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The Weather Report
Squalls pounded Knowltons Landing and rains struck Deer-Fork Falls;
Cries for help shrieked from the shoreline but no one heard the calls.
Thunder roared at Fitch River, and lightning burst at Fitch Bay;
A cold bitter gale, ripped through Georgeville on that dirty September day.
Squalls hammered Knowltons Landing, hail ripped up the ground,
And a twister touched-down at Armstrong, slashing through the town.
Mud-slides covered Port Becker, a cabal-borealis lit-up Lovering Lake;
Memphremagog squirmed like an enchantress being burned at the stake.
Occult tumult slammed Knowltons Landing, flooding St. Stevens Falls;
A tornado pummeled the Ice Caves, a typhoon at St. Capreal.
A blizzard battered Bootlegger Point, or so they say,
When the clouds rolled up, on that dirty September day.
Squalls lashed Knowltons Landing, howling winds blasted Haulbow’s Head.
A drowning on the open lake, preceded a blood-bath at Brier, they said.
Shots rang out on the Muskoks, which haven’t had any retort.
Murder on Lake Magog and the killers escaped to Newport.
A tempest smashed Knowltons Landing, and at Deer-Fork, there's a curse,
The Endicotts are all dead, and the church bells ring for the hearse.
There’s dreadful grief in Brier, and the people live in fear;
The weather betrayed them and struck from the evil Island of Mirror.
Squalls assailed Knowltons Landing and waters submerged McKinny Creek.
St. Franks Point spied on Mirror like a hawk with a mouse in its beak.
And it beggars all description, what is news today,
The weather-report has wired, Treasure Island sunk into the bay.
A savage storm ravaged Knowltons Landing and golf-ball-hail hit Brier.
Lightening at North-Ending sent it up in fire.
Along the shore of Sergeants Bay, swirled and heaved Lake Magog;
Thunder sounded over Mirror Island, and for thirty-miles, fog.
The September afternoon on Lake Memphremagog had became breezy and cool. Joe Endicott turned the small diving boat more toward the west, so that he and Jane, his younger sister, headed straight for the opposite shore with the waves of the open lake behind them. The boat lifted and dropped with a swoop through the wind and water. Their radio played a strange song drowning out the drone of the outboard motor. The lyrics lifted above the water,
Dispatch the immortals who give us black light,
Forever spill the blood of their sister and brother’s birthright,
Eternity is gone from this earthly flow,
Infinity is no time at all, today, Magog . . . tomorrow.
Without letting go of the throttle, he reached over and tapped her on the shoulder.
“Look!”
He pointed south down the lake. His face showed that already at eighteen he was toughened with the raw elements of the lake.
A silver almost-eerie-looking yacht, which seemed to glow in the grey afternoon, came fast toward them. Foam piled up at its sharp bow, which rose and fell as it lifted and dipped to the waves. An enormous brass spotlight, mounted on the roof added to its sharp lines and to its sense of danger.
“Why is it going so fast?” Jane called out over the noise.
He shrugged and slowed the boat, then stood and wiped his eyes so he could see better. His sturdy athletic body, and the way he stood, reflected his confidence on the water.
“It’s nearly planing,” he whispered, but as though to himself.
The yacht lurched suddenly in their direction.
He opened his mouth to say more, transfixed.
A steady, full-throated drone with a suggestion of much more power in reserve rose across the wind and above the music. The lyrics on the radio were fading out and then unexpectedly blasting loudly, but he didn’t recognize either the mode of the warning or the nature of the threat.
The yacht had picked up incredible speed.
He sat again and gave the boat full-throttle. The distance to the shore was impossible to make before the yacht reached them.
Should they abandon the boat? He couldn’t decide, but it didn’t matter, the yacht came even faster on their path, then with a violent keel, turned and smacked the boat sideways and left them staggering in a churned-up wake.
Their boat rocked and tipped to the surge, and then flipped violently over. Joe felt something hit his leg with a painful snap, and when he came to the surface, he saw that Jane had come up and was okay. He spun around to get a look at the yacht. His right hand held tightly onto the overturned boat, a sharp pain shot through his leg and treading water became futile. He knew he had broken it, but his whole body seemed to be in pain as well. He half spit, half retched a mouthful of water out, leaving a taste behind best described as burnt aluminum.
A small American flag at the yacht’s sternpost fluttered in the wind, and across the stern, between a couple of powerful two-hundred horsepower Johnsons, metal letters spelled out the legend, Newport, Vt. It sat two-hundred meters away, idling now, and a few people gathered on the deck watching, and for a moment, he imagined them laughing, drinking and carrying on.
Jane swam over to him. She turned fifteen this year, lithe and fair with short black hair and a pretty form; but to his critical eye, a little spindly too, nonetheless, he had become protective of her, hoping to keep the boys at bay a little while longer. She was almost as tall as Joe and they often scuba-dived together.
“What’s wrong?” she said, upon seeing his expression.
“It’s my leg. I can’t move it. I think it’s broken. You’ll have to swim for help.”
He looked to the shore. It seemed a long way still and the waves crested quite high.
“Can’t we get them to help us?” she asked.
“I don’t think we better.”
“Then you can relax in my grip and I’ll drag you to shore.”
“You’re a ninety-pounder, kid, how are you going to make it with almost a hundred and a half holding you back. Swim to shore and go for some help, I’ll stay with the boat.”
To his dismay, black thunder heads rolled out over the bay from the east. He had heard nothing of bad weather, and certainly not of a storm, moreover, the yacht, had turned around again and drifted threateningly in the water. A tall man on the bow watched them with binoculars.
“They did that on purpose,” Jane said. “Why don’t they come to help us?”
“They didn’t do it on purpose,” he contradicted her. “Don’t be ridiculous. They just didn’t see us. Maybe the driver’s drunk and they’re nervous about doing the right thing.”
Though it was a lie, if she became more scared, he knew that she might panic. They had most definitely done it on purpose, and drunkenness had nothing to do with it. He had heard a thing or two about Mirror Island in his time. He should have stayed away, but what’s a rumor from old people sitting around and telling yarns over a bottle of wine at a bonfire. He had laughed at those old tales, but right now, he certainly wished he hadn’t.
“Where are the life jackets?” she asked. She swam the circumference of the boat and came around in a full circle. “I don’t see them.”
He breathed in to calm himself from his growing alarm.
“Well, they couldn’t have sunk.” He tried to chuckle, but his courage failed him.
“I’ll check under the boat,” she said. She returned in a moment. “I can’t find them,” she said, her glance wandering to the yacht. “Why are they watching us? What are they waiting for? Why don’t they come and help us?”
“Be cool, sis. I’m going to try to get up on the boat, and wave to them for help.” With an effort Joe crawled up on the bottom of the boat, but with his leg so sore, he only waved from a position of lying down.
“I must look pathetic,” he said to himself.
And vulnerable.
Where had this improbable thought come from? He didn’t know, but it struck him as unlike him.
Jane looked up with her attractive puppy-dog eyes.
“Dad’s going to kill us.”
He saw that she might cry. “It’s going to be okay, but it looks like they’re not going to help. Go! You can do it.”
She looked over to the shore.
“I’ll go then,” she said in a troubling voice.
His heart sunk as she began to swim off. The yacht drifted away for a while and the people seemed to have disappeared from the deck.
“That’s the spirit,” he called to her softly. “It’s not too far and the water’s not too cold.”
The first drops of rain began to fall as Joe watched her go.
“For sure they did that on purpose,” he swore under his breath when she was out of earshot, the rain falling on the surface beginning to mute any other noise. “But why?”
Soft high-pitched voices sang to him like a nonvisual mirage.
They seem far off and yet also known, as though they had come to him many times in his dreams but that he had always forgotten them.
They are bent to acrostic designs,
The tribe neither Magog nor Zion’s.
In the netherworld they made their pacts,
Slipping into the world through subterranean cracks.
Despite their ambiguous familiarity, he shook off what he took to be an auditory hallucination and focused with a shiver on Jane.
At the southern side of Sergeant’s Bay where she headed, a medium-sized island stood high out of the water, showing only a rocky base covered with fir, cattails and woodlands. It was two or three-hundred yards away. Fitch Bay lay off to the right. He knew the area well, but hadn’t laid a foot on Mirror Island for years.
Lightning flashed in the horizon and the sky began to darken; distances over water looked longer than they were and his anxiety grew.
“She is a good swimmer. She will make it.” He observed her as she swam. “But she’s young and afraid.”
A dull throbbing ache came to his leg, and as he watched Jane’s head grow smaller, he began to feel certain that his leg was in a bad way. “From this stupidity, my sister and I are in serious trouble and nobody knows where we are. Damn!”
For a moment, he looked away from Jane out onto the greater Lake. Memphremagog ran basically north and south for thirty-two miles. The southern six miles were in Vermont, the rest in Quebec. When he turned back, Jane hadn’t drawn noticeably nearer to the shore.
“Hurry, please.”
Just as depression overtook him, he heard the yacht’s engines gun. The sound came over the rhythmic chunk of waves hitting his overturned boat. Its engines roared with a menacing sound, and suddenly, it sped down upon him.
“Good God,” he said to himself.
He waved with one hand and shouted at the top of his voice. Two men stood in the bow of the yacht, one of them waved back mockingly, and held, what certainly to Joe’s mind, looked like a rifle with scope. The man aimed it at him.
“Jesus!” he swore.
He pushed himself off the boat into the water and dove under the boat just as quickly as he could, his leg as though screaming in pain, then, he heard the shot and the bullet smashed through the wood and fiberglass and grazed his shoulder. Above him, the yacht passed over and swirled back around. Another shot made an underwater ‘ping’ sound. He released the scuba gear from its casing.
Another bullet broke through the haul and almost hit a tank. He saw the life-jackets fastened underneath the tanks as he sank with the water-weights, taking a tank to the bottom of the bay. The life-belt floated away from him to the surface. It took all of his effort not to panic. He released the oxygen and began breathing. He put the weight around his waist, and using only his arms, pulled himself along the bottom in the direction of the island, after five hundred meters, he peeked up through the water for his sister. The yacht headed out of the area toward the northern end of the bay with Jane nowhere to be seen.
