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Prologue
HE SAW THE man clearly: tall, with dark clothes, a stark figure against the misty gray sky. He was walking into the big granite building, ugly and flat-looking, with scores of windows that didn’t look out over much except if you were up high. Then, suddenly, he was behind the man, just over his shoulder, keeping pace with him, watching him take the elevator to the nineteenth floor. He was nearly beside him as he walked down the long corridor and opened the door to a large office. A smiling receptionist greeted him, laughing at something he said. He watched the man greet two other people, a young man and a young woman, both well dressed, both obviously subordinate to him. He went into a large office with the man, saw a United States flag, a huge desk with its computer on top, the built-in bookshelves behind him, the windows beside him. He punched up the computer. Then, he was right behind the man; he could have reached out and helped him put on the long black robe. He watched him fasten the two clips closed. The man opened a door and walked into a big room, the look on his face somber, becoming cold, all the earlier humor wiped clean. There was a buzz. It stopped abruptly when he came into the room. Then the place went deathly silent.
Suddenly the room began to spin, faces blurred into one another, the very air of the room turned dark and darker still, and then the great main doors burst open and three men slammed into the room. They were carrying guns, assault guns like Russian AK47s. They were shooting, people were screaming, blood was spewing everywhere. He saw the man’s face tighten with horror and fury. He saw the man suddenly leap over the railing that had separated him from the rest of that roomful of people, his black robe swirling. His leg was up, he was turning, striking out, his motion so fast it was hard to see it clearly. Someone screamed loudly.
He was right behind the man now, heard him breathe, could feel the controlled rage in him, the vicious tension and determination, and wondered.
Suddenly, the man whirled about again, turning this time to face him. He stared at himself, looked deeply into the eyes of a man who had just killed and would kill again. He felt the spit pool in his mouth, the coiled muscles, and felt his arm fly out, striking a man’s throat.
He jerked up, flailing at the single sheet that was wound tightly around him like a mummy’s shroud, a yell dying on his lips. He was soaked with sweat, his hair plastered to his head. His heart was pounding so fast and hard he thought he’d explode. Again, he thought, that bloody dream yet again. He didn’t think he could stand it.
An hour later, he let himself out of his house, carefully locking the door behind him. He was on the way to his car when a man jumped out of the bushes and blinded him with a good half dozen photo flashes. It was too much.
He grabbed the photographer, hauled him up by his shirtfront, and yelled right in his face, “You’ve gone over the line, you little bastard.” He grabbed his camera, pulled the film out, and threw him aside. He tossed the camera to the man, who was lying on his back, gaping at him.
“You can’t do that!”
“I just did. Get off my property.”
The man scrambled to his feet, holding his camera to his chest. “I’ll sue you! The public has a right to know!”
He wanted to beat the guy senseless. The urge was so strong he was shaking with it. It was then he knew he had to leave. Otherwise it might not stop before he went nuts and really hurt one of the jerks. Or he simply just went nuts.
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ROCKY MOUNTAINS
SPRING
HE STOOD AT the edge of the mountain that sheered down a good two hundred feet before smoothing out into tree-covered ledges and gentle wildflower-covered slopes and sharp gaping ridges. He breathed in the thin air that was so fresh it burned his lungs, but, truth be told, it burned less today than it had yesterday. Soon, the frigid clean air at nearly six thousand feet would become natural to him. It had been only yesterday that he’d realized he hadn’t thought all day about a telephone, a TV, a radio, a fax machine, the sound of other voices coming at him from all sides, about people grabbing at him, shouting questions six inches from his face. And those blinding explosions of white from the ever-present flashbulbs. Now, he figured, at last he was beginning to let go, to forget for stretches of time what had happened.
He looked across the valley at the massive, raw mountains that stretched mile upon mile like unevenly spaced jagged teeth. Mr. Goudge, the owner of the Union 76 gas station down in Dillinger, had told him that many of the locals, lots of them Trekkies, called the whole mess of knuckle-shaped mountains the Ferengi Range. The highest peak rose to twelve thousand feet, bent slightly to the south, and looked like a misshapen phallus. He wasn’t about to climb a mountain with so unsubtle a shape. The folks down in Dillinger joked about that peak, saying it was a sight with snow dropping off it in the summer.
