EYE OF THE BEHOLDER

Chapter One.

THURSDAY

The Eye of the Behol der Beauty Sal on and Day Spa opened for
busi ness on an om nous Thursday in January. Since the day
after Christmas a roof of clouds had | oonmed over Shadow
Hills, for seventeen days the strongest rains in a century
had pelted the weal thy horse suburb of Los Angel es and at
last, on this particular Thursday, the valley' s ceiling was
showi ng small cracks. Blots of liquid blue sky were seeping
t hrough. The cerul ean stains were wi dening and | eaki ng
clumsy shafts of sunlight that stabbed small greedy portions
of the drenched, forest green hills. The effect was

gl orious, |um nous swatches of col or surrounded by hungry
shadows that hovered, eager to swallow up the vibrant

out br eaks.

Greer Sands passed through the glass doors of her
sal on, | ooked up to the less threatening sky and the
promsing hills, and took in all the beauty of the two
conbi ned. The effect was so huge and dangerous that it nade
her trenble.

She stood for a nonent overwhel med by the pull of
crackling stormenergy surging in her, she felt the force of
t he weat her as an insistent thrumm ng, as though her torso
were strung with cords that nature plucked with skilled

fingers, playing on her like a nusical six-string baroneter.



She did not turn when her partner Dario canme out and
it a cigarette as he settled next to her.

From his inpressive six foot four franme, Dario smled
down at his friend with handsonme, watchful eyes. *“Feeling
like a guitar in a mariachi band?” He had known G eer, and
her special sensitivities, for alnbst twenty years.

Her face, which was snooth in repose, reveal ed her
forty-three years when she turned and smled at him Soft
lines crinkled around her amazingly green eyes and the
corners of her mouth. “Sonething’ s comng,” she said to him
through lips so full they al nbst seened to get in the way,
i ps made for pouting m schievously but not for
conversation. And then she turned her eyes back up at the
play of l|ight as though whatever she sensed was com ng was
witten up there |ike an Archangel’s spraw i ng footnote.

Dari o nodded, his thick, black, glossy curls brushing
hi s shoul ders, and he watched her with eyes that had been
conpared to a night sky in the desert, deeply dark, but
spattered with stars.

Greer went on, “Changes, and that’s always good, and
t he nunber three for nme, three new friends, | think, but
there’s sonething.” She tilted her head to one side, pursed
out her pregnant lips, placed a hand flat on her chest and
shuddered, *“..sonmething else, sonething black.”

After twenty years of friendship, Dario was accustoned
to these bouts of psychic revel ation, and though he had

| earned to trust them from experience, he’ d never grown



particularly confortable with them especially not when they
pai ned G eer.

He shifted his weight and felt a surge of
protectiveness. Tine for a distraction technique, he
t hought .

“Sonet hi ng bl ack?” he asked in feigned exasperation. “I
certainly hope not! |I’'ve got enough peroxide on Ms. Law ess
to bleach M ckey Muse! It damm well better not cone out
bl ack.”

To Dario’s relief, it worked. Geer |aughed and with a
| ast gl ance over her shoul der at the magnificent, panoranma
of water and |light she turned and wal ked back i nsi de.

Dari o watched her, admring the way he had cut her
thick auburn hair. He admred—in a purely objective way—
her full and womanly form but nostly he admred hinself for
havi ng the good sense to have a worman |i ke Greer as a best
friend. Gatitude filled himlike the warmburn after a shot
of good whi sky as he watched her wal k back to the reception
desk. He sighed and gl anced at his watch, m ni-break was
over. Crushing out his cigarette on the bottomof his shoe,
he put it carefully into the trashcan, scanning to see that
there were no other butts or trash on the sidewalk in front
of their brand new sal on.

Greer watched Dario survey the busy salon as he wal ked
back to his station and when she caught his eye they shared
a proud wi nk. The Eye of the Behol der was off to a roaring

start, even considering the weather. O perhaps, because of



it, Geer thought. She and Dario had done their research
well, this wealthy area was ripe for a |uxury salon, and
because of the nudslides and flooding limting their routes
to Los Angel es proper, the locals were eager to get out and
be steaned, soaked, prodded, cut, trimmed, buffed,
shel | acked, blown dry and thrust back out into their
Expeditions and their five bedroomranch hones.

Greer turned to the pretty teenager standing next to
her. Celia had a body that seened capable of growing in only
one direction at a time, and so far, it had been up. Her
hair was stick strait, blue-black and hung so flat that it
gave the inpression that her pale face was peaking through a
vel vet curtain. She was wearing a tube-like, short black
dress and clunky bl ack Maryjane shoes. The overall effect
was that of an exclamation point.

