Marsha. She surprised herself by not
leaving out anything. And by not feeling quite so terrible when she
put the tale to words.

“I’m very sorry,” Marsha said
sympathetically.

“I don’t think he really wants me.” Marsha
frowned at that statement, but Heather went on anyway, feeling
somehow good to get it out. “He travels a lot and isn’t used to a
kid and probably never loved me anyway.” The last few words
surprised Heather. They had come out with so much anger. Yet it was
both good and terrible to say it out loud to someone else. For a
while Heather cried, not a great sobbing but a tightening of the
eyes as tears ran down her cheeks. The hurt was there but not as
intense as it had been. Heather wondered if she were getting used
to the pain, and then felt guilty at that thought, as if she owed
it to her mother to go on grieving forever.

“I think it would be nice to have a writer
for a father,” Marsha finally said. “You like to read, don’t you?”
Heather admitted that she did as she wiped her eyes on her shirt
sleeve. “Well, then, you’ll get a chance to read something before
it gets published. Besides, maybe he’ll take you on some of those
trips with him.” Marsha was trying to cheer Heather up. She added,
“He took you with him coming up here.”

Heather wondered about that for a few
seconds. He did not have to take her with him; he could have left
her at his house. She was old enough to take care of herself for a
couple days. At least she thought so. Maybe he wanted her along
with him. But maybe he just did not trust her alone at the house.
Finally she shook her head and dropped that train of thought.

“Let’s go back to the house,” Heather said,
standing up. “I’d like to wash my face before lunch.”

 



Chapter XI

A Town in Love with a Ghost

 


Lunch was a quiet affair, much more so than
normal was Heather’s impression. Everyone seemed upset in a subdued
way and Heather was glad when the meal was over. She immediately
fled outside to avoid facing her father, and found a quiet place by
the lake where she could sit in the shade of a large tree. The day
had continued to grow hotter and it was much more comfortable out
of the sun.

When she heard footsteps behind her, she
assumed it would be Marsha but looked up to find her father
instead.

“You aren’t encouraging Marsha to get into
trouble, are you?” he said without preamble and with a definite
hint of irritation.

Heather shook her head. “Marsha says she
really saw something. I was just trying to help her prove it.”

He said nothing for a long minute but
continued to stare at her. She was unable to tell if he were
doubting her words or wondering about the reality of the Phantom
Wolf, or what. Finally he spoke. “It would be better if you let it
drop. Her parents aren’t happy with all the publicity. And don’t
forget, we’re guests in their house.”

Heather felt anger rise up. Why did parents
always assume a child was wrong? “It’s her house, too,” she said
with more feeling than she intended.

Her father grunted and turned to leave, but
after a couple of steps turned back to said, “Just don’t get into
any more trouble.”

Heather felt her stomach tighten. All she
meant to do was defend Marsha but now she made it sound like a
battle cry for children’s liberation. And her father had taken it
all wrong.

She turned back to the lake. “Don’t really
care what he thinks,” she told herself out loud. “I believe
Marsha.”

For a while she watched the lake but really
was not seeing the boats and gentle ripples. She saw instead the
scene from her bedroom window back in Virginia: gentle green hills
covered with trees, green in spring and a hundred colors in
fall.

“Hi.” The voice surprised her. Marsha had
come up and was standing there.

“Hi,” Heather replied as Marsha sat down next
to her.

“It’s hot,” Marsha said, “but it will get
much hotter later in the summer.” For a while they both just
watched the lake and its collection of boats, mostly small fishing
boats with outboard motors. “Later, if a breeze comes up, there
will be sailboats. Have you ever sailed?”

Heather shook her head.

“We have a sailboat. It’s in the garage. A
‘day sailer’, father calls it because there’s no cabin where you
can sleep over night. Now that the weather’s warming up and there
will be breezes blowing in the afternoon, he’ll probably take it
out and fix it up for the summer. If you’re going to be here for a
while maybe you can go sailing with me. I’m pretty good, and the
boat easily holds two.”

“Thanks,” replied Heather, “but we’ll only be
here one or two days. Father said it wouldn’t take too long to get
the interview. Then we’ll go back to Pacific Point.” There was a
trace of a sigh in her voice.

“Your dad’s mad at you, isn’t he?”

“Yes, I guess he is,” replied Heather.

“Then we better forget about this Phantom
Wolf business,” Marsha said firmly. “I don’t want you getting in
trouble over my problem.”

Heather looked up at the other girl. “The
wolf is real, isn’t it?” she said, and then went on without waiting
for a reply. “Then we should try to find it. We have to prove that
you weren’t lying.”

Marsha smiled weakly. “I’m glad somebody
believes me,” she said, “but what can we do? Do we just go around
the trails looking for more paw prints?”

Heather thought for a few seconds before
answering. “If there was one paw print there should be more. But we
could waste a lot of time searching for them.” She paused then
added, in a quieter tone, “Especially if it really is a ghost.”

Marsha bit her lip uneasily. “You don’t think
it’s really a ghost, do you?”

“I don’t know. Some people believe in them.
Say! That gives me an idea. Didn’t that newspaper say that there
used to be a legend of a Phantom Wolf around these parts?”

“Well... yes, it said some of the older
residents remember such a legend. But how does that help us?”