“Get to the shore,” he urged himself. “They’ve kidnapped her!”
The warmth quickly left his body; the rain had become steady drizzle.
For fifteen minutes, Joe swam underwater toward the huge rocks of the shore of the island. The pain of his leg was turning into a dull, sickening ache. It accompanied every movement of his whole body and when he surfaced, he hid behind two enormous boulders jutting three to four feet above the water level. Both the yacht and the man who had tried to shoot him were as though a vague memory.
It seemed quite simply unbelievable and he fell into a feverish reverie. What did they want with Jane? He didn’t dare contemplate it. What they were up to couldn’t be explained, and why they had attacked and shot at him, he couldn’t imagine.
The basic struggle of survival became his sole focus. It was the only way he could help Jane.
With some effort, he crouched in the water and buried the scuba gear under a pile of rocks in case he needed it later and to hide the fact he had survived. He crawled to the shore and dragged himself under a huge oak tree which hadn’t yet let go of its red and orange autumn leaves. He fell at its base and sat up against it somewhat protected from the rain. Flanked on three sides by cedar bushes, the shadowy sense of the misty woods lulled him for a moment and he passed out.
When he awoke, he tried to recall what had occurred and it flooded back.
“How could this have happened?” he asked himself, yet without self-pity and without crying. “I’ve got to get help, but how? Mum and Dad won’t even start looking until it grows dark.”
He cursed himself for always coming home late after their dives. His hands trembled. He wore a sweatshirt covered by a white cotton shirt and he had on a pair of loose-fitting trousers. He shivered, but at least the bullet graze at his shoulder wasn’t serious. It had already stopped bleeding, but he had to get out of the rain, to get dry. Cold would soon set in and he needed to get help, but how? And his leg remained a life threatening problem.
Using all the strength in his arms, he pulled himself up along the tree to a standing position and scanned the immediate area for a stick which might suffice as a crutch. Putting any weight on his leg had become unbearable. He spotted a stick which might support him, and the effort just to make it there, seemed enormous. He had a strong will to survive and struggled onward. With the stick, he hobbled some twenty steps and then he stopped, bent over and vomited what seemed to be dirty water.
Afterward, he felt better and his pace increased.
For a time the rain lessened, and from inside the tree-line, he had drawn toward a part of the shore which curved out west. He caught sight of what appeared to be a beat-up wharf with a dock thrusting out from the side of the island with a worn boathouse.
“Please, let there be someone there or at least a boat.”
This new hope, again increased his pace. He approached the boathouse and saw that its dock had been built of wood, with solid pilings and reinforced sides, but years of complete neglect had reduced it to ruin. Whole sections were missing and some of the pilings had grown greenish and shiny. Underneath, the oddly dark water sloshed against the wrecked dock. What little light showed from the sun, had fallen behind the big black fir trees that covered the island.
“It’s going to be dark in a couple of hours,” he whispered to himself.
All signs of paint had disappeared from the boathouse and the roof shingles had fallen off to the ground, rotting. At one corner, over the water, one of the support beams had sunk lower than the rest and the structure was now crooked. But something about the ruin made no sense. It looked as though it were done on purpose. He stepped inside out of the drizzle. The door, torn off its hinges, was gouged with crypt symbols, and as he suspected, complete dilapidation had won out: debris and garbage lay scattered throughout with a foul odor.
“Damn, not even a beat-up canoe or a moldy life-jacket!”
Cut high up into the wood on one side of the boathouse were the words,
Serpent-dweller.
He stepped back out and walked around the boathouse through thick wet sumac and fern. Faint traces of a path led up into a mixture of fir trees and undergrowth that lay before him. The silence and abandonment made him desperate. The path slanted upward as the damp ground rose beyond the boathouse. Crumbling wooden steps set into the earth could hardly be seen. The forest changed to cedar and spruce and the walk became better, freer and the walking-stick gave him more support. The ground became firmer, but the pain of his leg worsened. He trembled and shivered. How many steps before he tumbled to the ground and passed out?
The woods smelt of mushrooms, rot, mud and the proximity of water. He stepped forward and began to climb the path, and at the top of a hill, he found himself looking down on a large neglected cottage.
Like the boathouse, absolute ruin triumphed.
It stood two-stories high and the last vestiges of paint had peeled from the clapboard walls. Dormer windows ran along the upper floor, adorned, like the roof, with elaborate, wooden decoration, some of it broken away and dangling. Seen against the sky in a silhouette, and in the grey drizzle, it gave the house a sinister effect.
He made the sign of the cross, even though he wasn’t that religious.
At one corner, a turret had been built. All window panes were broken, and in some places, burned. It looked a good deal like a house which had been abandoned for decades, but its modern style belied this, especially the ground floor bay windows. He hobbled across an expanse of knee-high grass and weeds encumbered with small bushes. Debris lay in the entrance before him, the door, long gone. He peeked inside.
Should he cross over the threshold? The general condition of the place added to his queasiness. The furniture, what existed, had been destroyed, but in an eerie particular manner. In the large room next to the kitchen, parts of smashed chairs and tables lay everywhere, and mildew and cobwebs covered a torn couch. He spotted a single wooden chair which laid turned over on the floor in a hall between two rooms, and stepping up to it, he set it to rights and sat. He struggled to get inside of his wet pant-pocket and withdrew a small red Swiss army-knife, extending the blade with trembling hands and reaching down to his ankle to cut the pant of his injured leg.
As it separated, he gasped.
The leg looked grotesque; the black and blue sight of it made him shiver head to toe. He breathed and turned his glance away, perhaps for the first time being overwhelmed with self-pity.
Other rooms could be seen from where he sat. They were without doors and most had huge holes in their walls. A front-parlor, a den and the dining-room had the walls stripped to the quarter boards and there had been a view over the lake from large bay windows in the kitchen, but now there were bushes growing up right outside them, blocking the room and darkening it. Then he noticed a huge fireplace in the living room, and sat a moment looking at it, drowned in his pain.
“Maybe I can get it going,” he said, quivering at the sound of his voice, as though the ruined house didn’t want to hear a human talking. Involuntarily, he made the sign of the cross again. He glanced around the room for something to burn. Roughly gouged into the largest wall of the kitchen, was the word,
Babylon.
He frowned and ignored it.
“Do I have a light?” He checked his pant-pockets and found his lighter. He shook it several times and after three tries, it worked. He stepped over to the fireplace, set the lighter on the ledge, and turned to look again for something to burn. The spiral stairway started from the center of the room and vanished as it curved upward and out of sight. He noticed that many small wooden posts supported the hand railing. He checked the first one and found it loose. With little effort, he forced it out and threw it toward the fireplace. The second one, took more effort. He saw other words carved or burned into the baseboards of the stairwell, but could make out only one word, the seventh step up,
Arazal.
One by one, he hobbled up the steps of the stairway and took out the wooden posts, throwing them toward the fireplace. His leg throbbed and his head boomed. He knew he might soon pass out. Broken glass and pieces of plaster littered the steps, and as he made his way to the top, it seemed that each post took more effort than the one before it and that the cobwebs became thicker.
At the top, he had counted thirty-two posts, all flung in a semicircle around the fireplace.
At the top of the spiral staircase, he limped into a large round room, an open airy place with a huge bay window at the back, the glass, long gone. It looked south down the lake and he made his way over to the window frame. The rain seemed to be increasing, but had there been any sun to see, it would have been behind the house by now.
At the end of the long vista lay a deep rough bay with white foam caps, whose name he didn’t recall. Behind the bay sat Owl’s Head, a small mountain, and he guessed the time to be near five o’clock. Looking south along the shore, he saw a castaway raft not far from the boathouse, trapped in amongst several large rocks. It looked in good shape, a godsend, the bright clean yellow barrels beneath showed it had been built in the recent past.
He realized that he needed medical attention soon to save his leg.
From a distance away, he heard a male voice.
“Look at this place. It’s like a shrine to ‘Old Nick’ from that sixty’s movie.”
Joe listened for clues of whether they were friends or foes.
“Don’t you know what this place is?” another male voice asked.
“A huge stinking-black shack?” the first returned sarcastically, chuckling.
The other had a phony laugh as well. “This is the Boss’ old house.”
“We are going to find him here? You shot the son of a bitch three or four times.”
They were foes! Their voices drew closer to the cottage and he looked around for a place to hide. He saw a closed door to the right of the top of the stairway and scrambled toward it, dragging his leg.
To his ears, the noise sounded like a banshee, but it apparently didn’t give him away; perhaps the rain patter on the roof hid it. Joe opened the door to what were the destroyed remains of a closet. Although there were shelves, some still intact, enough room remained for him to squeeze in beside them and close the door. The pain shot through his leg and he almost cried out.
“Why did his body sink in the water though?” the first voice asked.
“Who knows? Sometimes they sink right away and then float later. It’s scientific shit. It depends on certain factors.”
“Look at this mess,” the second voice said.
After a moment, the first man replied: “Check upstairs, Frank.”
He heard the footsteps on the stairway.
“Look what’s carved into the wood here,” the man called Frank said. “Arazal. I heard Haslet refer to Leona once by that name?”
Joe could tell when Frank had reached the top of the stairs. He heard the footsteps going over toward the window; he imagined him looking down on at the water and the vista of Owl’s Head, just as he had. Would he see any footprints or would he spot the raft?
Please, not that!
“Come on, let’s go,” the other voice called loudly from below. “This place is creepy in this light.”
“There’s a raft out on the shore by the boathouse,” Frank said.
Joe cursed under his breath. The floor squeaked toward him.
“So?” the other voice called up.
“We should check it out,” Frank returned. “Do you know what I mean, jellybean–we’re soaked anyway.”
“Sure, Sweetheart,” the other said, doing a Jimmy Cagney voice, “I’ll buy you the whole factory. I’d rather be out in the rain, you dirty rat, than in here, totally spooky, ha, ha, ha!”