He was aware again as he was so often of being utterly alone. At his elevation there were thick forests of conifers, mainly birch, fir, and more ponderosa pine than anyone could begin to count. He’d seen lots of quaking aspen too. No logging companies had ever devoured this land. On the higher-elevation peaks across the valley, there were no trees, no flowers as there were here in his alpine meadow, just snow and ruggedness, so much savage beauty, untouched by humans.
He looked toward the small town of Dillinger at the far end of the valley that stretched from east to west below. It claimed fifteen hundred and three souls. Silver mines had made it a boomtown in the 1880s, nearly bursting the valley open with more than thirty thousand people—miners, prostitutes, store owners, crooks, an occasional sheriff and preacher, and very few families. That was a long time ago. The descendants of those few locals who had stuck it out after the silver mines had closed down now catered to a trickle of summer tourists. There were cattle in the valley, but they were a scruffy lot. He’d seen bighorn sheep and mountain goats coming down the slopes really close to the cattle, pronghorn antelope grazing at the lower elevations, and prowling coyotes.
He’d driven his four-wheel-drive Jeep down there just once since he’d been here to stock up on groceries at Clement’s grocery. Had it been Tuesday? Two days ago? He’d bought a package of frozen peas, forgetting that he didn’t have a freezer, just a small high-tech refrigerator that was run off a generator sitting just outside the cabin. He’d cooked those frozen peas on his wood-burning stove, then eaten the entire package in one sitting next to the one bright standing lamp that also worked off the generator.
He stretched, caught a glimpse of two hawks flying low, looking for prey, and took his ax back to the stump beside the cabin where he was splitting logs. It didn’t take him long to pull off his down jacket, then his flannel shirt, then his undershirt. And still he worked up a sweat. His rhythm sped up. The sun felt hot and good on his skin, seeping in to warm his muscles. He felt strong and healthy. He was in business. He knew he had more logs than he could use for the next week, but he just kept to that hard, smooth rhythm, feeling his muscles flex and loosen, grow tight with power, and release.
He stopped a moment to wipe the sweat off his face with a sleeve of his shirt. Even his sweat smelled fresh, as if his innards were clean.
He heard something.
A very faint sound. It had to be an animal. But he’d gotten used to the owls and the sparrow hawks, to the chipmunks and the skunks, and to the wolves. This sound wasn’t one of them. He hoped it wasn’t another person invading his mountain. His was the only cabin in the high meadow. There were other cabins, but they were lower, at least a half mile away. No one came up here except maybe in the summer to hike. It was mid-April. No hikers yet. He hefted his ax again. He froze in midswing when the sound came again.
It was like the desperate cry of something—a kitten? No, that was crazy. Still, he pulled on his flannel shirt, and the down jacket. He leaned down and picked up his ax. The weight felt good. Had another man come onto his mountain?
He paused, holding perfectly still, letting the silence invade him until he was part of it. He felt the cool afternoon breeze stir the hair on his head. At last it came again, a soft mewling sound that was fainter this time, broken off into two distinct parts, as if suddenly split apart.
As if a creature was nearly dead.
He ran fast over the flat meadow where his cabin stood. He ran into the pine forest that surrounded the high meadow, slowing because of the undergrowth, praying he was going in the right direction, but uncertain even as he ran.
He heard his own hard breathing and stopped. Little sun could cut through the dense trees. Now that it was late afternoon, it was nearly dark here deep in the forest, where there were suddenly no sounds at all. Nothing. He calmed his breathing and listened. Still nothing. He heard a slithering sound. He whipped around to see a small prairie rattlesnake winding its way under a moss-covered rock. The snake was higher up than it should be.
He waited silent as the trees on all sides of him. He felt a cramp in his right bicep. Slowly he lowered the ax to the ground.
Suddenly he heard it again, off to his left, not too far away, muffled and faint, a sound that was almost like an echo of itself, a memory of what it had been.
He moved slowly now, eyes straight ahead, his stride long. He came to a small clearing. The afternoon sun was still bright overhead. There was rich high grass waving in the breeze. Blue columbine, the Colorado state flower, was blooming wildly, soft and delicate, already welcoming spring. It was a beautiful spot, one he hadn’t yet found on his daily treks.
He waited now, his face upturned to the slanting sun, listening. There was a squirrel running up a tree, a distinct sound, one he’d learned very quickly to identify. The squirrel scampered out on a narrow branch, making it wave up and down, its leaves rustling with the weight and movement.
Then there wasn’t anything at all, just silence.