“Well, if it really is a ghost maybe it’s
been haunting for years, maybe someone knows about it. Who are
these ‘older residents’?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Marsha.

“Well then, who wrote the article?”

“I guess that would be Tom Stone. He owns the
newspaper. He’s also the only one working it.”

“And could we go talk to him?” Heather
inquired.

Marsha brightened up at the prospect of doing
something. “Sure! It’s not far into town. And I think mother will
let you use her bike, she hardly ever rides it any more.”

Marsha dashed off, and for a while Heather
just sat there on the verge of unexpected tears. Marsha’s comment
had reminded her of the many bicycle rides she and her mother had
taken, of the happy times and the fun.

In becoming involved with Marsha’s problem,
Heather had forgotten about her mother. But that had been only
temporary. The hurt and loneliness were still there. She knew deep
inside herself that they would never go away.

Both fathers had easily given permission for
their daughters to bike into town. It was apparently something that
Marsha did often. In fact, Mrs. Wyndham asked Marsha to pick up a
couple things for her from the store.

Mrs. Wyndham’s bicycle was dusty and had two
flat tires, but a little work with a rag and a pump and it was
ready. The style was many years out of date, far different from
Marsha’s nearly new ten-speed. But it suited Heather fine. Her
bicycle had been well used when her mother bought it for her on her
eighth birthday, but that did not matter to Heather. She loved that
bike and had ridden it many miles. A few days ago she gave it to
the younger sister of one of her friends. It was some small comfort
to think that another girl would use it now, and perhaps love it as
she had.

The ride was not long, even with both girls
going slowly. Heather’s borrowed bike had balloon tires, a big
basket on the handlebars, and no gears, so she could not have kept
up unless Marsha held back some. Besides, it was just natural to go
slow and take in the scenery. The tall pines, beautiful lake and
clean air were pleasing to the senses. They retraced Heather and
her father’s route of the prior night and soon entered the small
town of Weaver’s Lake.

Their impression of the night before had been
basically correct. The entire town consisted of a dozen stores
huddled together around an intersection where two main roads met.
There were three or four smaller streets leading off from the main
road and Heather could now see more homes hidden in the trees than
she had in the dark.

The store was their first stop. It was not
exactly a supermarket, like even her small home town boasted. In
fact, it was not much larger than the McDonald’s they had eaten in.
But seemed to hold most of the necessities, even a few luxuries.
Once inside Heather could not see how so much could be held on only
half a dozen rows of shelves. After following Marsha down two rows
it came to her that the only really difference was that this store
did not offer the variety of brands. Instead of twenty brands of
laundry soap there was two. It certainly took a lot of troublesome
decision making out of shopping, she thought. But she was not sure
she would like doing things this way. Marsha headed straight to the
baking soda then to the vanilla, then the front counter like
someone who knew every item on every shelf.

While Marsha was paying, Heather stood near a
rack holding stationary items, a few school type notebooks,
packages of pencils, etc. She lightly touched a letter writing pad
and remembered that she had promised to write to her best friend,
Karen. She had not felt like writing because up to now there had
been nothing in her life worth talking about. How do you tell your
friend that you are not sure you and your father will get along? Or
that he will even keep you? Finally she picked up the writing
tablet and a ballpoint pen, and then stood in line behind Marsha to
pay for it. She could at least tell Karen about Weaver’s Lake and
the Phantom Wolf.

Outside, Marsha greeted a boy and girl about
their ages, who she introduced as Craig and Linda, two of her
friends. Craig was tall, at that awkward age where the arms and
legs seem to grow faster than the rest of the body. His sandy hair
was cut short except for one wisp that kept falling down in front
of his right eye. Every ten seconds or so he would push it back up
with an unconscious gesture. Linda had the same color hair as her
brother but seemed rather shy compared to his outgoing manner.

“Hear the latest about the Phantom Wolf?” he
inquired, almost before Marsha could introduce Heather.

“No, what?” Marsha replied hesitantly.

“Some scientists from the university are
coming to study it,” he said with enthusiasm.

Marsha did not seem nearly as happy but she
strove to be polite. “Which university?” she asked.

“Don’t know. Some university or college from
down Los Angeles way. It’s really great, though. They could really
help the town if they could prove our Phantom Wolf is for real.” He
was nodding vigorously.

Marsha started to say something but stopped.
Heather was sure she was about to tell about the paw print they had
found that morning. Why didn’t she? Heather wondered.

“Yeah, that would be great,” Craig continued.
“Dad says that the wolf is the best thing that ever happened to
this town. Really put us on the map, he says.” He gestured around
with a broad sweep of his hand. “Ever see so many cars around? Even
on the first day of trout season it’s not this busy. Our motel’s
full up. And all the other stores are doing great, too,” he
concluded happily.

“That’s fine,” said Marsha meekly.

“You should be happy,” he continued, “after
all, it was your seeing him that started all this.”

Heather noticed that Linda had said nothing.
In fact, she seemed embarrassed by her brother’s enthusiasm.

“Well, got to get going,” he said. “Got to
get some more cleaning supplies, you know. Got all the cabins
filled and we got to keep them clean.”

The brother and sister said good-byes and
went into the store. As Heather put her writing tablet into the
basket of her bike, it dawned on her that Craig had acted like she
was not even there. Even Linda had spoken only greetings, although
she had the feeling that Linda would have been friendlier had her
brother not been present.
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