Joe heard the footsteps come toward the door of the closet where he hid. He gripped the doorknob with all his strength and felt the doorknob being pulled, then the pressure ceased.
“Imagine having to spend a night here,” Frank whispered to himself as though reciting a prayer. “Life would be better if I had never met him.”
Joe heard his footsteps descend the stairway, and took a breath. “We better find him soon,” Frank said. “I need a drink.”
“He didn’t come this way,” the other answered after a pause, “there’s no blood and I’m sure I hit him with my first shot.”
“If he’s alive, he’s swimming across the lake right now.”
“Don’t be stupid. He isn’t going to swim two miles across the lake, not in September in the rain, and certainly not while we have his sister. If he’s alive, he will show his face soon enough. It is a small island.”
“They have Jane,” Joe whispered. “I knew it.”
He had presence of mind to remain calm.
“You think he’s alive?”
They had stepped out of the cottage. “As far as I’m concerned, I plugged him twice, but you know what the boss says . . .”
Their voices faded, and after a few minutes, Joe let himself out of the closet. He hobbled to the huge window frame and looked out over the rainy shore. He could see neither the two shooters nor the raft.
The pain of his leg made him sick to his stomach again.
Leaves covered the floor, but for some reason, he looked up.
Gouged into the ceiling, indented in large depressions, were the words,
Welcome. Your soul is free at Mirror.
The die is already cast.
You are to perish near here.
The kingdom of God has passed.
When he looked away and back again, only a single word remained.
Arazal
Although it appeared to be a hallucination, without thinking, Joe made the sign of the cross once again and left the cottage with his makeshift crutch leaving the thought of the fire behind him. He stumbled to the shore and sat on a rock which looked over the lake, torn between fear and rage, hoping against hope that they hadn’t taken the raft.
He took off his pants and his sweatshirt. His clothes were cold to the touch and his hands felt clammy. Crouching over a large flat rock, he put his hand in the water.
“Not so cold,” he said in a depressing whisper.
He determined that six o’clock had passed because of the growing dark. He heard thunder return and looked down at his leg. It was more swollen than before. Again, he cursed himself for so often coming home late from his dives.
“It’ll be hours before they will begin to worry.”
He hated his parents at this moment for the same behavior for which he had so often admired and loved them; the fact that they trusted him to be responsible.
A cold shadow passed over him.
For the fourth time, he involuntarily made the sign of the cross.
“What did I do so wrong today?” he asked himself.
He looked out over the rough lake in the fading light. “What’s the right thing now?” He hung his head in concentration. “Goddamn them! Who are they?”
He took his first steps into the lake. The right thing to do was to find help for Jane. God, wouldn’t let them hurt her until he found help.
Suddenly, his heart filled with love for her.
“God. Give me the strength to make it across the lake.”
He floated out and swam out past the rocks. He used only his arms to propel himself, going slowly, every so often, kicking his good leg. The rain seemed colder than the lake water, and as he swam, he became more hopeful he would make it, after all, he had swum across this lake before.
After a quarter of an hour, the rain had increased with more intermittent thunder. An eerie sensation passed over him again and he stopped and spun in the water. He saw huge black silhouettes moving and bustling about on the shore of Mirror Island as though peering out on Magog and taking notice of him.
Lightening flashed just behind them and lit up the cottage. He saw now clearly some sort of shrine, glowing with black light.
On mass, the silhouettes entered the water shouting and hooping it up. They swam toward him and some of the silhouettes were of monstrous forms, some shapes of beasts and aliens who hated the water, yet out of fear or hate came toward him with awful speed. How he knew this, he had no idea?
“Jesus. I’m going nuts.”
Then he heard a boat upon the water, a light shining from the bow. It seemed to be searching the foggy surface, and it came toward him from the other direction. In the blackness, he heard a booming voice.
Their power is increased at night.
He began to panic, but called. “Dear God, please help me!”
He could move his leg now, the pain receded and the broken bone felt as though it had miraculously healed.
“Or it’s completely numb, you moron,” he cursed himself.
He heard a song as though from angelic voices,
You’ve been healed to escape your plight,
Swim now toward the shining light,
It is one of his primary foes.
Hurry! They are attacking in rows.
Exasperated by what seemed another audio-hallucination, he turned toward the oncoming boat, and looked at the light and began bobbing in the water and waving.
“Help!” he called.
He sobbed in fear or in hope. He turned back to look.
The black, almost animated forms of thunder clouds stormed up behind him, moving monstrously up and down. He threw himself with all effort toward the light, but they had come upon him quickly and surrounded him.
They passed through his body and he became numb. Then they laughed, sending a deadly echo of defeat through his mind with a dark hollow song of surrender.
Come with us; great works are done by the Underorder,
You are no longer needed in the world of pain.
Drowning here, before the porters at the border.
This is unHoli’s wish, and your heaven-sent gain.
Finally, they pulled him under the water to the muddy bottom of the lake until his lungs filled with its unholy water and his soul fled his body.
—
Jane slept, and in her dreadful dreams, she heard a haunting voice.
“Is she ready?” it said.
“Let me go,” she responded in her sleep, “I didn’t do anything.”
“It’s outfitted,” another voice said.
For a minute, whispering high-lilted singing voices tried to get her attention. They sang in an almost annoying childish voice,
All is well with Arazal,
And she’ll cause Kilaran’s knell.
Although nagging, these didn’t gain supremacy in her consciousness.
“Tell Bert, we go at dawn,” the first voice said, “and breakfast better be ready this time; no drinking tonight.”
A moment of silence passed, and a feeling that pure malevolent evil watched her in a dire moment of sleep.
“I want to go home,” she cried out, trying to wake herself, “please, let me go home.”
At length, she awoke out of her groggy sleep and sat up in bed. From outside the door, she heard,
“Okay. Let Tom know.”
“I didn’t do anything to deserve this,” she said, hearing the sound of her own whisper.
She lay alone on a single bed in a large basement room which had no windows and only one door, an inescapable cell. She cried, though still not completely free of sleep, it clung to her like sweat. Then she realized she had been drugged; this thought seemed to come from outside of her.
A large round table stood in the middle of the room and it had a container of orange juice, a clean, empty eight ounce glass and several different chocolate bars, her favorites, Caramilk, Coffee Crisp, Malted Milk and Baby Ruth. The cement ceiling, walls and floor, were painted grey and were free of cobwebs or dirt. They gave the impression of a modern prison cell. The bright light glared down, yet the feeling of oppression filled the air as well. Clearly it was a sparkly clean dungeon.
“I want to go home,” she called out. With an effort, Jane sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Please let me go,” she whispered, then lowering her head and crying softly, already feeling doomed.
“That’s not going to be possible,” a voice returned from inside the room.
She looked up, startled.
Standing before her, ten feet away, stood a tall fair-haired man, about fifty years of age, maybe younger. To Jane in the instant she looked at his face, she sensed his power.
Even though only fifteen years of age, she knew that he led the men who had captured her. Something about his mouth, with a ghost of a smile, gave him a sort of hovering grin of evil, but really, it wasn’t a grin at all, rather, only the shadow of one at the corners of his mouth. His face wasn’t sickened by this subtle evil smile either; it seemed rather seductive, but in a horrible way.
Behind him through the unlocked basement door, a set of steps climbed up steeply behind him.
“Why?” she mumbled.
“Take off your clothes,” he said, in a voice which made her quake.
She backed away, and without the slightest change of expression to his face–the trace of a smile still at the corners of his mouth–he took a step forward.
“Or not, it’s all the same to me,” he added, then he let out a cold chuckle of disdain.
Jane saw that she hadn’t been mistaken, the mocking lewd smile sprung to his face from some secret deep place inside. She saw he was a horrible person, a pornographer who hated women. The meanness sat plainly on his mouth as though something tangible, like a cold-sore.
“Please, don’t hurt me,” she whispered.
“Believe me,” he returned, and smiled still, “that depends.”
“What?”
“My daughter would have been your age by now if she was alive. It’s shocking how much you look like her . . . it’s probably a trap, but it’s an irresistible one. Sometimes you have no choice about what you do. The other tribes pull the strings. Debbie, my former daughter, the one who looks so much like you, came forth from Magog to serve me and slay a servant of Gabriel’s, Kilaran. Maybe you know her? It doesn’t matter, but now, you will kill Kilaran in Debbie’s stead.”
“You want me to be your daughter?” she asked, ignoring the rest. It was insane.
He gave a cruel laugh. “You could never be my daughter. Do you know what a concubine is?”
In that one word–probably because she didn’t really know what it meant–he truly terrified her. She began to cry again.
“You want me to baby-sit?” she asked, guessing its meaning.
He laughed–genuine laughter this time–which lightened his face. “Gosh, you are innocent.”
She stared at the open door and thought of making a dash for it. He followed her eyes, but didn’t budge, nor change the expression on his face. Again, the shadow of a smile sat heavily on the corner of his lips. She saw dark mockery and vitality in it.
“I want to go home,” she said. “Mom and dad will be sick with worry.”
“You may find this hard to believe,” he interrupted, “but this is a whim. Do you know Connie Adams? What am I saying? Of course you do. Your brother goes out with his daughter. See? You do know Kilaran after all.”
Again, she latched on only to what she could understand. “A whim?” she mumbled, growing desperate.
“I’m what they call filthy rich, a cocksucker! I have seen you out on the lake before tempting me in that purple see-through. At first I was afraid, but then I realized I had to have you. Do you believe in love at first sight?”
She backed away. “Why did you kill Joe?”
“Joe’s not dead. Nothing dies. My men are, how should I say, a little ardent. Joe got away. He is across the lake by now and has told your parents and the police this incredible story of love and deceit on the high seas. What’s the ransom? What’s the treasure? Ah, my lass, you know so little.” Again she felt his disdain. “You’re not an agent from Kilaran are you?” he said softly. “Of course you are! You are just too innocent to be believed.”
“But . . .” she said close to tears.
“Alive? Joe? Yes.”
“Are you a gangster?”
Again he gave a genuine laugh.
“An oil man, which is nearly the same thing. You could say that I’m practically part of the Bush family.”