He knew the sun wouldn’t be shining on him much longer; shadows were already lengthening, swallowing the light. Soon it would be as dark as Susan’s hair in the forest. No, he wouldn’t think about Susan. Actually it had been a very long time since he’d thought about Susan. It was time to go home, back to his cabin where he’d laid wood for a fire that morning, still waiting for a single match. He’d gotten good at building fires both in the fireplace and in the woodstove. He’d slice up some fresh tomatoes and shred some iceberg lettuce he’d bought two days before at Clement’s. He’d heat up some vegetable soup. He stepped back into the thick pine forest.
But what had he heard?
It was darker now than it had been just two minutes before. He had to walk carefully. His sleeve caught on a pine branch. He stopped to untangle himself. He had to lay down the ax.
It was then he saw the flash of light yellow off to his right. For a moment, he just stared at that light yellow. It didn’t move and neither did he.
He quickly picked up his ax. He walked toward that light yellow patch, pausing every few seconds, his eyes straining to make out what it was.
It was a lump of something.
He saw from three feet away that it was a child, unmoving, lying on her stomach, her dark brown hair in tangles down her back, hiding her face.
He fell on his knees beside her, afraid for an instant to touch her. Then he lightly put his hand to her shoulder. He shook her lightly. She didn’t move. The pulse in her throat was slow but steady. Thank God she was unconscious, not dead. He felt each of her arms, then her legs. Nothing was broken. But she could be injured internally. If she was, there was nothing he could do about it. He carefully turned her over.
There were two long scratches on her cheek, the blood dried and smeared. Again, he placed his finger against the pulse in her neck. Still slow, still steady.
He picked her up as carefully as he could, and grabbed his ax. He curved her in against him to protect her from the low pine branches and underbrush. She was small, probably not older than five or six. He realized then she wasn’t wearing a jacket, only the thin yellow T-shirt and dirty yellow jeans. There were white sneakers on her feet, one of the laces unfastened and dangling. No socks, no gloves, no jacket, no cap. What was she doing out here alone? What had happened to her?
He stopped. He could have sworn that he heard the sound of a heavy foot snapping through leaves and small branches. No, he was imagining things. He pulled her closer and quickened his step, the sound of that crunching step hovering just behind him.
It was heavy dusk by the time he walked through the door of his cabin. He laid the little girl on the sofa and covered her with an afghan, an old red-and-blue-checked wool square that was probably older than he was, and very warm. He lit the lamps throughout the cabin.
He turned to look at the front door. He frowned at it, then walked to the door, locked it, and turned the dead bolt. His hand paused as he lifted the chain. Better to be certain. He secured it. Then he lit the fire in the fireplace. Within ten minutes the single large room was warm.
The child was still unconscious. He lightly patted her cheeks, and sat back, waiting.
His day certainly wasn’t ending as it had begun. “Who are you?” he said to the child. Her face was turned away from him. The scratches were bright and ugly in the lamplight.
He fetched a bowl of tepid water that had been sitting on the woodstove all afternoon, a clean pair of white gym socks, and a bar of soap. He washed her face, as carefully as he could with a gym sock pulled over his hand, blotting the blood off the long scratches.
He brought one of his soft white undershirts that was warm and soft after years of laundering, and began to strip her. He had to examine her as best he could. He was shocked, then furious, at what he saw.
She was covered with bruises and welts, some of them crusted with dried blood. Blood was smeared between her legs. Oh, God. He closed his eyes a moment.
He bathed her thoroughly, examining her as well as he could, but he didn’t see any signs of wounds or cuts, just abrasions and deep bruises. He turned her onto her stomach. Long thin welts scored her child’s flesh, from her shoulders to her ankles, welts that didn’t overlap, as if made by a careless enraged hand, but that had been carefully placed by someone who wanted to mark every inch of the child, to obtain a certain result, a certain effect. She was thin and as white as the clean undershirt he pulled over her head. The undershirt came to her ankles. He smoothed the covers back over her, and spread out her hair about her head on the pillow with his fingers, gentle as he could be, easing out the worst of the tangles. It was just as well that she wasn’t awake while he’d taken care of her. He sat back, staring at the silent child.
He realized he was shaking with fury. What monster had done this to a child? He knew, from firsthand experience, that there were many monsters out there, but to come face-to-face with this made him want to puke and kill at the same time.