“Celia,” Geer addressed her, “l1’ve got an appoi nt nent
comng in now, so you' |l have to mnd the front. Renmenber
what | told you about the appointnent book?”

“Doubl e check the date before | wite it in and only
use pencil?” the punctuation mark of a girl asked as though
unsure of the correct response.

“And?” Greer pronpted.

“CGet the phone nunber?” Celia added.

“ And?”

The brown eyes flicked left and then back, w dening
slightly in fear. She couldn’'t renmenber anything el se.

“And..” she bit her lip.



“And relax,” Greer smled at her, feeling the girl’s
nervousness bristling a foot away from her body and
smoothing it down with caressing words and a warm hand on
Celia’s arm “If sonmething goes wong, we'll fix it. It’s
not the end of the world or the salon. Ckay?”

Celia sm|ed sheepishly. “Ckay,” she agreed.

Geer left the girl to worry her way through her first
day. She entered the small treatnment roomand lit a candl e;
t he cl eansing scent of rosemary perneated the small room
Sensing a presence outside, Geer went to the door, opening
it just as the woman was raising her hand to knock.

“Hel | o Leah?” Greer asked, extending her hand in
introduction, “I’m Geer. Conme right in and get confortable
on the table, face down. W' re doing refl exol ogy today,
right?”

Greer wasn’t surprised when Leah’s nod seened a bit
reluctant, she was used to people who were hesitant their
first tinme. So she asked a question she knew the answer to.
“Anything in particular you want to work on?” Even w t hout
her special sensitivity G eer would have been able to read
the signs of stress in this woman. Even after a sauna and a
shower, Leah’s hair was conbed back so neatly it | ooked nore
like it had been nowed; there wasn’'t a trace of mascara
snmudged bel ow her eyes.

“Just stress,” Leah had the face of an Italian
aristocrat, beautiful, with sienna brown eyes that appeared

specially designed to veil any true sign of her inner life.



“Ceneral stress.” The way she held herself perfectly
upri ght spoke of relentless self-consciousness that never
took a day off.

To give Leah privacy while she took off her robe and
clinbed up on to the nmassage table, Geer stepped out into
the hall. Standing quietly, wth her hands on her chest and
her head bowed, Greer closed her eyes. She found and focused
her mnd and intuition on Leah’s enerqgy.

It had the usual anmount of city snmut all over it and a
| arge dose of anxiety, things that were so preval ent these
days that, sadly, nost people had cone to think of them as
acceptabl e. There was damage too though, abuse. G eer sensed
a man with a violent tenper and the wonan’s fear, both al
too comon as well. Sighing, she re-entered the roomafter a
soft knock and noved to the side of the table. Then she
pl aced one hand between Leah’s shoul der bl ades and the ot her
on the small of her back. Geer held still and took a deep
breath to sense the flow of energy through Leah’s taught and
t oned body.

| medi ately Greer’s hands began to heat up, and the
dar k bl ockages showed thenselves to her clearly. One thing
in particular |eapt up and stung her.

Before she could block it, into Geer mnd rushed one
of the two worst nenories of her life. Since she was a child
G eer had known things about people, little things, |ike who
was on the phone when it rang. She had only sensed snal

t hings, until one night when she was fifteen.



She had been getting ready to go neet her best friend
Sarah for a novie at the local mall and David Bow e’s
‘Changes’ blared fromher record player. As she had | eaned
into her mrror to dab on sonme sparkling lip-gloss that
Sarah had | oaned her, the reflection before her had suddenly
faded out of focus. Her face had still been there in the
mrror, but suddenly and sharply a sensation had overcone
her that was so envel oping that she had been incapabl e of
usi ng her senses to experience anything el se.

The phenonenon had renoved her conpletely to another
pl ace, a place where tinme was bent, inpossible to track, she
had been aware only of utter and absolute terror. She had
known, wi thout words or question that Sarah was in nortal
danger. G eer had stunbl ed, unseeing, to the phone, stil
hol ding Sarah’s lip-gloss in her hand, to try to call her
friend, to warn her. Then the room before her had
di sappeared and the vision had begun.

The fifteen year old Greer could see Sarah, she was
wal ki ng al ong a dark sidewal k and com ng the other way was a
man, a man whose face Greer couldn’t make out. In her vision
the man was surrounded by jagged shapes, |ike shards of
dar kness that noved with himbut were visually inpenetrable.
She coul d feel Sarah getting closer to him she could sense
the man’s egregious intent as he stal ked toward her friend.
Al one in her room Geer dropped to her knees in despair and
cried out loud, “No! Sarah, run!” But of course Sarah

couldn’t hear her. Desperately G eer struggled to focus on



t he nunbers on the phone, but she could see nothing but the
phantom figures, the night, and the strange, black, jagged
shadows.