For a short moment he laughed again. “I’m a Soprano slash bin Laden slash pedophile slash demon-lover slash . . .”
He let his words fall away. “Well you can fill in the blanks with pretty much whatever you wish and some part of it would be true.”
He looked into her eyes and stepped closer. She backed away against the wall.
“You know Jane,” he continued, “you can have anything you want. I need you for a little while, two years at the most. I will treat you like the devil’s daughter, if you get my meaning. If you please me, if you obey me, I will reward you handsomely. You don’t have to sell your soul or anything tawdry. I think they have stopped doing that sort of thing anyway. Your family has been slated to perish. I could save one or two of them, if you please me in other ways, if you try to love me. I’ll give you more than you dare dream to ask, maybe even eternal life. Do you understand?”
Her eyes clouded over with tears and truly, she told herself, she didn’t understand a word he said. “I want my Mom and Dad.”
“That’s cute, but it’s going to get old, fast.” He paused. “Think over what I said with great care. Every word is true. If you throw yourself into it, you will survive. If you resist, you will die.”
She turned away from him, threw herself back on the bed, sobbing, and when she looked up again, he had disappeared behind the locked door.
Len Endicott stared down and sobbed over the open coffin. The pale lifeless figure of his younger brother caused him torment. He took a hold of Joe’s cold stiff hand and focused on his face. Little resemblance existed between them except the short black hair and the brown eyes. Joe’s narrow, almost weathered face, had made him look older, especially with Len’s clear smooth face. Always Brier’s townspeople teased them about it, the younger one, looking older. Unlike Joe, whose body had been lean, Len weighed at least fifty pounds more than his younger brother. Only a loose suit like he was wearing today prevented him from looking muscle-bound–a jock–a judgment he hated.
Beside him, stood Laura Adams, his fiancée.
For some moments he had stood there in a trance, staring at Joe’s dead face and ignoring her. However, she took his hand and squeezed it hard and he looked over. Her long brown-hair and blue eyes softened her sharp features. She was on the verge of tears, but her concern for him was still paramount. He could see it at a glance, and moreover, her grief for Joe was real. They had both loved him. The three of them had long been friends.
She wore a black dress and it was the balanced it represented that spoke to her uniqueness.
Len often thought that she was too perfect to be real.
She was a soft cuddly thing, a cook, a business executive, a chartered accountant and a friend. She was soft around the eyes as well, funny in the bars, cute in a conversation and an all-round strong-headed woman, tough even in a time of tragedy, like today.
Her attributes, they went from strength to strength.
Sometimes she seemed without weaknesses.
She never showed any either, and today, when he needed weakness, she suddenly revealed it. Even her weakness was strength, and it was a new potency revealed in empathy. She was the poster girl for ‘Ne Plus Ultra.’ He had fought for her and lied to get her. He would have died for her; and maybe even killed for her. He loved her blindly, but none of this had been necessary.
She was as though goodness itself and had given her heart to him at half the price he would have paid, a quarter of it.
He knew he was the luckiest man with the best bargain in Brier, but probably, also, the best buy anywhere.
He wasn’t lucky today of course. Here lay little Joe, an end by drowning, an impossible death for one who swam better than anyone Len knew.
“I can’t reconcile it,” he whispered tearfully. “I can’t understand what happened. Yesterday he was alive, an excellent boatman, swimmer and diver.”
“Len, we promised to join your parent’s at the restaurant,” she said forcefully, her voice feminine and vital at the same time.
He had been sobbing over the coffin for quite sometime and everybody gave him that time alone with Joe, but maybe they were wondering if he was being a bit selfish.
He could see that many others who come to pay their last respects were being held up by his long presence at the coffin.
When Laura pulled him away, he didn’t resist.
They had their own lives to get on with.
The coffin lay in a medium-sized room which had pews, a minichapel, and a step-up dais in front of the coffin. It also had a small lounge to the side, half closed off by a hard plastic divider so that mourners could have coffee or tea. The crowd of friends and neighbors who had gathered–there were perhaps a hundred and twenty–turned to them, either staring or offering their condolences. As they proceeded, he hugged some mourners and others he made physical contact with by touching or shaking their hands.
“There are Val and Lyle,” Laura whispered, pointing to the Endicott family’s closest friends.
Lyle, a graying overweight man of about fifty years of age stood with his wife, Val, a tall blond woman. Unlike her husband, she had still a shapely form with a large bosom and a flat stomach. “Are you okay?” Lyle asked.
Val hugged him. “We’re so sorry.”
“Is there anything we can do for you?” Lyle asked.
“We want to borrow your boat so that we can go up the Lake from Brier to Gracey Bay and then over to Fitch,” Laura said.
“Fitch Bay?” Lyle said, “I thought they found Joe out in the open lake.”
“Someone thought he may have been swimming from Mirror Island,” Laura said.
“You mean it was near Sergeant’s Bay?”
“I guess.”
“We will come with you,” Val offered.
“That would be appreciated,” Len returned.
“We are putting you to trouble?” Laura wondered aloud.
“Not at all,” Val said, “we would be happy to take you.”
“I was out earlier to help in the search for Jane,” Lyle said. “I know exactly the part of Magog where they located his body.”
“We’re meeting our parents for breakfast at Etrsve a l’Etambot,” Len said, “would you join us?”
Val gave her husband a quick glance and shook her head. “We’ll meet you afterwards at the docks at Knowltons Landing, How is one o’clock? Ask your parents if they would like to come.”
Laura and Len made their way down Crossling to the Main Street of Brier. L’Etrsve a l’Etambot wasn’t five minutes away from Descartes Funeral Home.
Len saw his parents sitting in a booth in the café at a window facing the street. Laura waved to them, but he put his head down and didn’t look up. They came to the Endicott’s booth and sat down across from them.
Len stole a glance at them and saw that their blue eyes and aged faces were anxious. His dad had long ago lost his youthful form and settled into a middle-aged comfortable fit. His mom had fared only mildly better, but unfortunately stood shorter and so looked even heavier.
“How are you, dear?” she asked kindly.
He looked over. “What could have happened?”
“They’ve already told us what happened,” his father said, frowning slightly. “An accident occurred. They must have hit rocks and flipped the boat.”
Laura squeezed Len’s hand, but he raised his voice. “What are you angry about?” he asked his father.
“You keep asking the same questions.”
“That’s because something doesn’t make any sense. I don’t know if the boat flipped! I don’t know if Jane is dead!”
“That’s enough,” his father said and shook his finger at him. “Did you know Joe had died before we told you? You didn’t. Who can know things such as that? You were as surprised as we were. The Search and Rescue people are dragging the lake for Jane’s body. They aren’t looking for her anymore. No one thinks that she is alive. If she had survived, we would have heard by now. The bays and islands are swarming with hundreds of people looking for her.”
“How could you let them go dive across the lake in September?”
“Len?” Laura said sharply, and turned to the Endicotts, “I’m sorry, he’s so upset.”
“You don’t have to apologize for our son,” Mark said. “They boated across Magog on their own. I told them they could dive under the wharf at Knowltons Landing or use the pier at Georgeville. They didn’t say they were traveling across the lake and I wouldn’t have approved of it this time of year if they had asked, but they didn’t.”
“Why are we eating here?” Len said. “We aren’t French and I’m not hungry. Isn’t this the restaurant where that French girl Joe chased, worked?”
“Her name is Natalie,” Mary said and looked at her son without sympathy. “She is nice. I like her and I imagine she’s upset. Besides, it’s close to the Funeral Home.”
“To hell with her.”
“Do you want a coffee and a civil conversation to share your grief with your family,” Mary said, “or do you want to be alone?”
Len looked back at her in surprise, and changed his tone of voice. “I don’t drink coffee.”
This brought on a smile from his mother and Mark laughed softly. “Here comes Natalie now,” Laura said. “Shush.”
A dark-haired teenager stepped up to their booth. She had inset eyes and a svelte, almost petite form.
“Hello Mr. and Mrs. Endicott,” she said with an accent and tried to smile. “You will order now, no?”
“My husband and I will have the soup, with more coffee.”
Natalie looked at Laura and Len. “We will have the same thing,” Laura said, “But Len will have tea instead of coffee.”
Natalie took Len’s right hand and squeezed it. “I am so sorry,” she said, looking at them all at once. She began to cry and Len looked up at her. She let go of his hand and stifled her tears.
“I will come back in a minute,” she said and left.
Len took a napkin, wiped his forehead, and looked at his father. “Where’s the washroom?”
Mark raised his thumb and pointed behind him to a hall at the back of the Café. Len rose and walked to the back of the restaurant and entered a washroom which smelled of both chlorine and urine.
He stepped into one of the two stalls and was sick to his stomach. Afterwards, he flushed the toilet, thankful for its cleanliness. He spit into the bowl and took a tissue to clean his sweaty face. He stood and leaned against the wall.
As he stood there, leaning against the wall, he noticed some graffiti on the opposite wall of the stall.
I knew a fellow once, did a girl in,
Any chap might do a girl in,
Any man wants to, needs to, has to,
Somewhere, sometime, do a girl in.
It was signed,
Arazal
Someone had crossed it out and replaced this with crypt which looked like the expression,
Turncoat Dekiah.
He looked at the reflection of his profile in the mirror. His damp brown hair stood up and his greasy face remained unshaven.
“I look like a grub,” he whispered to himself. He read the graffiti again. Why would the graffiti in the stall of a washroom be a warning? On the wall below it were written the words,
‘Coeur pour coeur,
Dent pour dent,
Cest le loi,
Des amants.’
It was signed,
Kilaran
These words he ignored.
—
The ghostly smile came to Hollis Haslet’s mouth and he caught the eyes of his lawyer. Tom Keith’s expression was of condescension. He wrinkled up his forehead and brought his hand through his graying hair to mask it. But Hollis Haslet wasn’t fooled by such tricks and it didn’t bother him either.
Tom was an unhealthy-looking lean specimen.
Hollis knew it was from his chain smoking, drinking and other physical vices. He looked as though some sickness had aged him before his time, even though actually, he was much older than he looked. Despite the fact that his eyes radiated keen displeasure, the rest of his face bore an expression of even greater sadness.