He willed her to wake up. She didn’t move. He considered whether to take her to the hospital now. He had no phone so he couldn’t call. He’d even left his cell phone at home. It was late. He didn’t know where the hospital was, how far. And he didn’t know who had done this to her, who’d abused and beaten her, or where they were. No, tomorrow he’d take her, and he’d stay with her. He wouldn’t leave her alone. Tomorrow, he’d drive with her to the sheriff. There had to be a sheriff in Dillinger. Tonight he’d take care of her himself. If she awoke, if she was hurting, then he’d take her to the hospital, no matter what the hour. But not now.
Had she saved herself, escaped somehow, and run into the forest? Had she tripped on a root or a rock and struck her head? Or had the monster who’d hurt her dumped her, leaving her to die in the forest? He leaned over her and gently ran his fingers over her head. He couldn’t feel any lumps. The pulse in her throat was still slow and steady.
If she had escaped the man who’d done this to her, that meant he was still out there looking for her. Of course he’d known this in his gut when he’d brought her into the cabin and that was why he’d locked the door. He checked his Browning Savage 99 lever action rifle. It was already chambered with a .243 Win. On the table by the sofa was his Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum revolver. He loved that gun, had since his father had given it to him on his fourteenth birthday and taught him how to use it. It was called the Black Magic because of its black finish on stainless steel. He liked to shoot it, but he’d never used it on a person.
He picked it up. It was fully loaded, as always. He looked toward the door, the revolver in his hand, gauging the distance there.
What man had done this?
He fixed himself a salad and ate it, never taking his eyes off the child. Then he heated the soup. It smelled very good. He waved a spoonful beneath her nose. “Come on now, wouldn’t you like to have a taste? Campbell’s is good stuff and it’s hot, right off an old-fashioned woodstove. It takes a while to heat anything, but it does work. Come on now, sweetheart, wake up.”
Her mouth moved. He got a smaller spoon, dipped it into the soup, and lightly pressed it against her bottom lip. To his surprise and relief, her mouth opened. He dribbled in the soup. She swallowed, and he gave her more.
She ate nearly half a bowl. Only then did she open her eyes. She looked confused. Slowly, she turned her face toward him, and stared up at him. He smiled and said, “Hello, don’t be afraid. My name’s Ramsey. I found you. You’re safe now.”
She opened her mouth and there came the strange noise he’d heard, a soft mewling that sounded of bone-deep fright and helplessness.
“It’s all right. No one will hurt you. You’re safe now with me.”
Her mouth opened but no sound came out this time. Her arms came out from under the afghan and she flailed at him, the only sound her small mouth made was that awful mewling that made him want to pull this little scrap of humanity against him and protect her.
He quickly set down the spilled soup and grabbed her wrists. Her eyes fluttered closed, but not before he saw the flash of pain. He released her wrists. Both wrists were raw. She’d been tied up. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m really sorry. Don’t fight me, please. I won’t hurt you.”
She huddled into a small ball and turned her back to him, her arms over her head, and didn’t move.
He sat there wondering what he should do. She was terrified. Of him. He couldn’t blame her.
Why didn’t she scream at him? She’d just made those strange sounds. Was she mute?
He said very quietly, hoping she could hear him, “Your wrists and ankles are in bad shape. Can I bandage them for you? They’ll feel better.”
Had she heard him? She still didn’t move. He pulled an old undershirt from beneath the pile of clothes he’d brought and ripped it into strips. He felt every scrap of fear in her as he washed her wrists and ankles really well, smeared on some Neosporin, then wrapped the soft material around them, knotting them off. There, he’d done everything he could. He stood slowly, knowing now he shouldn’t make any abrupt moves, and stared down at her. She was still in a tight little ball, her hands, now freed of him, tucked inside the covers.
She’d eaten a good bit of the soup. She wouldn’t starve. She was warm. She was clean. He’d smoothed antibiotic cream on the worst of the scratches and cuts. He looked toward the front door, then the front windows. He pulled down the shades and closed the curtains. Now no one could see in. He slid the bolts home on the windows. To get in, someone would have to shatter them. He walked to the back door in the kitchen and flipped the dead bolt. The door didn’t have a chain. He pulled one of the kitchen chairs over and shoved it beneath the doorknob. Someone could shove the door open, but the chair feet would screech on the floor and certainly wake him up.
He looked at her one last time. “If you awaken, just call me. My name’s Ramsey. I’ll be here with you. You’re safe now. All right? If you have to use the bathroom, it’s just beyond the kitchen, behind you. It’s clean. I just washed up in there yesterday.”
The covers moved just a little bit. Good, she’d heard him. But she didn’t make a sound, not even that gut-wrenching mewling noise.