The two figures canme closer and closer to each other
until, paralyzed with fear, Greer watched as the man passed
Sarah, turned, and struck her on the back of the head, then
he dragged her into her bushes of an enpty |ot that bordered
t he sidewal k.

Then, as abruptly at the vision had begun, it ended.
Greer found herself Iying on the floor of her room the
green shag rug carpet distorted as it canme in view inches
fromher face, she was sobbing and sweating. Wth trenbling
hands she gat hered the phone and di al ed Sarah’s nunber.

Sarah answered the phone with her usual bright, eager
voice. Geer alnost fainted with relief, she nade an excuse
for the call, and went to her bathroomto vomt up the bile
of fear. Greer was so shaken by the force and depth of what
she had seen and felt, that she was afraid to tell anyone,
afraid to be thought a freak. Even Sarah, who had al ways
treated Greer’s talent with enthusiasmcouldn’t always
conceal that she was vaguely unconfortable with the oddness
of it. This vision, Geer worried, would have both repelled
and frightened her friend. So Geer didn't tell Sarah, she
convinced herself that it had been a fantasy or an anxiety
attack. She briefly considered telling her nother, but
decided against it. It was a choice she was to regret until

t he day she di ed.



The two friends went to the novie that night, they had
ice creamafter and | aughed and flirted with a group of boys
t hey knew from school. Geer reveled in the famliarity and
acceptance of her friend, but being unable to tell Sarah
about her eerie experience nade her feel distanced,
different and lonely. And, no matter how hard she tried to
deny it, she couldn’t shake the uneasy apprehensiveness.

In the days that followed, she’'d tried to put it out of
her m nd. She had been afraid that she was crazy, that
peopl e woul d think she was sone kind of bizarre nental case.
That she was sone kind of nental case. And Sarah was fine,
wasn’t she? The whol e thing had been the product an
overactive imgination coupled with teenage angst, she told
herself. As the days went by, the convincing reality of the
vi si on faded.

But two nonths after the vision, just after m dnight on
a cold Saturday night, the doorbell woke Geer froma sleep
riddled wth ugly dreans. She could hear her father’s
nmuf f | ed voi ce and that of another man conversing through the
cl osed door and then the sound of the | ocks being unlatched,
opened, and her nane being call ed.

Confused, frightened, and sl eepy, Geer was sunmoned to
speak to the visitor, a police officer, in the kitchen. He
wanted to know what she’ d done earlier that evening. She
told himthat she’d gone to a coffee shop wth her friend,
Sarah, they had stayed until about nine and then said

goodbye and gone their separate ways.



The officer shuffled his feet, sighed, rubbed his eyes
as though they pained him or maybe he was trying not to
cry, and then he told them

Sarah had been assaulted on the way hone. She’ d been
knocked unconsci ous, sexually assaulted, brutally beaten,
and left for dead in an enpty lot. After a nei ghbor had
heard mpani ng and called the police, she’'d been taken to a
hospital where she was in critical condition. Al they could
do now, he had told them was pray that she woul d pul
t hr ough.

Greer blamed herself, prayed until her knees were raw
t hat Sarah would pull through. She had not.

On the day of her best friend s funeral, she sobbed out
the story to her nother, and her nother took her by the
shoul ders and | ooked into her eyes. G eer had never
forgotten what had been said to her on that dismal day.

“Listen to me. You have a gift. One woman in every
generation of our famly has had this gift for as long as
anyone can renenber. My sister had it. There's nothing wong
with you, there’s nothing to be ashanmed of or even afraid
of , but you cannot run fromit and you cannot nmeke it go
away. You have to use it, enbrace it, and welcone it, as
best you can.”

G eer also renenbered what she had said in response.
“So, if | had told you before, I could have saved Sarah’s

[ife?”



And her nother’s quick reply; “No.” Then she had
paused, |ooking troubled, and G eer knew that her nother had
told her alie and couldn’t live with it, so she changed her
answer. “Maybe. Sone things you can change, sone things you
can only let go of.”

That was it. Sone things she could only let go of.

Li ke Sar ah.

The forty-three year old Geer | ooked down at the woman
on the massage table in front of her and knew exactly why
she was renenbering the feeling of terror so vividly right
now t hat she’d had for Sarah, so | ong ago.

She was having it again.