“I asked what you thought of the girl?” Hollis said, now with an edge of impatience.
“It’s a beautiful day,” he answered, butting his cigarette, and once more refusing to answer. “She is your business and I want nothing to do with it.”
The two men sat alone on the deck of Hollis’ yacht having lunch at a new lounge table which held toast, jams, caviar, patè, juices and fresh fruit. Hollis looked away from his lawyer out over the lake.
“Don’t you think that she looks strikingly similar to Debbie though?” he persisted.
“Do you mean your late daughter, Debbie?” Tom asked.
Hollis nodded and his lawyer’s face took on a rather surprised expression of skepticism. Then his face took on an aspect of alarm. “All the worse,” he whispered as though to himself.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Like I said, it’s your business.”
They anchored an hour out of Newport in the least scenic part of Lake Magog.
On the shore of Treasure Island, east of them, stood an old gasoline depot and refinery with docks and wharves with train tracks behind it and a bridge running to the mainland. Rusted old buildings stood and unpainted storage tanks surrounded them. The simple reason why the yacht had anchored across from it in the middle of the lake was that Hollis owned the refinery, and had recently thought of selling it. It made a modest profit, but he had a buyer in hand, and this tempted him. Although he knew that he would never give up the island itself, a lease for the refinery would serve his present financial purposes.
Besides, the island belonged to the Second Tribe.
“What is really exciting me now is Jane Endicott,” he said, “she reminds me of the old days. Since you’re not of a mind to talk, let me tell you something. You have a head full of legal loop-holes to keep me away from criminal prosecution. Right now, I’m requesting your legal opinion. What do you think of my impulse?”
“You never act on impulse.”
He raised his voice. “It was a whim!” Tom frowned. “I can tell when something’s bothering you. Out with it!”
“I have always spoken my mind. I may be the only employee you have who does. This kidnapping strikes me as too risky. This could cost us everything. It is dangerous.”
Hollis looked at him and shrugged. “Dangerous, and happening on two fronts. But Arazal has ordered it. I have little to say about it. Really. They are up to something. They are making their move! It was bound to happen.”
“You didn’t have to kill her brother. You did that part for sport. Now her whole family has to go. When you finished with the girl, she’ll have to go too. You know that. Why would you do it? Killing, whether you’re serving Arazal or not, is risky. I have to let you know, if you go down on this one, you go alone. Killing for business, even this is wrong, except in exceptional cases, but for blood-spirit, uh-uh, not me, even Dekiah wouldn’t like it.”
Hollis rose and seized his lawyer by the shirt collar.
“You treasonous son-of-a-bitch,” he shouted.
His terrible voice shot out over the lake with an unnatural echo.
Tom looked like a cat leaping to escape a dog.
In one motion, Hollis threw him off the deck of the yacht into the water below.
“You jackass!” Tom shouted when he surfaced.
This made Hollis laugh.
“Be careful, I might raise the anchor and set off to Newport.”
Rick Keatle, one of Hollis’ security people, came out behind the open helm and stepped over to Frank Mildston, who he tapped on the shoulder.
Frank, a tanned Italian man in his early twenties, smiled with a vacant expression and threw down a magazine which he had been reading, stepping in behind Rick, a middle-thirties rake-thin pale Englishman who had a striking feature, a hooked nose, and this gave him the look of a predator.
They both came down the short ladder to Hollis’ position. Rick took out his pistol and screwed on the silencer.
“Is he annoying you, boss?”
Hollis laughed and patted Rick on the back. “If I decide to kill Tom, I’ll do it myself.”
With a smooth practiced motion, Rick flipped his gun, handle-first, to Hollis. “If you’re not going to shoot him, then you should at least tell him who you really are.”
The smile left Hollis’ face. He refused the pistol.
“Everybody’s touchy this morning,” he said. “I gather that you don’t like my new girlfriend either?”
“On the contrary.”
“Hollis, you get me out of the water right now,” Tom shouted from the lake. Hollis ignored him. “What about you?” he asked Frank. “What do you think of the girl?”
“Go for it,” his other Newport shooter said. “If you’re hot for a fifteen-year-old, she’s a looker, still she’s also a plank, but I’d do her in a minute.”
“That’s wonderful, Frank,” Rick said and pushed him aside.
“Help Tom out of the water,” Hollis said “In the future, keep your opinions to yourself even if I ask.”
They both laughed.
“Arazal has ordered this,” he continued, “there’s nothing I can do about it.”
Rick lowered a ladder to the surface of the water and helped Tom up to the deck.
Dripping wet, he came over to Hollis and waited for Rick and Frank to step out of their earshot.
“Be careful, Hollis,” he said softly, but with anger, “you’ll lose the only friend you have. I take your money and I work hard for you, but I won’t take your abuse. You can’t pay me enough for that. If you want to kidnap a fifteen-year-old girl, you’re on your own. Don’t try to scare me with the other world shit.”
Hollis put a hand through his sun bleached hair and looked up to the sky. He saw the sun above the mountains across from the refinery on the west side of the lake. He stared up at it and felt the wind come down on him from a northerly direction. Recently he had become more and more critical of his lawyer, but at the present time, he dare not make any drastic decisions like retiring the most loyal employee he had ever known.
“You should get out of your wet clothes,” he said softly, “the wind across the water chills you when you’re drenched. I’ll get Bert to fix you up some hot soup.”
Tom nodded and left to his berth.
Hollis poured himself some tea and strolled into the kitchen sipping it. A tall and muscular man with a massive upper body, and a large belly, who looked to be around fifty-five, was cleaning up in the small modern galley. He was a homely man and it looked as though his nose hadn’t been put onto his face straight. Hollis threw his napkin to the counter.
“Bert, do up some hot soup for Tom.”
“Sure, boss.” He spoke with a thick Slovak accent.
“Has the girl eaten yet?”
“She cried the whole morning.”
“Fix a plate for her and I will bring it in. Maybe a ham and cheese sandwich, or something light, and some juice.”
“I will stop her crying,” Bert offered and curled his fists into huge balls. Hollis noticed that Bert was sexually aroused at this thought as though the girl tempted him. “She’ll behave as quietly as a mouse after.”
“If you ever touch her, you will be sorry.” Hollis spoke in the most calm manner and smiled with his haunting ghostly grin.
“It was just a joke, boss.”
“Don’t you know that I knew you weren’t joking? You’re a former heavyweight boxer. A slap from you to that girl would kill her.”
When Bert had prepared the food, Hollis took the plate and knocked on the door of the small cabin room, where he kept Jane under lock and key. She sat on a single bed and her eyes were red and swollen. He looked at her without pity. It wasn’t quite true that she was a plank. Her hips were slender and her face was beautiful. He planned to buy her a set of tits.
“Are you hungry?”
“I want to go home.”
“You love your mother and father, don’t you?” She nodded. “Mary and Mark Endicott of the town of Brier. Number fifteen, Bonnycastle Street. Len and Joe are your two older brothers, right? Do you love your brothers?” He waited for an answer and Jane’s eyes grew wide with fear. She nodded again. He let his face take on a threatening expression and smile coldly. “You wouldn’t want them to get hurt?” he asked her.
She began to sob, but managed to mumble, “No.”
“Stop crying. You can see them again. You know that, don’t you?”
She looked over. “Don’t hurt them, please.”
He let his face develop his grimmest smile. “I don’t intend to, but that’s up to you. Do you understand?” Jane buried her face. “If you do what I ask, if you cooperate–it’s a complicated matter–but if you obey me, if you try to love me, then as a reward, I’ll set you free. I can make you rich and powerful, but as a bonus, I’ll keep your family from harm, I promise. Eat something.”
He placed the plate on the bed, turned and left.
—
Laura and Len stood and looked at Endicott’s diving boat which lay face down on two old wooden workhorses. Yellow police tape was draped over it and the bow had two holes in the bottom; the wood around them shattered outward. Laura was rubbing Len’s back, but thinking to herself distractedly about nothing in particular, when an outlandish expression came into her head.
The way to God is not through the works of creation.
This way leads to Lucifer.
Faith alone gives you the spirit.
The only way to God is sola fide!’
She shivered, trying to shake off an audile figment.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Odd. We spent hours on the lake, and it’s here all the time.”
“It came from the bottom of Sergeant’s Bay straight up onto the docks at Knowltons Landing. Indeed. Strange.”
She trembled. “I’m glad your parents and the Staynwalls came with us this afternoon. It would have been depressing without them.”
“Why were the Rescue people dragging the lake for Jane’s body in Fitch’s Bay though?”
“I thought they said Sergeant’s Bay.”
“It’s nearly the same thing,” he said. “The two bays are next to one another.”
“Someone said that they figured Jane’s body might have drifted toward Mirror Island.”
“Let’s go check it again. There’s three hours of light left. Let’s take Lyle and Val’s boat. They won’t mind. I know Jane is alive. I just know it.”
She hung her head and felt her cheeks flush. “Oh Len, we just docked.”
“I’ll give them a quick call.”
She sighed. “What about the keys?”
“There’s a set hidden in the boat.”
Laura watched him head toward the public phones located near the general store. A few teenagers fished off the dock in multipocketed olive-colored pants and long sleeve t-shirts. One of them, a girl with tangible cleavage, was dancing and shaking her hips–Laura could see her belly button. Her waste was slim and Laura felt attracted to her.
This was yet another unique sensation, almost creepy.
A couple of elderly men sat on a bench, smoking pipes and ignoring the young dancing vixen. They seemed to look out across the lake at a fixed point. Along the shore to the north lay a marina and gas station. She reached over and put her fist through one of the holes of the boat.
“I haven’t seen you all summer,” a familiar voice behind her said.
She turned to face a tall solidly-built young man with a square face and lusterless brown eyes in the blue uniform of the Brier Police.
“Hi Jeff,” she said with a smile. “I’ve been here though, but between the agency and traveling, I’m tied up. When Len comes home for the weekend, we don’t go out much; we spend it together.”
“A weekend-romance every week. It sounds good. He is a lucky guy.”