His bed was on the far side of the single room. He remained fully clothed. He put both the rifle and his Smith & Wesson on the small table by the bed, right next to the reading lamp. He carefully marked the page of the thriller he was reading and set it on the floor.
He left the single lamp lit. If she awoke during the night, he didn’t want her to be terrified in the dark.
He didn’t sleep for a long time. When he did finally, he dreamed there was a man’s face staring in through the window at the little girl. He awoke and walked to the window, stumbling with fear and panic, but there wasn’t any face staring in. The curtains were tightly drawn. He couldn’t help it, he pulled the curtains open. He looked into the darkness and saw instead the contorted face of someone else, the woman who’d screamed at him that she would kill him.
He awoke at dawn at the sound of that ghastly mewling.
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THE CHILD’S FACE was leached of color, he could tell that even in the early-morning light that was mixed with the stark overlay of lamplight. Her eyes were wide open, staring up at him, her fear so palpable he could feel it crawling inside his skin.
“No,” he said very slowly, not moving. “It’s all right. It’s me. Ramsey. I’m here to take care of you. I won’t hurt you. Did you have a nightmare?”
She didn’t move, just lay there, staring up at him. Then, very slowly, she shook her head. He saw her arms move beneath the covers, saw her small hands come up over the top. The small hands were clenched. The bandages on her thin wrists looked obscene.
“Don’t be afraid. Please.”
He turned the lamp off. It was getting lighter quickly. Her eyes were light blue, large in her thin face, her pupils dilated. She had a thin straight nose, dark lashes and eyebrows, a rounded chin, and two dimples. She was a pretty little girl, and she’d be beautiful when she smiled and those dimples deepened. “Are you in any pain?”
She shook her head.
He felt profound relief. “Can you tell me your name?”
She just stared at him, all frozen and tense, as if she were just waiting for her chance to run, to escape him.
“Would you like to go to the bathroom?”
He saw it in her eyes and smiled. Her kidneys were working. Everything seemed to be working fine except she couldn’t speak. He started to touch her, to help her up, but didn’t. He kept his voice low, utterly matter-of-fact. “The bathroom is on the other side of the kitchen. The kitchen’s just behind you. Do you need any help?”
Slowly, she shook her head. He waited. She didn’t move. Then he realized she didn’t want to get up with him watching her.
He smiled and said, “I’m going to make some coffee. I’ll see what I have that a little kid would like to eat, all right?”
Since he knew she wasn’t going to answer, he just nodded and left her.
He didn’t hear anything until the bathroom door shut. He heard the lock click into place.
He shook some Cheerios into one of the bright blue painted bowls and set the skimmed milk beside it. At least it wouldn’t clog her arteries. He went to his store of fresh fruit. There were only two peaches left. He’d bought a half dozen, but eaten all the rest. He sliced one on the cereal.
He waited. He’d heard the toilet flush, then nothing more. Had something happened?
He waited some more. He didn’t want to terrify her by knocking on the door. But finally too much time had passed. He lightly tapped his knuckles against the pine bathroom door. “Sweetheart? You all right?”
He heard nothing at all. He frowned at the locked door. Well, he’d been stupid. She probably believed she was safe from him now. She’d probably never come out willingly.
He poured himself a large mug of black coffee and sat down beside the bathroom door, his long legs stretched out nearly reaching the opposite wall. His black boots were scuffed and comfortable as old slippers. He crossed his ankles.
He began to talk. “I’d sure like to know your name. ‘Sweetheart’ is all right, but it’s not the same as a real name. I know you can’t talk. That’s no problem now that I understand. I could give you a pencil and a piece of paper and you could write your name down for me. That sounds good, doesn’t it?”
Not a whisper of sound.
He drank his coffee, rolled his shoulders, then relaxed against the wall, and said, “I’ll bet you’ve got a mom who’s really worried about you. I can’t help you until you come out and write down your name and where you’re from. Then I can call your mother.”
He heard that soft mewling again. He took another drink of coffee. “Yeah, I bet your mom is really worried about you. Wait a minute. You’re too young to know how to write, aren’t you? Maybe you’re not. I don’t know. I don’t have any kids.”
Not a sound.
“Well, so much for that. Okay. Come on out now and have some breakfast. I have Cheerios and a sliced peach. All I bought was skimmed milk, but you can’t tell any difference by the taste. You just don’t want to look at it. It’s all runny and thin. The peach is really good, sweet as anything. I ate four of them since I bought them two days ago. You’re getting the second to the last one. I’ll make you some toast too, if you’d like. I’ve got some strawberry jam. Come on out. I’ll bet you’re getting hungry.