She immediately saw his resentment and regretted saying it. “Not today.”
“No, he’s not lucky today, Laura.”
“You look handsome in your uniform. Why are you down here?”
“We’re moving the boat to the police yard tonight. Someone from Montreal is going to take a closer look at it. I’m just keeping my eyes on it until it’s done. You know, for the overtime. I need the extra money for my new beast.”
“Yeah I saw it; nice. That must have put you back.”
“Twenty-thousand timbucktoonies.”
This personified Jeff and was one of the things she had disliked about him. His need to impress people . . . friends and lovers included . . . with his toys and how much they cost.
“What do you know about the accident?” she asked. “Do they suspect something?”
He shrugged. “I really . . . oh, here comes Len. I think I’ll go. If he has seen me, tell him I’m sorry to hear about his sister and brother’s deaths. Bye Laura. You know, if I can be of service in any way, please don’t hesitate.”
“What did he want?” Len said angrily when he came up.
“He is on duty down here. I guess they are keeping their eyes on the boat until it’s examined by experts.”
“The bastard is just gloating.”
“Len, how can you say that; he said to tell you that he’s sorry to hear of Jane and Joe.”
A look of complete anger passed over his features. “That’s just the way he talks when you’re around.” He looked down at his boots and regained his composure. “Lyle said we could use the boat. Let’s go, we still have a few hours before the sun goes down.”
They settled into Staynwall’s inboard-outboard eight-seat fiberglass boat; it had a driving panel in front of the middle-right seat and its bright red gleamed in the late afternoon sun as they pulled out into the lake.
Len headed her diagonally out from the shore picking up speed quickly. The waves butted against her port bow, striking the underside with a rhythmic chunk, chunk, chunk, so that she pitched in a choppy fashion on the surface. The open lake produced waves cresting at three, even four feet, and Laura sat in the middle of the boat next to Len.
“The lake’s wide here,” he said. “You can see Georgeville behind us now.” Laura looked behind her as the waves raced by, and sure enough, Georgeville stood ghostly in the wind-driven sun baked air. Len turned the boat more to the west, so that they headed straight for Mirror Island. She drew up to her full height to scan the mysterious island. Within a quarter of a mile offshore, the waves lessened and the boat slid along a corridor of quieter water. “Look, anything could be hidden among those dense dark woodlands,” he said. “This is where they found the boat, near here, these are the waters between Sergeant and Fitch Bays.”
“Where’s the red rag that they posted?”
Len steered the boat nearer and finally spotted it tied around a prominent pine tree on shore. “I see it.”
“Look over there,” Laura said and pointed. “There’s an old boathouse.” The structure appeared to be about a mile away, a dilapidated jetty thrust out from the boathouse. “Let’s check it out,” Len said and turned the boat in that direction.
The boathouse, built of wood, had been made of solid-piling and had a modern design, but as they approached, its wrecked condition became obvious. It had a walking dock north along the shore for fifty feet from the boathouse, but the damage here worsened.
“Spooky,” Laura whispered.
They reached the dock and Len cut back the engine until it just turned over. The greenish and shiny piles underneath the dock absorbed the light and water slopped aloud in the sudden silence when Len cut off the motor. Laura saw that the water was dark here as though with crude oil. The sun fell almost behind the big black fir trees which covered the island and Len brought the boat in a graceful curve up alongside the crumbling dock.
“Would you throw the mooring on that post?” he said.
Laura stepped out onto the dock and made a couple of expert looking knots, then she knelt, extending her hand to Len.
“Go easy,” she cautioned, “this affair looks shaky. Look at the missing pieces on the dock. You could put your foot through a hole if you weren’t careful. Look at the railing, don’t touch it, it looks like it won’t take any weight whatsoever.”
When Len landed safely on the dock, he tested the railing. “I see what you mean.” He looked around. “Looks as though no one has been here for years.”
“Decades, I’d say.”
“This place isn’t decades old. Look at the design. I bet it’s been abandoned within the last five years.”
“It gives me the creeps.” They came to the end of the dock and stepped into the boathouse. “What a stink,” Laura said.
“Dead fish.”
“It smells like someone’s been dropping their trash here.”
“Do you see the loft? That’s a modern design as well. Something must have happened here for people to just abandon it.”
“Look the other way,” Laura said and pointed as they stepped out of the boathouse. “It’s a pathway.”
“That’s a path?”
“See there.” She indicated west. “The remains of black iron gates.”
“Oh yeah, in solid concrete bases. It’s overgrown with vine and cedar-bush. The metal posts are all twisted to the ground. It is so strange.”
“Underfoot there are fragments of flagstones as well,” Laura added, “See? Wild irises are covering it.”
He nodded. “Okay. It is a weird bizarre pathway.”
The way up rose among woods consisting of mostly spruce pine, and at the crest of the hill, they found themselves looking across from a large modern house that had been, like the boathouse, destroyed in some terrible way, although still intact. “Roland to the Dark Tower came,” Laura said.
“What’s that?”
“Literature.”
“I wouldn’t say it’s a dark tower. It’s more like a destroyed mansion slash cottage.”
“I referred to the tower in the corner. Do you see it? Spooky though, don’t you think?”
“Menacing I would say, but perhaps that’s just the mood I’m in.”
Laura gently rubbed his shoulders. “Are we sure we want to go in? It looks like two floors of a nightmare. The window panes are all out and the walls look like they’re already falling apart.”
“We came this far, let’s go in.”
They came to the entrance and stepped inside. “It is awful,” Laura said, holding her nose.
“Look at all the glass on the floor.”
Without hesitation, Laura sat on the plain, wooden chair centered between the kitchen and the living room, the same chair Joe had used the day before. “This seems to be the only functional piece of furniture in the place.”
“I think you are right. It is queer though that you sat in it like you owned it?”
“Look,” Laura said and pointed toward the fireplace, “a picture of Chuck and Di. Can you believe it? The furniture is gone, there are no windows left, and the door’s broken in, but guess what? There’s a framed print of Chuck and Di’s wedding day and nobody wanted it.”
Len drew up to examine the picture, the only one which had been left on the walls. “How odd,” he whispered.
“It’s still hard to believe that she’s dead,” Laura said, “and the picture seems so unnatural just lying there.”
Within the frame of the picture, a few shards of jagged glass jutted out from the rim, the glass was cracked side to side, then he noticed a lighter on the fireplace mantel. Putting down the picture, he reached over and picked the lighter up.
“My God Laura, look at this. It is Joe’s lighter!”
“Are you sure?” He nodded. “Let’s see.”
He passed it to her. The red disposable lighter, inside a gold-plated holder, had been etched,
To Joe, Happy Birthday, Love Len
“Joe was here,” she said in disbelief, “but why?”
She noticed the small, wooden posts which had been thrown haphazardly in a semicircle around the fireplace, making sort of a symbol.
She thought about it a moment.
“I think he tried to start a fire.”
After a pause, she continued as though to herself: “There seems to be a sort of design to it though. Sort of a crooked circle or a broken Star of David, maybe a pentagram.”
Len looked at it anew and shrugged, obviously not seeing what she saw. She scanned the entire room for the first time. “Look at the bottom step on the spiral-staircase.”
They both looked.
Arazal
“I’ve heard of that word before,” Laura said. “I wonder where?”
“Arazal,” Len said.
“Don’t say it aloud.”
He looked at her in shock. “What?”
Turning red, she giggled. “I don’t know what made me say that.”
“Forget it. The real question is, ‘How does Joe being here make sense?’”
“Before you jump to conclusions, remember, Jane and Joe might not have been diving. Maybe they were out just nosing around. They might have been here before the accident.” She saw disappointment sweep across his face.
“Then why would he be trying to start a fire?” he asked.
She looked thoughtfully at the ruined staircase. “Maybe they were chilled because of the wind off the lake.”
“We just came across the open lake and I’m not cold enough to worry about a fire. If we were, we would just turn around and go back. Let’s look through the house before daylight fails us completely.”
She nodded and looked at the spiral staircase. “Isn’t that grim?” She pointed to the broken plaster and the steps littered with glass and dirt. Hand in hand, they climbed the stairs and came to the top.
“This use to be a small round room,” Laura said.
“How do you know that?”
She shrugged. “It is just a guess. It was a little entryway or something, which stood before a hallway to other rooms. Now it’s broken open except for the quarter-beams.”
“Who would take down drywall out here on an island. Why not just torch the place? It’s not the Bronx.”
Laura frowned. She looked up at the ceiling and saw indented into the wood of the main roof-beam, the word,
Arazal
She pointed upward and Len saw the word as well. “Look at the mildew and the floor is soft and rotting,” Laura said, “and there is broken-glass everywhere.” Laura brushed away a clump of leaves with her shoe. “It’s covered with pine-cones and leaves, but underneath is crushed glass.” She bent down to pick up a piece and cut her finger. “Ouch.” She sucked her finger while she studied the glass. “It’s from a mirror,” she said.
He took it and studied it as well.
She uncovered glass in other areas. “A lot of mirrors,” she said, reiterating. She stepped to the large bay window-frame which looked over the bay.
“The view is beautiful,” she observed aloud.
“That mountain dead-ahead, it’s Owl’s Head.”
“You can’t see the boathouse from here.”
“What’s that down there on the rocks by the shore? Do you see it, just south of those trees?”
“It looks like clothes.”
“That’s what I thought.”
They rushed down the stairs and made their way to the shore.
The smell of rotting fish returned to them as they reached the edge. Len bent and pulled up a pair of jeans, going through the pockets; he pulled out a small Swiss army knife with a gasp of excitement.
“This is Joe’s. Dad gave him this. I have one exactly the same.” He reached down and picked up a dirty jacket off the rocks. “This is Joe’s wind-breaker. My God, what does this all mean, Laura?”
“Look at the pant leg. It’s cut from the bottom to the crouch; there’s blood on his jacket. That settles it. Joe came here after the accident. He must have somehow broken his leg on the island and tried to swim back for help.”
“How do we know that?”
“Let me see the penknife.” Len passed the Swiss-army-knife to her. “But what does that say for Jane?” he asked. “My God, it means that she’s not dead, Laura. Jane is alive.”
“Why would he be so desperate as to swim across the lake with an injured leg?”
“What do you mean?”
She could see the disappointment on his face, every time that she offered her skeptical view about Jane being alive, but she had to go on. “Something must have already happened to Jane to make him that desperate, perhaps it had turned dark. It’s suicide swimming across the lake in those conditions on a cold night. I have to admit, it doesn’t add up, but it still doesn’t bode well for Jane. If she were alive, he wouldn’t have left her, but we better go to the police with this.”
“There’s still a good hour of light, let’s take the boat along the shore a little further north.”
Laura nodded and put Joe’s penknife in her purse. “We’ll go just to the northern tip.”
A few moments later, they were chugging back toward Sergeant’s Bay, perhaps a quarter of a mile out from the shore. As they progressed, Laura looked back.
“What a view,” she said above the drone of the engine.
Behind them, from her angle, the view of Owl’s Head cut out and three long mountains of medium height came into view: the Three Sisters; the one nearest, the largest, stood seven hundred feet high, and the one farthest to the west, had a graceful sweep up and down its slopes, and the middle one, Hog’s Back, remained more a high plateau than a mountain.
“Do you see the red rag?” Laura called as they drew well into the Bay. Len nodded. “Look, something’s pinned to it.” They drove to shore and Laura jumped safely to the slate rocks.
Pinned to the red marker was a yellowed worn sheet of paper, obviously ripped from a book, yet it was blank on both sides except for one paragraph. She returned carefully to the boat and pushed it away from the shore.
“Damn,” she said, getting a soaker in the process. The boat rocked but she balanced herself, and then sat down next to Len.
“Listen to this,” she said. Len looked up but didn’t come closer.
“‘At the beginning of the new millennium, Kilaran will return to Magog, and her, and those who support her, will finally destroy Judaism, Islam, Christianity and all formal worldly religions. Rational humankind will then enjoy a long rule on earth. The choice between Prospero and Hamlet will be made. It is the sad choice between the tempest and madness. But what else can humankind do but choose? It will be called Shakespeare’s Millennium.’”
“Jesus,” he said, rising and taking it from her.
“There’s nothing on it,” he said incredulously after examining both sides. “Have you gone nuts?”
She took it back and sat down, staring without expression at it, but not responding with even a sigh.
The words had disappeared, but she wasn’t all together surprised, and this frightened her more than a little bit.
They trolled for a few minutes and then the boat emerged from the shelter of the island at the northern end and the waves which had run up clear the length of the lake struck them. The boat pitched and lurched for a moment, then Len turned it a bit and the motion eased.
“Look at that,” Laura said above the clunk of waves against the hull and guardedly folding the yellow sheet and putting it in her pocket.
They rounded the tip of Mirror Island and their gaze fell upon three huge cottages, mansions really. They were all emerald-green and clustered together and interlinked with decks, stone pathways, and boardwalks. The main cottage and its branch buildings were obviously closed for the winter.
“Who would have ever guessed that Mirror Island had a place like this?” Len asked.
“Do you think it is a resort of some sort?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” He seemed to take a more careful look. “It’s not three separate places either. I’d say that the one in the middle, the biggest one, is the main house. The one to the left is probably a guest house and the smallest one, the one closest to the water, perhaps that’s a boathouse or garage. This is some rich American’s summer place.”
“He would have to be rich. Even boarded up for winter, it’s beautiful. It must be something to see in the summer.”
“What I’m thinking is that there are people working on the island full-time; even during the off season. Look at the place. They must. Maybe somebody saw something out on the lake the day of the accident. It couldn’t have happened far from here.”
Laura sighed. “It’s getting cold and dark. Let’s go. We should see the police before we have dinner. What a day it has been.”
Len sat across from a sixty-five-year-old man in a booth in Lecouer’s Bistro, located opposite the town docks, not far from the main market in Knowlton’s Landing. Laura sat beside the man. To Len, the cozy clean restaurant somehow seemed the antidote of the cottage at Mirror Island. He felt safe here, and an alien thought came to him.
This is one of their enemy’s places
Kilaran often ate here when it was Johnny Dubeau’s
The strangeness of this thought shocked him and he shook his head as though to chase it away.
Bill Mandel was an older retired man. He wore a new cotton shirt and dress pants. For his age, he seemed in good shape with his curly white hair and a face with few wrinkles.
“Thank you for seeing us,” Len said, “as I told you on the phone, Chief Clevely said you might know something about the history of Mirror Island.”
“I know the island,” Bill said.
“We heard that at one time you worked there for a foreman, MacAllister,” Len added.
“Dave MacAllister did the hiring for a big-shot oil producer from Texas,” he said. “Hollis Haslet. He’s a friend of the Bushes, the Bin Laden Family and that whole 9/11 circle, but a number of things happened and Hollis left his old cottage on Mirror Island for a much bigger new one on the north end. That’s when I lost my job, so did MacAllister. Everyone on the island did, over a dozen people in all, that was more than two years back. He owns the whole island now. When I worked there at the old cottage, only one other person owned a piece of it, an old lady, Maria-Anne Kilaran.” Len looked over to Laura. “Haslet had bought out everyone except her. I can’t remember the details, but I did hear some months ago she had sold her property to him. Perhaps she died or lost the will to fight. I’ve been told Hollis left her cottage standing to watch it fall to ruin, a lovely place on the south end of Mirror Island, a garden home.”
“We are looking to talk to a maintenance person, or a caretaker who is perhaps house-sitting the new cottage while the owners are away,” Len said. “My younger brother and sister had a boating accident three days ago quite near the north end of Mirror Island, and we hoped someone saw something.”
“Your sister and brother were in that accident? I’m sorry to hear it. What is it you are trying to find out?”
“My sister’s body hasn’t been found and I’m puzzled about a few things.”
The man looked rather dejectedly into his empty glass of beer. “Sorry, I can’t help you out there. Do you know why they call it Mirror Island?” They both shook their heads. “It’s officially St. Francis Island.”
“Really?” Laura said, “excuse me Bill . . . will you let us buy you another beer?”
Bill passed his hand through his thick crop of white hair. “I believe I will.” He reached over and brought the ashtray closer to him. “Do you mind if I smoke? I only smoke when I drink, the trouble is, I drink all the time.”
Laura laughed softly. “The place is so filled with smoke that you didn’t have to mention it,” Len said, “Laura and I don’t smoke, but if I ever picked a day to start, I’m sure this one would be it.”
Laura raised Bill’s empty beer bottle to indicate another round to the waitress and said to Bill, “Tell us about Mirror Island?”
“It has always been St. Francis Island, but Haslet, bought a large chunk of the island. He had an enormous cottage and boathouse built on it for him and his wife, built on the East side in the late sixties. I started to work for him in September of `84, two decades or so ago, and I worked for him for a dozen years in all, maybe more. I can tell you, in that time, after what I saw there, I would never wish anyone wealth.”
Laura and Len traded glances again. “Is this a cottage which is still standing?” Len asked.
“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been there since. Here’s the beer.”
Laura asked the waitress for water and Len ordered a ginger ale. “Did this cottage face south?” Len asked, “with large windows overlooking Owl’s Head?” Bill nodded, but looked unsure. “Did it have a huge fireplace on the ground floor, a spiral staircase to the upper floor, iron gates just up from the boathouse, a high turret to the East, dormer windows and elaborate ornamentation around the roof?”
“I gather that it’s still standing?”
“You sound disappointed,” Len said. “It’s gutted now and looks as though it’s been abandoned for far more than three years. We were there today. It is a spooky place now.”
“Don’t kid yourself, Len, back then, even new, spooky’s the word that jumped to everyone’s lips, beautiful, but spooky. You know, the workers called it, The Mirror House, and did so, long before I started working there. That cottage is the reason the island became known as Mirror Island. If you had ever seen inside it back then, you would have understood why.”
He took a gulp of his beer. “The place had a thousand mirrors, some whole rooms done completely in mirrors. Can you imagine? I mean, the walls, floors, and ceilings covered in mirrors. Rumor had it that Haslet had sex parties, where his drunk naked guests did, well, unspeakable things. It’s unbelievable, and I dare say, it can’t all be true, but I saw some photographs, nude pictures, of working girls at these parties, two for every man, some of the workers claimed that Haslet made movies.”
Doubtful about this, disappointment overcame Len’s face and he brought his hand up to his face to hide it. “Excuse me, but it sort of sounds farfetched.”
“I don’t believe that either. I mean to say that he had so much money, why would he bother? But maybe he would. Who knows?” Again he stopped and looked at Len. “You don’t believe a thing I’m saying, do you?”
Len turned red. “Please go on,” Laura continued and gave Len a poke on the shoulder.
“To be honest, I never witnessed such things, but the photographs of the parties, these, I saw for myself, well, they were not even of Haslet, but of the cottage for sure. The rumors of some weird goings-on, well, they persisted among the people working there. In my time, I do know that the employees were never allowed to go near the cottage once it had been finished without special permission and everybody took it to heart.”
Again he looked up into Len’s eyes. “Haslet had these bodyguards, security people, who carried guns. They didn’t associate with us and we were nervous around them. They were hoodlums, not real security people, I mean, they weren’t professional-like at all, and they looked like predators. I heard that Haslet made his wife and his daughter, tramp about the cottage naked in front of guests. Jenny, his wife, became mentally ill. I heard he had male friends, business associates and other millionaires come by to the island to engage in sex acts with his wife and prostitutes, but not local French girls, but you know, girls from down in the deep south.”
“Mexico?” Len asked.
“No, Texas. As I said Haslet owns a big place down there.” He paused and took another drink. “I see that neither of you believes me. I understand . . . I’m a simple man . . . a gardener and retired construction worker. I am only telling you what I heard. His wife was a lovely woman, a sad woman . . . blond . . . a really nice person. She’s insane now, a drunk, or at least the last few years that I worked there she drank incessantly. I don’t know where she is now. She got much worse after their daughter died. He abused them both. That’s how he got away with everything. Fear.”