“Listen, I’m not going to hurt you. I didn’t hurt you yesterday, did I? Or last night? No, and I didn’t hurt you this morning. You can trust me. I was a Boy Scout when I was young, a real good one. That person who hurt you, he won’t come anywhere near here. If he does, I’ll shoot him. Then I’ll beat the crap out of him. Well, I didn’t mean to say that exactly, but you know, I’m not around kids very often. I’ve got three nieces and two nephews I see at least once a year and I like them. They’re my brothers’ kids. I taught the girls how to play football last Christmas. Do you like football?”
No sound.
He remembered his sister-in-law Elaine cheering when Ellen had caught a ten-yard pass in the makeshift end zone. “I’ll try to be careful with my language. But you can count on this. If that monster comes anywhere close, I’ll make him real sorry for hurting you. I promise.
“Please come out. The sunrise is beautiful. Would you like to see it? There are lots of pinks and soft grays and even some oranges. It’s going to happen pretty quick now.”
The lock clicked open. The door slowly opened. She stood there wearing his undershirt that came to her small feet and was nearly falling off her shoulders.
“Hi,” he said easily, not moving a muscle. “You want some cereal now?”
She nodded.
“Can you help me up?” He held out his hand to her.
He saw the fear, the wild panic in her eyes. She looked at his hand as if it were a snake about to bite her. She scooted around him and ran into the kitchen. Okay, it was too soon for her to begin to trust him. “The milk’s on the counter,” he called out. “Can you reach it?”
He walked very slowly back into the kitchen. She was sitting in the corner, pressed against the wall, the bowl of cereal hugged to her chest. Her face was very nearly into that bowl, her dark brown hair in thick tangles, hiding her face.
He said nothing, just poured himself some more coffee, slid two slices of wheat bread into the long-handled metal toaster, and held it over the woodstove. It only took about two minutes to brown the toast on each side. He sat down in one of the two kitchen chairs, straddling the back. The other one was still shoved beneath the back doorknob.
It came to him quite clearly at that moment that he wasn’t about to give her over to strangers. She was his responsibility and he willingly shouldered it. No, he couldn’t begin to imagine what they’d do to her in a hospital: doctors, nurses, lab people, all of them poking around, terrifying her, shrinks showing her dolls and asking what the man had done to her, male doctors not understanding, treating her as if she were like any other little girl, when she wasn’t. No, none of that, not now. And then the sheriff would get involved. Well, he would speak to the sheriff, but not just yet. Let her ease a bit more. Let her come to trust him, just a little.
“Would you like a slice of toast? I’ve learned how to work this toast holder really well. I haven’t burned any bread now for nearly a week.”
The small head shook back and forth.
“Okay, I’ll eat both slices. If you change your mind, I’ve got some really good strawberry jam, made right down there in Dillinger by a Mrs. Harper. She’s been here for all of her sixty-four years.
“I’ve been here for nearly two weeks now. I come from San Francisco. This cabin was built by the grandfather of a friend of mine. He loaned it to me. I’ve never been here before. It’s a beautiful place. Maybe later you can tell me where you come from. I wanted to be alone, to be completely away from everything and everyone, to be isolated, you know what I mean? No, I don’t guess you’d have any idea, would you?
“Who said that life is too much with us? Maybe I did and just forgot. So much stuff can happen to you when you’re grown-up, but then you’re supposed to be able to handle it. But you’re just a little kid. Nothing bad should have happened to you. I’ll fix things if I can.
“But you know,” he continued slowly, eyeing the strips of undershirt on her wrists and ankles, thinking of that small battered body, knowing she’d been raped, “I think we should see a doctor, maybe in a couple of days, then we should see the sheriff. I hope Dillinger has a sheriff.”
The mewling sounds began. She laid the empty cereal bowl on the floor beside him and raised her face. She began shaking her head, back and forth, back and forth, the mewling sounds coming from the back of her throat, raw and ugly.
He felt goose bumps rise on his arms. “You don’t want to see a doctor?”
She pressed hard against the wall, her legs up, the undershirt wrapped around her like a white tent, her head tucked in, and she was rocking.
“Okay, we won’t go anywhere at all. We’ll stay right here all safe and snug. I’ve got lots of food. Did I tell you that I went into Dillinger just two days ago? I got stuff even a kid would like. I’ve got hot dogs and some of those old-fashioned buns that don’t taste like anything, French’s mustard, and some baked beans. I cut up onions in the beans, add mustard and some catsup, then put it in a pot on the stove for about twenty minutes. That sounds good, doesn’t it?”
She stopped rocking.
Slowly, she turned her face toward him. She pushed back her hair.
“You like hot dogs?”
She nodded.
“Good. I do too. I bought some of those old-fashioned potato chips. The real greasy kind that makes your hands all oily. Do you like potato chips?”
She nodded again. She eased, just a little bit.
The kid liked food. It was a start. “Did you mind the skimmed milk?”
She shook her head.
What now? “Do you mind if I eat my toast? It’s getting cold.” He didn’t wait for her to nod again, just smiled at her and began to butter his toast. When he’d slathered strawberry jam on one slice, he held it out to her. “You want to try this?”
She stared at that piece of toast with a glob of jam about ready to fall over the edge. “Let me put it on a napkin.” Thank heaven he’d bought napkins.
He handed it to her. She took three fast bites, hardly chewing, then sighed and ate more slowly. She licked strawberry jam off her lower lip. For the first time she looked happy.
“Has it been a long time since you’ve eaten?”
She was chewing slowly on a bite of toast. She seemed to think about it. Then she nodded slowly.
“I see I’ve got to ask you only yes or no questions. Do you feel better this morning?”
Fear washed all the color from her face.
She was looking at her bandaged wrist holding the half slice of toast.
“I’ll put some more medicated cream on your wrists and ankles after you finish your toast.” He said nothing more, just ate his own toast. What about the rest of her body? He knew he should examine her again but he didn’t want to, not with her awake and terrified.
When they’d both finished, he rose and said as he walked away from her into the living area, “Would you like to have a bath? I can heat some water over the stove and pour it into the tub. I’ve got a couple of really big pans just for that purpose.” He knew without looking at her that she was probably shaking her head, pressed against the kitchen wall. “You’re a big girl. You can bathe yourself, right?” He turned, smiling toward her.
Slowly, she rose. She nodded.
“I’ve got some shampoo in the bathroom. Can you wash your own hair? Good. Then I can put more cream on your wrists and ankles. There are a couple of other spots that need some medicated cream too. Now we’ve got a clothing problem. Tell you what. When you’re through, just put the undershirt back on. I’ll see what I can scrounge up for you.”
He’d gotten so used to silence over the past two weeks that hearing himself talk on and on felt strange. He felt the echo of his own voice inside himself.
After he’d heated enough hot water and poured it into the tub, he heated more for her to rinse her hair and set the pots beside the tub. While she was in the bathroom, he sat down at the old Olivetti typewriter that had belonged to his mom. It felt comfortable hammering away at those dinosaur keys. He put on his glasses and began reading what he’d written the day before.
He didn’t know how long he read. But suddenly he looked up to see her standing there beside his desk, making no noise, just standing there, her hair wet and tangled around her face, her wrists and ankles raw and ugly, her face shiny and clean, wearing his undershirt.
“Hi,” he said, taking off his glasses. “I’m sorry I didn’t hear you come out. When I work I tend to forget where I am. Why don’t you come over and sit on the couch.”
He took his own comb, washed it first, then spent the next ten minutes combing the tangles out of her hair. Then he put more medicated cream on her wrists and ankles and bandaged them again. He knew he had to check her over but he couldn’t see himself pulling off that undershirt. No, he’d have to be more devious. He rose. “Now, clothes for you.”
He wasn’t about to put her back into what she was wearing when he’d found her. He could only begin to imagine what sorts of memories those clothes would bring her.
“You’re going to be a Ralph Lauren Polo girl. What do you think?” It was a long-sleeved soft wool pullover sweater. At least it would keep her warm. No underwear, no pants, no shoes.
He handed her the sweater. “Why don’t you change in the bathroom?”
She left him. This time she came back in five minutes. He was gaining ground. The sweater came to her ankles, the sleeves flopping a foot beyond her hands. He rolled the sleeves up to her elbows. She looked ridiculous and endearing.
What was one to do with a little kid?
“Do you know the capital of Colorado?”
She nodded. He pulled out a map then realized he didn’t know if she could read. Well, it didn’t matter. She pointed to Denver. It had a red star beside it. So she lived in Colorado.