He raised his fingers to them. “Be patient. The story gets much more implausible.”
Then he laughed softly and finished his beer, but neither Len nor Laura laughed.
“Haslet paraded prostitutes through the cottage. I can personally vouch for some of this. The other stuff is what other folks who worked swear they witnessed. It’s all testimonial. Believe it or not. It is up to you. The physical abuse, I saw for myself, well, the results of it anyway. On several occasions, he beat Jenny so bad, Haslet’s wife I mean, that she had to have immediate medical attention. Haslet had doctors flown in to treat her, all hush-hush, and it must have cost him a fortune, of course, that doesn’t matter.”
Again Laura and Len traded glances.
“Their daughter died?” Len asked.
“Debbie. She killed herself. A fellow worker, I still know him–he lives in Georgeville–he found her body. The poor thing, a lovely little girl, thirteen years old I think, maybe twelve. She hung herself in the boathouse. She left a note which this fellow worker, Don Tanen, read and it accused Haslet–her own flesh and blood–of doing unspeakable things to her and her mother. Can you imagine? Horrible, unspeakable things.”
“Like what?” Laura asked.
Bill stopped and for a moment wept silently, and at this point, Len began to take him seriously.
“When I think of Debbie,” he said with a sob, “I get choked up. I have a daughter myself and I still remember when she was Debbie’s age, she ran around my house like a little angel.”
He wiped his eyes and looked up. “By unspeakable things, I meant an even more implausible story. Don said it . . . no, I can’t talk about it . . . we’ll leave it at this: they practiced Satan Worship, pornographically so, and they say the devil became the real power behind the wealth, under a company, Arazal Oil, run by Leona Magdalene, his agent.”
For a moment, a heavy silence fell over the table, until Laura ordered another beer for Bill. “We saw the word Arazal carved in the stair at the old cottage,” she whispered
“That’s what everyone said. Even the women who worked in the kitchen. I can’t remember their names, but they both live in St. Stevens Falls and I could find out for you, if you wanted me to.”
“Go on.”
“You must forgive me for the next part, but it’s what I heard repeatedly. Do you believe in God?”
Both Laura and Len shrugged in a noncommittal fashion. “I think so,” Laura said.
“Everyone swore the devil possessed Hollis Haslet, and I believe it. He made his wife watch as he fornicated with his daughter; that remained a persistent rumor, but in the end, it proved to be true by Don Tanen, who, as I said, found Debbie’s suicide confession. After her death, I guess his wife dug up enough courage to leave him, and not two months later, we were all let go. We heard his wife had returned to her family in Texas and that Haslet had gutted The Mirror House. They say he had smashed every mirror himself. I suppose that he loved his daughter and wife after all, but I didn’t know he had left the cottage standing. It surprises me. I thought he would have torn or burned the thing to the ground. I’m afraid that is all I know of the story, except for, as I have told you already, he owns the whole island now. Some said that he wasn’t in leagues with the underworld or the devil, but merely insane. They say he is as ruthless as ever, but I wouldn’t know that. I haven’t seen nor heard about him until now, and I thank my blessings for that.”
“What about Leona Magdalene of Arazal?” Laura asked.
“They say she is the real power behind him. But I never saw her.”
“Do you know if he is still as wealthy?” Len asked.
Bill shrugged. “He’s into oil, so he fell on hard times like all the oil producers, but now it’s much better since Bush and the Iraq War. He became a millionaire in the seventies, a billionaire in the nineties, and I suppose a trillionaire in the decade after the new millennium. God knows how much he has now. Obama’s taxes probably didn’t hurt him at all. Like I said, I wouldn’t wish wealth on anyone after what I have seen on Mirror Island. One last thing. Hollis Haslet is a dangerous man, so steer clear of him. If your looking to find out about your sister and brother’s accident, be discreet. He doesn’t fool around with people who try to know his business. I’ve seen that for myself.”
Len half-frowned not knowing whether to thank him or laugh.
—
Rick took apart his pistol; he had parts of the gun spread out on the side-table before him.
“I don’t know what he’s up to,” he said softly, “but you can take my word for it, it’s not about just screwing some fifteen-year-old broad. Those he can afford to buy in the dozens, and do whatever he desires with them to boot. He’s probably buried a few for all I know. I’ve never seen a man with so much power. No one can touch him. I’m wary of the bastard, I’ll tell you that.”
“Maybe Rick’s right,” Frank said, “and he’s having intercourse with the devil’s number one bad woman. Right Rick?”
Rick looked over. His partner was half-retarded, he knew this, but sometimes Frank said wholly retarded things. He frowned and watched Tom Keith. He knew he was still fuming about being thrown in the bay earlier today by Hollis. Tom looked up from around the big black table where the five men sat at the back of the large room of the Newport guest house. Beer bottles, cards and overflowing ashtrays sat on the top, but for sometime, they had abandoned any pretense of playing poker. Tom coughed and waved Frank’s smoke away even at the same time that he lit up a Winston. The windows were open but the smoke still hung over them like a small grey cloud.
“I don’t believe those were my exact words, “ Rick said in a raspy voice, “Leona Magdalene Arazal, is hardly the devil’s number one bad woman. She’s a go-between or something. Either Satan’s angel or a demon working for the Lord, I can’t remember how it goes. It’s complicated.”
He gave a nervous laugh and looked around the table. He could see the young doctor’s disbelief and understood it, even envied it, but the doctor was a fool to think Hollis was a wretched hedonist. He was a true believer, and Rick believed some of it too, he had seen too much not to believe.
“Debbie told me about it, but I never really understood it; nor completely believed it. I mean to say that some of it has to be true, but how much? But really, it’s none of my fucking business, but I’ll tell you he’s no piker like let’s pretend Charles Manson. It’s the real deal and he has real power?”
Tom sneezed and cursed the sneezing in one smooth action. “I’ve been Hollis’ lawyer for many years. I speak my mind to him and not to his help, especially not to his hired assassins, and double especially not to his hired assassins who believe in that kind of thing. I keep my eyes and ears half closed, if you get my meaning. You sound quite insane.”
Rick looked over and laughed. “Hollis is up in the main house with the girl, doing who knows what. I’m insane? Now, what does that have to do with Arazal though? I don’t know? You just can’t ask any questions about it. He does what he’s told. But Tom, we are the ones who sound insane? I don’t think so.” This seeming contradictory remark, drew a blank from around the table and Rick shrugged. “Like I said, he could buy and sell any number of adolescent girls, let’s say, if he were a pedophile for example, which he isn’t. He takes orders from Arazal and others.”
“I do not understand it, no, no,” Bert said in his thick Slavic accent. “You should not have given the gun to the boss this morning when Tom’s trying to set him straight. He’s got you down to shooting some poor bastard who has done nothing so that he can hump her. It’s not nice.”
Rick put a full clip of bullets into his pocket, looked at Bert with disdain as he quickly put the parts to his gun back together, a Taurus PT-908. “What do you think I do for a living, you big oaf? I would have refused to leave Tom out on the bay today to drown.”
Tom eyed him cynically. “You offered him your gun to shoot me for God’s sake!”
Rick laughed. “Maybe he should have, after all, you can’t swim worth shit.”
Everyone laughed.
“Let’s not get into it,” Frank said. “I agree with Rick. We have a sense for these things. Haslet is up to something, and that means we will see Leona Magdalene soon, but how is talking about it tonight going to help? Do you see what I mean, jellybean?”
“No point in talking,” Bert agreed. “Play!”
Tom leaned over the table. “I can tell you what is eating him.”
“The cooking,” Frank offered with a roguish smile.
“Shut your hole,” Bert said without returning the smile. “I’ll bang in your ears,”
“It’s no agent of the underworld,” Tom said, “it’s Jenny Weaver. She’s taken control of Santee Oil and he’s not going to stand for it. Do you know why?” He looked around the table. “She humiliated him in front of Leona Magdalene. That’s one thing which would spark his revenge, but she did worse than that, she cut into his power base as well. That’s two big blows. He’s consumed with a desire to destroy her.”
Rick blew out a puff of smoke and raised his eyebrows. He wondered how much he should tell them. “He can’t destroy her outright. She has got history now with Kilaran. If she took a hit, they would be all over Hollis. He would be the first suspect.”
“Talk sense!” Bert hissed.
“It works this way,” Rick said, “as I’ve said before. Leona Magdalene wants Kilaran, Hollis wants Weaver, and Kilaran wants . . .” He stopped. “I don’t know exactly what Kilaran wants yet, but this adolescent girl is connected to Kilaran.
“Jenny Weaver didn’t do anything to Hollis,” the fifth man said, the doctor, speaking for the first time and ignoring Rick’s previous statement.
Rick looked him over. He was the youngest of the five men. Dr. Bob Beck and he wore a bright green shirt with casual brown cotton pants. He always dressed like this; as though he was an accountant or some financial advisor. His thin pale face looked constantly anxious. He had bright eyes which flitted constantly from one face to the next; he was the nervous type, but Rick still trusted him. His most noticeable physical attribute was his rich wavy red hair.
“Her family’s lawyers did it all,” he continued. “She’s so afraid of Hollis, I think she would have settled for the old house on Mirror Island.”
Everyone but Tom laughed again. “She has Santee Oil,” Tom said, countering him in an unpleasant manner, “doesn’t she? I bet Kilaran owns that company, if she’s really alive.”
“Kilaran doesn’t own companies,” Rick said with a snide tone of voice.
“Jenny’s quite incapable of doing anything for herself,” Bob returned, again ignoring the implications of what Rick said. “By the time Hollis got through with her, she couldn’t put two words together, a broken person and a psychological wreck.”
Rick eyed him steadily. “Sometimes, you’re thick, sunny boy, listen to yourself. You’re the one who got her hooked on morphine and amphetamines.”
Everyone again laughed. “You are going to gang up on me again,” Bob said defensively.
Rick glanced over without sympathy. “You had to do something; it’s not your fault. Do you want a tissue?”
Again they laughed. “She repeatedly tried to kill herself,” Bob said.
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