“That’s really good. I don’t think my nieces and nephews know the capital of any state, even Pennsylvania, where they live. Do you know where we are?”
Fear, cold, frozen fear.
He said easily, “We’re in the Rockies, about a two-hour drive southwest of Denver. There aren’t any ski resorts close by, so it’s pretty empty. Still, it’s a really pretty place. Do you watch Star Trek?”
She nodded, some color coming back into her face.
“I’m told the local folks call the mountain peaks opposite us the Ferengi Range.”
She opened her mouth and rubbed her fingers over her teeth.
He laughed. “That’s it. All the peaks are jagged and crooked and spaced funny. Ferengi teeth.”
The sleeves of his shirt were dragging on the floor again. He leaned forward to roll them up. She made that deep mewling sound and ran over to the wall by the fireplace. She curled up just as she had in the kitchen.
He’d scared her. Slowly, he got up and walked to the sofa. He sat down. “I’m sorry I scared you. All I wanted to do was roll up your sleeves. Your arms aren’t quite as long as mine yet. I should have told you what I intended. Can I roll up your sleeves? I think there are some safety pins in the kitchen drawer. If I can pin them up, you won’t have to worry about them.”
She got up and started to walk to him. One step, and she paused. Another step. Another pause, studying him, weighing if she could trust him, wondering if he wouldn’t turn on her. Finally she was beside him. She looked up at his face. He smiled and slowly lifted his hand. He rolled up the sleeves. Then he said, “I can try to braid your hair. It won’t be great but at least you won’t have your hair in your face.”
The braid wasn’t all that bad. He fastened the end with a rubber band that had come around the bag of peaches.
“The sun’s really bright. It’s not too cold out. If I bundle you up, would you like to go outside?”
He should have known. She was gone in a flash, into the kitchen. He knew she was against the damned wall. At least she didn’t lock herself in the bathroom.
What to do?
Whatever he did with her, he had to do it slowly, really slowly.
Thank God there were some old magazines in the cabin. He said, “Would you like to look at the photos? If you like, we could look at them together and I could read to you what they say about the photos.”
Finally, she nodded slowly. “First let me get those safety pins and fasten your arms up.”
Then she followed him into the living area. It was tough because she didn’t want to get anywhere close to him. The magazine ended up between them on the sofa. At least he got her to wrap the afghan around her.
He looked over at her and said, “Socks.”
She blinked and cocked her head to one side.
“I was worried about you walking around in your bare feet. Do you want to try some of my socks? They’ll look funny and come up to your neck. Maybe you could practice to be a clown. You could wear my socks and see if I laugh. What do you say?”
The socks were a big hit. She didn’t try to be funny, but she did give one tiny smile when she pulled them over her knees.
It took them nearly an hour to get through a People magazine from the previous October. He didn’t think he ever wanted to see a picture of Cindy Crawford again. She was on every other page. He looked up after reading about a movie star’s painful reunion with her long-lost brother. She was asleep, her cheek on her hands, resting on the arm of the sofa. He smoothed the afghan around her and went back to his typewriter.
He nearly knocked his glasses off he roared up out of his chair so quickly. That horrible low mewling sound was louder this time. She was having a nightmare, twisting inside the afghan, her small face flushed, strained with fear. He had to touch her, no choice.
He shook her shoulder. “Wake up, sweetheart. Come on, wake up.”
She opened her eyes. She was crying.
“Oh no.” He didn’t think, just sat down and pulled her onto his lap. “I’m so sorry, baby. It’s all right now.” He held her close, gently pressing her head against his chest, pulling the afghan around her to keep her warm. One of his socks was dangling off her left foot. He pulled it back up and tucked her in tighter against him.
“It’s all right now. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I swear it to you. No one will ever hurt you again.”
He realized that she was frozen against him. He’d terrified her but good. But he didn’t let her go. If ever she needed another person, it was now, and he was the only one available. He kept whispering to her, telling her over and over that she was safe, that he’d never let anyone hurt her again. He spoke on and on until he finally felt her begin to loosen. Finally, he heard her give a huge sigh, then, miracles of miracles, she was asleep again.
It was early afternoon. He was getting hungry, but it could wait. He wasn’t about to disturb her. She was nestled against him, her head nearly in his armpit. He rearranged her just a bit, then picked up his book. She whimpered in her sleep. He pulled her closer. She smelled sweet, that unique child sweet. His eyes feral, he said low toward the window, “You come anywhere close, you bastard, and I’ll blow your head off.”
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